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Introduction 

All of us, presumably-whether we are ancient historians, 
political philosophers, or just plain citizens-are mainly 
interested in explaining, or understanding, the ways in 
which political concepts are negotiated through discourse 
and implemented in institutional or other forms of practice. 

PAUL CARTLEDGE, Ancient Greek Political Thought 
in Practice 

Beliefs are rules for action. 
both Charles Sanders Peirce, "How to Make Our 

Ideas Clear" and William James,Pragmatism1 

THE HISTORIAN CAN make the rare claim to understand how change 
comes about, how societies shift and settle, how contestation passes into 
brief periods of authoritative calm before the churn begins again. In order 
to understand such things, the historian must trace the transit of beliefs, 
values, and interests across webs of theoretical and practical conversa
tion and social hierarchies into practices and institutions, across social 
agendas, and into dynamic patterns of alliance creation and the organi
zation of power. Contrary to the common view that the past is dead, that 
antiquity lies buried beneath layers of time and soil, its origins obscured 
in early modern, modern, and postmodern imaginings of classical antiq
uity, the object of an ancient historian's inquiry is a living thing. In the 
evolutions in rhetoric, poetry, and law, we see adjustments in the concepts 
that frame decisions and in the hierarchies that structure social life. In 
the evolving shapes of a cup or forms of an image, we see fluid, malle
able shifts in social and political possibilities. The historian makes one 

1. Cartledge 2009, 6; Peirce 1970 (originally published in 1878), 85; James 1955 (originally 
published in 1907), 43· 



2 INTRODUCTION 

interpretive pass, and then another, at rendering such shifts understand
able, and seeks to capture not the fixity of the past but its dynamism, the 
living of a society that was. 

Who is this "historian" that we invoke so abstractly and broadly? There 
have been many other kinds of historians than the one described above. 
There were the annalists of antiquity who sought mainly to name and cat
alog the people and events of a specific place. There were the nineteenth
and twentieth-century historians who ransacked the past for evidence to 
support theories-social, economic, and political-devised to suit their 
own circumstances. Plenty ofhistorians pluck out and lovingly render one 
strand of a society-its economy or religion, practices of gender or sexu
ality, and so on-leaving the rest of the time and place well out of focus. 
Even within a category-say, historians of political thought-there are rec
ognizable approaches that, though ambitious, are not as ambitious as that 
described above. For instance, there is the method ofJ. G. A. Pocock, who 
sought to record "political discourse," privileging rhetoric and not lim
iting himself to high theory.2 There is also "Skinnerian" historicism that 
places the burden ofhistorical work on reading texts in their original dia
logue with one another. 3 Both of these intellectual historians have dwelled 
largely in the domain of theory, tracing an intellectual history, but not the 
transit of ideas through contestation to implementation in institution and 
practice. 

The historian described above, then, is distinctly ambitious, seeking 
somehow to find the connections in the intellectual and material, the insti
tutional and cultural, the agential and structural, that give the city-Athens 
or Sparta-or place-Macedonia or Rome-its own, unique principle of 
life. This historicism is not deterministic; in contestation there is a great 
deal of room for agency, even if the contest must be fought within struc
tural constraints. Nor, in this historicism, are ideas epiphenomenal, mere 
ideologies painting underlying material realities in pretty colors. Instead, 
concepts are integral to history and historical change. Political concepts 
contribute to making the worlds, and structures, within which historical 
agents conduct their skirmishes, battling among other things to change 
the structuring concepts. Nor are societies utterly walled off from one 

) 

2. Pocock 2009 . 

3· On Skinner's work, see Tully 1989. 
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another. The reigning concepts and contests of one can spill easily into 
another, contributing to the ongoing churn of the receiving society. 

This historicism may be relativistic; it aspires to no Archimedean point 
from which to judge any given society or set of political concepts for their 
final and absolute human value. Yet this historicism does not give up on 
judgment. Its work is of interest not just to the political philosopher or 
ancient historian, but also to citizens who can find in it, not least in the 
comparative possibilities visible in other societies, resources for under
standing the intersections of theory and practice, the structures of class 
and status, in their own time and place. Those resources may well em
power them to intervene in the social and political contests that surround 
them in ways that help ensure that they and those around them flourish. 
Charles Peirce and William James both argued that "beliefs are rules for 
action," and the historicist working in the mode here described supplies 
the tools of pragmatism in the form of a capacity to see beliefs in action-a 
living history. 

