Reply to: Meta-historiê: method and genre in the Histories – By Nino Luraghi
Luraghi’s work “Meta-Historie: Method and Genre in the Histories” is an attempt to articulate the gap in both methodology and mindset of Herodotus, his contemporaries and his successors.[footnoteRef:1] Luraghi coins the term “Meta-Historie” in reference to what Herodotus does when he interjects his authorial presence into his narrative directly, stopping to give his opinion, to remark upon which story is more likely, or even to explain what his methods will be while writing his historie.[footnoteRef:2] Luraghi’s article comprises several interrelated arguments; each which should be addressed individually. Firstly, Luraghi’s own argument suggests that the intent of the precise linguistics Herodotus uses when dealing with his own first-person comments is a delineation from his contemporaries. For example, when Herodotus moves to discuss the history of Egypt up until his own time: [1:  Luraghi. 2006:87-88.]  [2:  Hdt.2.99.1.] 

“Up to this point, it is my own autopsy and judgment and inquiry that have spoken these things. Henceforth I will go on recording Egyptian stories, as I have heard them; they will be supplemented by a certain amount of my autopsy.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Hdt.2.99.1, Luraghi. 2006:77.] 

Secondly, Luraghi asserts that Herodotus use of ‘meta-historie’ indicates a direct reference to the problem of relaying information with an explicit disclaimer as a way to distance himself from the anecdote. Finally, how far Herodotus’ use of oral tradition is used and effects his narrative will be discussed, and whether or not Luraghi has significant evidence to assert that Herodotus should not be labelled either the ‘father or history’ or the ‘father of lies’. 
Luraghi cites the significance of Herodotus’ use of 3 words: opsis, meaning ‘autopsy’, gnome, judgement, and most importantly for Herodotus, akoe, meaning to receive oral information.[footnoteRef:4] In this case, the three seem to convey that Herodotus is deliberately founding his historie on the principles of receiving information orally about something, holding personal eye-witness testimony, and finally, imposing his own judgment or reasoning.[footnoteRef:5] As far as Luraghi argues this, I am inclined to agree with his assessment as to its significance. While it’s implication may be arguable, as Luraghi at least attempts to account for; since its use is only sporadic, instead of an intentional direct acknowledgment, it does seem that Herodotus is attempting to tell the reader of how he approaches phenomena that he either has prior knowledge of has only heard about through akoe.  [4:  Luraghi. 2006:77.]  [5:  Hdt.2.19-27,2.55.1, 6.14.1.] 

However, as to Luraghi’s suggestion that its use was directly attributed to Herodotus distancing himself from the material he is working with, I am suspicious. There is little evidence to suggest that Herodotus kept some form of standards of disbelief, a parallel drawn by Luraghi himself, to the modern researcher, as to create linguistic disclaimers to avoid being tarred with the same brush as the sources he recites, as it clearly seen in later works that they are critical both of his citation of the obviously fantastical, a tradition which became somewhat dated in the 4th century, and the authorial, prophetic presence, embellishing accounts with the thoughts and feelings of individuals.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Both in the event of Solon’s departure of Croesus’ hospitality, apparently on the pretext of seeing the world (Hdt. 1.33,1.34), and again, in relation to the fate of Adrastus (Hdt. 5.67).] 

