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1. Introduction: What is in Question?

Why is classical ( here ancient) historiography so interesting? 1
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mean interesting not for the specialists of Western antiquity, but for all
those who deal with historical consciousness and its function in practical
life. The question can be even put as follows: What role does classical
historiography play in historical culture today? (By historical culture I
understand the realization of historical consciousness in social life or its
practical function in cultural orientation in general. And by historical
consciousness I understand a systematic interrelationship between
interpreting the past, understanding the present and projecting the future.)

Classical historiography has played an important role in the
intellectual historical culture of the West for centuries, starting from the
time of the renaissance till the end of the 18™ century. I will summarize
this importance and then emphasize its end, which came with the
emergence of specifically modern historical thinking. This rose and
became institutionalized in the academic discipline of historical studies
and related fields of academic discourse. Still within this new mode of
historical thinking classical historiography remained relevant, but it gained
a different significance. I will end my paper by sketching this new
significance and by addressing its place in the intercultural communication

of historians today.

The perspective of my interpretation is Western, and even more so
European and German. But I would like to transcend this perspective by
asking why classical historiography still matters in developing and
cultivating historical culture and historical thinking, even in non-Western

countries.

2. The Status of Classical Historiography in Modern Western Historical

Culture:
Since the time of the Renaissance classical historiography was a

paradigm for history writing and this role was enforced by the fact that it
7
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was the origin of Western historical thinking as well. For a long time
Classical (Western) historiography stood for the paradigmatic origin of

early modern historiography in the West.

It lost its paradigmatic character in the process of modernizing
historical thinking at the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th
century. But even then it played an integral role in demonstrating what

historical thinking was about.
I will give you a typical example:

In the second half of the 18™ century the university of Géttingen was
one of the leading universities in Germany. It was here where very
influential impulses for establishing new modes of historical thinking,
which constituted its modern procedures and forms were sparked off.
Johann Christoph Gatterer (1727-1828), one of the leading historians at
Gottingen expressed his self-understanding as historian by literally
referring to the preface of Livius’ History of Rome: here Livius presented
his intentions as the historiographer of Rome.' Gatterer followed this text
in order to present his idea of history thus underlining the commitment to
classical historiography, but at the same time marking the difference.
Doing so he wanted to make clear that every historical account has its own
perspective. It is this awareness of perspectivity which mark the modern
character of historical thinking. The ancient historiographers thought that it
was possible to simply telling the truth by avoiding prejudices and

one-sidedness; the modern ones became aware that every history has a

! Gatterer, Johann Christoph: Abhandlung vom Standort und Gesichtspunkt des Geschichtsschreibers oder der teutsche
Livius (1768), in: Blanke, Horst Walter; Fleischer, Dirk (Eds): Theoretiker der deutschen Aufkldrungshistorie. Band 2:

Elemente der Aufkldrungshistorik. Stuugart-Bad Cannstatt: Fromann-Holzboog 1990, pp.452-466.
8
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perspective, and that perspectivity and truth don’t exclude each other, but
are systematically interrelated.) Gatterer’s text marks a turning-point in
historical thinking: Livius was no longer an example for proper

history-writing, but an example for marking a difference.

This difference has found its paradigmatic expression in Leopold
von Ranke’s, book “ Zur Kritik neuerer Geschichtsschreiber” (a critique of
modern historiographers). This book is the second volume of Ranke’s first
historiographical work, the “histories of the Romanic (Latin) and
Germanic peoples from 1494 till 1514”, which was published 1824. In the
preface of the first volume we find that famous sentence by Ranke, which
indicated the fundamental rupture between modern and pre-modern
historical thinking and historiography. He said:

"Man hat der Historie das Amt, die Vergangenheit zu richten, die Mitwelt zum Nutzen
zukiinftiger Jahre zu belehren, beigemessen: So hoher Amter unterwindet sich
gegenwirtiger Versuch nicht: er will bloB zeigen, wie es eigentlich gewesen." ["to
history has been given the function of judging the past, of instructing men for the profit
of future years. The present attempt does not aspire to such a lofty undertaking. It
merely wants to show how, essentially, things happened."]

This sentence announces the end of what we can call the logic of
exemplary historical sense generation, to which most of the pre-modern
historiography including the classical one was committed, and it indicates
a new logic which can be called the logic of genetic historical sense

generation.

