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"Croesus logos" in Herodotus, ambiguity, and historical understanding1

Dražen Pehar

‘The historian is a prophet turned to the past.’ (F. Schlegel) 

In  this  paper  my  focus  is  on  the  Croesus  story  from  the  First  Book  of  the

Histories by Herodotus, which is a defining work for the Western tradition of historical

understanding. Due to the fact that an ambiguity plays a key role in the story, and thus

makes  the  story  open  to  diverse  interpretations,  forcing  us  to  confront

historical/historiographic problematique in a very explicit way, my proposal is to use the

story-cum-interpretations as a paradigm (or a tangible model) from which one can draw a

number of criteria for historical both explanation and enquiry. 

The first  section  of  the paper  serves  simply  to  recount  the  story.  The second

outlines  seven interpretations  of the story that  seem to be equally supported by both

textual evidence and the common-sense assumptions. It also spots and emphasises their

differences, and then briefly discusses two classical concepts of ambiguity: one implicitly

proposed by Herodotus himself, the other proposed by Aristotle in the  Rhetoric, which

quotes  a  part  of  the  Delphic  prophecy  to  Croesus,  but  does  not  explicitly  refer  to

Herodotus. 

The third section keeps a close look at the Croesus story and its interpretations,

and points to the issue of ambiguity that influences and shapes, firstly, the character of

interpretations and, secondly, the view one tends to take not only of the direction of the

narrative, but also of the moral and cognitive standing of the narrative heroes/agents. A

major part of the section suggests that we organise our historical understanding and/or

research  along  the  following  five  dimensions  (of  which  the  first  three  are  to  be

1 This is a conveniently modified version of the talk delivered at the symposium 'Education and historicity'
organized by Hegel Gesellschaft (University of Zadar, Croatia, 4 September 2006:  http://www.hegelovo-
drustvo.hr/vijesti/09_09_06.htm, accessed January 15 2016). 
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categorised  primarily  as  cognitive/theoretical,  whereas  the  last  two are  to  be  viewed

primarily and predominantly as ethical/practical): (a) plurality of potential interpretations,

(b)  requirement  of  a  single  interpretation,  (c)  holistic  and  mediated,  but  necessarily

veridical character of interpretation(s), (d) the sharing of a common universe of concerns,

likely responses, and interpretations, between the historical interpreters and the historical

agents,  (e)  an  inherent  connection  between  the  issue  of  interpretation,  or  narrative

explanation, and the issue of moral agency/responsibility. 

The paper  also  points  to  a  number  of  weak spots  in  so-called  'postmodernist

historiography',  which  is  here  represented  through  its  two  leading  advocates,  Keith

Jenkins and Hayden White. The arguments I offer support the view that their reflections

on historical  research  and  understanding  do not  fare  well  when confronted  with  the

Croesus story and its interpretations, or with the key issues an historian needs to address

to form an epistemically and ethically plausible, and also comprehensive,  view of the

moral, structure, cast, and impact of the story.     

1. The story of Croesus2

Here is a recounting of the story of Croesus as we find it in the First Book of the

Histories by Herodotus. 

Croesus was an emperor/dynast who ruled over Lydia (the territory of today's
Anatolia in Turkey, Asia Minor) in 6th century BC. He was, as Herodotus claims,
famous for being the first Asiatic despot who subjugated a number of Greek
cities in Asia Minor and forced them to pay tribute. According to the story,
Croesus was very rich king with enough money to pay a huge army. In fact,
there remains even today an idiomatic expression in English language, ‘rich as
Croesus’ which means ‘very, very rich’. 

2 For  the  story  itself,  I  am using  the  Greek  original  as  well  as  a  number  of  English  translations  of
Herodotus: Herodotus (1952), (1993), (1996), and (1998). Here I am using the story, in which ambiguity
plays  a prominent role,  as a  springboard for  drawing a number of broad conclusions on the nature of
historical  understanding and research.  In  my PhD thesis "Language,  Power,  Law: Groundwork for  the
Theory of Diplomatic Ambiguity" (SPIRE, Keele University, UK, 2005), I am using it to introduce the
main themes and options for the theory of diplomatic ambiguity. The two uses of the story, however, tend
to overlap as one cannot aspire to construct a groundwork for the theory of diplomatic ambiguity without a
lot of historical understanding and research.
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Some  time  during  his  reign  Croesus  receives  a  visit  by  the  Athenian
constitution  maker  and  poet  Solon.  Solon  advises  Croesus  to  be  more
moderate  and  refrain  from boasting  himself  with  his  fortune,  as  Gods  are
envious and sometimes disorderly. The fact that one enjoys bliss of fortune at
present  does  not  mean  that  it  will  remain  that  way  forever,  Solon  told
Croesus.  Perhaps  all  that  happened  afterwards  served  to  confirm  Solon's
words about gods’ envy. 

In the course of Croesus' reign the Persian Empire started growing. Croesus
was very much concerned with such a development and he made decision to
check the Persians [It also seems that he wished to make the Persian dynast
Cyrus pay for removal of his, that is Croesus’ relative from the Persian throne,
but this was a secondary motive]. He thought that it would be best for him to
launch a  pre-emptive  strike.  However,  he  was not  quite  certain  about  the
likely outcome of his strike. One of his advisors told him that Persians were
poor people, which is why conquering them would bring no benefit to him or
Lydians. As this was not quite convincing for Croesus, he decided to ask the
Delphic Oracle for advice. According to Herodotus, he first checked both the
Oracle's  truthfulness  and  ability  to  prophesise  and  then,  after  the  Oracle
proved  it,  sent  many  gifts  to  Delphi.  By  sending  those  gifts  he  probably
thought  he  would  buy  an  accurate  and  sincere  answer  from  the  Delphic
priests.

Then he explicitly asked Delphi whether he should launch an attack against
Persians, whether he should take any Greek city for his ally, and whether any
Persian ruler would pose a severe threat to him. The Oracle responded that,
should he attack the Persians, he would destroy a mighty empire, and that
once a ‘mule’ assumes the Persian throne, Croesus’ life will be in jeopardy. As
to the issue of allies, the Oracle advised Croesus to enter into alliance with
the strongest Greek city. Consequently Croesus conducted an inquiry into the
latter issue and found out that Sparta was the strongest Greek city at the
time. So he proposed an alliance to Spartans who accepted it. Interestingly,
Herodotus claims that, a while ago, Spartans suffered a devastating military
defeat from Tegea because they ‘misinterpreted’ an ‘impure’ (or ‘ambiguous’)
Delphic oracle; Croesus has perhaps learned about this.   

