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Temporality and its progression: A study in the nature of time in Ancient Historiography.

The idea of the study of temporality in relation to ancient historiography is one that has been examined in the past. Modern scholarship is filled with arguments that suggest that time can be presented in a different manner when it comes to pagan historiography, also known as Greco-Roman, and Judeo-Christian historiography.[footnoteRef:1] One possesses a cyclical nature, while the other presents us with a linear concept of time respectively.[footnoteRef:2] Since both types of historiography represent different notions, different variables should be taken into consideration when studying them, however, an issue arises regarding the view that can be taken towards historiography, to what extent is ancient history cyclical or linear?. [1:  Momigliano 1990. Bastos Marques 2008:44.]  [2:  Bastos Marques 2008.] 


The notion of time in ancient historiography is often analysed as a way of showcasing the idea of the ‘golden age’; the Greco-Roman ambit in historiography tends to lean towards philosophies of deterioration and affluence within society.[footnoteRef:3] The term that indicates a ‘golden age’ refers to the nostalgic view of the past as a better time for humanity, a time where a specific society encountered itself at its pinnacle, however, the idea of a generation looking back in time and, referring to a distant age as the best reflection of themselves is something that all societies do, be it in the past or in the present. I propose that the study of the passage of time, or the lack of it, suggests a more complex ideology in historiography, one where the paradox between linearity and cyclicality could define temporality thus time as seen by ancient historians.[footnoteRef:4]    [3:  Bastos Marques 2008:44-45.]  [4:  Historians who lived during ancient times.] 


The following research aims to provide the reader with the tools needed when it comes to the understanding of temporality and subsequently time in the context of Ancient Historiography. The paper will present a debate regarding the concepts of temporality since the notion proves to be different to the concept of time itself, thus has the capability of providing us with a solid understanding of time in terms of the historiography of antiquity. 
Making use of ancient sources, such as Polybius’ universal histories, Hesiod’s works and days, as well as Thucydides, I plan to explore Greco-Roman historiography and its connection to the idea of a cyclical timeline in order to analyse the extent to which we can label it as such, against the idea of linearity that can be observed more clearly in Judeo-Christian historiography.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Bastos Marques 2008: 43-45.] 


Time as Temporality 

Bastos argues that to define time is an unreachable task, however, the concept of temporality is the only notion that manages to scratch the surface of what time is, or at the very list, has the capability of being.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Bastos Marques 2008: 45.] 

Time proposes two different approaches, one is that which can be encountered on the physical plane, therefore is independent of human interaction – physical time, while the other is dependent on the experiences of those who are executing the actions, therefore, time can be seen as the idea of the durability of a certain task to the individual who is perming it – psychological time.[footnoteRef:7] It can be argued that since both philosophies of time are perceived through the interactions of a society, the only conception of time that can be equated to reality is that which locates us in the present, what is happening to and around us. As Bastos proposes, time that has not been seen nor experienced by society is only meaningful when compared to the past or present, which in turn, is a recognition of the value of human consciousness thus validating the misgivings of generations towards the past and consequently history.[footnoteRef:8] This is illustrated in the following quote, where B. reaches the conclusion that time is temporality: [7:  Comte-Sponville 2000:55-65. Bastos Marques 2008.]  [8:  Bastos Marques 2008:44-63.] 

“Isso signiFca, em primeiro lugar, que só o presente é real, mas também que qualquer tempo por nós vi-vido só tem sentido se comparado com o tempo que ainda não é, ou não mais existe – o que se constitui no processo fundamental da consciência humana e, num plano mais restrito e aqui relevante, da apreensão da história. Este tempo é, em suma, a temporalidade.”[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Bastos Marques 2008:45] 


When attempting to define or understand the concept of time, two of the earliest authors that are more likely to provides us with a relevant argument are both Plato and Saint Augustine.[footnoteRef:10] Both men discuss the idea of temporality, the relativity of time with human consciousness and summarise that time is indeed temporal since only the present is in the tangible realm.[footnoteRef:11] For the purposes of this paper, I will not be discussing both Plato’s and Saint Augustine’s works at length since a philosophical discussion of time is not the aim of this research, however, it is worth noticing that although one author was writing during the fifth century B.C.E. and the other was writing around the fourth century C.E., both came to the understanding that time is temporal, demonstrating that perceptions of time as temporality are not overly affected by the time period they encountered themselves in. The difference between the two authors is that whilst Plato came to metaphysical conclusions on the topic of time, Saint Augustine, adapted said conclusions to include Christian thought.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Bastos Marques 2008:45]  [11:  St. Augustine XI,18. Plat. Tim. 37c-38b.]  [12:  Bastos Marques 2008: 46.] 


