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Thereza Urbainczyk

Outside the rarified world of academia it would be generally agreed that
historians have a duty to write the truth, to reflect reality and to describe
the past ‘as it really was’.1  In other words, fiction should have no place
in the writing of history. The worst criticism of a historian is to say that s/
he writes fiction. Perhaps slightly less heinous is that s/he deliberately
distorts the truth. More forgiveable perhaps in some readers’ eyes is that
the historian simply makes mistakes and in this way misleads the reader.
It seems a worse crime against History to tell an untruth deliberately,
than to be stupid or careless. Historians are respected, generally speak-
ing, in so far as they give a truthful and full account of the past.

If they do not, then they deserve no respect and Seneca, to take an
extreme example, thought that usually historians did not give a truthful
account of the past, and therefore they deserved no respect. In a dis-
cussion about comets, he remarks:

I have refuted the statements; now I must discredit the
witnesses. It is not a great effort to destroy the authority
of Ephorus: he is a historian. Some historians get praise
for their works by relating incredible stories, and by means
of the marvellous they arouse a reader who would likely
go and do something else if he were led through ordinary

* I gave a version of this paper for the Symposium ‘Truth, Fiction and
Reality: an interdisciplinary approach’ held in Katowice, Poland 24-26 Octo-
ber 2008. I am grateful to the participants for their comments and suggestions,
and to the organisers, Professor Bruce Duncan MacQueen and Professor
Maria Pąchalska for the idea of the approach to this question.

1 ‘Wie es eigentlich gewesen’, expressed by Leopold von Ranke Geschich-
ten der romanischen und germanischen Völker 2nd edition reprinted in his
Sämmtlicher Werke vol 33 (Leipzig 1874), p.viii., quoted by M I Finley in An-
cient History: Evidence and Models 1985 London, p.47.
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incidents. Some historians are credulous; others are neg-
ligent. On some, falsehood creeps unawares; some it pleas-
es. The former do not avoid falsehood, the latter actively
seek it. So much then for the whole tribe of them in com-
mon. They do not think their works can be approved and
become popular unless they sprinkle them with lies. Epho-
rus indeed is not a man of very strict reliability. He is
often deceived; he often tries to deceive.

Natural Questions (7.16.1)2

Even though the practioners may not comply with their obligations,
this does not mean that the overall aim of any would-be historian should
not be to be truthful and to tell all.  Procopius, a much later historian, in
the introduction to his Secret History claims that in this work he will
write ‘everything’ that happened. He had not done so before because
he was scared. Now he is apprehensive that he will not be believed by
future generations. He says

And again, when in the long course of time the story seems
to belong to a rather distant past, I am afraid that I shall be
regarded as a mere teller of fairy tales or listed among the
tragic poets. One thing, however, gives me confidence to
shoulder my heavy task without flinching: my account has no
lack of witnesses to vouch for its truth. For my own contem-
poraries are witnesses fully acquainted with the incidents
described, and will pass on to future ages an incontrovertible
conviction that these have been faithfully recorded.

Procopius, Secret History 1.4
And whatever academic theories may have been propounded about

history and reality, most people, for every day purposes, do in fact think
it is possible to access the ‘truth’. When they watch the news for the
most part, they presume it is an accurate record of what happened. If
they learn that pictures have been doctored or that the film that is
supposed to show one event, in fact is film of another, then a wrong has
been committed in the opinions of most viewers.

Like a news bulletin, history, to be proper history, must be true and
this assertion is found constantly in the ancient writers. It is repeated in
virtually every history from antiquity and also in nonhistorical works.
Cicero for instance in his Laws writes:

2 Polybius 6.45.1 describes Ephorus as one of the most learned writers of
earlier times.
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3 Cicero Ad Fam. 5.12 in a letter to Lucceius who is writing a history, Cicero
begs him to write eulogistically of him (Cicero) ‘Therefore I ask you again, not
mincing my words, to write of this theme more enthusiastically than perhaps
you feel. Waive the laws of history for this once.’ (penguin letters to friends 1
p73). Lucian in his How to write history is not being satirical for once, when he
says: ‘History cannot admit a lie, even a tiny one, any more than the windpipe,
as sons of doctors say, can tolerate anything entering it in swallowing.’ Lu-
cian, How to write History 7.