Additionally, Luraghi is quick to assert that Herodotus is well versed in several techniques of what could be called ‘proto-research’,[footnoteRef:7] frequently using them directly in his narrative.[footnoteRef:8] The example Luraghi gives relates to Herodotus’ relaying of a narrative he himself does not indicate to be true, of the origin of both a sarcophagus and twenty large statues of naked women.[footnoteRef:9] While Herodotus tells what he has apparently been told, he immediately discounts it by relaying that he himself has seen evidence to contrary, disproving the tale. While this appears to be direct evidence of Luraghi’s ‘meta-historie’ in practice, he also extols Herodotus’ researching even further, claiming that, by referencing the story he himself has been told, and contrasting it with his own autopsy, he is referencing his own aware of iconotropy.[footnoteRef:10] While Herodotus was definitely well versed in the treatise of his contemporaries, ascribing every citation as evidence of Herodotus’ hidden mastery of research is implausible given the time period.[footnoteRef:11] Furthermore, while attacking Herodotus’ use of such tropes has no real value given his foundationalist approach, it does at least indicate again that Herodotus’ use of such techniques marks him out as an oddity in the canon in relation to later authors. Hence, Luraghi’s conclusion that Herodotus picks and chooses what hill he will die on when it comes to what accounts to back up, seem incongruous. There is no evidence to assume that legitimacy was even a concept that Herodotus cared about while authoring the work; that he was trying to distance himself from various accounts when arguably, he is rendering gnome on it, and moving on; whether we should take that as an implicit disclaimer is doubtful.[footnoteRef:12] [7:  What is best be defined as ‘investigative techniques’, similar to that which starts to manifest gradually, by the writing of Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian war (Luraghi. 2006:77). ]  [8:  Luraghi 2006:84.]  [9:  Hdt.2.131.]  [10:  Luraghi 2006:78.]  [11:  Herodotus’ use of this seems to be so minimal, to extend it into a Herodotean model is implausible (Hdt.2.99. cf. Hdt.7.152). ]  [12:  Herodotus does not appear personally concerned about associations made in relation to particular narratives (Hdt.3.105), although Luraghi argues otherwise (Luraghi. 2006:84-85).] 

Luraghi also cites the significance of Herodotus’ ‘meta-historie’- a way to articulate his methodology in a developing genre. However, Luraghi chooses not to elaborate on the progression of this formula of ‘meta-historie’ past Herodotus, arguably limiting its usefulness to certain circumstances which Luraghi makes full use of. Herodotus did not exist in academic obscurity and it is easily apparent that all works after him were significantly influenced by his Histories; though they may level significant criticisms at it. Possibly, one may also apply the same theory to later authors, for example, Thucydides and Xenophon. Throughout the majority of the History of the Peloponnesian war, the narrative voice is suppressed to a much greater degree that in the Histories, supplanted by the standard third-person, seemingly detached, style. This narrative style is punctuated, however, by passages where the authorial voice interjects directly into the work, transferring from third-person to first-person to discuss events.
While scholarly responses to the purpose of these obtrusions are hotly debated,[footnoteRef:13] to draw parallels between the two historians, one may bypass these debates. While both Herodotus and Thucydides engage in the first person, the linguistics of their ‘meta-Historie’ are quite different. Herodotus directly brings our attention as to how his work will address events; repeating the oral accounts of many cultures and individuals, supplementing it with his own autopsy and judgment when necessary.[footnoteRef:14] The same is not true for Thucydides’ Histories, as the significance of akoe is almost entirely diminished by his own autopsy and judgment, in as much as he does not share his own sources or methods of gathering information, very rarely giving us an indication to where he got his information.[footnoteRef:15] In this way, Herodotus’ own style appears relatively transparent next to Thucydides’ deliberately opaque testimonials. The same is also true for both authors in regard to narrative digressions in the form of dialogues. Herodotus uses them frequently, to underline a particularly juicy event, while Thucydides rarely does, instead using almost alternative quasi-philosophical discussions in the form of his speeches.[footnoteRef:16] Consequently, one will notice each author has alternative stylistic narrative flourishes to decorate their narratives but also represents the art of writing historie has become more solidified. In relation to said narrative interjections, Gribble has noted that Herodotus’ prologue establishes the character and narratological presence in the narrative, as well as and the nature of the narrative contract ones enters into when dealing with the authorial presence of the author interjecting in the narrative he himself created. [footnoteRef:17] [13:  Debate mostly centres as to the dating or authenticity to the narrative change; some believing it to be a later addition by Thucydides himself, or even a commenter, or an explicit narrative devise to centre attention on the event (Gribble.1998:41). I do not consider the former argument to be reasonable however, as Thucydides’ presence in the work does not butt in without cause, as they are often in relation to deeply divisive, almost philosophical discussions which require an alternative syntax.]  [14:  Hdt.2.99.1,3.154.1.]  [15:  An exception to this rule occurs when he attests to using his own autopsy in his narrative, with additional information coming from account from eyewitnesses (Hdt.1. 22.2).]  [16:  Thuc.2.35-2.46, 2.52.]  [17:  Gribble.1998: 44.] 