Having established that referring to time is equivalent to discussing temporarily, the study of the temporal can be done through the theories of liminality found in the field of anthropology. 
Anthropology explains the idea of liminality through two different theories. One studies the concept as a stage that is an essential part of a ritual, a piece of a fracturable whole, whilst the other describes it as a cultural manifestation that derives from the aforementioned practice.[footnoteRef:13] Liminality as a concept was first introduced by Van Gennep,[footnoteRef:14] he argued that, as the second phase of a rite of passage, liminality represents a period of transition, of being in a metaphorical threshold where an individual moves from being an initiate, from being on the first stage of the ritual, where the person going through the rite of passage is separated from society to the third and final stage, where he/she re-assimilates into society.[footnoteRef:15] The second theory found in anthropology is that of Turner, making use of Van Gennep’s research on the rites of passage, Turner develops a theory that focuses on liminality.[footnoteRef:16] He reasons that the temporal can be studied through the notion of communitas,[footnoteRef:17] since the stage in which individuals are restricted to when discussing liminality can be labelled as a limbo state, a non-physical space where the notion of chaos and anti-structure are both predominant, Turner suggests that liminality possess a sense of temporality, further connecting the ideas of the temporal to the space that an individual could be in.[footnoteRef:18]  [13:  Gennep 1960. Turner 1967.]  [14:  Gennep 1960.]  [15:  Gennep 1960: 27.]  [16:  Turner 1967: 97.]  [17:  Turner 1967:24. Turner 2012.]  [18: Turner 1967:237. Miller 2002: 57] 

Adding to the previous discussion, it can be summarised that liminality can be described as a permanently temporary state in which a living being encounters him/herself in a space where the temporary becomes permanent; the temporal aspect can be defined as the amount of time that a person is alive for, further emphasising the idea that time is, in essence, temporality.[footnoteRef:19] A time frame can be temporal for as long as the individuals affected by it, or the ones that have agency over it, see it as temporal.  [19:  Bastos Marques 2008. Momigliano 1993] 

As it was previously deliberated, time possesses different planes that can be understood as linear and cyclical. Given that time is temporality then, both structures, linear and cyclical, should have the capability of being applied to temporality. If that is the case, then the concept of temporality should provide historiography with a platform to comprehend historical discourse.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Bastos Marques 2008:49.] 


Time after time: Historical Temporality 

The notion of temporality in ancient history is not prominently attached to the concept of history itself. Based on Greek ancient sources, the term history <ιστορια> refers to research, or as Herodotus defines it, as the act of reporting events.[footnoteRef:21] This idea of focusing on the investigation of the events that shape one’s narrative is followed by Thucydides,[footnoteRef:22] whom along with Herodotus focuses on the development of a chronology of sorts.[footnoteRef:23] It is worth highlighting that both Herodotus and Thucydides provide a closer connection to ethnography, more relevant to the topic, Thucydides addresses his audience by telling them the purpose of his investigation: [21:  Hdt. 1.1.1]  [22:  Thuc. 1.1]  [23:  Bastos Marques 2008:50-52.] 

 “…But if he who desires to have before his eyes a true picture of the events which have happened, and of the like events which may be expected to happen hereafter in the order of human things, shall pronounce what I have written to be useful, then I shall be satisfied...”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Thuc. 1.22.] 

The above quote serves to illustrate the notion of a cyclical time frame. Thucydides ruminates that the past events that he is about to describe will eventually come to pass once more, further agreeing with the impression of a permanently temporal cyclical timeframe.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Finley 1942:292. Hornblower 1997.] 


Additionally, Bastos suggests that the history of antiquity can be divided into two different categories, one that notes the importance of a timeline, thus focuses on producing a systematic retelling of events, while the other one leans towards the tradition of recounting the deeds of heroes and the will of the gods, as can be examined in accounts such as that of Hesiod’s Theogony and Virgil’s Aeneid.[footnoteRef:26]  [26: Hes. Th. 1. Virg. Aen. 1.] 