Croesus then moved his troops and clashed with  Cyrus on the territory  of
Syria. The clash ends up without a victorious side. Croesus believed that this
time he did not manage to win because his army was not sufficiently large; so
he asked Spartans to come in four months to assist him. He then returned to
Sardis, the capital of Lydia, dismissed the foreign element of his army from
duty,  and,  even  worse,  allowed  the  element  to  leave  Sardis  (This  was  a
strangely  dangerous  decision  by  Croesus.  Perhaps  we  can  treat  it  as  a
moment of his madness). Surprisingly for Croesus, following the clash in Syria,
Cyrus decided not to return to Persia, but to launch an attack on Sardis itself
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(Cyrus received an intelligence message saying that Croesus dismissed a part
of  his  army making  himself  thus  extremely  vulnerable).  Croesus  was  then
taken by surprise and defeated. 

Herodotus writes that Cyrus even put Croesus on funeral pyre, then changed
his mind,  but it  is  already too late as the fire  spreads rapidly.  At the last
moment  Apollo  intervenes  and  pours  rain  to  save  Croesus  from the  pyre.
Having received some wise advice from Croesus, Cyrus decided to appoint
Croesus one of his advisors. Initially Croesus was very angry with the Delphic
Oracle,  because  he  held  it  fully  responsible  for  his  defeat  at  the  Persian
hands. That is why he sent an embassy to Delphi to ask the Oracle why they
issued a wrong prophecy. The oracle responded by saying: "Croesus, this was
your destiny you could not have escaped. We told you that you would destroy
a mighty  empire,  and  you  did  destroy  one  because  your  own empire  was
mighty.  Cyrus  is  indeed  a  'mule',  because  he  was  born  in  an  interethnic
marriage. If something was not clear to you, you should have asked for us to
clarify it. As to your life and Apollo’s role in it, you should know that Apollo
saved your life when you were at the funeral pyre. Apollo has also managed to
convince Moirai (Destiny) to postpone your downfall for five years. But, being
the fifth  generation  (of  the  Lydian rulers)  after  Gyges,  you could  not  have
escaped being punished for his misdeed." According to Herodotus, Croesus
accepted  the  answer,  admitted  that  he  was  the  main  cause  of  his  own
downfall, and consequently withdrew his accusations against the Oracle.3 

2. Interpretations 

For the sake of  simplicity,  the  whole  story can  be divided into the  following

episodes: A) THE PROPHECY ITSELF; B) CROESUS’ UNDERSTANDING OF THE

PROPHECY;  C)  CROESUS’  ACTIONS;  D)  OUTCOME  OF  HIS  ACTIONS  IN

TERMS OF THEIR RELATIONSHIP WITH A; E) WHAT D CAN TELL US ABOUT

THE  ULTIMATE  SELF-JUSTIFICATION  BY  DELPHI.  Except  in  C,  various

interpretations disagree about the character and meaning of the remaining four episodes.  

One  ought  to  understand,  first,  that  each  interpretation  of  the  story  makes  a

coherent and logical whole. In other words, an answer to the question B predetermines

3 The Croesus story is a myth - the life of Croesus was different from Herodotus’ narration; for this, see
Romm (1998, 1-4). However, there are many real world stories that do not differ from the Croesus myth in
any significant respect: think, for instance, of post-Yalta Declaration situation, or of the April Glaspie affair
prior to Saddam’s 1990 military invasion of Kuwait,  or of the frequent  complaints by the Palestinians
against the UN SC Resolution 242, or of R. Faurisson’s defence of the denials of the Holocaust, or see the
Economist report on ‘Ambiguity’s path to murder’ (18 Oct 1997 issue).   
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the answer to the question D. An answer to the question D predetermines the answer to

the question E. If, for instance, Croesus misunderstood the prophecy then his defeat is an

outcome  of  his  misunderstanding  for  which  he  is  solely  responsible.  If  he  is  solely

responsible  for his  defeat  then the final self-justification by Delphi  fully excused the

Oracle and Croesus’ anger was unjustified. 

Before I proceed, I must emphasise that the following interpretations of the story

are not my own inventions. They are to be found in the existing (philological, literary-

theoretical,  or  philosophical)  literature  dealing  with  the  story.  One  can  distinguish

between at least seven different interpretations of the story.  I will very briefly outline

each of them. 

The ‘ deception’ version

This version amounts to the claim that the Oracle deliberately advised Croesus in

a way he could misunderstand. It had no other aim but to mislead him into the belief that

he would defeat the Persian Empire. The Oracle counted on both horns of the ambiguous

prophecy "should you attack the Persians, you would destroy a mighty empire;"4 one to

mislead Croesus, the other to defend itself from the allegation that it misled Croesus.5 

The ‘misunderstood warning’ version 

The  aforementioned,  however,  is  not  the  only  possible  interpretation  of  the

episode. It is quite possible, on the basis of the text itself, to argue that the Oracle meant

to help Croesus and that, with that purpose in mind, it issued a prophecy about which it

hoped  that  Croesus  would  understand  correctly.  It  issued  a  warning  to  Croesus,  but

unfortunately Croesus did not understand it. The Oracle said ‘Once you cross the river

Halys  you  would  destroy  a  mighty  empire’.  Or,  under  another  interpretation  of  the

4 Aristotle presents a different  version of the prophecy:  "Having crossed the river  Halys,  Croesus will
destroy a mighty empire;" I discuss Aristotle's views of both ambiguity and the ambiguous prophecy later
in the text.  
5 For such a version, see Arieti (1995, 72); see also Fisher (1992, 357-360). Stanford (1939, 123) reports
that, according to one of Lucian’s comic dialogues, Delphi decided to deceive Croesus because they were
“angry at Croesus’ device of the lamb and tortoise stew for testing the oracle’s powers of divination, a
gross insult to any established prophet.”    
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participle from the Greek original, it said ‘By crossing the river Halys you would destroy

a mighty empire’. Expressed in this way, the oracle really sounds ominous - why should

crossing of a river in itself imply destruction of the Persian Empire? Perhaps one could

say that Croesus thought that the destruction of the Persian Empire would be as easy as

crossing  of  a  river.  But,  it  was  also  quite  possible  to  get  the  ominous  tone  of  the

prophecy, because it carried at least a distant connotation that the crossing was going to

represent a trespass which would lead to a punishment for the trespass.6 The Oracle’s

advice to Croesus to search for an alliance with the strongest of the Greeks can itself be

interpreted as a part of Oracle’s effort to ensure that Croesus avoids the worst fate, even

if he misinterprets the prophecy as not a warning but an encouragement.7 

The ‘encouragement with loophole’ version

In this version, Delphi made a mistake,  but were clever enough to exploit  the

ambiguousness of their prophecy as a loophole. Delphi sincerely believed that Croesus

was going to win the war and encouraged him to go to the war. This interpretation rests

on a number of important factors that Delphi perhaps had in mind. Croesus was a very

rich ruler with a strong army. As Herodotus narrates the story, it is clear that the Persian

Empire  was an empire  in  the  making;  it  was  not  as  big as  the  Lydian  one.  Croesus

decided to attack because the Persian Empire’s strength was increasing, not because that

