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JUST WHAT ARE PERCEPTIONS?

Just what are perceptions?    It depends who you ask!    Ask a financier and perceptions, he might say, perceptions are those slippery, yet powerful impulses that drive the commodities market.  These perceptions, could be defined as impulses which need to be managed.   Ask a psychologist and she would say, amongst other things, perception is simply a biological process (Blake & Sekuler, 2006).   Having substituted the word ‘perception’ with the word ‘process’, a psychologist can then more easily say what a process does; say that a perception allows us to shape our knowledge of our world.  It therefore follows in that discipline, that perceptions allow each of us to construct “a personal theory of reality” (Blake & Sekuler, 2006).   It seems that it is easier to understand the verb to perceive, than the noun perception.   Understanding perception as an impulse, or as a biological process is not very helpful to historians.  The adjective historians most often couple with this noun, is ‘powerful’, and such a dynamic duo deserves to be better understood on historians’ terms.  

So, just what are perceptions?  If we take one perception at a time, if we say perception is reality, not a theory of reality, then strangely enough, this noun becomes a little more understandable for historians.  Let me put an ancient perception before you.  Apollo, the god of prophecy, healing and other attributes, was willing to share his knowledge of the future with mankind.   For some, if not all, this was a reality.  By the 5th century BCE this perception had a history of its own (Hymn to Hermes, trans. Sargent, 1973). 
   Singing about it, changed to recording it, questioning it, acknowledging it, discussing it – these were all activities, which strengthened this perception, which gave it a certain power.  Having claimed that perception is reality, it is time to test this claim against the evidence from different literary genres.   

Translations throughout this paper, chapter and verse references, are from the Loeb Classical Library of ancient texts.  The old English, has been somewhat modernized as necessary.

Herodotos, ‘the father of history’ created this genre.  To him it was a learning by enquiry – historia.   Herodotos, a Greek from Halicarnassus, modern Bodrum on the south west coast of Turkey, wrote his Histories, in the last half of the fifth century BCE.  Towards the end of his long narrative, Herodotos tells his audience:   

“I have no way of denying the truth of oracles, when clearly spoken, nor would I wish to attempt to deny them their truth when I look into such matters.”  The matters here, concern the Greek victory over the Persian invader, as foretold in an oracle.  He goes on to say again: “I do not venture to speak against oracular responses, nor will I listen to criticism from others.” (Herodotos, trans. 1966)

Reality for Herodotos, although obviously not for everyone, was the provision of oracular truth.  This reality came with one qualification - oracles needed to be spoken clearly.  How did he see this reality working?  He tells his audience, even reminds those who could remember back perhaps to the spring of 480 BCE, according to How and Wells (1912) of the day at Delphi when the Pythia, Apollo’s priestess uttered two oracles.  The first oracle told the Athenians they must all flee for their lives, that the Persians were about to completely destroy their city.  The second, given after the delegation begged as suppliants for a better oracle, contained a strange hint of hope.   Both oracles had been spoken clearly by Aristonice, and therefore, according to Herodotos’ thinking, both oracles offered divine truth, but a truth that only worked for man if he applied himself to the difficult task of correctly interpreting the words and acting upon them as the god had intended.  The Athenians had done this and therefore deserved to be regarded as “the saviours of Hellas.” (Herodotos, trans. 1966). This was Herodotos’ opinion, an opinion he felt compelled to articulate, even though he knew it would be “displeasing to most.” (Herodotos, trans 1966).  Herodotos regarded the Athenian defeat of the Persians as evidence for Apollo’s magnanimity at work.  This reality, this perception underpinned his writing.  Interestingly, this ancient perception has fared very badly over time.  There is a certain modern smugness in the phrase post eventum knowledge, and when applied to Herodotos it means that by the 450s or later, Herodotos simply knew the Athenians had beaten the Persians at Salamis.  We have to ask ourselves as historians, did later events explain foreknowledge for Herodotos?  Surely the answer is to be found in his own words: “I have no way of denying the truth of oracles.” (Herodotos, trans. 1966).