The second volume presents the principles of source critique, which

committed historiography to the rules of methodical research. Ranke

2 Ranke, Leopold von: Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Vélker von 1494-1514, Sémtliche Werke Bd.
33, Leipzig: Duncker und Humblot 1855, S. VIIIL (English translation in: Ranke, Leopold von: The Theory and

Practice of History, ed. by Georg G. Iggers, Konrad von Moltke. Indianapolis (Bobbs-Merrill) 1973)
9
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demonstrated that the early modern historiographers (who still felt
committed to the paradigm of classical historiography) did not carefully
check the validity of their statements of the past event, but followed
another logic, but not that of systematic source critique. This could be
easily shown by their reporting the speeches of the relevant actors. They
did not have any empirical evidence for them, of course, but rather a
completely different one: it was the evidence of an explanatory rhetoric:
understanding what happened by referring to the intention of the actors. To
say it ironically: Now the traditional classical rhetoric was replaced by

footnotes indicating the evidence of the reported events.

3. The Status of Classical Historiography Today

This status can be characterized by the simple statement that
classical historiography has lost its general importance for any
programmatic articulation of the principles of historical thinking and
historiography. Its importance as origin of Western historiography
remained, of course, but in modern historical thinking origins have lost

their sense-generating privilege.

Today Classical historiography has become more or less an issue of

specialists.3

Nevertheless, I think that it still has to play a role in the cultural practices
of developing and cultivating historical consciousness. Here it indicates
and re-presents at least 5 attributes of historical thinking, which are still
essential and have to be confirmed by convincing examples in the history

of historiography:

* Walter, Uwe: Memoria und res publica. Zur Geschichtskultur im republikanischen Rom. Frankfurt am Main: Verlag

Antike 2004.
10
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¢ A commitment to rationality

e The secular character of historical sense generation and the

importance of politics

e prominent examples for understanding the logic of historical
thinking and especially for the mental procedure of exemplary

historical sense generation
e an excellent case for intercultural comparison of historiography.

In the following parts of my paper I will tackle these four points (thus

avoiding to enter the specialists discourse).

4, From Mythos to Logos

Classical historiography brought about rational argumentation in
dealing with the past. I would like to demonstrate this by comparing a
thoroughly mythical treatment of the past with the first genuinely historical
one. Take the title “history”, which Herodotus gave to his work on the war
between the Persians and the Greeks. It indicated the decisive step from
mythos to logos: “historiai (tctopiat)” simply means research, and
research is based on rational, and even critical thinking and argumentation.
Myth and history do not totally contradict each other, but their
fundamental difference is evident when we look at the way the authors

present their truth claims.

Hesiod (740-670 B.C.) starts his Theogony by an episode, by which
he legitimates his epical description of the world order: His inspiration is a

divine source of truth:

“From the Heliconian Muses let us begin to sing, who hold the great

and holy mount of Helicon, and dance on soft feet about the deep-blue
11
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spring and the altar of the almighty son of Cronos, [5] and, when they have

washed their tender bodies in Permessus or in the Horse's Spring or
Olmeius, make their fair, lovely dances upon highest Helicon and move
with vigorous feet. ... And one day they taught Hesiod glorious song while
he was shepherding his lambs under holy Helicon, and this word first the
goddesses said to me the Muses of Olympus, daughters of Zeus who holds
the aegis: “Shepherds of the wilderness, wretched things of shame, mere
bellies, we know how to speak many false things as though they were true;
but we know, when we will, to utter true things.” So said the ready-voiced
daughters of great Zeus, and they plucked and gave [30] me a rod, a shoot
of sturdy laurel, a marvelous thing, and breathed into me a divine voice to
celebrate things that shall be and things that were aforetime; and they bade
me sing of the race of the blessed gods that are eternally, but ever to sing

of themselves both first and last.

Herodotus’ (490/84-430/25 B.C.) introductory remarks in his
Histories signify a completely different way of giving reason for his

account:

“This is the display of the inquiry of Herodotus of Halicarnassus, so that things done by
man not be forgotten in time, and that great and marvelous deeds, some displayed by
the Hellenes, some by the barbarians, not lose their glory, including among others what
was the cause of their waging war on each other.