The essays in this volume were all inspired by the work of Paul 
Cartledge, who practiced just this type of ambitious historicism. Cartledge 
astutely recognized that when Plato banished the poets from the city in 
the Republic, he set up the conditions in which future generations would 
be confused by the relations among theory and practice, beliefs and organ
izational power. Plato seems to suggest that legislation, and the order of 
society, will flow from pure thought. And much work in the history of po
litical thought proceeds from the premise that the student of the history of 
political systems should study mainly the high theory of courtiers who had 
the prince's ear. Yet before Plato and before prose, poets were, as Cartledge 
writes, turning Percy Byshe Shelley's apothegm on its head, "the acknowl
edged legislators of the world."4 If we restore for ourselves a pre-Socratic 
sensibility, we can learn to see how poetry, material culture, fragmentary 
and episodic forms oflegal development, and economic and contestatory 
political realities made worlds of meaning for those who lived within their 
contexts. While this line of sight helps us write Archaic history, it helps 
us too with the Classical world, and even the postclassical, modern, and 
postmodern worlds. We are able to put theory itself in context, and to see 
political concepts in living color. 

4· Cartledge 2009, 2 . 



4 INTRODUCTION 

For the better part of four decades, Cartledge has spearheaded intel
lectual developments in the study of ancient Greek culture in both schol
arly and public contexts. From his earliest work on Sparta, Sparta and 
Lakonia: A Regional History lJ00-]62 Be (2nd ed. Routledge, 2002; 1st 
ed., 1979), to his most recent work on Greek culture broadly, in for in
stance, Ancient Greece: A History in Eleven Cities (Oxford University Press, 
2009), Cartledge has combined insightful historical accounts of partic
ular places, periods, and thinkers with a keen focus on methodology. 
With Hellenistic and Roman Sparta: A Tale of Two Cities (coauthored with 
Tony Spawforth) he helped inspire a new era of comparative work. With 
numerous edited volumes on historiography, for instance CRUX: Essays 
in Greek History Presented to G. E. M. de Ste. Croix on his 75th Birthday 
(Duckworth, 1985) and Hellenistic Constructs: Essays in Culture, History, and 
Historiography (University of California Press, 1997), he helped orient a 
generation of scholars to analysis of practice-to study not, for instance, 
the history of thought but of thinking in action and through action. These 
two sets of commitments came together beautifully in books such as the 
newest, Democracy: a Life (Oxford University Press, 2016), and the classic, 
The Greeks: A Portrait of Self and Others (2nd ed. Oxford University Press, 
2002; 1st ed. 1993), in which Cartledge sets Greek texts and practices side 
by side to illuminate how the Greeks went about comparing themselves 
to others. 

A recent seminar at Cambridge seeks to "compare the comparative 
cultures of different periods, beginning with the Greeks and coming 
forward to the present." One sees Cartledge's methodological DNA in 
such an effort. The conjoint focus on comparativism and practice estab
lished an important framing paradigm for a generation of work in law, 
religion, economy, and society.5 The juxtapositions of elite philosophical 
texts and lay discourses, which results from the focus on "thinking'' in
stead of thought, transformed the history of ancient ideas, and the study 
of ancient society. Over the course of a remarkable and wide-ranging 
oeuvre, Cartledge has practiced as he preached-contextualizing texts; 
setting high theory in relation to conceptual systems emergent from prac
tice; drawing on sources ranging from poetry and drama to inscription 
and monument, from history and rhetoric to philosophy; traeing always 
how systems of belief intersect with patterns of status and hierarchy; and 

5· This is evident in two volumes, coedited by Cartledge: Cartledge, Millett, and Todd 1990 
and Cartledge, Millett, and von Reden 1998. 
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comparing the delicate social and conceptual relations emerging into view 
in one society with those of another. Few historians can command this 
array of tools, sources, and theoretical frames as masterfully as Cartledge. 
In this volume, it takes a village to do what Cartledge's corpus exemplifies. 

That last point requires a bit more explication. In what sense does it 
take many hands and lines of inquiry to achieve the mode of analysis that 
Cartledge has continuously effected across his body of work? Classics, like 
all disciplines, has long cultivated ever increasing refinement in its many 
subfields-philology, philosophy, history, archaeology, visual culture, lit
erary criticism, and so on. Each of these subfields takes responsibility for 
only one component of the dead but once dynamic societies and cultures 
of antiquity. Each subfield of necessity effects a flattening, a reduction of 
the object of inquiry into a form amenable to analysis by the tools of that 
discipline. Cartledge's interest has always been instead in the dynamic 
whole and its multidimensionality. He has been able to deploy the tools of 
these several sub fields both in single pieces of scholarship and across his 
oeuvre. This is exceptionally rare. 