Our second test of the claim that perception is reality takes, us into the literary genre of drama, tragedy to be precise, and our source is Euripides.   Euripides, like Herodotos, was born within the first quarter of the fifth century BCE, but unlike Herodotos, Euripides was an Athenian citizen.   He wrote perhaps eighty-eight plays, nineteen of which have survived (Lattimore, 1955). The obvious problem for historians when examining evidence from the make-believe world of the theatre is to know what is literary licence, what is just good theatre and what, if anything, is evidence for social reality.  I would argue, that where Euripides is the dramatist there is always evidence for social reality.  The dilemma over just whose reality, occupied the mind of historian E.R. Dodds (1929, as cited in republished collection, 1973) over seventy years ago.  In his essay Euripides the Irrationalist, he had this to say:  “Where the speaker’s philosophical opinions are determined in advance by his profession or his previous history (as with the … temple-bred boy Ion) they must of course be correspondingly discounted.  Where, on the other hand, his opinions are conspicuously inappropriate to his personality or his dramatic situation … there we have especial reason to suspect the intervention of the author.” (Dodds, 1973).  In other words, we can only be confident of knowing Euripides’ opinions (trans. 1971) where his characters speak, out of character.    There is something unsatisfactory with Dodds’ dichotomy. Can we really afford to discount the opinions of characters so easily?   This question will best be answered by considering another question, one asked near the end of the play by the temple-bred boy, Ion.  

Euripides set his play, Ion, at Apollo’s oracular sanctuary at Delphi (Euripides, trans. 1971).  The young lad had lived there all his life, having been raised from a foundling by Apollo’s priestess.  His pleasant, pious existence is about to be shattered, when Creusa, Queen of Athens and her husband Xuthus come to consult the oracle about their childlessness.  Ion eventually learns he is the baby Creusa abandoned at birth and that Apollo is his true father.  The dramatic date of the play is obviously, ‘the past’.  The historic date is more important as it will identify a possible social reality, a particular perception pertinent to that date.  Scholars have provided a time frame of 420-410 BCE, determined “on stylistic and metrical grounds” (Willetts, 1958). I would argue this is too broad and should be narrowed to 412-410 BCE.  The question that points to this time frame, the question that encourages us to consider a character’s opinion should not be discounted, is the question Ion asks his mother about Apollo – “Is the God true? – or does his oracle lie?” (Euripides, trans.1971).  The impact of this question is dynamic although somewhat ameliorated by ‘modern’ scholarship, which disappointingly notes, in one commentary, that such a question “will be satisfactorily answered by the greatest liar.” (Owen, 1939). This is not the place to be drawn on that comment, but rather it is more important to consider the impact of this question on Euripides’ audience.  By 412 Athens had well and truly ignored the peace treaty it had signed with Sparta in 421 BCE (Joint Association of Classical Teachers, 1984, p.33). Athens had decimated the Spartan colony of Melos in 416.  In 415 it had equipped and sent a mighty armada off to Sicily (Thucydides, trans.1969).  In 413 Athens received the most devastating news, from Sicily, that all had been lost (Thucydides, trans. 1969).  By 412, Athens had much to question.  Core perceptions were shaken.  The perception that Apollo at Delphi was there to help mankind, there to speak the truth, was a core perception.  I would argue it could only have been so publicly questioned after 413 BCE.  Euripides was a master at paralleling the past with the present.  It was no wonder he rarely won first prize at the City Dionysia, Athens’ theatrical extravaganza.   Ancient perceptions nudged the present and tingled the spine in the process.  The perception, the reality, that the gods knew what lay ahead, that Zeus and his son Apollo were willing to share that knowledge, was a perception that surely could only be questioned in the heart of Athens, when times were desperately uncertain.  But was it only a perception being questioned by a character, whose opinions should of course be discounted?  How easy would it have been for fifth century Athenians to discount Ion and his opinions?  Not easy, for was he not the quintessential Athenian?  Had he not been one of their early kings?  Had his four sons not colonized their world?   As we do, Euripides and his audience entertained a tangle of opinions and ideas about the past and if we are to tease out the thinking behind the words Athena utters near the end of the play, that “Apollo has managed all things well”, (trans. 1971) we too need to grasp the effect of that happy ending for all it was worth in that year, in Athens, so long ago (Willetts, 1958). 
Had Apollo managed all things well for another Athenian of the fifth century, an Athenian who committed no thoughts, no opinions, to writing?   To answer this question, we need to practice some mental gymnastics.  We have already explored the probability that a playwright can air his opinions through his characters and his characters can air theirs.  We have noted a yardstick for determining whose opinions are whose.  But what do we do with a court report, where the author writes as the defendant?  Whose opinion is the text setting forth?   The defendant was Socrates, the author, his pupil Plato.  In order to ascertain whether Apollo had managed all things well for an Athenian other than Ion, the opinions offered in this report will be understood as Socrates’ (Plato, Apology, trans. Fowler, 1917). Three reasons support this understanding.  Firstly,  ‘Socrates’ comments that Plato was present in the courtroom (Plato, Apology, trans Fowler 1917). Secondly, the report had been written soon after the trial, a trial familiar to many Athenians, and thirdly, Plato’s report is not dissimilar to that of his contemporary, Xenophon. 
  The defence speech known to us as the Apology, is categorized as a sub genre of the literary genre, dialogue (Lamberton, 2001) 
 and scholars have long considered it fortunate, notwithstanding his consummate skills at ‘playing Socrates’, that Plato did not share his mentor’s distaste for the written word (Plato, Phaedrus, trans. Fowler, 1917). 

