
APPENDIX THREE

DRIVE TOWARDS COHERENCE IN 
TWO HERODOTUS-STUDIES*

One of the main themes of Chapter II concerned questions of com-
patibility or incompatibility of Herodotean ideas about supernatural, 
divine or human causation, which all represent a truth and none of 
which ousts any other. The present appendix exemplifies some strate-
gies launched in search of a whiff of consistency in a series of relevant 
Herodotean accounts by discussing two typical recent studies. I have 
selected them on the ground of the eminent qualities of their authors, 
their common focus on Solon’s instruction of Croesus (nos. 6–9, 
see for these texts Ch. II, pp. 182 ff.), the illustrative value of their 
common approach, and the opportunity they provide to clarify my 
own  position. 

In the introductory part of an eminently clear and instructive paper 
“Herodotus and Solon,” H. Shapiro 1996 lists three widely accepted 
“main points of Solon” in his first speech, as follows: 

First, the god is jealous and likes to trouble man. (. . . .) Second, because 
the gods are so jealous, human happiness is extremely unstable and man’s 
life is full of misfortune. (. . . .) Human happiness is ephemeral because 
the jealous gods make it so. Third, because the gods are so troublesome 
and human happiness is so ephemeral, it is impossible to affirm that a 
man has been happy until he has ended well (all italics mine).

With a condensed version of these three causally connected state-
ments, the article also ends.1 We recognize here the procedure that we 
met in the second chapter in Dodds’ (and others’) attempts to merge 
different assertions, arranged in a disconnected parataxis in a text, 
into an intellectually satisfactory coherent system of interdependence. 
Launching such a search is the indefeasible right, if not the task, of 

* This appendix should preferably be read as an elaboration on and sequel to the 
argument as developed in Ch. II section “Herodotus” (at pp. 179–190).

1 Similar, albeit more implicit, formulations return elsewhere in the paper, e.g. at 
355: “All human endeavors are subject to misfortunes sent by jealous gods” as a sum-
mary of 7.49.3. in which the word ‘jealous’ is Shapiro’s own inference, just as in the 
passage under discussion. 
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any reader and most of all of the literary critic. Equally unassailable, 
however, is the proviso never to lose sight of the actual constitution 
of the text. This now turns out to be more complicated than Shapiro’s 
phrasing suggests. 

As noted under no. 7 of my citation list, the statement that “man is 
a matter of chance” does not (con)textually follow from, 6a (the envy 
of the gods), but is an independent new motif added as the conclu-
sion of the long excursus on the length of life and all the opportuni-
ties of suffering (πολλὰ δὲ καὶ παθεῖν) it entails. The words of Solon: 
“Croesus, while I know that the divine is envious and disturbing you 
interrogate me about human matters,” are connected with his ensu-
ing considerations about the length of life by the word γάρ. Albeit 
syntactically referring back to the total ‘protasis’ there are several rea-
sons for assuming that semantically this causal/explicative conjunc-
tion links up with the immediately preceding elements, namely the 
notion ταραχῶδες and the notion of “human matters” rather than to 
divine enviousness. First of all, the Greek wording itself φθονερόν τε 
καὶ ταραχῶδες does not invite us to take them as a hendiadys nor to 
understand the second predicate as an explicatory specification of the 
first. Representing the two predicates as two sides of one medal would 
require a different Greek formulation. The particle group τε καί is 
very frequent in Herodotus but, unlike single καί, in this combination 
καί is never used as a so-called καί explicativum (in Powell’s terms 
‘epexegetic’), but always as ‘connective’ or ‘paratactic’, i.e. connecting 
two independent notions of equal standing.2 This implies that in this 
passage the divine is characterized as being both envious and disturb-
ing, one and the other. This also follows from the different implica-
tions of the two notions. Divine envy always and inevitably results in 
doom, is typically human/anthropomorpic in its motivation and hence 
predictable, especially as a satisfactory staff to beat a very rich dog. 
Ταραχῶδες, on the other hand, represents the random, confusing and 
disruptive, but not rationally reducible side of the supernatural and 