In order to build on the methodological lessons that Cartledge has laid 
out, most of us also have to add a dimension of teamwork to the endeavor. 
We have to learn how to juxtapose, sometimes even in arrangements that 
are at first uncomfortable because unfamiliar, work emerging from our 
different subfields. This is what we have done in this volume. The essays 
in this volume explore the complex dynamics linking ideas developed in 
high theory with those that emerge from practice. They probe the issues 
of structure, status, and hierarchy that define contestation over the beliefs 
that will shape practice. They widen the aperture beyond text and event
to take in image and the small traces of suppressed dissent-so that we 
equip ourselves as richly as possible to map the contests of ideas and 
power that structure life in a given society. Historians here work alongside 
philosophers alongside art historians alongside literary critics. We have 
the same object of inquiry-how contests among ideas and struggles over 
hierarchy shape each other and mutually determine the limits in which 
the members of a particular society seek to thrive. Yet we bring different 
tools to bear in pursuing this inquiry. From chapter to chapter, the reader 
will find herself asked to consider the object of inquiry from yet another, 
slightly different, methodological perspective. This is perhaps the greatest 
tribute that can be paid to the power of Cartledge's work. His questions 
and methodological range have yielded fruit across the subfields of our 
discipline and, working in teams, perhaps only by working in teams, we 
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can continue to activate the sort of intellectual power his work so beauti
fully exemplifies. 

Our volume begins, in Part I, with the relationship between theory and 
practice. 

In "The 'Great Leap' in Early Greek Politics and Political Thought," 
Kurt Raaflaub argues that political patterns affecting communal thought, 
life, and institutions, and widely shared by Greeks and Near Eastern 
societies, are still visible in the Homeric and Hesiodic epics, and thus into 
the early seventh century. Soon thereafter, though, the Greeks diverged 
from that common tradition; they embarked on a path of radical innova
tion that took their fledgling political life and thinking in a decidedly new 
direction. That shift enabled them to discover ideas, values, institutions, 
and procedures that had a profound and long-lasting impact on the devel
opment of Western political traditions. The chapter describes this break
away moment and tries to explain this great leap. 

We move from the Archaic to the Classical with Emily Greenwood's 
chapter, "Pericles' Utopia: A Reading ofThucydides and Plato." Greenwood 
looks afresh at the genealogy of utopias and utopianism in Classical Greek 
political thought (traditionally seen as originating with Plato's Republic). 
She presents an argument for Thucydides' Pericles as a utopian political 
thinker (supplemented by other sources for Pericles' life and thought
chiefly Plato, Aristotle, Xenophon, and Plutarch), who offers a version of 
the imperial democratic polis as utopia. Given Pericles' characterization as 
a "philosophical" politician, Plato felt the need to differentiate Pericles and 
Socrates strongly and to downgrade Pericles' philosophical credentials. 
Theory fights back against practice, and by scrutinizing this contest we 
learn valuable things about each. Greenwood argues that to conceive of 
Pericles as a utopian thinker is not to make his funeral oration-a vital 
text for Athenian civic ideology-less accessible for the history of Athenian 
democracy. Instead, in dialogue with Antonio Gramsci's notes on "indi
rect sources for the history of subaltern social groups" in Notebook 25,6 

she analyzes the extent to which Periclean utopianism articulates the 
aspirations of the Athenian demos-with the ugly irony (seldom absent 
from utopias) that these aspirations depended on making other classes of 
people subaltern to their desires. 

6. Specifically Gramsci 1985, 238- 41. 
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Melissa Lane picks up the Platonic theme-and the issue of the rela
tionship between theory and practice-from the other end of the relation
ship, focusing on Plato's use of theory not only to critique practice, but also 
to revolutionize it. In "How to Turn History into Scenario," she argues that 
if Thucydides' project is construed as developing a logic of social change 
out of the material ofhistory, then it is Plato in Republic Book 8 who is pre
cisely his successor, and his developer, insofar as Plato there emancipates 
the logic of social change from the past, while infusing it with normative 
content. 

Indeed, Plato might be said to invent a logic of intelligible choice to 
explain social change in the form of explanatory model rather than his
tory. Whereas Herodotus and Thucydides investigated the record of ob
servable social changes in the past and present, it is Plato who here invents 
a new intellectual enterprise: an exploration of the mechanisms of social 
change that is not merely adduced from the happenstance character of 
those events that have actually occurred. Furthermore, what Plato offers is 
a form of sociopolitical explanation that is premised on and permeated by 
a normative account of the objective moral good, centered on the role of 
law as a principle of order oriented to the good, and on rule as essentially 
aiming to serve the good of the ruled. 