In Socrates’ opinion, Apollo had shaped his life.  From the time his friend, Chaerephon had received an oracle at Delphi telling him that there was no man wiser than Socrates, Socrates had made it his mission to understand this strange divine wisdom (Plato, Apology, trans. Fowler, 1917).  His mission had infuriated his fellow Athenians and finally brought him before the court on charges of impiety and corrupting the city’s youth.  His mission, over time, structured Socrates’ sense of reality and that reality was Apollo’s magnanimity.  Apollo had propelled this inquisitive man forward to the point where he knew the god of prophecy had been right.  The god had shared his wisdom about the future course of Socrates’ life, for this god could not lie (Plato, Apology, trans. Fowler, 1917).  Socrates offered Apollo as a witness to his own honesty, as a witness to his own perception that the god’s interaction with human beings was a reality (Plato, Apology, trans. Fowler, 1917).  Such an offer is of course little different from the modern practice in a court of law where we too claim god as a witness to our honesty, by placing a hand on a book of divine words.   In ancient Athens, divine words were spoken words.   Spoken words articulated the god’s business and that business, Socrates says, was throughout his life, “of the highest importance.” (Plato, Apology, trans. Fowler, 1917).   The god’s wisdom was a reality for Socrates, an empowering reality, and yet not so for many of his contemporaries who found him guilty of the charges laid.   Socrates’ reality was too difficult to accommodate in a city struggling with the destruction of it own identity and devastating losses.  

Devastating losses were to continue for hundreds of years.  The Athens, of Herodotos, Euripides and Socrates, indeed the world they had known had changed irrevocably by the second century of our own era, a century which saw the culmination of a life’s work for another Greek, Plutarch, also known as L. Mestrius Plutarchus (Lamberton, 2001). Greece, even by the mid first century when he was born, had been  ‘re-badged’ as the Roman province of Achaea.  Towards the end of his life, possibly when he was over seventy, Emperor Hadrian had appointed him procurator of his homeland (Lamberton, 2001).  
  However it is to Plutarch, priest of Apollo at Delphi, (Lamberton, 2001). 
  We now turn to complete this examination of an ancient perception - Apollo’s magnanimity.  Apart from his famous Parallel Lives, Plutarch wrote many dialogues, the literary genre invented by Plato (Lamberton, 2001). 
 

Plutarch, priest of Apollo, wrote his essay The Oracles at Delphi No Longer Given in Verse  to promote a particular perception (Plutarch, Moralia, trans. Babbitt, 2003).   The perception was this:  Apollo still shared his wisdom with mankind at Delphi, as he had always done.  The fact that his wisdom was no longer couched in hexameter verse was a fact that told of Apollo’s ability to speak the language appropriate to the times.  The world was now more straightforward than it had been in the past.  Peace, by the second decade of the second century CE, was a reality of life (Plutarch, Moralia, trans. Babbitt, 2003).   Oracles in prose were well suited to a more prosaic world.  To Plutarch’s way of thinking, Apollo knew this.  Apollo’s magnanimity was a reality, a reality that had been overlooked, perhaps even forgotten, during Delphi’s earlier dismal days of “desolation and poverty”, during days when people like Strabo and Lucan had written about Delphi, without even visiting Apollo’s sanctuary (Plutarch, Moralia, trans. Babbitt, 2003).  Their writings had helped to corrupt human knowledge.  While Plutarch confidently recorded his own priestly zeal, while he recognized human benefaction had contributed to Delphi’s renaissance, he nonetheless felt compelled to acknowledge that it would not have been possible without Apollo’s presence (Plutarch, Moralia, trans. Babbitt, 2003). Apollo’s presence, Apollo’s magnanimity was a reality that Plutarch felt he had to promote and reinvigorate.  Over the years, erroneous perceptions had been shaped by pernicious rumours that Apollo had left the building, had left the temple (Plutarch, Moralia, trans. Babbitt, 2003). 