One could argue that Hesiod provides us with the first example of a narrative that focuses on Zeitauffassung,[footnoteRef:27] the passage of time, granting it does not hold the characteristic of ‘historical work’ since it relies heavily on mythology.[footnoteRef:28] Although a relevant topic, I will not attempt to define what constitutes as fact versus the idea of myth. It is important to mention that scholarship has debated whereas history should include mythology or if the latter is nothing more than fiction, [footnoteRef:29] all pieces of written work are able of providing scholars with some knowledge of the circumstances, culture, ideologies and overall the elements that shape a society, however, the extent to which they can do so is subjective and extremely reliant on variables such as the targeted audience, the time of production, the genre, to name a few.  [27:  Bastos Marques 2008.]  [28:  Bastos Marques 2008:51-52.]  [29:  Marincola 2007.] 


Moreover, Hesiod’s Works and Days also proves to be a good example of a narrative that follows the structure of a cyclical time frame.[footnoteRef:30] Hesiod’s description of the five stages of human existence can be understood as a study of the degradation of the human condition through time.[footnoteRef:31] Ovid provides us with a similar description, the difference being that instead of five stages, there are four that represent the condition of man.[footnoteRef:32] Both authors based their musings in the idea that some events are bound to occur, although both narratives are to an extent studies of the present,[footnoteRef:33] the way in which man and his condition is presented prompts us to recognise the notion that past generations are always seen as those belonging to the so-called ‘golden age’,[footnoteRef:34] the future is but a prospect of the present that shows the consequences of following present actions, whilst the present itself debates the state of decay that humanity encounters itself in.[footnoteRef:35] Given that the label that each generation gives itself is not fixed, but changes depending on the generation, meaning that what was one’s idea of a ‘golden age’ would change for the next generation, and so on, it can be summarised that a cycle is developed by these theories of the ages of man, one where due to the nature of the narrative, time becomes a loop, therefore, it can be categorised as cyclical.[footnoteRef:36]  [30:  Hes. Th. 108-201.]  [31:  Hes. Th. 108-201.]  [32:  Ovid. 1.76-150.]  [33:  Bastos Marques 2008:56.]  [34:  Martin 1943.]  [35:  Ovid. 1.76-150. Hes. Th. 108-201.]  [36:  Baldry 1952:83-92. Martin 1943:62-71.] 

Furthermore, scholarship has debated the cyclical notion of time found in Greco-Roman historiography to the point where the debate was split into those who support such view and those that negate it.[footnoteRef:37] Momigliano argues that although certain events can be seen as representations of trends of human actions and the deeds that caused them, those representations ‘no tienen nada que ver con ciclos de la existencia humana.’[footnoteRef:38] Momigliano’s statement notwithstanding, his rejection of the view of cyclical history focuses on the idea that not all events will nor can be replicated in the future,[footnoteRef:39] however, the cyclical view should not be restricted to signify the concept of an event repeating itself to the point of becoming an exact replica of the original affair, but it should be understood as a view that encompasses causation, meaning that the claim that certain occurrences could be repeated is correct since it is the cause, the themes behind those actions that remain equal to those experienced in the past, producing similar outcomes that, although cannot be labelled as carbon copies since the period in which they happened, the people involved or the instruments used were and cannot be exactly the same ones, the topics and the general context can indeed be seen as a duplicate of a past event.  [37:  Momigliano 1993.Bastos 2008. Martin 1943. ]  [38:  Quote translates to: have nothing to do with cycles of human existence. Momigliano 1993:13.]  [39:  Momigliano 1993: 11-14.] 


Further to this point, Polybius’s universal histories aim to deliver standards for political affairs through the description of casual connections.[footnoteRef:40] He committed himself to the truth whilst acknowledging that there was a margin of error, unlike Thucydides, Polybius shows an affinity towards teleology and causation, systems where the distinction between the deeper causes behind the actions of men are key.[footnoteRef:41] The themes that can be extracted from the onsets, reasons and the causes of the events that he describes in his histories are ones that can be studied in terms of a cyclical context since those topics are likely to be repeated at some point in history.[footnoteRef:42] The following quote exemplifies Polybius’ stand on the topic: [40:  Plb. 1.1]  [41:  Plb. 1.1. Thuc. 1.1. Marincola 2007.]  [42:  Marincola 2007.] 