Empire was already as strong as Lydia. Secondly, it is clear from the story that Croesus

suffered defeat as a direct result of his strategic miscalculation, not because Cyrus was

stronger, or equal in strength. Hence it can be derived from all of this that it was rational

for Delphi to believe in the victory of Croesus, not of Cyrus.8  

6 As Henry Wood points out, in Herodotus, rivers represent not only physical boundaries, but also the limits
to the spheres of authority; see H. Wood (1972, 27). 
7 As one of the leading Herodotus scholars, Gould (1989, 80) claims, lending some support to this version,
‘but in general  it  is  true to say,  as Mabel  Lang has done recently,  that  divine envy ‘has  no merit  for
Herodotus as an expression of historical causation’, and that his narrative is very far from being constructed
to reflect, let alone demonstrate, the existence of a ‘cycle’ of human experience. His narrative does perhaps
more clearly convey the idea that the most fundamental of all human disabilities is the inability, displayed
by Croesus, to understand the nature of human experience- the assumption that nothing, not even a god, can
destroy the power and prosperity of the great…’ 
8 John Hart believes that the original version of the Delphic oracle to Croesus, which was not adequately
recorded by Herodotus, was encouraging to Croesus, for which see Hart (1982, 39). It is also obvious that,
initially, Croesus understood the prophecy as an encouragement (without a loophole, of course). 
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The ‘political neutrality’ version

The aforementioned interpretations view Delphi as somewhat biased either for or

against Croesus. The first interpretation implies Delphi were against Croesus. The second

and the third imply Delphi were sympathetic to Croesus. But, there are interpretations

under which the primary goal of the Delphic Oracle was to remain neutral in the whole

story. This kind of interpretation can take two forms depending on the kind of neutrality

we believe Delphi have manifested.9 

The first  kind of neutrality is the ordinary political  one. The Oracle in Delphi

chose  ambiguous  wording  for  its  prophecy  because  it  wanted  to  remain  politically

neutral. It did not want to issue a prophecy that could be interpreted only as a warning, or

only  as  an  encouragement  to  Croesus,  because  that  could  be  interpreted  as  an  act

supportive of Croesus. If, however, the Oracle issued a prophecy that can be interpreted

as, for Croesus, a misleading piece of advice, as well as a warning to him, it could have in

a way remained neutral because both sides, the Lydian and the Persian, would be pleased

in a sense. Under this interpretation the Delphic Oracle is a political tightrope walker.10 

The ‘cognitive neutrality’ version

Political neutrality however is not the only possible form of neutrality. The Oracle

may  have  chosen  to  be  cognitively  neutral  as  well,  and  this  may  compete  for  an

interpretation of the Croesus myth in its own right. Let us imagine that the Oracle’s only

motive for using the ambiguity was to protect its public image by delivering a prophecy

that cannot be easily falsified. In other words, the Oracle has no bias towards Croesus,

nor  it  cares  about  who would win and who would lose.  It  cares  only about  its  own

reputation for truth telling and that is why it replies to Croesus’ question ambiguously.

Under this interpretation the Oracle is a cognitive tightrope walker.11  

9 There is also a general theory of equivocation proposed in terms of ‘neutrality’, for which see Bavelas,
Black, Chovil, Mullett (1990).  
10 Plutarch is the most prominent classical writer advocating such an interpretation of both the prophecies of
the Delphic Oracle and the Croesus story; see Plutarch (1957, 333-35).   
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The ‘ascent to wisdom’ version

There may be another interpretation of the whole episode. The five interpretations

presented above do not take sufficiently into account the fact that Croesus does not end

up  only  as  a  defeated  party,  but  that  the  Croesus  story  practically  ends  with  his

appointment  as an advisor  to  Cyrus.  They also do not  pay sufficient  attention  to  the

‘funeral pyre’ scene in which Croesus calls on Solon and reinterprets his entire political

life as a fulfilment of Solon’s implicit predictions. It is also clear that Cyrus considered

Croesus very wise; this wisdom must have had something to do with Croesus' experience

of the Delphic Oracle, his experience of a very close relationship with Apollo, the God in

whose name the Oracle prophesised. Seen in this light, the story may be interpreted as a

story about the emperor  who, through a rather idiosyncratic  experience of ambiguity,

realised  both  the  power  of  divinity  and inherent  limitations  of  human  intellect.  This

interpretation makes Croesus’ learning process the focal point of the story and draws an

analogy between the Oedipus myth and the Croesus myth.12 

The ‘destiny’ version

Let us finally notice that at the very end of the Croesus ‘logos’ Delphi actually

combine two different versions of the story. The Oracle says it warned Croesus, but he

for his part forgot to ask for additional clarifications, and then adds that Croesus had to

experience the downfall because he had to pay for a misdeed of his predecessor Gyges. In

other words, some kind of destiny led Croesus to understand the prophecy the way he

did. Nothing in the prophecy, semantically speaking, can be taken to have determined

Croesus’ interpretation of it. That is why this version retains the rupture between episodes

A and B, and the issue of the meaning of prophecy becomes irrelevant.  This version

11 As Bellanger,  in Larcher (1844, 100),  pointed out, ‘those who pretend to infallibility do not like to
express themselves clearly; they take especial care to select ambiguous words, and to involve their answers
in a holy and reverend obscurity.  It  would not have answered the purpose of the Pythoness to express
herself in a clear, precise, and intelligible manner.’  
12 Despite his previous subscription to the ‘deception’ interpretation, Arieti (1995, 112), also claims the
following: ‘In his new role as advisor to Cyrus he [Croesus] has a stature like Solon's, which comes from
wisdom and clear vision. There seems no doubt that these are the virtues Herodotus and the tradition of
Western philosophy have cultivated. Thus, just as the outcome of story of Oedipus may in many ways be
seen as positive, so may the story of Croesus.’ 
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hence requires the invocation of an over-arching principle linking the individual episodes

not to each other but to a higher purpose visible only from a wider historical perspective.

Interpretations contrasted

All the interpretations share some common dimensions. First, they all agree that

Croesus is defeated as an effect of his understanding of the ‘you will destroy a mighty

empire’ prophecy. Secondly, they all agree that there is a kind of gap/rupture, an open

space  that  has  to  be  closed  somehow.  The  rupture  takes  the  form of  the  difference

between Croesus’  understanding of  the  prophecy,  on the one hand,  and the intended

meaning of the prophecy, on the other. 

With  these  shared  dimensions  set  aside,  the  rest  of  the  structure  varies  from

interpretation to interpretation. The interpretations differ in several important dimensions.

First, they differ with regard to the answer to the question as to what Delphi actually

intended to tell Croesus. Secondly, they differ with regard to the question as to whether

Croesus understood the prophecy in its intended meaning, correctly, incorrectly, or semi-

correctly. Thirdly, as an effect of the first and the second, they differ with regard to the

question as to how the actions taken by Croesus relate to the meaning of the prophecy as

intended by Delphi. Fourthly, the interpretations differ with regard to the question as to

how the defeat of Croesus relates to the meaning of the prophecy as intended by Delphi.13

Before I proceed any further and attempt to answer the question of what light the

Croesus  story  and  the  variety  of  its  interpretations  shed  on  the  concept  of

history/historicity, I will make two brief comments on Herodotus’ picture of ambiguity

and on a brief passage on ambiguity in the 3rd Book of Aristotle’s Rhetoric. 