2 Powell 1938, s.v. καί A III, counts 2407 testimonies, of which 2374 in a ‘con-
nective’ sense (including 1.32.1); 32 cases of parataxis expressing simultaneity, and 
only one ‘epexegetic’ (3.73, which, moreover, is spurious). Generally on τε καί: 
J.D. Denniston, The Greek Particles (Oxford 19542) 511–513. I am indebted to my 
colleague Peter Stork for a very informative and helpful discussion on this issue. The 
final exegesis is mine. 
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is as such used inter alia to predicate tyche (LSJ).3 ‘Human matters’ 
and their inherent instability are the very themes of the long excursus 
that immediately follows, with its rather excessively elaborated, hence 
intentional, emphasis on life’s span. The instability of the human con-
dition, a maxim that we have seen blooming in archaic poetry before 
the notion of divine envy had come into view, concerns both the hum-
ble who may rise to prominence and the fall of the prosperous. It is 
this two-way type of alternation that is explicitly enlarged upon in this 
long passage and which is referred to as symphora. As such it should 
be subsumed under the caption ‘ephemeral chance’ or ‘arbitrariness of 
the gods’ while both text and context discourage the suggestion of a 
direct dependence on divine envy.4 Just as both Tellos and Kleobis and 
Biton were of moderate status but acquired a great reputation of being 
“the best of men,” hence of being olbioi, only definitively established 
with their death, so reversely a person of high status may come to ruin. 
Corroboration of the independent ‘truth’ of the motif of human insta-
bility to both sides can be found in the fact that it occurs in eighteen 
passages of Herodotus according to the calculation of Shapiro herself 
in her good section on “the mutability of human fortune” (355 ff.), 

3 The notion clearly corresponds with Cyrus’ remark (11) that “nothing in human 
life is stable (ἀσφαλέως ἔχον),” whereas the fearful tisis (the law which makes the mor-
tals “pay”) mentioned just before rather belongs in the compartment of divine envy.

4 The phrase “Look to the end, to the final outcome. Many humans the god, after 
first having granted them a glimpse of happiness, has brought to utter ruin,” which 
S. quotes as another reference to divine envy, quite on the contrary refers directly to 
the long passage on the instability of human life including the notion of symphora 
immediately preceding. This is corroborated by the word “glimpse” (ὑποδέξας). Arta-
banos (7.46. 4) commenting on the brevity of human happiness and the jealousy of 
the gods, who begrudge man more than “a taste of happiness of a sweet life (γλυκὺν 
γεύσας τὸν αἰῶνα)” does combine the two notions, but should not be projected onto 
other passages. Moreover, his warning in 7.49.3, Μάθε ὅτι αἱ συμφοραὶ τῶν ἀνθρώπων 
ἄρχουσι καὶ οὐχὶ ὥνθρωποι τῶν συμφορέων, recalling Solon’s remark (7), being a 
proverb (Shapiro 355), again represents an isolated and different idea. (Cf. Hdt. 1.5.4; 
3.33: “many bad things are accustomed to happen to men;” 7.190; 7.233.2. and more in 
Shapiro 356 f., all without any reference to gods jealous or not). Like Solon, Artabanos 
switches from one isolated truth to another, without thus justifying such a generaliz-
ing interpretation as: “all human endeavors are subject to misfortunes sent by jealous 
gods” (Shapiro 355). Gods, be they ‘the gods’ or ‘some god’, may be both kind and 
cruel, in the words of Parker 1997 (Cf. Eur. Ph. 379: “some god has ruined Oedipus’ 
house”—ibid. 1199: “some god has saved Thebes”). The fact that in all observations or 
explanations—also the ones of life’s instability—, the emphasis is on the negative side 
(as we saw already in archaic expressions of arbitrary omnipotence) has no bearing on 
the envy explanation. Disaster always attracts more attention, especially in tragedy and 
in the essentially tragic passages under discussion. Good news is no news. 
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very much including the author’s own announcement of his aims with 
his Histories in 1.5.4:

For the cities that were great in the past, many of them have become 
small, and the ones that are great in my time, once were small. Since 
I know that human happiness (. . .) never remains in the same place I 
will relate both equally (τὴν ἀνθρωπηίην (. . .) εὐδαιμονίην οὐδαμᾶ ἐν 
τὠυτῷ μένουσαν, ἐπιμνήσομαι ἀμφοτέρων ὁμοίως).5 