The Persian learned men say that the Phoenicians were the cause of the dispute. ... In
this way, the Persians say (and not as the Greeks), was how lo came to Egypt, and this,
according to them, was the first wrong that was done. ... Such is the Persian

account; ... But the Phoenicians do not tell the same story. ... These are the stories of
the Persians and the Phoenicians. For my part, I shall not say that this or that story is
true, but I shall identify the one who I myself know did the Greeks unjust deeds, and
thus proceed with my history, and speak of small and great cities of men alike. (I, 1-5)

Here we find a procedure of rational reasoning, which even goes

beyond the limits of ethnocentric conviction (since Herodotus does not say,
12
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that the version of his people, the Greeks is the only true one, of course.)
Nevertheless, the “Histories” present a clear expression of Greek

superiority over their enemies because of their constitutional freedom.

5. The Secular World of Politics

Transcending the mythical logic of sense-generating in dealing with
the past gave the classical historiography a secular and,at the same time, a
genuinely political character. It was the fundamental achievement of the
Greeks to constitute the political character of human social life apart from
religious authorities and found it on the free will of the people. This
political secularism is one of the peculiarities of history writing in Western
antiquity. In the context of Christianity it could therefore play the role of a
critical distance to religious concepts of history (“sacred history”). It could
loosen the strength of theological orthodoxy in historical sense generation
by referring to secular reasons and principles in explaining of what

happened in the past.

This element of secularization became evident in early modern
Renaissance and Humanist thinking. It was this distance to religious
authority and the power of the church which enabled a secular historical
discourse besides the sacred one. In the period of enlightenment the
religious authority in historical sense generation had definitively lost its

intellectual power

That was certainly not yet the case of historical secularism in ancient
Greece, where it was not very effective. Here the power of myth in the
public presentation of political identity remained unbroken. History was
entertainment and not so much cultural orientation. This, however, was

different in ancient Rome, although the great historians were never directly
13
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affiliated to or even dependent upon political authorities like the emperors.
Polybius’ universal history presents this autonomous political
character of historiography. His leading idea was to explain the success of
the Roman Empire by its political constitution. He drew a general
conclusion from this explanation, namely that the political constitution was
the main issue of history in general, that politics matters most in history:

Now the chief cause of success or the reverse in all matters is the form of a state's
constitution; 10 for springing from this, as from a fountain-head, all designs and plans

of action not only originate, but reach their consummation. (I1,2, 8+9)

6. Case Studies for Logical Issues of Historical Thinking

a) Contingency, Gap of Time, and Grand Narrative

Western classical historiography is provoked by and centered around
the time experience of massive contingency. Therefore it can serve as
speaking case studies for the constitutive role of a certain experience of
temporal change, evident in world- moving events, mainly in the form of
great wars. Herodotus put the Persian war and its outcome into a frame of
meaning, which bridges the open gap between past and future of Greek

political life, which shaped the political situation of Athens in his time.*

Thukydides’ work is an answer to the challenge of the
Peloponnesian war; Polybius explains Rome's domination of the whole
world, focusing on the war between Rome and Carthago All these
interpretations and explanations are narratives, and it is this narrative form
by which the historians make sense of the provocative experience of recent
events of fundamental change in their world. All history is a representation
of temporal change, but it can be done in different ways. If world-changing

events dominate, the representation is done in the form of a “grand

4 Meier, Christian: Die Entstehung der Historie, in: Koselleck, Reinhart; Stempel, Wolf-Dieter (Eds): Geschichte -

Ereignis und Erzihlung (Poetik und Hermeneutik V). Miinchen 1973, pp.251-305
14
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narrative”. Its literary paradigm is the epic.

World-changing events cut the flow of time into two pieces: the past
and the future fall apart. Human life is situated in the time set of the
presence, where past and future meet. Human agency always needs an
orienting idea of the course of time, combining past and future. Classical
historiography presents this idea in the form of a grand narrative, which is
full of dramatic scenes based on human activities. In contrast to this
mythical time orientation this presentation of time-order underlies the
dominating idea of sameness. Myths swallow secular events and digest
them into a sacred frame of an eternal divine order of time. History spits
out secular events and by narration it gives them a temporal order of
themselves according to the needs of political agency vis-a-vis its world

changing power.

¢) historia vitae magistra

Classical historiography is dominated by a certain logic of sense
generation: the exemplary one. It needs the ability of the human mind to
generalize rules from single cases and to apply general rules to single cases.

We call this ability the power of judgment (Urteilskraft).

In the West this logic was worked out into the paradigmatic form of

grand narratives by classical hiustoriography.

Here are some quotations confirming this exemplary mode of
historical sense generation as the basic logic of historical thinking:

Cicero: De oratore 11, 36

Historia vero testis temporum, lux veritatis,vita memoriae, magistra vitae, nuntia

vetustatis.