Interestingly, Herodotus did not use the expression ‘ambiguous’, or ‘ambiguity’.14

The expression he used was a metaphor, the Greek word 'kíbdelon'. ‘Kibdelon’ means

13 I think that we have to exclude the ‘destiny’ version which provides no coherent story or a story with a
beginning, a middle plot and an ending; such a version treats individual episodes as unrelated to each other
and so the question of both ambiguity and the meaning Delphi intended does not arise. 
14 But,  Aristotle  says  Herodotus  wrote  about  ambiguous  prophecies  as  the  instances  of  ‘amphibolía’
(ambiguity). 
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‘impure’,  ‘base’ (as metal),  but the root of the word is ‘adulterous (wife).’15 In other

words, when Herodotus refers to ambiguous prophecies he does not say that they are

‘ambiguous’, but that they are ‘impure/base/adulterated’.16 Herodotus’ metaphor is thus

part and parcel of the theory of ‘deceptive ambiguity’, and Herodotus is the first (though

probably  unconscious)  advocate  of  such  theory.17 But,  more  interestingly,  the  final

episodes of the Croesus story,  in which Delphi seem to have justified themselves and

placed  all  blame  on  either  Croesus  or  Destiny,  do  not  cohere  with  the  metaphor

Herodotus himself used. 

As to Aristotle, in his  Rhetoric he explains ambiguity by using the metaphor of

‘odd-even’ game (‘par-impar’ in Latin version, or ‘artiasmos’ in Greek) in which one

party makes a guess as to whether the number of pebbles the other party holds in his/her

fist is odd or even (if the guess is correct, an amount of money, or pebbles, equal to the

amount held goes to the guessing party; if not, that amount goes to the pebbles-holder).

Aristotle wanted to stress the point that guessing about ‘odd or even’ is less demanding

than guessing about exact numbers – it reduces the risk of making an incorrect guess. The

same, in Aristotle’s opinion, applies to ambiguous prophecies of the Delphic Oracle.18

The Oracle exploits ambiguities to portray itself as more knowledgeable than it in reality

is. In reality, however, it is ignorant about specific future developments. 

This fits well into the ‘cognitive neutrality’ version of the Croesus story, because

Aristotle implies that the Oracle proposed something which, in Oracle’s own view, can

and should be interpreted only  post facto,  which future developments should fill with

15 I noticed that only G. Rawlinson (Herodotus 1952) translates this adjective literally at I.66.3. At I.75.2,
he translated it with ‘evasive’. The other translators translate ‘kibdelon’ simply as ‘ambiguous’. Sheets, in
his commentary (Herodotus 1993, 32), treats (wrongly) the two as synonyms: ‘‘kibdeló: ‘adulterated’, i.e.
‘ambiguous’’; for the root meaning and derivations, see Liddell (1948, 950).  
16 In spite of this, Thomas Harrison, in Harrison (2000, 152, footnote 109), claims that ‘the term need not be
pejorative’, with which I strongly disagree.   
17 One also needs to bear in mind that it is likely that in 6 th Century BC the Croesus story was used as a tool
of ideological struggle; for details see Delcourt (1992, 120). 
18 See Aristotle (1877, pp. 58-60, 1407a32-1407b6). Aristotle provides a hexametric version of the key
Delphic oracle to Croesus: ‘Once Croesus has crossed the river Halys (or, ‘having crossed the river…’) he
will destroy a mighty empire (Kroisos Halyn diabas megalen archen katalysei).’ Herodotus’ version simply
reads: ‘if he, Croesus, wages a war against Persians, he will destroy a mighty empire’. Both versions are in
the third person, on which Joseph Fontenrose,  a leading scholar  on the Delphic oracular  responses,  in
Fontenrose (1978, 113) remarks: ‘…an unusual form in reference to the consultant even when the response
is spoken to his envoys or agents…Those scholars who suppose that all responses must have had a verse
form (see Parke 1956:133) believe that this [Aristotle’s] was the form in which Herodotus knew it, though
he did not choose to quote it directly. This is improbable; more likely this response had only an indirect
form in the oral tradition.’    
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meaning  about  which  the  Oracle  can  then  claim  that  it  intended  it  before  those

developments  took place.  Croesus  was wrong for  not  realising  that,  by the prophecy

about ‘a mighty empire,’ Delphi made a (ultimately lucky) guess and hid their ignorance.

They, in Aristotle’s view, deceived Croesus not about his future, but primarily about their

own ignorance/knowledge. 

3. Historical understanding 

Leaning on the story and the interpretations I offered, I think I can propose five

reflections about the concept of history, about what it means both to be a part of history

and to write, or explain and elucidate, history. 

First  of all,  we clearly see that  there is  a plurality  of interpretations.  With an

ambiguity19 playing a major role in a chunk of discourse, the very plot of the discourse,

its  narrative direction,  becomes ambiguous.  In other words,  ambiguity of the Delphic

prophecy spreads itself onto the gist of the Croesus episode.20 Or, one could also say that

ambiguity acts  as a  generator  of  sub-versions of the story that  all  stand on an equal

footing. This interrelationship, or dependence, between ambiguousness of the prophecy

and the ambiguousness of the total plot becomes especially visible once we realise that

different interpretations of the narrative imply, and rely on, different interpretations of the

prophecy. For instance, the ‘encouragement with loophole’ reading of the story implies

that  the  prophecy  ought  to  be  interpreted  as  meaning  ‘you  will  destroy  the  Persian

Empire.’ The ‘misunderstood warning’ version relies on an interpretation of the prophecy

as meaning ‘you will destroy your own empire.’  And the ‘political neutrality’  version

implies  that,  fundamentally  and  ultimately,  Delphi  meant  neither  one  nor  the  other

interpretation of the prophecy. Etc. 