If one regards Solon’s speech as programmatic due to its prominent 
location, how much more should one value in equal terms Herodotus’ 
own expressly programmatic proemium. Its message is repeated time 
and again, perhaps most concisely in Artabanos’ truly Solonian words 
(7.49.3) “Learn that it is the symphorai that rule over man, not man 
over symphorai.” “Thus, the idea of the mutability of human fortune is 
prominently presented in Herodotus, in his own voice, at the outset of 
the Histories”: thus, aptly, Shapiro (356). This, to my mind, seriously 
affects the thesis that human instability is as a rule due to divine envy 
as she formulates it various times. 

Does then contiguity of expressions have no impact at all as a sig-
nal that they somehow cohere? It may but need not. One may agree 
that the third Solonian consideration, ‘look to the end’, in the present 
context is a corollary of life’s instability (though not of the jealousy of 
the gods). The plausibility of their coherence lies in the fact that both 
motifs are comparable expressions of human experience. Everybody 
knows that life is instable and that one can never predict the future. 
Utterances of this type belong in the category of experience, of facts 
of life (category I of our scheme above p. 187). They are observations, 
not explanations. As such they need not imply the notion of causa-
tion. Jealous gods, on the other hand, belong in another category, that 
of theology, which seeks insight into divine causes of unaccountable 
events in life (categories II and III). It is our ‘drive towards coherence’ 
that entices us to seek logical correlations which the author has chosen 
not to pronounce upon.

Shapiro restricts her discussion to the three ‘views’ of Solon, her 
main interest according to the title being the question whether they 

5 See on this: Immerwahr 1966, 153; St. Flory, The Archaic Smile of Herodotus 
(Detroit 1987) 29; D. Lateiner, The Historical Method of Herodotus (Toronto 1989) 
42. On its mirrorring the words of Solon in the Croesus logos see: Pelling 2006, 145 
n. 15 with further literature.
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represent the view of the author. Although I would dispute both 
their immediate coherence in the speech and Shapiro’s main point 
that “Solon’s three points are presented as a single world view” (355), 
I gladly endorse her conclusion that the different motifs indeed are 
part of Herodotus’ central world view.6 As do a majority of specialists 
who emphasize the programmatic nature of the Solon logos.7 

Albeit not explicitly interconnected by the author, the three Solo-
nian views belong to those themes that, though not easily compat-
ible, yet all belong in a global conception of natural or superhuman 
intervention in which human guilt in whatever form does not play a 
role. It is for this reason that I have selected them as illustrations of 
modern efforts to link them into a coherent unity and of the (textual) 
resistance such efforts run against. For how much more would this be 
true in the case of such radically different themes as personal error and 
hereditary guilt, as voiced by Croesus or Apollo? What about these 
other touches of wisdom in different contexts? It has become a near 
axiom that Croesus’ responses to Solon’s wise instruction including 
his own later explanations for his downfall symbolize the confronta-
tion between Greek civilized wisdom and moderation versus ‘oriental’ 
arrogance and excessiveness,8 and as such anticipate the antagonism of 
Xerxes versus the Greeks. In this context one may find the suggestion 
that Croesus by putting the blame on divine interference has not really 
understood the words of Solon. But what about Apollo? Should he too 

6 AS against more recent views “that opinions cannot be assumed to be Herodotus’ 
own unless he expresses them in his own persona:” Waters 1985, 104. Idem (ibid. 99): 
statements made by Herodotean characters should be seen as “those he thought suit-
able to the occasion.” Cf. also: Lang 1984, 61; Gould 1989, 80. Kurke 1999, 148 with 
n.152, finds little reason to assume Herodotus’ agreement with Solon. Pelling 2006, 
143 n. 6, prefers to phrase it as: “Herodotus ‘agrees with’ Solon’s agenda.”

7 Shapiro 1996, nn.1 and 6, gives the doxography. The Solonian arguments return 
in varying combinations, twice in the same book—in the words of the ‘converted’ 
Croesus himself (in both 1.86–91, and 1.207), in those of Amasis—and later in the 
Histories in the admonitions of Artabanos to Xerxes (7.10) and Themistocles (8.10). 
More important even is that single motifs of the whole gamut abound separately 
throughout the work.