4 This does not contradict what Aristotle had remarked in the poetics
where he claims a certain superiority for poetry over history: ‘The difference
between the historian and the poet is not that between using verse or prose;
Herodotus’ work could be versified and would be just as much a kind of
history in verse as in prose. No, the difference is this: that one relates actual
events, the other the kinds of things that might occur. Consequently poetry is
more philosophical and more elevated than history, since poetry relates more
of the universal while history relates particulars. Poetics 9. 1451a-b

5 A. J. Woodman, Rhetoric in Classical Historiography1988, London.p.197.

Quintus: I take it, Marcus, that in your view one of set of
rules must be followed in a work of history, another in a
poem.
Marcus: yes, because in the former everything is meas-
ured by the standard of truth, Quintus, whereas in the lat-
ter the main purpose is to entertain.

Laws 1.53

In De Oratore he says something similar:
For who does not know history’s first law to be that an
author must not dare to tell anything but the truth? And its
second that he must make bold to tell the whole truth.

De Oratore 2.624

A. J. Woodman, however, has challenged the view that the differ-
ence between history and poetry, or history and literature or history
and fiction, is that history must be true. In the epilogue to his book
Rhetoric in Classical Historiography he remarks:

From the arguments and illustrations put forward in these
Studies it will be clear that in my view classical historiog-
raphy is different from its modern namesake because it is
primarily a rhetorical genre and is to be classified (in mod-
ern terms) as literature rather than as history.5

One of his illustrations for this theory is the following:
That certain elements in Thucydides’ description of the plague
may derive from contemporary medical literature, as I have
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suggested, rather than from personal observation as is usual-
ly assumed, is not susceptible of proof because of the lack of
the appropriate evidence and of the timespan involved.6

However Thucydides does not want the reader to believe that he
simply copied it out of a medical book. He may well have but the impres-
sion he gives and wants to give is that he observed it himself. This is
what he thought history ought to be doing (not copying someone else’s
work). And there was always the view that it was possible to tell the
truth, rather than a lie. There was and has always been an opposition
between truth and not truth, even if individuals have found it hard to
distinguish sometimes.

Ancient historians normally look at historical evidence and assess the
work for its general reliability.7 In the case of Thucydides there is very
little else to go on so that mostly one is forced to rely on his narrative for
an account of the Peloponnesian War, however much one may suspect
that he copied parts out of other works. So it has been said that in some
sense he invented or created the Peloponnesian War.  Nevertheless it
has been assumed for centuries that his account, however literary and
however biased in favour of the Athenians, is in fact as close a represen-
tation of what actually happened as it is possible for an ancient writer to
produce. Ancient historians, however sophisticated, normally proceed as
if in some sense his work does reflect some sort of reality.

Arnaldo Momigliano wrote an article ‘Ancient History and the An-
tiquarian’ in which he described the scholar, Père Hardouin, who lived
in the 18th century:

6 Ibid, p.202. I have argued against this view at greater length in T. Ur-
bainczyk Socrates of Constantinople Ann Arbor, 1997, 81-104.