19 Perhaps one does not need to emphasise that the concept of ambiguity is not an easy one; for the concept
of which I, too, am an advocate, see Beardsley (1961, 41) and Munson (1976, 73). Broadly speaking, but
with important qualifiers, I accept Aristotle's epistemological perspective from his  Rhetoric, and find his
ontological perspective from the Sophistical Refutations implausible. 
20 This does not mean that a single ambiguity transforms the rest of the discourse, in which it appears, into
an ambiguous discourse in all, or most of, its parts. I also need to point out here that, contrary to many
poststructuralist/postmodernist thinkers, I believe there is a sound point in drawing the difference between
ambiguous language and unambiguous one, and that the latter ought to be taken as fundamental, dominant,
and prior, whereas the former is derivative, exceptional, and parasitic upon the unambiguous one; here I
can only state my position, without supplying a detailed or conclusive proof. For a contrary view, which I
think is flawed, see, for instance, Fish (1980, 281-284). 
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Such  plurality  of  interpretations  is  very  common  in  post-modern  readings  of

history  as  well  as  in  post-modern  historiography  in  general.  The  key  postmodernist

writers in the theory of historical interpretation, such as Jenkins21 and White,22 claim that

such plurality of interpretations can be offered for any part, or episode, of history. For

instance, White would say that the Croesus history can be interpreted in a number of

different  ways,  as  satire/farce,  comedy,  tragedy  and  so  on,  where  those  different

interpretations all supervene on, but are independent of, the same factual content of the

narrated event.23 Jenkins, on the other hand, would say that, despite a potential plurality

of historical interpretations, a dominant interpretation depends on a power factor, such as

ideology.24 

But, when seen in the light of the Croesus logos, it is difficult to render such post-

modernist  views  of  historical  explanation  plausible.  First  of  all,  sensu  stricto such

plurality of interpretations is possible only when we deal with the real case of ambiguity,

and the real case of ambiguity rests on our ignorance of certain factors that could help us

disambiguate the ambiguity in question. Therefore, a plurality of interpretations of this

kind is possible only in the condition of ignorance, which means that no interpretation

must  be taken as  telling  the  truth  of  the  real  history.  Secondly,  the  Croesus  episode

cannot be first described as a chronicle and then endowed with an extra-, an 'imaginary',

meaning, to assume the status of a real historical narrative, as White views the nature of

history. If we do not manage to disambiguate the prophecy in question, and the whole

story for that matter, we have nothing like a chronicle to begin with. In other words, what

I want to suggest is that, faced with the situation of the plurality of interpretations of the

Croesus episode, one cannot sensibly draw the line between a point at which a chronicle

ends and a true historical narrative, in one of White’s typical modes, begins. In relation to

the Croesus episode, it is obvious that we cannot imagine a situation where we have all

the  elements  of  the  chronicle  fixed  and  agreed  upon,  but  still  continue  to  differ,  or

disagree, or be undecided on the type of narrative allegory we should attribute to the

episode. 

21 Jenkins (2003)  
22 White (1990) 
23 White (1990, esp. 42-47)
24 See Jenkins (2003, 29-30).
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Unfortunately,  I  cannot  deal  here  in  more  detail  with  Jenkins’s  thesis  that  a

dominant interpretation depends on power-relations, and that it is only through a power

of a kind that a historical writer can suppress an inherent ambiguousness of historical

depictions. I think such coupling of the power-factor with the situation of ambiguousness,

or ambiguity, is deeply flawed; but, due to limitations of space and time, here I cannot

supply an argument.25 I will only point to two eye-striking contradictions in Jenkins’s key

work,  Re-thinking  History.  First,  he  provides  an  objectivist  and  anti-postmodernist

account  of  the  way the  post-modernist  approach  to  history  was  born.26 Secondly,  he

provides an objectivist,  and non-pluralist,  reason why alternative histories, or multiple

histories, need to be offered.27

So, this  is  my first  point  about  historical  understanding and the kind of thing

history is. History is something interpretable. The Croesus myth, I suggest, can be used as

a parable of all historical understanding. We won’t find an ambiguity as a verbal form

playing  a  key  role  in  all  historical  developments,  but  we  will  find  some  kind  of

constellation  very  similar  to  ambiguity;  this  is  so  because  we will  always  deal  with

human  acts  and  human  agency,  and  they  are  primarily  to  be  viewed  as  kinds  of

expressions, as public displays of internal, or mental/cognitive/conative content.

Secondly, due to the first element, history is unfinished and open-ended. Notice

that at the end of the episode Croesus and Delphi come to an agreement on the way the

whole episode ought to be retroactively interpreted.  This means that,  for the two, the

episode has a clearly demarcated,  closed structure.  However,  if  we take their  closing

words  as  pertinent  and  true,  no  need  for  a  historical  understanding,  or

explanation/narrativization, should arise. In my view, it is not only that we should not

take their  closing words as the closing words; actually we cannot take them as such.

Notice that Delphi say that they meant  ‘you will destroy your  own empire’,  and that

Croesus’  fault  was  in  his  failing  to  ask  appropriate  questions  at  appropriate  time.

However, why have not Delphi said what they meant when they issued the prophecy?

25 However, for a number of arguments against a coupling of the power-factor with ambiguity in the fields
of diplomatic theory and international politics, see Pehar (2005).
26 See Jenkins (2003, 72-77); interestingly,  he seems to be aware of the contradiction, but nonetheless
endorses it. 
27 Jenkins (2003, 80-81)
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Secondly,  notice that Delphi’s ultimate explanation of the episode draws a picture of

historical necessity, or destiny; they claim that Croesus had to experience his downfall as

he had to receive a punishment for Gyges’ misdeed. But, this surely means that Croesus

had to be drawn into the war, which he was going to lose; he could not have escaped it.

This being so, he surely could not have avoided his misreading of the prophecy,  and

Delphi  could  not  have  avoided  issuing  a  prophecy  which  was  essentially  mis-

interpretable, or open to, and perhaps inviting, a mistaken interpretation. Somehow this

makes  Delphi’s  belated  advice,  that  Croesus  should  have  asked  the  right  questions,

untrustworthy. Finally, notice that Delphi explicitly claim that Croesus was the cause of

his own downfall. However, with the image of historical destiny in the background, in

which  Moirai  ensure that  a huge punishment  falls  on the fifth  generation of Gyges’s

successors, we cannot really take for granted the claim that Croesus was the principal

cause of his own downfall. Notice also that, as I have already suggested, there is a tension

between  the  adjective  by  which  Herodotus  himself  describes  the  very  prophecy

(‘adulterous,  base,  impure’),  on  the  one  hand,  and the  ultimate  ‘self-justification’  by

Delphi themselves, on the other.  

 Due to such tensions, frictions, and destabilisations within the story, I think we

must point out that the story requires, or invites, an interpretation, and calls on someone

to finish it by sorting out its true meaning.28 Notice also that the principle of bivalence

commits us to choose one, and only one, amongst a number of the mutually incompatible

interpretations.29 In other words, the story presents itself as a question. It is filled with

questions  and  its  very  ending,  being  unsettled,  ambiguous,  and  questionable,  invites

further questions. This means that historical interpreter is forced to ask tough questions

and to do so not only on his own behalf, but also on behalf of all the key actors of the

episode.  S/he  finds  in  the  very story an incentive  to  finish the  story and answer the

28 However,  I  do not  think that  history should turn into an obsessed  search  for  meaning in  the sense
proposed by Elster (1983, 101-108) and (1993, 14). My point is not that we need to decipher a meaning in
all historical episodes, including those in which one can hardly trace any indication of meaning; my point is
rather that the historical situation, in which one recognises the presence of ambiguity as an important causal
factor,  and to which one tends to take an ambiguous attitude, based on either objective features of the
situation or the interpretation by historical  agents themselves,  makes objectively a pressing demand on
every historian to find, construct, or sort out the inherent meaning of the situation.  
29 This, of course, does not mean to deny that some interpretations, like the ‘misunderstood warning’ one,
could be analysed as constituent parts of some other interpretations, like the ‘deception’ one; however, in
such cases, the interpretations serving as constituent parts of some other interpretations are not proposed as
interpretations of the whole story, or as overall, or ‘global’, interpretations.  
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questions it poses. I think that Gadamer’s idea of the logic of questions and answers in

historical, and general, hermeneutics30 does indeed fit our attitude to the Croesus episode

in  its  role  of  a  chunk  of  history  requiring  a  historical  explanation,  or  historical

hermeneutics.  So, this is the second element of the historical understanding: we write

history not only in the belief that history is something interpretable, but also in the belief

that  history demands  from us a specific  and single interpretation.  The objects  of our

historical study come to us in the shape of a plurality, or multiplicity, of voices, but, even

more importantly, they come to us with a pressing demand that we close the story, that

we bring it to an end by settling all the key issues it very loudly induces us to ponder.   