8 Asheri 2007, 98. This view has been challenged by A. Duplouy, L’utilisation de la 
figure de Crésus dans l’idéologie aristocratique athénienne: Solon, Alcméon, Miltiade 
et le dernier roi de Lydie, AC 68 (1999) 1–22. The contrast is not one between Greek 
civic virtues and oriental despotism, nor is it about a supposed Greek fear of excessive 
luxury. At stake is only the censuring of the inferences drawn by Croesus resulting in 
his haughty thoughts. 
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have listened better to Solon’s wisdom-sayings? Or was his wisdom, 
though in our eyes incompatible with Solon’s, yet equally true?

Several of these issues are the concern of the second essay that I 
will now briefly present: Chr. Pelling, “Educating Croesus: Talking and 
Learning in Herodotus’ Lydian Logos” (2006). In this elegant, inge-
nious and at times brilliant essay the author (henceforth P.) broaches 
two themes: the elusiveness of wisdom and the distortion of discourse, 
as illustrated in the passages under discussion here and in the one on 
Croesus’ advice to Cyrus concerning his campaign against the Massa-
ge tai (1.207). I will first focus on his treatment of the same introduc-
tory passage as the one chosen by Shapiro.

In Solon’s instruction of Croesus P. (p. 148) discerns three major 
themes: 1) Life is mutable, anyone’s fortune may change; 2) God is 
envious of those who come closest to divine prosperity, and turbulent 
in destroying them; 3) The most prosperous act or think in particular 
ways and those ways contribute to their destruction. 

We notice similarities and differences with the three “points of 
Solon” mentioned by Shapiro. And here, too, it is necessary to strike 
a few notes of warning. First, as argued above, it is very doubtful 
whether “and turbulent in destroying them” may be so self-evidently 
connected with divine envy as P., like Shapiro, does. Secondly, P.’s 
third ‘position’ is not to be found in Solon’s words in this passage, as 
listed under my nos. 6–8. P. frankly admits this (p. 149 ff.) but tries to 
save his third position by referring to phrases that precede “backwards 
a little in the narrative” (1.5.3 and 1.26.3), neither of which sustains his 
argument.9 He of course also refers to Herodotus’ own statement that 
immediately follows (no. 9): “A great righteous indignation (νέμεσις) 
came from God and struck Croesus, presumably (ὡς εἰκάσαι) because 
he thought himself the most prosperous of all mortals.” Here for the 
first time the element of personal guilt instead of the mere precarious 

9 They concern Croesus’ “unjust deeds” (his aggressive initiatives against the Greeks 
(1.5.3) and “the grievances Croesus had put forward” (1.26.3) against the Greek cit-
ies that he wished to attack. Both actions and reproaches belong to the conventional 
rhetoric of reproach in mutual Greek hostile contacts as well (K. Yellin, Exhortation: 
The Rhetoric of Combat Leadership. Studies in Rhetoric Communication [Columbia 
S.C. 2008] Ch. 1), and belong to the conventional ‘lies in warfare’ (Barnes 1994, 
23–29). Croesus may not be the most self-effacing character but in these passages 
there is not the slightest hint of ‘haughty thoughts’ typical of oriental despotism. For 
that matter, P. elsewhere (163) objects to precisely the idea that the audience must 
have remembered earlier relevant texts, with the argument that: “Such explanations 
are slippery things; even when all the clues are present, they can be missed.”
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position of the excessively prosperous person comes to the fore. P. 
admits (150): “This is not simply the second ‘divine envy’ thesis, for 
such envy would most naturally be evoked not by Croesus’ perception 
of his own felicity but by the fact of a felicity so great that it threatened 
the boundaries of the divine.” And so it is. In this first (and last in the 
present context) personal comment Herodotus contributes an expla-
nation that has not been suggested anywhere in Solon’s own words 
and which should consequently be considered as an additional new 
suggestion. “Presumably” (ὡς εἰκάσαι) also tells for that. So far there 
is not one reason for reading this third ‘position’ (“the most prosper-
ous act or think in particular ways and those ways contribute to their 
destruction”) into the foregoing exposé of the wise Solon.10 