Like all models, Plato's model of intelligible choice engenders certain 
blind spots as well as insights. But the insights are real nevertheless. They 
include a powerful analysis of rule and office as intrinsically ordered by 
their nature toward the good of the ruled, and of what happens when 
that good order is disrupted or corrupted; of the fluid interplay between 
forms of economic, political, and military power, and of how ideas and 
ideologies shape propensities that can be interpreted in their light rather 
than simply in terms of statistical distributions; overall, of how, while 
all happy regimes are alike, each unhappy regime is unhappy in its own 
way-yet in a way that can be interpreted as a distinctive kind of deviation 
from the ideal. Plato's theoretical ideals, then, in Lane's account become 
a measuring stick for evaluating practice and driving revolution from the 
realm of concepts. 

After Lane on Plato, Carol Atack takes us to Xenophon. In "'Cyrus 
appeared both great and good': Xenophon and the Performativity of 
Kingship," she argues that, for Xenophon, performativity, not high 
theory, may hold the resources for driving social change. As she 
argues, Xenophon's depiction of the performance of kingship by Cyrus 
(Cyropaedia), Agesilaus (Hellenica, Agesilaus), and other kings contains an 
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evaluative model that explores alternative techniques a ruler can use to 

persuade others to be ruled. By deploying frameworks of performativity 

and spectacle derived from Judith Butler and Guy Debord respectively, this 

chapter analyzes these narratives ofkingship and connects them to other 

Greek political and ethical concerns about the role of the outstanding in

dividual within society, linking Xenophon more closely to both Plato and 

Aristotle as a political and ethical theorist.? Yet Xenophon's orientation to

ward performativity also pulls him in the direction of analysts of status 

and structure. In its performative aspects, Xenophon's concept ofkingship 

operates like gender, which is also established through performance and 

bears a troubled relationship to essence. Indeed, gender is another central 

preoccupation of Xenophon's, something recognized by Paul Cartledge 

and explored by scholars such as Sarah Pomeroy and Vincent Azoulay.8 

Just as kingship can be performed in different ways (evident in the im

plicit contrast between the extravagant display of Cyrus and Astyages and 

the ascetic style of Agesilaus), so can gender (as with the contrast between 

Virtue and Vice in the story of Choice of Heracles, Mem. 2.1). Xenophon 

explicitly connects kingship and gender in his Oeconomicus, but the align

ment ofkingship and womanhood seems unstable.9 Atack thus effects a 

transition in our volume from the tension between theory and practice 

to an investigation of the problem of status and hierarchy. We are at this 

point prepared to transition to the theme of the active political contestation 

of just such structures. 
We first transition to the active spaces in which the Athenians deployed 

their power, foremost among them the law courts. Alastair Blanshard, 

in "Jurors and Serial Killers: Loneliness, Deliberation, and Community 

in Ancient Athens," reverses our common story about the power of 

the Athenian jury, exploring instead the trauma of having to deliberate 

alone. His chapter examines one of the peculiarities of Athenian deliber

ative practice, namely the tendency for decision-making to occur within 

the supportive presence of a network of peers. No major life decision, 

whether it related to the marriage of children, the sale of property, or the 

arrangements of funerals, was taken without wide consultation among 

friends and family. Even in the Assembly, we know that citizens sat 

7· Butler 1990, 1993; Debord 1994· 

8. Cartledge 1993; Pomeroy 1994; Azoulay 2007. 

9· Pomeroy 1984. 
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with their friends and would often act and vote together. All the major 

state festivals encouraged collective participation by members of the 

same demes and tribes. This means that when individuals were forced 

into situations of decision-making without the presence of their support 

networks, those decisions became, at the least, unsettling and potentially 
traumatic. 

One of the few occasions where we find such isolated decision

making is the Athenian lawcourt. The process ofjury-sortition, combined 

with randomized seating allocation within the lawcourt, meant that the 

Athenian juror when he sat to deliberate was uniquely alone. Analysis 

of forensic rhetoric reveals how orators played up this sense of isolation 

and confusion. By contrasting the juror's experience in the lawcourt with 

other deliberative environments, Blanshard shows us how the rhetorical 

strategies of advocates served to complicate the function of the jury as 

a manifestation of democratic sovereignty. This final chapter in Part I, 

then, on the practice of jury decision-making points to a possible need 

to revise our theoretical understanding of democratic sovereignty, and of 

the power of the people, perhaps the fundamental Athenian conceptual 

abstraction. Practice itself, then, has the last word in our exploration of 

high theory, and its links to political thinking in action. Cartledge would 
approve. 