Further into the 5th century, the advancement of this Luraghi’s ‘meta-Historie’ becomes even more pronounced. Thucydides’ influence on his spiritual successor Xenophon, arguably had major significance in both his Hellenika and his Anabasis,[footnoteRef:18] especially the latter, since the dualistic state of narrator and character becomes significantly more blurred than in Herodotus and Thucydides’ case.[footnoteRef:19] Xenophon engages with the tradition of historie in an almost unique fashion, where he has both a narratorial persona, with additional alternating viewpoints of different characters who play a part in the Anabasis, as well as a physically present character in the events described.[footnoteRef:20] Thus, for Xenophon, the authorial voice is relegated to direct intrusion but remains separate from his character’s voice which fully engages in the narrative. Extending Luraghi’s ‘meta-Historie’ to encompass the works of others, one can arguably see an evolution of method in Xenophon’s work. Firstly, that one can assume that Xenophon, like both Herodotus and Thucydides, was not beneath using akoe in his narratives, but supplements it with his own vast personal experience of the topic at hand with, which might well have actually been involved. Additionally, Grethleing notes that In Xenophon’s case, he presumably held considerable experience concerning warfare; in that he was directly present for some of the narrative points he remarks upon. [footnoteRef:21] Secondly, his deliberate narrative choice to eliminate the authorial voice, and instead adopts the character's perspective, allowing the author to insert himself without direct interjection however, still precedes to do so on other occasions.[footnoteRef:22] Consequently, Xenophon has included another meta-historical dimension to the proceedings.  [18:  Xen. Anab. 6.4.3-7.]  [19:  Herodotus arguably had no personal impact on the history he was retelling since from his own life time, all events were partially solidified, but had the opportunity to engage with others who had. Thucydides himself was involved in the proceedings (Grethleing.2012: 27). ]  [20:  See examples of Xenophon the narrator (Xen.Anab. 3.1.1 5-25), and his persona in the Anabasis (Xen.Anab.3.1.12).]  [21:  Grethleing.2012: 23.]  [22:  Xen.Anab. 1.2.5, 3.2.11, 3.1.27-30.] 

In retrospective, Luraghi’s meta-Historie is a useful tool in understanding the ancient author's direct interaction with techniques to sufficiently articulate what they are trying to accomplish, and relay it to the audience.[footnoteRef:23] As Luraghi correctly surmises, for Herodotus, his use of linguistics sufficiently proves he is attempting to clarify his methodology to the audience through his introductory passages,[footnoteRef:24] without the confines of a genre which is still young; being written contemporaneously.[footnoteRef:25] However, one could also argue he neglects to extend the use of ‘meta-historie’ to other later authors, as although they are working within a significantly more solidified tradition of writing historie, they still engage with what could be argued to be models similar to what Herodotus uses. [23:  For example, when the character Xenophon raises the moral of the ten-thousand, relating the events of the Persian war, to show that it could be done again. However, the narratorial voice of the author Xenophon also adds some details (3.2.11-13). In this way Xenophon has clearly entwined both character and narratorial voice to explain the situation appropriately (Grethleing.2012: 27).  ]  [24:  Luraghi. 2006: 77, 84.]  [25:  Havelock 1978:308.] 