Thirdly, in theory there could be a straightforward way to decipher the meaning of

the Croesus episode – to look into the head of the Delphic prophetess at the time of her

prophesizing to see what she meant by the prophecy and/or in what meaning she intended

Croesus to take it. Unfortunately, such way is not available to us, and in a majority of

cases of historical studies it is rarely available to anybody. It is for such a reason that we

are forced to take a roundabout  way and, by extricating information  from potentially

significant  or  symptomatic  parts,  to  try  to  understand  the  whole,  which  will  by

implication lead to an understanding of the key parts  of the whole including the key

juncture/rupture of the episode, which is the prophecy itself. This means that, in historical

explanation, we willy-nilly take a top-down and holistic research strategy, not a bottom-

up one. And this also means, or implies, that our focus needs to be on the elements of the

story that can give us some kind of indirect information about the meaning of the whole,

that can supply a credible indication of the total meaning of the story as a whole.31 Hence

our success  in  historical  explanation  will  largely depend on our  imagination,  on  our

ability to enlighten/discover/construct the elements that will enable us to find an indirect

answer to the key questions the Croesus story poses to us. Looking into the very Croesus

chapter  of  the  1st book  of  the  Histories  we  can,  for  instance,  try  to  gain  a  better

30 Gadamer (1960, 344-360)
31 This idea is, of course, a very old idea of classical hermeneutics. But, in a different guise and applied to a
different problematique, we find it in the works of the leading advocates of holism, both epistemological
and semantic, W.V.Quine and D. Davidson.  
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understanding of the way Delphic Oracle operated; here are just a limited number of

questions we can ask:32 

 Is there any reliable trace indicating Oracle’s intentions vis-à-vis Croesus before

the arrival of his mission to consult the Oracle on this particular issue?

 How has the Oracle responded to Croesus’ supply of gifts? 

 The role of interpreters: how did they translate the prophecy for Croesus? 

 What was the true meaning of the Delphi’s advice to Croesus to take the strongest

Greek state for an ally? 

 Was the metaphor of ‘mule’ specific for the Greek experience of crossbreeds, or

was it widespread? In other words, given Croesus’ cultural background, was it

logical for the Oracle to expect from Croesus a competent and accurate grasp of

the meaning of the ‘mule’ prophecy?

 To  what  extent  were  Delphi  acquainted  with  Croesus’  character,  with  his

personality? 

 What  was  the  status  of  Herodotus’s  metaphor  of  ‘adulterous/impure/base

prophecy’ – was it an idiom at the time of his writing of the Histories, and was it

an idiom even before, for instance in 6th century BC? Etc. etc.

            Perhaps I should add here that counterfactual reasoning plays a major role in

historical understanding. ‘What if…?’ and ‘What if not…?’ is how we need to frame our

questions.33 Perhaps I  should also add that,  for the aforementioned reasons,  historical

understanding is necessarily hypothetical, but this does not mean that it is not veridical,

or that it does not aspire to grasp the truth. We should notice as well that, in doing a

historical research, we search for the best way to emplot the story, which means that we

32 In the following, just for the sake of illustrating and substantiating my theoretical suggestions, I treat the
chapter/story not as a myth, but as a genuine part of history. 
33 In  this  point,  I  wholeheartedly  agree  with  P.  Ricoeur’s  1st section  of  the  chapter  on  historical
intentionality from his Time and Narrative (Temps et récit), vol. I (1983), Paris: Editions du Seuil; in that
section  he  massively  borrows  from  M.  Weber’s  and  R.  Aron’s  works  to  emphasise  probabilistic,
counterfactual, and imaginary nature of historical understanding. Mark Turner has recently proposed an
interesting approach to counterfactual reasoning in terms of "conceptual blending", for which see Turner
(2001, 69-77).  
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search  for  the  most  reliable  beliefs  concerning  the  way  the  story  was  emplotted  in

reality;34 throughout such search our aim is to construct (by all means possible) a set of

beliefs which supports, or makes plausible, one interpretation of the whole story rather

than the others. 

Writing history is like trying to reconstruct a book whose many pages, especially

those at critical junctures, were either torn out, or ruined, or with the passage of time

paled beyond recognition.  It  is  like completing a  pattern of language some of whose

important parts are missing.35 We will, of course, have to rely partly on the extant parts,

and partly we will have to rely on the logic driving the developments described by such

parts; sometimes we ourselves will have to supply the missing parts, that is, to add some

parts that, from our point of view and seen in the light of the totality of the extant parts,

resemble, or reflect, the missing ones to the highest degree possible. And very often we

will  have  to  call  to  our  help  the  core  beliefs  of  humankind  that  remain  constant

throughout  history.  Critically,  however,  there  will  always  be  more  and less  adequate

ways of filling in the gaps, and/or more and less accurate representations of the original.

We will never be able to fill in some gaps, but with some reliable answers given to the

questions posed on some other gaps as well as in the light of an understanding of the

remaining whole, our inability to fill in some gaps ceases to matter; it ceases to affect

adversely our  overall  ability  to  tell  a  coherent,  plausible,  relevant  and well-informed

story.36

Thus far I outlined three elements underlying my view of history: 1. plurality of

interpretations, 2. requirement of the interpretation; 3. holistic and mediated/indirect, but

still  veridical  nature  of  interpretation.  These  three  elements  form  a  theoretical,  or

34 As Hidemi Suganami  (1996,  147) elegantly put  it:  ‘Paraphrasing Wolfgang Pauli,  we may say that
historical understanding probably means grasping the plot which is needed to recognise that a great many
specific events are part of a coherent story.’ 
35 Hence it is similar to the process of translation, as Y. Lotman emphasised several times in his Universe of
the Mind (2001); see esp. pp. 269-271.  
36 That is, to form and propose a narrative; for a pertinent and well-informed elucidation of the concept of
narrative (but containing, to my taste, too many anti-realist ingredients), see Bruner (1990, 43-55); see also
Culler (2001). 
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cognitive,  dimension  of  our  engagement  with  history.37 The  remaining  two  form an

ethical dimension of our engagement with history.    