In Part II, "Economy and Society: Violence, Gender, and Class," we turn 

fully to the topic of class and for status and hierarchy and their relevance to 

explaining political dynamics and behavior. Sparta was Cartledge's starting 

point, and has served for millennia as the first stop in any journey into the 

problem of domination, and its material and conceptual underpinnings. 

We too start with Sparta as our contributors juxtapose different tools for 

thinking about hierarchy: game theory and evolutionary biology; Marxism; 

and comparative study of economic systems. The methodological range, 

in this case, moves even beyond methodologies Cartledge himself has 

deployed, but each takes its inspiration from the aspiration to understand 

the dynamism of social hierarchies. We start and end with new approaches 

to structure, domination, and class, with the the chapters by Josh Ober 

and Barry Weingast and by Walter Scheidel-examples of a new Stanford 

version ofhistoricism, we could say. In between, we return to the question 

of Marx's legacy for thinking about issues of power in antiquity, in chapters 

by Wilfred Nippel and Konstantinos Vlassopoulos. 

Ober and Weingast lead off, in "The Sparta Game." Although Archaic/ 

Classical-era Sparta shared many features in common with other Greek 
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city-states, Sparta was atypical in many ways. Features of Spartan society 
regarded as striking by historians, ancient and modern, include the sta
bility of the constitutional system; the strict caste system; the systematic, 
state-organized use of violence against serfs by their collective masters; 
norms of austerity and equality in respect to public consumption; sub
stantial and growing inequality in wealth; sharp decline in the population 
of the ruling class; and sudden military collapse. To explain this situa
tion, they introduce a concept from positive political economy, the "pro
portionality principle." That principle holds that the stability of a regime 
in which ruling elites extract revenues from nonelites through violence 
(or its threat) requires that each elite receive a share of rents proportionate 
to his potential to employ disruptive violence. When proportionality is 
respected, no one with the power to disrupt society has an incentive to do 
so. Yet this equilibrium situation also had in it the seeds of Sparta's de
mise. The Spartan system was economically low-performing, due to the 
"violence trap": because the stability of the regime is based on a distribu
tion of rents "to each according to his disruptive potential," rents cannot 
be redistributed in ways that would be more economically productive. 
Spartan society failed demographically, and thus militarily, because of the 
regular demotion of the least successful Spartiates from the ruling class. 

If game theory gives us new tools for understanding the operations 
of power and structure, where do tools like those Cartledge started with, 
fit in? In particular, what now should we make of Marx? In "Marx and 
Antiquity," Wilfried Nippel counter-intuitively proposes that Marx's use 
of antiquity in his corpus was at best a rhetorical flourish. Nippel shows 
that those who think that Marxist materialism and class analysis drew, 
in the first instance, from a study of antiquity have Marx wrong. After 
his doctoral dissertation on Democritus and Epicurus, Marx never came 
back to these questions in his subsequent writings. The young Marx had 
planned to write an overall account of post-Aristotelian philosophy and 
its importance for the modern world, but that plan never came to frui
tion. All further references to antiquity in his work were only asides in 
quite different contexts and were seldom meant as substantive statements 
about antiquity. Rather, the historical cases that motivated his analyt
ical frameworks were India and slavery in the United StateS. In this re
spect, Antiquity was of only marginal interest. Of course there are a great 
many "allusions to ancient texts" in Marx' writings, but they were indeed 
allusions. Consequently, we should draw a distinction between Marx and 
Marxism, between Marx's own arguments and what others have made of 
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them. While Marxists have often grounded their arguments on distinctive 
pictures of antiquity, or used Marxist concepts to analyze antiquity, Marx 
himself did neither, argues Nippel. 