“…Then come tumultuous assemblies, massacres, banishments, redivisions of land; until, after losing all trace of civilisation, it has once more found a master and a despot.
This is the regular cycle of constitutional revolutions, and the natural order in which constitutions change, are transformed, and return again to their original stage.”[footnoteRef:43] [43:  & 41. Plb. 6.9] 


On the one hand, the passage serves to highlight the cyclical perspective found in ancient historiography, Polybius alludes to the impression that some motifs and themes are, for lack of a better word, timeless, they have characteristics that make them relevant regardless on the time period that the reader encounters him/herself in.[footnoteRef:44] On the other hand, the fact that the previous words are a representation of a digression on Polybius’ text should not be overlooked.[footnoteRef:45] The theory exposed on the above quote concerning mankind implies that all individuals will eventually find themselves in the same stage of the same cycle,[footnoteRef:46] further emphasising the connection of the concept of temporality and with it, the idea of liminality.[footnoteRef:47] However, as Momigliano indicates, the passage seems to lack a connection with the rest of Polybius’ theory regarding the different constitutions, although the text does prove to be a parenthesis from the rest of the descriptions given in that chapter, it is not completely unrelated to the topic. Momigliano goes as far as suggesting that Polybius himself would have been embarrassed and, unable to establish a connection between the cyclical theory and that of the constitutions that he describes.[footnoteRef:48] Nevertheless, there is a connection between the two, a link between the idea of constant temporality and repetition and, the constitutions being explored in stages that result in a continuous switch between them. The association between the two exists when we take into consideration the fact that causation was one of the main systems or themes followed and used by Polybius in order to deliver his histories, as it was noted before.[footnoteRef:49]  [44: ]  [45:  Momigliano 1993: 12.]  [46:  Momigliano 1993:12-13.]  [47:  Miller 2002: 57.]  [48:  Momigliano 1993:13.]  [49:  Pl. 1.1.] 

Calendars and Chronologies 

Another theme that should be examined when attempting to analyse temporality in antiquity is the flexibility of time, or more to the point, the measurement of this one. It can be argued that time was a very flexible concept in ancient times, the way in which this one was measured suggests that time was adapted to humanity and the environment around them and, not the other way around.[footnoteRef:50] Time, thus temporality, holds unique characteristics in ancient historiography, flexibility and adaptability are notions that embody the concept in question. At some point in history, nature was used to dictate the passage of time, the moon and the seasons decided what time of year it was, and it was humanity’s job to react accordingly.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  Whitrow 1988.]  [51:  Littlewood in Wilson 2006.] 


The evolution of the calendar must be taken into consideration when studying the flexibility of the measurement of time in antiquity. As Littlewood notices, all ancient Greek calendars were lunar, months received their names in relation to deities and festivals and, in order to have a corresponding solar year, a month was added if necessary,[footnoteRef:52] further stressing the adaptability of the method used to measure the passing of time. Moreover, to quote Bickerman, ‘the early history of the Greek calendar is virtually unknown’,[footnoteRef:53] earlier authors such as Homer and Hesiod tend to rely on the seasons to gift their narratives with the idea of a calendar.[footnoteRef:54] Although the birth of the lunisolar year cannot be dated nor explained, scholarship defines it as a calendar that was divided into months that received their names after festivals, and that these, in turn, were separated into decades.[footnoteRef:55] The latter Athenian calendar is better documented, it is no secret that Athenians used two different dating systems: The schematic Prytany reckoning and the civil lunisolar calendar,[footnoteRef:56] what it is worth noticing about the Athenian dating systems is that in practice, days could be added or suppressed at will,[footnoteRef:57] this practice suggests that time, as perceived by the Athenians, was a concept that equated to flexibility, which accentuates the sense of temporality that the label and measurement of time had. In addition, it should be noted that the Romans also practised the intercalation of days according to their needs,[footnoteRef:58] as Bickerman observes: ‘Intercalation became a tool of politicians in their struggles for power, and it was often handled arbitrarily and without regard to the seasons’.[footnoteRef:59] The fact that the Roman calendar was considered a tool of power for the politicians of the moment to obtain what they wanted,[footnoteRef:60] suggests that once again, we are looking at a measuring process of time that lacks rigidity, this supports the hypothesis that time is adaptable to human nature and that it is indeed temporal and dependent on the caprices of men.  [52:  Littlewood in Wilson 2006:138.]  [53:  Bickerman 1980:27.]  [54:  Bickerman 1980:27-29.]  [55:  Bickerman 1980:27.]  [56:  Bickerman 1980:34.]  [57:  See Pritchett, W. K. BCH 1964: 460, 473 for supressed days and Pritchett, W. K. BCH 1957: 276 for inserted ones. ]  [58:  Bickerman 1980:45.]  [59:  Ibid.]  [60:  Ibid. If a more detailed description of the evolution of the calendar in the ancient world is required, please see Bickerman’s work 1980.] 