One of the most visible aspects of the Croesus story, as presented by Herodotus, is

that the story itself contains interpretations of itself; or, interpretations of the story form

an important part of the story itself. Thus, for instance, Croesus provides something like

the ‘deception’ interpretation of the developments he lived through. He claims that the

Delphic Oracle made the option of war look attractive to him, and that the Oracle in a

way cheated.  He views his experiences from within the perspective of Solon’s words

concerning the envy of  strange Greek deities  who stage  a  disaster  for  all  those  who

consider their own lives extremely fortunate or good. That is why Croesus claimed that

the  God  of  Greeks,  ho  theós  ton  Hellénon,  was  the  main  cause  of  his  defeat  and

misfortune. So, he sends the shackles, by which Cyrus immobilised him, to Delphi and

offers them as a gift to the Oracle “who thank their benefactors” by bringing defeat, ruin,

and imprisonment on them. Following this, the Oracle oppose Croesus’ accusations and

provide a different interpretation of the story; actually they provide two interpretations:

one is in terms of the ‘misunderstood warning’ version, and the other one is in terms of

the ‘inescapable destiny’ version. Basically, what Delphi do is sending the ball back to

Croesus’ part of the court; they release themselves from the accusations by Croesus and

point out that Croesus has nobody else to blame for his misfortune than himself; then

they  offer  the  'destiny'  version,  which  somehow  releases  Croesus  as  well  from  the

responsibility for the things that happened to him, and emphasises that not even Gods can

escape the destiny allotted to them.38 Gods, like Apollo, can postpone some developments

for some limited period of time, but the allotted destiny sooner or later falls on all its

victims. 

So,  the  following  is  an  important  point:  the  story  is  presented  as  already

containing some interpretations of itself, and such interpretations make an important part

37 With the three elements in mind, it seems to me that Lotman has overemphasised a retrospective nature
of historical  understanding which,  as  he could be interpreted  as  having claimed,  somehow distorts,  or
contravenes, the prospective and non-deterministic nature of our ordinary experience of the present; see
Lotman (2001, 234-237); however, under another interpretation, Lotman claims that a purely retrospective
and deterministic view should be both enriched and qualified by a prospective one that would characterise a
superior, and more adequate, kind of historical understanding.   
38 The Greek original: tén peproméne moĩran adýnata esti apofygeĩn kai theõ (I.90-91).
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of the story itself. They can colour, or even define, our perceptions of the moral of the

story and of the story in part or overall. However, due to the plurality of interpretations,

and the requirement of the interpretation (points 1 and 2), we will have to generate one

interpretation of our own. We will have to form an independent image of the story as a

whole, and, as some interpretations are already proposed through the mouth of the key

actors of the story, this actually makes us, the present interpreters of the history, literally

a part of the story itself. We will necessarily have to take a position vis-à-vis the key

agents and situate ourselves within the story. We do not have to literally side with one

hero against the other, but do have to form a judgment about the heroes as if they are a

part  of  our  lives,  which,  as  they proposed certain  interpretations  that  we must  either

embrace or refute/decline, they in fact are.39 

Hence  the  fact  that  the  very  actors/agents  chart  a  ‘world’  of  possible

interpretations, to which our own interpretation cannot but relate, draws us into the story

itself; it pulls us into engaging, in the modus of the historical present, with the scene and

the heroes that Herodotus narrates about. Now, what does this exactly mean? First of all,

it means that there cannot be a cognitively or ethically significant difference between the

present, on the one hand, and the past we need to understand historically, on the other.

The past must be treated as present to us, and we have to view ourselves, the creatures of

the present, as being a part of historically remote past.40 Conversely, the agents from the

past become a part of our own world, a part of our historical present. The boundaries

between the distant eras, or ages, get blurred and insignificant.41 Now, in my view, this is

a factor which confers historical significance on a historical actor, or constellation – they

become  historically  significant  only  if  we  do  not  see  a  point  in  the  drawing  of  a

demarcation line between their own and our own situation, drama, life, or setting. 

39 As W. Benjamin (1942) put it in his 14 th thesis on the philosophy of history: "History is the object of a
construction whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the time of the
now (Jetzt-Zeit)." (Harry Zohn, Benjamin's translator into English, points out that by 'Jetzt-Zeit'  Benjamin
means nunc stans, not Gegenwart in the sense of the present/current time.)
40 This is in line with a remark by one of the greatest historians of the 20 th century, E.H. Carr (1990, 68):
‘Learning from history is never simply a one-way process. To learn about the present in the light of the past
means also to learn about the past  in the light  of the present.  The function of history is  to promote a
profounder understanding of both past and present through the interrelation between them.’ 
41 As also attested by Lotman’s following words (2001, 272): “...the content of memory is the past, but
without memory we cannot think ‘here’ and ‘now’: memory is the deep-seated ground of the actual process
of consciousness. And if history is culture's memory then this means that it is not only a relic of the past,
but also an active mechanism of the present.” 
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Once we combine this with the second point, it becomes clear that the open-ended

and question-posing nature of the story turns into an open-ended, question-posing, and

enigmatic  nature  of  ourselves.  The  requirement  of  the  interpretation  turns  into  a

requirement of self-interpretation, or self-definition. We need to define our own role or

position within that part of history, and we cannot escape such defining. 

I should as well clarify here what my words do not mean. They do not mean that

in all histories the present somehow dictates the nature of our engagement with the past. I

do not mean to say that the circle of our dealings with the past is fully determined by the

circle of the interests, or concerns, of the present time.42 Secondly, I do not claim that the

present projects its own self-definition, or say self-obsessions, into the past, and that this

is all there is to history or historical understanding. Thirdly, I do not claim that we have

to identify ourselves with the past heroes, or that we need to empathise with them.43 We

certainly need to understand their interpretations of the world in which they lived, but we

do not need to have some special personal feelings for them, or about them. We surely

need to  form some ethical  attitude  towards them,  because we need to  determine  and

understand our own position vis-à-vis them; however, in my view, such ethical attitude in

itself  does  not  imply  the  requirements  of  identification  and/or  empathy.  In  writing,

elucidating, and explaining history, our primary responsibility is for ourselves, i.e. for our

as clear, and plausible, as possible image of ourselves.44 Fourthly and finally,  I do not

think that this intricate relationship between the present and the past, as I drew it, ought to

be  conceptualised  after  the  model  of  dialogue.  This  would  be  a  severe  and harmful

misrepresentation. We do not talk to the past individuals at all, and surely they definitely

cannot talk back to us; sadly, now they are very mute and they already said all they had,

or had a chance, to say. Dialogue is a kind of repetitive give-and-take, and I do not see