In contrast to Nippel, Konstantinos Vlassopoulos, in "Marxism and 
Ancient History," is interested less in Marx and more in Marxism. In his 
chapter, he argues that Marxist historiography can still be productive for 
contemporary historians. He argues that Marxist approaches bring four 
major elements that are particularly relevant for ancient history: history 
from below, a focus on large-scale historical change, a holistic approach to 
history, and metanarratives. Marxism was one of the major currents that 
brought history from below into ancient history, through a focus on slaves, 
women, and other subaltern groups. Much of this work, though, has fo
cused on subaltern groups as passive objects of exploitation and domina
tion and has taken the form of synchronic structural analysis, divorced 
from histoire evenementielle. The big challenge ahead for both Marxism and 
ancient history is how to study subaltern groups as active agents of his
tory and how to incorporate them into historical narrative. This journey 
into Marxism is no period piece. The tradition continues to provide val
uable intellectual resources for contemporary historiography. Most im
portantly, Vlassopoulos recommends a version of Marxism that restores 
the visibility of the contestation of ideas and power structures. Cartledge 
may have learned many of his own methodological commitments from 
Marxism, but his own contributions lead to a revision of the frame away 
from determinism. 

With passage through Marx and Marxism under our belts, we then re
turn to new methodologies for thinking about class and labor, this time 
with an emphasis on a third important strand, comparativism. In "Building 
for the State: A World-Historical Perspective," Scheidel traces antiquity's 
strategies for achieving state-building projects around the globe. He asks, 
"If rulers and their agents want something built on behalf of the state, how 
do they make this happen?" They have two main options: either to compel 
their subjects directly to perform the necessary work under the supervision 
of the authorities, or to compel them to hand over resources that can be 
used to compensate workers who are hired or otherwise employed by the 
state. In the final analysis, one might consider both strategies to be the same, 
given that both entail coerced energy transfers. But they nevertheless differ 
in terms of how states define taxpayers' obligations and tend to be mean
ingfully correlated with significant variables such as economic development 
and regime type. He proposes that a systematic global model accounting 
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for variation in the types oflabor employed for state projects would be de
sirable and offers his chapter as a small step in that direction. He provides a 
cross-cultural perspective on state-sponsored construction, especially of the 
monumental kind. The times and places explored include the Americas in 
the Pre-Columbian period (Inca and Aztec empires), south and southeast 
Asia (India in the Mauryan period, Angkorian empire ofthe Khmer and later 
regimes in the same region), Japan, the ancient Near East, and China. 

The result of this comparative survey, Scheidel argues, is to show that 
Greek and Roman state strategies oflabor procurement were highly excep
tional. Once we enter the world of the Iron Age polis, we lack evidence of 
regularized civilian corvee among citizen populations. In Rome, civilian 
corvee for construction was likewise unknown, at least in historical times. 
Contracting in a free labor market was the default arrangement. This 
suggests that commercialization and monetization may be necessary but 
not sufficient conditions for eroding forced labor practices. Do any global 
patterns emerge from Scheidel's rapid survey? In the most general terms, 
he argues that the world saw a trend from corvee to contract labor and 
from coercion to labor markets. This process occurred unevenly across 
space and time, but was driven in the first instance by economic develop
ment that manifested itself in urbanization, commercialization, and mon
etization. No single methodology-game theory, Marxist historiography, 
comparativism-su:ffices to provide a full understanding of the dynamics 
of status and hierarchy. The greatest challenge in learning, then, how to 
do things with history is to come to understand which tools should be 
deployed when. 

Just as the historian who seeks to capture the dynamism of the past 
society-its contests over belief and hierarchy-must know which tool to 
wield when, so too she faces the challenge of a range of potential sources 
and archives to deploy to this end. In Part III of our volume, "Source 
Pluralism," we seek to underscore the diversity of sources available for un
derstanding how political concepts are negotiated through discourse and 
implemented in institutional or other forms of practice. Cartledge's oeuvre 
exhibits a voracious appetite for the materials of antiquity, working across 
the domains of literary, philosophical, and historical texts, as well as of 
image, inscription, and event. Here we gather contributors who, taken as 
a group, similarly bring a range of resources to bear on the tricky question 
of cultural and political dynamism and contestation. 

In "Picturing History: The Ethics and Aesthetics of Tyrannicide in the 
Art of Classical Athens and Early Imperial China," Jeremy Tanner takes us 
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into the realm of art history as well as into comparisons between the an
cient "East" and "West." Tanner's chapter examines two series of remark
able images that had an exemplary status in Classical Athens and Han 
China. Both of them focus on political assassinations, more specifically 
"tyrannicides." A Roman marble copy of a fifth-century BeE Greek bronze 
statue group (fig. 10.1) shows Harmodius and Aristogeiton inaugurating 
Athenian democracy by slaying the tyrant of Athens. A carved frieze from 
an Eastern Han tomb, of the second century CE, depicts the attempt ofJing 
Ke to assassinate the King of Qin, later to become the First Emperor of 
unified China, Qin Shihuangdi (figs. 10.2-10.3). 