7  ‘The whole modern method of historical research is founded upon the
distinction between original and derivative authorities… we praise the original
authorities – or sources – for being reliable, but we praise non-contemporary
historians – or derivative authorities – for displaying sound judgment in the
interpretation and evaluation of the original sources. This distinction… became
the common patrimony of historical research only in the late seventeenth centu-
ry.’ A. Momigliano, ‘Ancient history and the antiquarian’ in Contributo alla
Storia degli Studi Classici Rome, 1979. M. I. Finley observes: ‘For reasons that
are rooted in our intellectual history, ancient historians are often seduced into
two unexpressed propositions. The first is that statements in the literary or
documentary sources are to be accepted unless they can be disproved (to the
satisfaction of the individual historian).’ Ancient history: evidence and models
1985 p21. The second is that they ask whether the archaeological evidence
supports or contracts the literary evidence. That doesn’t concern us here.
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The extraordinary story of Père Hardouin can be understood
only in this context [ie the rise to prominence of the use of
non-literary evidence in the late 17th and early 18th centuries]
He is notoriously a pathological case. Starting from the study
of numismatics, he found contradictions between coins and
literary texts and slowly reached the conclusion that all the
ancient texts (except Cicero, Virgil’s Georgics, Horace’s
Satires and Epistles and his beloved Pliny the Elder) had been
forged by a gang of Italians in the late fourteenth century …
Hardouin carried the contemporary bias for non-literary ev-
idence and the contemporary suspicion of literary evidence
well beyond the verge of madness. But his contemporaries
did not laugh. They answered at length.8

Most academics today would be unwilling to be so sceptical and al-
though they may cast doubt on accounts, they are not normally discred-
ited wholesale in this way. So at best the practice is to utter caveats and
wait for more evidence to be found. This may sound very unsatisfactory
but the nature of the evidence for antiquity is itself not terribly satisfacto-
ry. And the procedure seems as reasonable as any. It is observable, for
instance, that Thucydides chooses to dramatise certain episodes and passes
swiftly over others but until we have further evidence on these others, it
is not possible to cast further light on these neglected events.

All this is by way of setting the scene. This is not meant as a de-
fence of this approach but is simply an attempt to indicate what the
norm is.  When I came to investigate slave revolts in antiquity, I was
very surprised to find that the approach of modern historians is rather
nonconformist.9 There, for the first time in my experience, I found that
ancient authors were regularly accused of making mistakes, lying, and
not telling the truth but without any supporting evidence for this.  Nor-
mally someone would bring forth a coin, or an inscription or another
writer and on the basis of that the scholar would challenge the most
commonly accepted ancient account.  Here all that was brought for-
ward was the fact that the scholar considered the ancient author to be
wrong. This seemed an extraordinary state of affairs.

For instance all the ancient accounts of the two major slave wars in
Sicily and Spartacus’ revolt on the mainland of Italy say that these

8 Arnaldo Momigliano ‘Ancient History and the Antiquarian’ in Contribu-
to alla Storia degli Studi Classici Rome, 1979, p.89.

9 For the results of that work see T. Urbainczyk Spartacus London 2004
and T. Urbainczyk Slave Revolts in Antiquity, 2008.
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were armies of slaves fighting their masters. Free people joined in all
of them but this is usually mentioned only in a sentence in one of the
sources as an interesting aside. Some modern scholars have interpret-
ed the ancient sources as all being all wrong.

One argument is that, although there were slaves in Spartacus’ army
and although Spartacus and his generals were gladiators, the uprising in
73BC should not be called a slave war.10  It should rather be seen as a war
against Rome, a nationalist conflict of Italians against Roman rule.11 A
consequence of accepting this radical hypothesis would be that we must
disregard most of what our ancient sources wrote about this episode.

Whenever a slave revolt is reported by the ancient sources, there has
been a tendency recently in modern scholarship to argue either that it is not
a revolt or that those involved are not slaves.  Both approaches logically
result in a reduction in the number of events which can be termed slave
wars or revolts. Before the revolt of Spartacus there had been two major
slave uprisings in Sicily in the 130s BC and in the 100s BC. Both these
Sicilian wars have been interpreted in a way similar to that of Spartacus,
that is, it has been argued that they were not slave rebellions but in fact
nationalist uprisings involving the Sicilians, this time against their Roman
and Italian overlords.12  The sources for all three wars tell us that poor free
people did join the slave armies, so there is some evidence for their involve-
ment, but there would have to be a drastic rewriting of the historical ac-
counts to make them the instigators of the conflict.13

10 ‘Les soldats étaient des esclaves, les généraux étaient des gladiateurs,
mais, moins que jamais, ce fut une ‘guerre servile’: au terme de cet article, nous
devons conclure que le Bellum Spartacium fut une véritable guerre contre
Rome, un conflit nationaliste qui eut pour cadre le troisième et dernière guerre
de Mithridate’. Pierre Piccinin,  2004, ‘Les Italiens dans le Bellum Spartacium’
Historia vol. 53, 173-199.p,198.