This paper began by asking: Just what are perceptions?  Needing to understand perceptions as a historian, rather than a financier or a psychologist, it was decided to focus on the singular form of the word and to define it as reality, not a theory of reality, as understood elsewhere.  Herodotos, unable and unwilling to refute oracular truth, wrote his Histories knowing Apollo was willing to help mankind, knowing, because he simply could not know otherwise, that Apollo was magnanimous.  Is this simply an example of a perception allowing Herodotos to construct his own personal theory of reality?  There is something passive about being allowed to do something.  There is nothing passive about Herodotos’ style of writing!  The eternal debate over whether he should be regarded as ‘the father of history’ or ‘… of lies’, attests to this assessment.  Herodotos excites, frustrates, charms and informs his audience because he exudes a sense of being empowered to record his thoughts, and it is in these thoughts we find an ancient reality.    

Euripides’ perceptions are of course more difficult to determine.  However, Euripides like his character Ion, was an Athenian born and bred and the idea that a god knew the future, managed all things well, that he planned man’s future, Athens’ future, was a perception which stimulated Euripides to write this play, empowered him to broadcast these thoughts, to very publicly question a social reality which had its critics, in more private circles.   

Challenges to the social fabric of Athens could no longer be sustained by the beginning of the fourth century BCE.  Socrates’ and his peculiar perceptions about Apollo, his irritating, seemingly subversive behaviour in the streets, by-ways and homes of Athenians was a reality that could no longer be condoned.  His perception of Apollo as the god who simply could not lie, as the god whose prophetic wisdom was uttered in Delphi’s sacred temple, was a perception, which ironically, cost him his life.  

As priest of Apollo, the god’s magnanimous presence was a reality for Plutarch.  Delphi’s renaissance came about as a shift in perceptions.  Sibylline oracles had their place in the Roman world, but oracular wisdom uttered at Delphi, once again became a viable reality, oracular wisdom became a perception to be discussed, considered, defended and promoted (Orlin, 1997).  

“As he sings to his divine brother Hermes, Apollo’s words will conclude this paper. 

“He who comes to my shrine, guided there by the cries

And flights of birds of sure omen, will reap a rich harvest  

From my oracular voice, 

and I will not deceive him.”    (Homeric Hymn to Hermes, trans Sargent, 1973).
A rich harvest of truth was available to some who came to Delphi.  Those who recognized the Delphic imperative ‘to know oneself’ were empowered to listen, to seek, to interpret, to act according to the god’s prophetic wisdom.  They, alone, were empowered to know that perception is reality.  But as Herodotos, Euripides, Socrates and Plutarch well knew, one person’s reality may not be another’s.  Then, as now, it depends who you ask!  

Thank You

Marianne Rhydderch

PhD Student-Ancient History

Macquarie University, Sydney.
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� Sargent, p.vii   The Hymns were written in “the stately six-foot measures of dactylic hexameter, the meter of the great epics of Homer.” p.vii Hymns to Delian Apollo and Aprhodite probably the earliest, dating possibly to the 8th century.  Pythian Apollo,  Demeter and others dated to the 7th century.   p. vii  "The ancients had no hesitation in attributing the hymns to Homer, see Thuc. 3.104, Paus. 9.30.13 refers to the “hymns of Homer”.








� Fowler, refers to Xenophon’s account of the trial and defence speech which is not dissimilar to Plato’s.


�  Lamberton, comments  “Socrates seems to have given birth to the dialogue as a genre in the Greek world”.  Antecedents can be found “embedded in historical narrative that sometimes seem to be re-creations of actual debates. (Thucydides V.84-114 – Melian Dialogue)





� Lamberton, Reference to Plutarch’s Demosthenes 2 where he mentions he lives “in a small city”, we know that to have been the central Greek town of Chaeronea, not far from Delphi and a day’s journey from Athens.





� Lamberton, Reference to Inscription CIG 1713.


 Barrow, 1967.


Aune, 1983, Reference to inscription as W. Dittenberger, Sig 3, 829A.


See also Lamberton, op.cit., p. 53 ref. to Plutarch’s essays: ‘Old Men Should Engage in Public Life’, Moralia  785C and 792F and ‘Table Talk’, Moralia, 700E.





� Lamberton, It is thought Plutarch was probably more influenced by dialogues of fourth century thinkers Dicaearchus and Heraclides of Pontus, “whose works have almost totally vanished”.
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