Both images seem to have had a foundational status within the political 
and artistic culture of their societies. They are among the earliest examples 
of representations of specific historical events in their respective artistic 
traditions. Moreover, they were replicated, with interesting variations, 
time and time again, and must have been among the more popular and 
recognizable iconographies of their eras. Both are concerned with figuring 
the limits of legitimate power and the ethical basis for and significance 
of violent resistance to arbitrary power and its overthrow. Importantly, in 
order to interpret these images in a comparative frame, Tanner finds that 
he must also explore the concept of the "tyrant" in order to construct a 
conceptual catwalk between these two contexts. The very project of com
parison, then, helps bring to the surface some of the intricacies of the lives 
of concepts in particular places. 

Robin Osborne, in "Imaginary Intercourse: An Illustrated History of 
Greek Pederasty," continues the theme of how visual material can illumi
nate systems of belief and social patterns. Figurative scenes have no role 
if it is not to induce some sort of reflection in their viewers on the viewers' 
own world. But those relations can take a wide variety of forms, from 
faithful reproduction oflife in detail to complete parody of reality. In the 
case of isolated scenes, it may be impossible to tell whether one is seeing 
parody or straight description. When we have a series of representations of 
the same or similar topics, it becomes possible to distinguish description 
from parody, and it becomes possible to begin to do things with the history 
of those forms and formulae of representation. 

Using a scatter of ancient texts as his guide, Dover maintained that 
the scenes in Beazley's "gamma" class showed what he termed "inter
crural intercourse." Following this lead, scholars have constructed a his
tory of Greek homosexuality in which penetration was taboo and instead 
older lovers enjoyed only intercourse in which their pleasure came from 
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rubbing their penis between a boy's thighs. This has been taken to support 

a model of sexual behavior in which penetration and power stand at the 

center, but it has remained central to the picture of homosexual relations 

even in the writings of those, and particularly James Davidson, who argue 

against the power and penetration model. 

Osborne argues instead that intercrural intercourse is a modern fan

tasy. On the basis of a close examination of the corpus of images he makes 

the case that the scenes should be read not as literal representation of some 

curious homosexual ritual, but as ways of exploring the nature of homo

sexual desire. The point of these pictures is not to show what was visible 

in life, but to find a visible way of allowing the viewer to fantasize about 

men's homoerotic pleasures. This reinterpretation of the scenes on the 

pottery removes one of the central pegs upon which the model of power 

and penetration was constructed. The chapter concludes by reassessing 

the structure of Athenian sexual life once this peg has been removed. 

We move from visual iconography to the comic stage with Edith Hall's 

chapter, "The Boys from Cydathenaeum." Hall revisits Marxist themes 

and, in fact, shows us an Aristophanes giving voice to a subaltern perspec

tive. She reconsiders the figure of Cleon, the archetypal demagogue. When 

Cleon' s story is retold in histories of Athens or of democracy it is almost 

always colored by one of our two (hostile) major sources, Thucydides and 

Aristophanes. Although he was an exceptionally effective and popular or

ator, we do not have his speeches: it is doubtful that he wrote them down. 

The absence of any fifth-century defense of Cleon makes him the test 

case par excellence in teaching source criticism from a class-sensitive per

spective; and how to handle silences and erasures in the historical record. 

To hear the other side of opinions about Cleon, Hall's essay draws on the 

Marxist aesthetic concept ofliterature's proleptic "utopian tendency," which 

enables it to create, in the realm of the collective imagination, a more demo

cratic and egalitarian society than is yet possible in reality. The concept was 

developed by the Austro-Czech Ernst Fischer in Von der Notwendigkeit der 

Kunst (1959). Although neglected today, Aristophanes' Knights was enjoyed 

by its original audience, having been awarded first prize at the Athenian 

Lenaea in 424 BCE. With the figure of Agorakritos, the ideal democratic 

leader into whom the sausage vendor is transformed at the end of the play, 

Aristophanes draws on his experience ofCleon and the other non-aristocratic 

new politicians such as Lysicles to produce the most radical-even though 

fictional-political figure in ancient literature. The end of Knights, for all the 

impugning of Cleon, puts on the stage an agora-raised lowlife leader, from 
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the bottom rung of the ladder of Athenian citizen society, in possession, 

as he admits himself, of neither paideia nor mousike, and only basic lit

eracy. "I too, was bred in the agora," as he says with some pride when the 

Paphlagonian challenges him to a competition; at least part of the agora 

was in the Cydathenaean deme from which both Cleon and Aristophanes 

hailed. Yet Agorakritos also shows that he could, potentially, become an ideal 

leader of high intelligence and total integrity. The play ends with Demos 

and Agorakritos jointly entering the Prytaneion to sit, as equals, together. 