11 For a similar view see also Rubinsohn, W.Z. 1971, ‘Was the Bellum
Spartacium a servile insurrection?’ Rivista di filologia e d’instruzione classica
99, 290-299; see also Guarino, A. 1979, Spartakus: Analyse eines Mythos,
Naples (transl. into German by B. Gullath, Munich 1980).

12 Verbrugghe, G.P. 1973, ‘The “Elogium” from Polla and the First Slave
War’ Classical Philology 68, 25-35; Verbrugghe, Verbrugghe, G.P. 1974, ‘Slave
Rebellion or Sicily in Revolt?’ Kokalos 20, 46-60; Verbrugghe, G.P. 1975, ‘Nar-
rative Pattern in Posidonius’ History’ Historia 24, 198-204.

13 Although Joseph Vogt in Slavery and the Ideal of Man 1974, Oxford (transl.
into English T. Wiedemann, first published 1965) (pp. 93-102) and Zvi Yavetz in
Slaves and Slavery in Ancient Rome New Brunswick, 1988, (pp.45-66) had both
discussed the rebellion of Aristonicus as if it were a slave uprising, Aristonicus’
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Another view is that the two Sicilian slave wars and that of Sparta-
cus  slaves wanting to be free, nothing more, and that their only aim
was to set up maroon communities in which they could lead an inde-
pendent existence.14  In other words this was not a war as much as a
mass escape:

Thus it cannot be assumed that slaves set out to make
war, in any formal manner, against established powers; it
can only be said that slaves were prepared to use military
tactics to protect and sustain themselves in flight, to make
continuous flight and the freedom it represented feasible.
Almost paradoxically, however flight could not bring per-
manent freedom when so many fugitives were involved.
The numerical dimensions of the slave uprisings were
therefore the rebellions’ fatal flaw.15

If this were the case then none of the slaves involved in any of the
three wars wanted war but merely to escape. It was therefore a fatal
mistake was to have attracted so many followers since if they had not

name was not even in the index of Keith Bradley’s 1989 book, entitled Slavery
and Rebellion in the Roman World,London. Similarly the uprising in Pergamum
is not included in Thomas Wiedemann’s chapter on resistance in his source
book Greek and Roman Slavery 1981 London, (see his explanation, p.13). Brent
Shaw also omitted this episode in his sourcebook, Spartacus and the Slave
Wars, Boston, MA 2001. While it is true that Aristonicus was not a slave but the
pretender to the throne of Pergamum at the same time as the first Sicilian slave
war, Diodorus would seem to consider the revolt as a slave revolt Diodorus 34/
35.2.26. If one were tempted to focus only on Aristonicus’ intentions, the result
would be a disregard of our main source, which happens, quite remarkably, to be
supported in this case by epigraphic evidence. There is an inscription from
Claros which refers to a ‘city of slaves’ (who were being a nuisance) in the chora
of Colophon, lending some support not only to Diodorus’ account but also to
Strabo’s remark that Aristonicus called his followers Heliopolitae, Citizens of
the City of the Sun (14.1.38). Mileta, C. (1998), ‘Eumenes III und die Sklaven’
Klio 80, 47-65; see also L. Robert and  J. Robert, Claros I: Décrets héllenistiques
1989, 13, col.2, line 37, with the discussion pp.36-8.

14 Paul Cartledge 1985, ‘Rebels and Sambos in Classical Greece’ p.42 in
P.A. Cartledge. and F.D. Harvey (eds.), Crux: Essays in Greek History present-
ed to G E M de Ste Croix, London, 16-46, had made a very similar point when
discussing helot revolt, ‘Not withstanding the fact that in servile revolts the
participants typically aim at purely individual liberation rather than social
transformation.’ Certainly in the case of slave revolts we have no evidence at
all for what they may have intended.