Luraghi’s second argument pertains to his own conception of the ‘meta-historie’ as Herodotus’ answer to the problem of relaying information in a way which both shades himself from the accusations of others regarding the authenticity of the narrative, and shows his own authorial voice inside the narrative, which occasionally also renders additional judgement.[footnoteRef:26] Luraghi is directly referencing the argument that Herodotus is attempting to distance himself from both the source material he collects, and his own ‘research’ in form of opsis and gnome.[footnoteRef:27] However, while this position seems to have gained significant traction, it is not without problems and contradictions. Arguably, whenever one cites that Herodotus is explicitly condemning what he has heard (which sometimes is also indicated by akoe), there is a misunderstanding of how one actually emotes reservation in the form of an authorial injection,[footnoteRef:28] and ignores serious debate on whether such a thing is even possible in classical Greek. Secondly, as Luraghi himself admits, Herodotus’ use of akoe is by no means precise in his own use, jumping between the collective and the individual,[footnoteRef:29] which would also fall under the vague definition of oral accounts as akoe. Consequently, it difficult to asset any tenable amount of theory on such loose evidence.[footnoteRef:30]  [26:  Hdt.2.131,7.152.]  [27:  Luraghi. 2006:77, 83.]  [28:  Gammage 2009: 161; Robinson 2002: 23.]  [29:  Luraghi. 2006:79-80; Hdt.2.91,4.14. ]  [30:  Cartledge.2009:377.] 

Lastly, Luraghi’s engagement with Herodotus’ akoe, and the discussion of how we should treat them is most helpful in regards to the range of thoughts on how scholars should treat Herodotean narratives. While one school – primarily referenced supported by the efforts of Fehling brands him as an intentional pervader of misinformation, rebranding stories that he himself concocted;[footnoteRef:31] an unhelpful and unlikely position, the other oversteps and bestows upon Herodotus almost clairvoyant abilities, on par with modern researchers.[footnoteRef:32]  At least in regard to this debate, Luraghi is correct in his rather moderate response, that one should not be quick to use Herodotus’ akoe testimonials as firm proof,[footnoteRef:33] but to use it them to supplement other evidence. The contrary argument, that Herodotus was indeed the “father of lies”, a position heralded by both ancient historians and 20th century scholars alike,[footnoteRef:34] should be dismissed, since it takes no heed to the context of genre and the evolution of genre in the ancient world, where definitions of what constituted historia were amorphous, changing with each new account until it solidified further in the 4th century.[footnoteRef:35]  [31:  Fehling,1989: 234.]  [32:  Luraghi. 2006:79.]  [33:  Luraghi. 2006:88.]  [34:  Plutarch being chief among Herodotus’ ancient detractors (Plut. De Herod).]  [35:  Havelock 1978:219.] 

In conclusion, Luraghi is correct in his argument that Herodotus is bringing attention to his methodology by his explicit discussion of how his work will address the statements of others.[footnoteRef:36] Less convincingly is Luraghi’s stance of Herodotian linguistics which encapsulates the use of gnome, akoe, and opsis.[footnoteRef:37] While is does signify his stance on how he proceeds with his narrative, his use of them is sporadic and does not reflect a premeditated effort to only use said linguistics,[footnoteRef:38] which also partially degrades the likeliness that Herodotus, in his overt dissection of sources, is attempting to disavow any criticism that relates to the narrative he ‘retells’.[footnoteRef:39]  Additionally, using the concept of meta-historie, Luraghi effectively outlines Herodotus’ impact and evolution of historia. However, arguably using the same techniques of later authors also yields interesting parallels. Both Thucydides and Xenophon, two major figures in the historical canon, also hold a deep respect in articulating (implicit or explicitly) their research techniques,[footnoteRef:40] either by referencing their engagement with their sources, and their forthcoming autopsy. Most intriguing however, is Xenophon’s use of meta-historie concerning his dualistic representation in the Anabasis, as both the narrator, interjecting as an outside figure, divorced from the proceedings; and the narrative figure. Both figures represent significant developments in narrative techniques related to Herodotus’ meta-historic approach. [36:  Luraghi. 2006: 76-77.]  [37:  Luraghi. 2006: 77-79.]  [38:  On Herodotus’ retelling of the Argives’ interactions with Xerxes (7.152), cf. a recounting of Hecataeus’ story of the Pelasgians (Hdt.6.137).]  [39:  The example Luraghi gives also relates to the possible treason of the Argives against Hellenes. However, the exert he cites arguably only serves to show that Herodotus was willing to give his own unequivocal judgment upon a narrative (Hdt.6.137).]  [40:  Gribble.1998: 44-6; Grethleing.2012: 23-25.] 
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