A man of the very lowest class has been elevated-as it turns out, deservedly, 

given the good sense and class loyalty of his political advice-to the office 

of beloved statesman. This is something that has not been achieved in most 

modern democracies, and certainly not in contemporary Britain. 

A whole tradition of scholarship-motivated, Hall thinks, in part by 

fear of the play's radical implications-has argued that Aristophanes 

ironically undermines the general joy of the ending. But in this case sub

tlety is being sought where little is to be found. Art has not only taken 

revenge on reality, to paraphrase Flaubert, but has also produced a picture 

of a functioning relationship between the demos and a successful, ideal 

leader from its own very lowest social class. This has implications for our 

reading of Thucydides' portrait of Cleon, who though not poor was also 

not aristocratic, and for his standing amongst the poorer Athenians who 

supported him. Hall thus invites us to scrutinize the complexities of inter

pretation that come with a decision to draw on particular kinds of sources. 

Contestations in our own time may interfere with our ability to see deeply 

submerged contestations in the past. 

Finally, Tim Whitmarsh closes the comparative frame by taking us to 

Rome in "How to Write Anti-Roman History." Like Hall, he leads us on an 

a journey through an unusual and subtle use of sources to excavate views 

that have heretofore escaped identification by scholars. Imagining what 

anti-Roman historiography looks like is a challenge. Surviving histories 

may (in the cases of Sallust, Trogus, and Tacitus) carry within them traces 

of oppositional discourse, but they are not, at base, anti-Roman texts. They 

are, rather, sophisticated orchestrations of multiple, sometimes dissonant 

voices within a thoroughly Roman "score."10 Otherwise we have at best 

ghostly fragments, hovering without context. We know that oppositional 

history existed, but we do not know its shape, its contours, its texture. 

10. See in general Adler 2011. 
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Whitmarsh's chapter is an attempt-inevitably speculative, but we think 

plausible-to reconstruct one example of that literature. Whitmarsh traces 

this oppositional history by scrutinizing the several categories of pro

fessed opponents whom Dionysius of Halicarnassus' Roman Antiquities 

ventriloquizes. In other words, Whitmarsh finds anti-Roman history by 

looking for the shape of the contest over ideas, as made visible by the glad

iatorial efforts of a particular contender, namely Dionysius. 

The very fact that ideas are contested-whether in a theoretical or 

practical register-makes it possible for Whitmarsh to discover how to 

write anti-Roman history. Whitmarsh tentatively identifies Metrodorus 

of Scepsis as the likely target of Dionysius' critiques and then reverse 

engineers his arguments, drawing also on criticisms that Plutarch appears 

to have directed at him. Whitmarsh finds, in the Metrodoran arguments 

he excavates from his opponents, an anti-providential idea of random his

torical "swerves" that served to undercut Roman claims to greatness. He 

concludes by lamenting the loss of Metrodorus' work and argues that it 

would have provided not just a counterweight to the heavily pro-Roman 

emphasis in extant Greek historiography, but also an example of an entirely 

different philosophical underpinning. Whitmarsh's elegant excavations 

thus display the power of historical tools that focus on the contest of the 

ideas and their political implications. In seeking out even the shape of 

the ideas defeated by history's winners, we restore our sense of the dyna

mism of the society under investigation; we also revive for ourselves a fine 

awareness of the contingency-the contestable fluidity-of the beliefs that 

become a society's rules for action. From that contestability and fluidity, 

not only political philosophers and ancient historians but ordinary citizens 

can surely draw inspiration for efforts of theoretical and practical agency, 

and attempts to put thought into practice. 

Historians, Cartledge writes in the afterword to this volume, by proper 

definition "study the past, or rather pasts, and it is they themselves who 

'make' history, in the sense that they give a meaningful shape to such 

past events and processes as they deem to satisfY the criteria of truth and 

accuracy." By excavating and explicating the processes by which societies 

fashion and refashion their hierarchies, and continually re-arranging the 

conceptual systems supporting and challenging them, historians, doing 

things with history, also recover the power and importance of human 

action in the present. To repeat a theme of this introduction: historians 

make visible the sources and forms of social dynamism. This helps us 

make sense of the present as well as explicate the past because, of course, 
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the final comparison is always of the ancients to ourselves. By doing things 

with history, we hope not only to understand the past, but also to equip 

ourselves to understand thinking and doing in the present. 
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