Last but not least, one may wonder why Solon, if he did have this in 
mind, left it to the author’s voice to make his intentions explicit. Why 
did the author not allow Solon to say himself what this modern reader 
would have liked to put into his mouth? P. argues that his ancient audi-
ence would have understood why.11 Solon is talking to a despot, which 
requires “its own conversational dynamics. No one can talk straight.”12 
Here we meet for the first time an appeal to intentional paralipsis or 
‘implicitness’ in order to save an interpretation. In Chapter II I have 
paid attention to this productive, but precarious, hermeneutic strategy. 
In the present case, however, the question remains if such an excellent 
author as Herodotus might not have found ways to help the reader 
with some hint that would not be noticed by king Croesus, who after 
all is a specialist in misunderstanding messages. This question is all the 
more pressing since at 1.207, Croesus in an incomparably less comfort-
able position at a royal court than Solon is in 1.32, introduces a speech 
to king Cyrus with a dauntless reminder that the king is not divine, 
followed by one philosophical warning, namely the kuklos-idea of the 
alternation of good fortune and misfortune, which, incidentally, has 
no understandable link with his ensuing advice. This advice, however, 
which itself is so inconsistent that generations of scholars  including 

10 Nor should one adduce the fact that Solon Fr. 6.3–4W has the same idea: “Over-
sufficiency generates hybris, whenever great prosperity attends those humans whose 
minds are not wel-ordered,” a thought which, as I agree with P., may have been pro-
verbial. Many other genuine authentic Solonian ‘positions’, as we will see, will emerge 
later in the Croesus-logos by the mouth of other speakers, including Apollo.

11 In the wake of quite a few earlier readers. See his p. 152 n. 41.
12 “The perverted logos at an autocratic court,” is the major theme of P.’s second 

main subject in this paper: “distortion of discourse” (142). 
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P. must launch all their ingenuity to retrieve at least some coherent 
meaning from it,13 is phrased in an amazingly candid language. Solon 
might easily have allowed himself a similar touch of frankness in his 
approach to (oriental) royalty.14

Let us stop here for a moment and have a look at one of P.’s remarks 
that may lead us to the kernel of our disputation. He introduces his 
“three Solonian positions” with the words: “It is hard to know exactly 
what Solon is saying here and the account leaves it open which of 
them will prove the most insightful.” The reader might “be aware of a 
blur of different suggestions that partly, but only partly, overlap.” And 
he quotes Munson 2001, 184: “Solon’s words are cryptic and deliver 
a mixed message.” To the ‘uneducated’ reader the first parts of these 
complaints of either scholar may come as a surprise since he sees 
nothing cryptic at all in Solon’s words.15 The Greek sage is giving two 
crystal clear, distinct options to explain (mis)fortune: envy of the gods 
and the instability of life with its alternation of luck and misfortune. 
He is not mentioning P.’s third option, but does present his equally 

13 One should read P. 167–169 to taste all these admirably ingenious, subtle, sophis-
ticated and divergent attempts of readers to save the author (and Croesus) from 
inconsistency. Following a modern sceptic (Ch. II, n. 102) one would tend to believe 
“that the critic himself wrote the work under discussion.” Indeed: “as is also with 
metaphors, implicitness may result in polyinterpretability” (Pfeijffer 1999, 25). But 
it is beyond imagination that the author should have considered all these (modern) 
conjectures before deciding not to mention any at all. All too often polyinterpretabil-
ity seems to be the result of the reader’s creative involvement rather than that of the 
author and as such comes close to ‘overinterpretation’ (on which see fundamentally: 
‘Interpréter, Sur-interpréter’, Enquête: anthropologie, histoire, sociologie 3 [1996]; cf. 
P.J. Rhodes, ΕΠΙ∆ΑΜΝΟΣ ΕΣΤΙ ΠΟΛΙΣ: On not Overinterpreting Thucydides, Histos 
2 [1998] 1–10). And cf. Ch. II n. 105. A very precarious variant of this approach, of 
course, is the one that post-modernism has chosen as its major hermeneutic strategy. 
Cf. above p. 193 f. 