15 1989, 125.
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joined forces with each other they could individually have escaped. But
if this were the case, why did they collect an army together, something
which could hardly occur spontaneously, given the amount of planning
and organization this entailed?  The slaves did not simply flee into the
countryside, they recruited more and this leads one to conclude that the
wish was for war not simply freedom.16

Another problem is that our ancient sources also describe these
events as slave wars, not mass escapes. Diodorus interpreted the events
in Sicily as slave wars, and Appian and Plutarch described Spartacus
as leading an army of slaves. Why then is there this tendency, usually
uncommon in ancient history, to discount the few explicit sources we
have? It could be argued that Diodorus and Plutarch are not consid-
ered the most reliable historical writers, but even the statements of
writers like Thucydides and Aristotle are also discounted.

Sparta, for instance, has been called the place where one sees clearly
the open hostility, if not class war, between free and slaves in the ancient
world.  The general view is that in most cities such antagonism is hidden
because the slaves were inert and helpless and lacked unity, whereas the
masters were always ready to unite against them. In Sparta however the
helots spoke the same language, were from the same culture, were a
people enslaved by invaders and therefore were unified in revolt.

Thucydides in a passage not about Sparta but one merely trying to
stress the number of slaves in Chios says ‘There were many slaves in
Chios – more, in fact, than in any other city except Sparta…..’ (8.40)
About this city, we are informed that every year the main magistrates,
the ephors, declared war on the helots so that they could be killed without
incurring any religious pollution (Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus 28.7).

 Aristotle wrote that the helots were always on the look-out for any
mischance that might befall their masters (Politics 2.9.1269a38-9).17

One could argue that they were more prepared than slaves elsewhere
to use violence against their masters, not so much because they were
more badly treated but because they were better organised.18

16 As Piccinin himself argues when discussing the revolt of Spartacus,‘En
d’autres termes, la guerre de Spartacus résulte bien de la volonté de son chef
de faire la guerre, et non de seulement recouvrer la liberté.’ Piccinin, P. 2004,
‘Les Italiens dans le Bellum Spartacium’ Historia vol. 53, 173-199, p. 194.

17 See Thucydides 4.80. As Luraghi points out, this kind of treatment prob-
ably contributed to a sense of helot identity and was a source of social cohe-
sion which in turn rendered them more able to organize resistance,  Luraghi, N.
2002, ‘Becoming Messenian’ Journal of Hellenic Studies 122, 45-69, p. 68.

18 Finley, 1959, ‘Was Greek civilisation based on slave labour?’ Historia 8,
145-164, observes that it is not maltreatment that leads to revolt but opportu-
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So the ancient sources tell of continual hostility between the Spar-
tans and their workforce which often resulted in violence.  This seems
to have caused more unease among ancient observers than the usual
slave-master relationship in that they recorded it as being especially
harsh and brutal.  Plutarch, for instance, is keen to distance his hero
Lycurgus from the famous aspects of helot treatment, in his biography.
Unusually there is a substantial amount of evidence of a certain sym-
pathy from the rest of the Greeks towards the helots.19

The picture of the Spartans almost permanently at war with their
own workforce however has not gone unchallenged.20  One response
has been to say that what we see are not slaves rebelling since helots
are not slaves,21 and the other more recent strand is to say that they
were slaves but in fact did not rebel very often in spite of what the
ancient evidence says.

nity. Revolt requires organisation, courage and persistence, p.159. The Mes-
senian helots took advantage of the Theban army under Epaminondas enter-
ing the Peloponnese in 369/370 BC to win their freedom and to establish the
city of Messene.  Yet this is seldom called a successful slave revolt.

19  For instance, we read the comment in Athenaeus: ‘In book seven of his
Greek history, Theopompos says of the Helots that they are also called Heleatai.
He writes as follows: The conditions of the Helot race are in every respect
inhumane and horrible. These people were enslaved by the Spartans a long
time ago; some of them originate from Messenia, while the Heleatai formerly
inhabited the territory called Helos in Lakonia’.  (Deipnosophistae 6.272.) One
can see a similar sympathy in the remarks of Dio Chrysostom, 15.28.