History, finally, witness of times, light of truth, life of memory, teacher of life,
ambassador of old times.

15
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Thukydides: I, 22, 4

[4] The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from its
interest; but if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of
the past as an aid to the interpretation of the future, which in the course of human
things must resemble if it does not reflect it, I shall be content. In fine, I have
written my work, not as an essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but

as a possession for all time.

Livius:

There is this exceptionally beneficial and fruitful advantage to be derived from the study of the past, that
you see, set in the clear light of historical truth, examples of every possible type. From these you may

select for yourself and your country what to imitate, and also what, as being mischievous in its inception
and disastrous in its issues, you are to avoid. (History of Rome, book I, Preface)

Polybius:

In the case of those Greek states which have often risen to greatness and have often experienced
a complete change of fortune, it is an easy matter both to describe their past and to pronounce as to their
future. 2 For there is no difficulty in reporting the known facts, and it is not hard to foretell the future by
inference from the past.

This exemplary logic of history constitutes a long durée of historical
thinking, and till the end of the 18™ century its realization by the grand

narratives of classical antiquity remained paradigmatic.

This can be demonstrated by one of the greatest political thinkers of the
West, Nicolo Machiavelli (1469-1528). (By the way he was a
historiographer as well.) He presented his general theory of politics by
interpreting the first chapers of Livius’ History of Rome.

Machiavelli: Discorsi (I tre libri de Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito
Livio) Discourse on the first decade [ten books] of Titus Livius, written

between 1513 and 1717, published 1531

One single example:

“. .. if we compare the faults of a people with those of princes, as well as their
respective good qualities, we shall find the people vastly superior in all that is good and
glorious”. Book I, Chapter LVIII

16
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C) Comparing Origins: China and the West’

Classical historiography is an excellent case for comparative
historiography since Chinese and Western historiography emerged at about
the same time. Comparing Chinese and Western historiography in their
origins and their first developments will lead to an interesting result: Both
ways of doing history follow the same logic of exemplary sense generation,
but they realize it in different forms: here grand narratives, there a

chronical and systemic order.

This comparison is a good example of how to solve fundamental

problems of intercultural comparison.

7. Shortcomings

Classical historiography had no "philosophical” quality in its
specific cognitive achievements. It had its place in rhetoric and literature.

(And there it has remained as its modern form of an academic discipline.)

This non-cognitive function of historiography is clearly articulated by

Aristoteles in his Poetics:
Aristoteles’ Poetics: Poetry versus history

... A poet's object is not to tell what actually happened but what could and would
happen either probably or inevitably. ... The difference between a historian and a poet ...
is this, that one tells what happened and the other what might happen. For this reason
poetry is something more scientific and serious than history, because poetry tends to

give general truths while history gives particular facts. [Poetics 1451ab]

> In this part of my paper I follow the interpretation of Fritz-Heiner Mutschler. See Mutschler, F.-H.: Vergleichende
Beobachtungen zur griechisch-rémischen und altchinesischen Geschichtsschreibung, in: Saeculum 48 (1997), pp.

213-253.
17



HETREEHE B

Another shortcoming is its Eurocentric perspective. But as the case of
Herodotus shows, it is an open Eurocentrism. The Western view of history
is guided by the orientation needs in its political context, but nevertheless,
there were driving forces of curiosity which made the ethnocentric limits

of historical experience permeable and translucent.

8. Open Questions

The political secularism of classical historiography brought man into
the center of history. Humankind therefore was the widest horizon of
historical sense and meaning. So a certain universalism took place in
classical historiography: On the empirical level it took hold of the known
world as it was pre-given in the political order of human life. We can call it

a rather limited universalism.

On the level of historical meaning the moral and political rules
generated an unlimited universalism out of historical experience. . (In a
certain respect this is true for the logic of exemplary historical sense
generation in general; it can be found all over the world in all so called

“advanced civilizations”.)

In these respects we can speak of a step of humanizing humanity by

historiography. How far did it go?

Roman antiquity prepared Western humanism with some basic terms
and categories like dignity of man and natural law. In this context the
universality of mankind got a normative quality. Some elements of this

universalism shaped classical historiography.

Discussing the importance of classical historiography for historical
consciousness today, we have to pick up these universalisms and ask to

what degree they include our historical thinking. I have tried to prepare an
18
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