In terms of chronology, one of the simplest ways of counting the passing of time is through the generations that have graced history, an example of this can be found in Polybius’ histories, where he manages to estimate the date of the sack of Rome by the Gauls by connecting the affair to the peace of Altalcidas, to the siege of Rhegium and, by means of placing the event within a specific timeframe.[footnoteRef:61] As it can be noted, recording history whilst adhering to a timeline that pleased all parties involved, was no easy task in ancient times, given that the idea of a chronology was closer to a genealogy of sorts than to a timeline that could be tracked from the starting point to the end, arguably, it can be summarised that the cyclical view of time was put in practice in antiquity.  [61:  Pl. 1.6.1.] 


In contrast with Judeo-Christian historiography, Greek and Roman histories, including universal accounts, seem to lack the sense of continuity that the Biblical account is known to hold.[footnoteRef:62] One of the aims of the Biblical account, in terms of narrative, seems to have been the idea of a ‘historical continuum’ from the time of the creation, as Momigliano recognises,[footnoteRef:63] the narrative follows a line that has the objective of identifying and showcasing the intervention of God in the world that was the product of his creation, this, in turn, produces the retelling of events that follow a consecutive order, creating the illusion or idea, of a linear timeline.[footnoteRef:64] In addition, it is worth noticing the fact that since the notion of cyclicality, of a circular time frame, has been associated to the impression of liminality, it can be agreed that circularity represents a temporal concept; it is fair to note that linearity also possesses the same attributes in the context of ancient narratives,[footnoteRef:65] If we are to assume that the cyclical view of time perception was the norm in ancient times, then it could only be summarised that on the cases that linearity made itself present in ancient narratives, that perception of time was only temporal, meaning that both the linear and the cyclical view of time can be understood as temporal thus representing liminality as a theory that could explain ancient views of time.  [62:  Momigliano 1993:18.]  [63:  Momigliano 1993:18-19.]  [64:  Gen. 1:1-27. Momigliano 1993:19.]  [65:  Bastos Marques 2008:60-61.] 


To conclude, this paper has helped validate that the topic of time in ancient narratives has been scrutinised by modern scholarship to the extent that the view of time can be categorised as either linear or cyclical.[footnoteRef:66] In terms of ancient historiography, I have argued that time is a representation of a temporal space, thus revealing an affinity to the notion of liminality found in the field of Anthropology.[footnoteRef:67] Given that the passing of time can be seen as both cyclical and linear, to an extent, ancient history has demonstrated a high level of association with the cyclical view of this one and, the concept has proven to hold flexible and adaptable qualities. However, I suggest that labelling the whole of ancient history as cyclical is not something that can be done lightly, without discussion. Although the idea of a cycle can be used to interpret the passage of time in ancient times, as previously discussed, one should not assume that ancient narratives do not possess any sense of continuity, a concept that is often linked to the view that showcases time as linear, linearity can be clearly observed in the history of Rome, as Bastos points out, the history of Rome is fundamentally the history of the development of a city,[footnoteRef:68] which further serves to emphasise the sense of continuity thus linearity in the narratives. [66:  Bastos Marques 2008. Momigliano 1993.]  [67:  Miller 2002.]  [68:  Bastos Marques 2008:62-63.] 
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I have argued that both the cyclical and linear view of time can be considered temporal, there are many variables that could prove to have a level of agency when it comes to analysing the deciding factors that make a concept such as time cyclical or linear, which is why we should keep in mind individual insights, the way that time is interpreted and written about, is subjective to the individuals and their views and understanding of time rather than the way in which society views and comprehends the concept. Additionally, it is worth highlighting that modern debates on the topic of time and temporality in antiquity are bound to be filled with variables and other notions that could have been seen as irrelevant in the past. Having tried to comprehend time as seen by the ancients, the research seems to bring to light questions regarding our own perceptions of time, although not the topic of this essay, one should not overlook the study of society and its evolution of thought. In relation to the flexible nature that time seems to be regarded under in Greek and Roman cultures, it is not surprising to admit that other cultures also considered time to be a moving fluid concept,[footnoteRef:69] having said that, modern society seems to be compelled towards the idea that humans are the ones that should adapt and not the measuring process of time.  [69:  Bickerman 1980.] 

Finally, I have no other option but to conclude that more research is needed on the topic of time and temporality in ancient historiography, one that involves a holistic approach where different fields are consulted in order to provide its audience with a better understanding on how people in antiquity understood the notion of time and temporality and, the manner in which ancient historians perceive time between them and between the historical events that they wished to discuss. In short, the present paper has shown that time is an infinite puzzling concept that cannot be understood by simply attempting to capture it and dissect it as if it were an unmoving constant. 
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