20 Paul Cartledge comments in his article (1985, ‘Rebels and Sambos in
Classical Greece’ p.42 in P.A. Cartledge. and F.D. Harvey (eds.), Crux: Essays
in Greek History presented to G E M de Ste Croix, London, 16-46, p.42) that the
helots revolts should be seen as slave uprisings adding the caveat that we
should interpret the term slave loosely.  Thomas Figueira (1999, ‘The evolu-
tion of  the Messenian Identity’ in Sparta: New Perspectives edited by S.
Hodkinson and A. Powell, Swansea, 211-244) argues that the helots’ uprising
is not a slave rebellion but nationalist revolt. The two are not mutually exclu-
sive although this is not how he argues the case. Figueira points out the
special nature of the helots, which helps to account for their favourable treat-
ment in ancient sources.

21 This is too large a debate to enter into here. Those who see a sharp
distinction rely on Pollux Onomasticon 3.83 where he describes helots as
being between slave and free.  For the moment it should be noted that there
are plenty of references in the ancient sources to the helots as slaves. See for
instance Thucydides 5.23.2 which appears to be a verbatim treaty between
the Spartans and Athenians.
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Richard Talbert has put forward such a view, putting forward the
argument that the helots did not revolt very often because they had no
leadership potential.22  Although our sources record the helots as con-
tinually dissatisfied and rebelling whenever possible, this is not accept-
able for Talbert who simply rejects the stories as wrong. Helots may
have smarted under their haughty rulers but they suffered them pas-
sively, whatever Aristotle or Thucydides might say.23

Michael Whitby also challenges the conventional view of the Spar-
tans as constantly afraid of their own workforce, who rebel on every
conceivable opportunity.24 His argument is that although the Spartans
may have cruelly exploited their helots, they were not afraid of them.
For him, those who suggested otherwise are simply wrong:

Thus the two most intelligent ancient sources, Thucydides
and Aristotle, support the negative interpretation. But in-
telligent judgments need not be right or universally valid
and this may be true of Sparta.25

With an approach similar to the argument that gives more promi-
nence to the free participants in the Roman Republican slave wars,
Nino Luraghi has put forward the idea that the perioikoi were more

22 ‘In brief we should expect helots to have been relatively ignorant, simple
people, almost without education or awareness of the outside world. Few, if
any, can even have gained the chance to develop the skills, let alone the
sophistication, to make them natural leaders or agents for change.’ Talbert,
R.J.A. 1989, ‘The role of helots in the class struggle at Sparta’ Historia 38, 22-
40, p.30.

23 As he observes at the end of his article 1989:39.  He goes on to say that
the krypteia where young Spartans went out murdering helots was also useful
as the main purpose was not so much to cull the helots as to blood the
Spartans. And, he adds, it probably did not happen that often because the
Spartans would not want to provoke the helots.

24 ‘I prefer the alternative of a Sparta whose citizens were sufficiently
arrogant to believe the myths of their own superiority.’ Whitby, M. (1994),
‘Two Shadows: Images of Spartans and Helots’ in A. Powell and S. Hodkinson
(eds.), The Shadow of Sparta, London, 87-126, p.111.

25 And although the Spartans had very little to fear from their slaves: ‘None-
theless it did still make sound sense for the remarkable tradition of an annual
declaration of war upon the helots by the ephors to be maintained.’ (1994, 108).
He doubts the reality of the slaughter of 2,000 helots related by Thucydides,
p.98 and refers to Talbert’s article as if the latter had some arguments in favour
of his view apart from the fact that he did not believe it.  In fact all Talbert says
is ‘Assuming that the story is to be credited at all…’ (1989, 24).
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important in the helot revolts than our sources have led us to believe
because they had more leadership potential, echoing Talbert’s disbelief
that the such lowly people as the helots could produce leaders.26

So the tendency has been not to include these rebellions as upris-
ings of slaves, continuing the trend of denying the ability or the inclina-
tion to rebel to those in bondage.27  This is most puzzling when one
considers what the sources say. It is nevertheless true that one cannot,
and should not, simply adopt the attitudes of the ancients but to ques-
tion all the evidence which points to the involvement of slaves is an
unusually rigorous procedure.