14 P. himself (p. 162 n.78) in another context resorts to a similar counter-argument: 
“Had Herodotus wanted to remind us of this (. . . . .) he would have found ways to 
recall the Gyges episode.” 

15 I am not unaware that, regrettably, the English language uses ‘to say’ in at least 
two meanings: to ‘utter words; speak’ (German ‘sagen’, Dutch ‘zeggen’) and ‘to have 
the intention to make clear’ (German ‘meinen’, Dutch ‘bedoelen’), as in “what are 
you saying?” or: “what I am saying is . . .” Incidentally, ancient Greek has no sepa-
rate verbal expression at all for ‘to mean’ as conveying the intention of the speaker 
(“I mean A not B”) for which they too—like their very late offspring—use the verb ‘to 
say’ λέγειν (cf. modern Greek: θέλω νὰ πῶ). See: I. Sluiter, The Greek Tradition, in: 
W. van Bekkum, J.E.M. Houben, I. Sluiter, K. Versteegh, The Emergence of Semantics 
in Four Linguistic Traditions: Hebrew, Sanskrit, Greek, Arabic (Amsterdam-Philadelphia 
1997), 147–224, espec. 152.
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clear conclusion that it is impossible (hence not advisable) to affirm 
that a man is happy until his life has ended well. 

Now then, what is so cryptic about what Solon ‘is saying’? The 
answer must be looked for in the parts that follow these primary con-
cerns. Munson adds that Solon delivers “a mixed message.” But exactly 
what is making the message mixed? What would we have liked to find 
in the text to ‘unmix’ them? The answer may be found in P.’s addi-
tional words: “the account leaves it open which of them will prove the 
most insightful.” Apparently Herodotus might have prevented all this 
mixing up by offering the (modern) reader the possibility of choice. The 
problem, however, is that the various options are delivered paratacti-
cally one after the other, without a trace of the author’s preference or 
as much as a touchstone of truth to help the reader choose between 
the contradictory versions. Apparently (some/most) modern readers 
would have preferred the author strewing around an occasional “or”, 
“in other words,” preferably even “or rather.” In other words, they 
would have liked him to show his colors. But that is exactly what the 
author fails to do, and, to make it worse, we will never get an answer 
to the question of which of his ‘positions’ “will prove the most insight-
ful” as P. hopefully suggests. This being so, should not we consider the 
possibility that this ‘question of choice’ is not an appropriate question 
at all? Why shouldn’t we read the author’s idiosyncratic phrasing as 
implying that there is not one preferable solution and that it is beyond 
human power to choose between the many divergent insights because 
all of them are equally true?16 

Why does Herodotus leave us in the lurch? Not by accident or due to 
carelessness. Convinced that there must be some order in this “cryptic 
blur of different suggestions,” we have seen two modern readers setting 
out on a quest for hermeneutic devices that the author has kept secret 
but whose detection might help us alleviate the discrepancies. But what 
about the subsequent interpretations by Croesus and Apollo? Croesus’ 
own consideration that “it was by divine inspiration that Solon had said 
that no living man was blest” (ὡς σὺν θεῷ εἰρημένον τὸ μηδὲνα εἶναι 
τῶν ζώντων ὄλβιον), is a brief but not incorrect  summary of Solon’s 

16 Recently I found with delight that Sewell-Rutter 2007, Ch. 1, lists four interacting 
forces in the Croesus logos: the retributive principle, fate, the sins of the fathers, and 
the uncertainty and mutability of human life, adding that none of these causal deter-
minants prevails in fact over the other; each one of them tends to become prominent 
at particular moments of the story. 
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words. So is his subsequent summary that this warning had come true 
in his own life but that Solon’s words pertained to all humanity most 
of all to the ones who deemed themselves olbioi. And so are, in reac-
tion, the reflections of king Cyrus (11). 