42 As Frederick Wyatt, among many others, claims, ‘there is no authentic past to be retrieved. We have to
reconstruct it, quite properly, in our own image. Reconstruction means to find a context which integrates all
relevant data. Context usually derives from the historian’s preferred theories and from those values and
sentiments in which all theories are ultimately embedded. It follows that each age writes its own history.’
(F. Wyatt  (1966, 311);  see also Wyatt’s  use of the Croesus story as a historical  parable,  pp. 309-311;
despite the set of statements quoted above, Wyatt (p. 311) also claims the following: “It is very unlikely
that the end of the Lydian Empire was brought about by a king’s acting upon the ambiguous words of an
oracle. More likely, it followed from a complex of causes in which economic, social, and psychological
factors merged with yet others.”   
43 Compare with this W. Benjamin’s (1942) 7th thesis on the concept of history. 
44 This, I think, clarifies the sense in which  Bildung [which is always  Selbstbildung] and  Geschichte are
inextricably intertwined. 
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how  such  a  kind  of  give-and-take  would  be  possible  between  the  characters  of  the

Croesus narrative and us.45 The ‘dialogue’ metaphor, however, hints at an important and,

in my view, sound idea that historical agents can be made sense of only if they use some

kind of language. We are able to explore and make sense of historical agents only to the

extent they themselves were able to use some form of language in which they proposed

their own interpretations of the world in which they lived then and in which we live now.

In other words, historical agents can become a part of history only if their language is

sufficiently transparent  to  their  successors,  i.e.  to the future interpreters  of their  acts,

views, reasons, intentions, and norms. 

My fifth and final point is as follows. It should not be difficult  to realise that

different interpretations of the story, especially those proposed as a part of the original

story, imply different allocations of responsibility.  They all, in different ways, revolve

around the crucial  issue of  agency and responsibility.  Croesus  is  initially  inclined  to

blame Delphi, to accuse them of misleading him; he considers them the key cause, aition,

of his downfall. But, then, as explained, Delphi complicate this picture by pointing to the

ambiguity  of  the  prophecy  and  emphasising  that  Croesus  himself  has  chosen  an

interpretation  and freely acted  according to  it.  The  ‘destiny’  interpretation,  in  a  way,

allocates responsibility primarily to the impersonal force of  Moirai  – both Croesus and

Delphi are presented as blind puppets by the means of which a higher force unfolds a

drama designed at least five generations before its actual unfolding. So, the following are

the questions the historian needs to deal with: Who did what? Who played what role?

Who hoped to achieve what? Who invested what into that chunk of history? And such

questions necessarily imply the following ones: Who gained what? Who deserved what?

Who lost what? Who suffered an injustice, and who deserved his, or her, harvest?46 

45 Sadly, Y. Lotman and H.G. Gadamer are among those who have promoted, and subscribed to, the (futile)
‘dialogue’ metaphor of historical understanding.  
46 Recall  that  the  first  sentence  of  Herodotus'  preface  to  his  Histories reads  as  follows:  "This  is  the
exposition of a history (historíe) by Herodotus from Halicarnassus, which is composed so that the things
that have taken place due to people (ta genómena ex anthrópon) do not pale with the passage of time, and
that the big and marvellous deeds done by the Greeks and the barbarians do not lose their fame, but is
primarily composed to elucidate for what reason and through what guilt (di' hen aitían) they [the Greeks
and the barbarians] went to war with one another." My English translation follows both the Greek original
and Christian Meier's German translation, for which see Meier (1989, 370).  
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All  such  questions  by  their  very  nature  pertain  to  ethics,  and  they  are  all

predestined  to  lead  to  the  considerations  of  justice  mainly  for  the  following  reason.

Historian  is  required  to  produce  a  moral  calculus  for  each  of  the  key

characters/individuals he narrates about; and, of course, he is required to produce a moral

calculus for their mutual relationships too.47 In other words, he must act as an adjudicator

who will contrast and examine the competing claims of the characters in question, and

this is where the considerations of justice necessarily start entering the picture. He will

judge  the  characters'  responsibilities  through  a  number  of  different  narratives  and

examine  their  ability  to  defend  their  actions  by  the  means  of  reasonable

explanations/narratives  centred  on  their  motives,  reasons,  intentions,  and  views.48 In

delivering a verdict of justice, he will certainly propose, or at least slightly favour, some

values that are made visible through his elucidation of the values subscribed to by the key

actors of the drama.49 As one of today's leading historians pertinently put it, “Ultimately it

is the question of values which lies at the heart of this history – the values which drove

people  to  act,  which  shaped  and  transformed  institutions,  guided  state  policy  and

underpinned  communities,  families  and  individuals.”50 Thus  it  is  quite  obvious  that

through histories, i.e. through adjudications and verdicts of this kind, we are primarily

setting certain standards to ourselves.51

I will conclude with two sub-points that emerge from the preceding one. First, as

long  as  ambiguity  reigns,  we  cannot  attribute  responsibility  to  anyone.  In  order  to

attribute responsibility, or to come to a view of the shares of responsibility, we need to

disambiguate the key ambiguity of the Croesus story. So, in a way, the understanding of

language and the understanding of one’s very fundamental ethical standing are two sides

of a single coin. Secondly, there is no way to divorce the considerations of truth, of the

real substance of a matter, from the considerations of justice, or ethical considerations in

47 See also Potter (1996, 171-173).
48 This is in full harmony with the theory of responsibility proposed by Oshana (1997); for an equivalent
theory of agency/personality, see Harré and Gillet (1994, 112-143).
49 As H. Suganami (1996, 209) notes: ‘An important part of enquiring into the causes of war, then, is to
keep alive the sense of responsibility towards what we can become guilty of – not because it is right to
dwell on past mistakes and misdeeds, but because it is in our capacity to do better.’ See also his quote of
Kelsen on ‘aition’ on the same page. 
50 Mazower (1998, p. xv) 
51 See also Carr (1990, 76-82)
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general. You cannot pursue the latter independently of the former; you cannot produce a

moral calculus, and distribute blames and merits duly,  without finding the truth of the

matter,  or  without  producing  a  single,  most  defensible  and  plausible  historical

interpretation. Hayden White toyed with the idea of a possibility to adjudicate between

competing historical narratives merely on the basis of their ethical merit, independently

of the factual aspects of narrative interpretation, or of the question of their factual truth.

But, as the fifth point clearly suggests, one cannot take the ethical aspects of a story in

isolation from its factual content; to arrive at the just view, a view that gives us a sense of

justice for a particular story, one needs also to arrive at the true view, a view that gives us

a plausible and true narrative/emplotment for that particular story. We are not in position

to use ethical criteria as self-standing and self-contained criteria of adjudication between

different  and  competing  historical  narratives  that  White  deems  are  able  to  somehow

match all the empirical and factual data with equal soundness. It is impossible to imagine

different/competing  narratives  that  should  distribute  blames  and  responsibilities  in

irreconcilable ways, on the one hand, but should, on the other, give equally adequate, or

factually correct, descriptions of the narrated events. To propose a distribution of blames

and responsibilities  in  a  narrative  is  to  propose a  factually  correct  description  of  the

narrated events. Hence the Croesus story supplies us with a fund of pretty clear reasons

why, in this particular point, White’s view of historiography is not as plausible as one

view should be.52     
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