What charges then do these  scholars make against the ancient
writers? Are they accusing them of deliberately lying, being economi-
cal with the truth or just being stupid? Specific charges are seldom
made, but it seems usually to be that the modern historian thinks the
ancient one has made an honest mistake. Whitby and Talbert are hap-
py to admit that Thucydides and Aristotle are considered among our
most intelligent authors but here ‘intelligent people can also be wrong’
is the argument.

It would seem that underlying this unusual approach, there are some
unexpressed, and perhaps unconscious, assumptions, which fundamen-

26 Luraghi, N. 2002, ‘Becoming Messenian’ Journal of Hellenic Studies 122, 45-
69, p.68, although there was even a word for the leaders of the helots, the
mno=ionnomoi, discussed by J. Ducat, Les Hilotes, Paris 1990, p.63. The argument
that the helots are not properly slaves is perhaps a more convincing one. The
helots clearly are a special case and this can be seen in the sympathy with which
ancient sources describe them.  Nevertheless it is very difficult not to see a
connection between helots and slaves. Xenophon in his Constitution of Sparta
does not even mention helots but refers only to slaves. I am grateful to Noreen
Humble for this observation. They were not free, they performed the work that
slaves performed in other societies and therefore when they fight back, it might
seem quite logical to include this among slave revolts, while admitting that there
were special circumstances which enabled them to be more successful than the
average slave among slave revolts, while admitting that there were special circum-
stances which enabled them to be more successful than the average slave.

27 For a similar tendency in scholarship on more recent slave revolts, see
the discussion by D. Egerton ‘Denying the evidence: Slave Rebelliousness
and the Denmark Vesey Debate’ in From Captivity to Freedom: Themes in
Ancient and Modern Slavery edd. C. Katsari and E Dal Lago, Leicester, 2008,
pp. 107-120. Some variants of the arguments in this paper have been expressed
previously in my own article which forms a pair with that of Egerton in the
same volume,  T. Urbainczyk ‘Rewriting Slave Rebellions’ pp. 95-106.
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tally stem from a desire not to record acts of rebellion.28 Some may be
encouraged to read in Athenaeus:

Posidonius said there was a rebellion in the mines of Ath-
ens at the same time as the second slave war.  He goes
on to say that there were many of these slave rebellions
and more than a million (hundreds of myriads) slaves were
killed, and that Caecilius, the rhetor from Kale Akte in
Sicily wrote a history of the slave wars.

Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, 6.272.d-f
But for others, uprisings of those without means, without citizen-

ship, without any stake at all in society is deeply threatening, today as
much as in antiquity. I would suggest that behind this dismissal of our
classical authors is the sort of attitude expressed so baldly by Richard
Talbert when he asserted in complete contradiction of all the ancient
evidence:

Like the lower orders in many societies throughout hu-
man history, helots knew their place within severely limit-
ed horizons, clung to it and seldom thought coherently about
how to alter it, regardless of how humiliating or undesira-
ble it might seem to others.29

But to dismiss Thucydides and Aristotle without good reason is to
head down the route favoured by Hardouin. If our ancient sources are
all wrong about the slave revolts in antiquity, why should we stop there?
Why should we accept any of their accounts? There has to be some
adequate argument for rejecting the only narratives we have, for say-
ing that they are all fiction.  If there are no good grounds, no other
evidence, for rejecting these accounts, then we must start to look at
why modern scholars have been tempted to start to write fiction them-
selves.

28 For a more detailed discussion of the political views underlying much of
the scholarship on ancient slavery see N. McKeown The Invention of An-
cient Slavery? London 2007, reviewed by me for Bryn Mawr Classical Review
2008.01.54.

29 Talbert, R.J.A. (1989), ‘The role of helots in the class struggle at Sparta’
Historia 38, 22-40, p.33.