Consequently, P.’s (159) appraisal of Croesus’ attitude is rather mild. 
Though sometimes not quite understanding Solon’s words, Croesus 
comes close enough to be pictured as “groping slowly towards wis-
dom,” while his trainee Cyrus, who does understand a thing or two, is 
“a rapid learner.” There is no real problem here since both termino-
logically and conceptually we are still in a fully Solonian sphere. There 
is no real problem either with Croesus’ own divergent explanations 
(12–15, especially the most precarious one, 13) since they are invali-
dated by no less an authority than Apollo. The god’s own words on 
the other hand must be highly problematic to readers who are on the 
lookout for coherence. In what way do Apollo’s clarifications relate to 
the wisdom of Solon? Well, in no way at all. Admirably, P. lists nine 
(9) conceivable answers the oracle might have given and which would 
not have offended the audience’s expectations. But the answers the 
oracle does give are of a radically different nature and do not match 
Solon’s suggestions at all. Indeed: “What Apollo does say will come as, 
at least partly, a surprise” (P. 162).17 

How to cope with the stark inconsistencies between the Solonian 
and the Apollonian options? The best I can do is to quote P. himself 
in a passage (p. 163) in which he fully and without reticence acknowl-
edges the fundamental and unbridgeable gap between the Solonian 
and the Apollonian explanations: 

The human audience, like human observers at the time, can only see so 
much (viz. the Solonian explanations); there may be a broader scheme as 
well, transcending several generations in a way that is visible only to the 
gods and then later, retrospectively, to the historian. But we should also 
be clear that even those first ideas were not useless. Even if they proved 
not to be decisive here, it does not mean that they have no purchase at 
all on events. This is not a question of the text undermining itself, for 
Herodotus does not operate with a system where one causal explanation 
excludes another; any or all of the strands may be relevant later. 

17 I refer to E. Barker, Paging the Oracle: Interpretation, Identity and Performance 
in Herodotus’ History, G&R 53 (2006) 1–26, for an interesting analysis of what the 
polysemic answer of the oracle may have taught the ‘independent Greek readers’.
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I could not agree more.18 The conclusion is not only elegant, it is ines-
capable. The views of the Greek sage and the Greek god, though both 
true, are incompatible and cannot be reconciled. Had our two read-
ers (both exponents of the mainstream in modern literary criticism) 
considered the option of a coexistence of several independent causal 
explanations in the case of the Solonian positions, where the idea of 
‘reconciliation’ was perhaps more tempting but unnecessary and, as I 
hope to have shown, unproductive, it would have spared us the present 
long excursus. In any case, our exercise has not been in vain if it has 
served to expose ad oculos how compulsively a major trend in current 
literary criticism tends to impose our drive for unity on an ancient 
text, without even considering the possibility that this might involve 
an infringement on the author’s way of viewing the inscrutability and 
unaccountability of life’s vicissitudes. As Richard Gordon says in a 
different context: “Insensibly, and doubtless for the best motives, we 
palm our classifications off on the ancient world.”19 

18 Except for the final clause: it is not necessary to expect any enlightenment in 
a later section of the book or in the expectations of the audience that may lead to a 
choice. The issue at stake may just be one of those where the author wishes to hint 
that there is not one preferable solution. In the words of Harrison 1997, 109: “Such 
contradictions are ultimately irreducible.” 

19 Gordon 1979, 7. In again a different context see: Salins 1995, a study that aims 
at demonstrating “how in speaking of ‘native’ others, one could deprive them of their 
own voices; how giving them our ‘practical rationality’ left them with a pidgin anthro-
pology; how spinning their history out of our morality ends up doing no one a favor” 
(p. ix). Cf. Ch.W. Nuckolls, The Anthropology of Explanation, Anthropological Quar-
terly 66 (1993) 1–21, on the fact that “when we encounter ‘inconsistent’ explanations 
in different cultures—explanations which, to us, just don’t make sense—we experi-
ence dissonance.” He argues that in Western cultures the value of consistency in the 
domain of formal explanation is high, but that in other cultures different domains, 
and different problems, have been endowed with importance. I.C. Jarvie, Rationality 
and Relativism: In Search of a Philosophy and History of Anthropology (London 1984) 
15, in a burning attack on modern anthropological attempts to create a coherence in 
the cultures of ‘their tribes’ continues: “But this is not even the stage current literary 
criticism seems to have acquired. If the modern interpreter finally finds a way to mak-
ing sense of his text he means ‘our sense’!” I have appealed to similar pleas for ‘cultural 
relativism’ in different disciplines throughout this book and especially in the second 
chapter. Cf. for instance Ch. II n. 150.
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