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Similarly, we look on the totality of the past as dreams, certainly
interesting ones, and regard only the latest state of science as true, and
that only provisionally so. This is culture.
I do not at all mean to say that the imagination will bring future
truths to light and that it should reign; I mean, rather, that truths are
already products of the imagination and that the imagination has
always governed. It is imagination that rules, not reality, reason, or
the ongoing work of the negative.
This imagination is not the faculty we know -psychologically
- - and
historically by the same name. It does not, through dream or
prophecy, expand the fishbowl in which we live. On the contrary, it
creates boundaries. Outside this bowl is nothing, not even future
truths. We cannot make them speak. Religions and literatures, as well
as politics, modes of conduct, and sciences are formed within these
containers. This imagination is a faculty, but in the Kantian sense of
the word. It is transcendental; it creates our world instead of providing
the leavening or being the demon. However-and this would make
any Kantian worthy of the name faint with horror-this transcendence
is historical; for cultures succeed one another, and each one is
different. Men do not find the truth; they create it, as they create their
history. And the two in turn offer a good return.
My cordial thanks to Michel Foucault, with whom I discussed this
book; to my colleagues at the Association of Greek Studies, Jacques
Bompaire and Jean Bousquet; and to Francois Wahl, for his
suggestions and criticisms.
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Did the Greeks believe in their myt
"believe" means so many things.
after his death, continued being a ju
the Minotaur,2and they knew that
not believing these things is distu
Greeks, Theseus had, nonetheless
"purify Myth by R e a ~ o n "and
~
companion to its historic nugget.
cost of prodigious mental effort, u
this subject: "Of all those we know
to have a navy."4 Phaedra's fath
more than a king who was master
by logos is not another episode
superstition and reason, dating f
Voltaire and Renan, which woul
Despite Nestle, myth and logos
error.5 Myth was a subject of seri
had not tired of it six hundred
Sophists, which we have called
triumph of reason, the purificati
program whose absurdity surprise
the trouble of wishing to separat
when they could easily have rejec
as well as the very existence of a
stories tradition gave him? We se
realize that this attitude toward m
a history in which the truths of th
of the past lend support to each
universelle, Bossuet combines

sacred chronology of the world since creation. In this way he is able to
date "the famous battles of Hercules, son of Amphitryon," and the
death of "Sarpedon, the son of Jupiter," a "short time after
A b i m i l e ~ h . "What
~
did the bishop of Meaux have in mind when he
wrote this? What is going on in our minds when we believe
contradictory things, as we constantly do in matters of politics or on
the subject of psychoanalysis?
We are in much the same position as a folklorist faced with a
treasure trove of legends or Freud pondering Schreber's logorrhea.
What is to be made of this mass of nonsense? How can all this not have
a meaning, a motivation, a function, or at least a structure? The
question of whether myths have an authentic content can never be put
in positive terms. To know whether Minos ever existed, we must first
of all decide whether myths are simply hollow tales or whether they
are altered history. No positivist criticism can adequately deal with
Then how does it happen that
mythology and the supernat~ral.~
people cease believing in legends? How did people come to stop
believing in Theseus, the founder of Athenian democracy, in
Romulus, the founder of Rome, or in the historicity of the first
centuries of Roman history? What made them no longer believe in the
Trojan origins of the Frankish monarchy? ,
Thanks to George Huppert's fine book on Estienne Pasquier, we
have a clearer idea about the modem era.9 History as we know it was
born, not when criticism was invented-for that happened long agobut on the day when the work of the critic and the work of the historian
were joined in one task: "Historical research was practiced for many
centuries without seriously affecting the way of writing history, the
two activities remaining foreign to each other, sometimes in the mind
of the same man." Was the same thing true in Antiquity? Does
historical reasoning fol1ow a royal road, the same in each period? We
will take as our guiding thread an idea of A. D. Momigliano:
"Modem methods of historical research are completely founded on
the distinction between original and secondary sources."10 It is not
altogether certain that this great scholar's idea is correct; I believe that
it is not even pertinent. But it has the merit of presenting, albeit in the
form of an opposition, a methodological problem, and it has
appearances in its favor. Think of Beaufort or Niebuhr, whose
skepticism concerning the early centuries of Roman history was
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these distant ages or was at least ju
The history of the sciences is
discovery of good methods and tru
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way only appears to resemble ou
writing history, which is not our
implicit presupposition of such a
original and secondary sources
methodological weakness, is simp
excellent example of this way, an
Pausanias is not a mind to be
injustice when we accept the asse
as the Baedeker of ancient Greece
great nineteenth-century German
describe the monuments and na
countries of Greece, he combed
cultivated himself, and saw it all w
collecting local oral legends wit
scholar of the dais of Napoleon 1
and the breadth of his knowledge
by his visual accuracy (by exami
dates, Pausanias learned to da
criteria). And, as we will see, Pau
of myth and wrestled with this en
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pall" ("umbre des escholes") on the book and was unbecoming in a
work of history. Was it truly necessary each time to confirm his
"words by some ancient author"? If it was a matter of lending his
account authority and credibility, time alone would see to that. After
all, the works of the Ancients were not encumbered by citations, and
their authority had been affirmed with time. Pasquier should let time
alone sanction his book!
These startling lines show us the gulf that divides our conception of
history from the one that was held by ancient historians and was still
current among Pasquier's contemporaries. For them, as for the ancient
Greeks, historical truth was a vulgate authenticatedby consensus over
the ages. This consensus sanctioned the tmth as it sanctioned the
reputation of those writers held to be classical or even, I imagine, the
tradition of the Church. Far from having to establish the tmth by
means of references, Pasquier should have waited to be recognized as
an authentic text himself. By putting his notes at the bottom of the
page, by furnishing proofs as the jurists do, he indiscreetly sought to
force the consensus of posterity concerning his work. Given such a
conception of historical tmth, one cannot claim that the distinction
between primary and secondary sources is neglected or even that it is
unknown and awaiting discovery. It simply has no meaning or
application, and if this supposed lapse had been brought to the
attention of these historians, they would have answered that they had
[no use for it. I do not say that they wouldn7thave been wrong; only
1 that, since their conception of the tmth was not our own, their
''omission cannot be used as an explanation.
To understand this conception of history as tradition or vulgate we
can compare it to the very similar way in-which ancieh<authors-or
even Pascal's Penskes of a century and a half ago-were published.
What was printed was the received text, the vulgate. Pascal's
manuscript was accessible to any publisher, but no one went to the
Bibliotheque du Roi to consult it; one simply reprinted the traditional
text. The publishers of Latin and Greek texts had to rely on
manuscripts, but, for all that, they did not establish the genealogical
relationships among the copies. They did not attempt to base the text
on completely critical foundations and proceed from a tabula rasa.
They took a "good manuscript," sent it to the printer, and confined
themselves to improving the details of the traditional text by refemng

to other manuscripts they had c
reestablishing the text, they copie
In their accounts of the Pelop
centuries of Roman history, the an
This happened not simply bec
authentic documents, they were
we, who have access to even few
statements of these historians, do
their texts are simply sources, wh
the version transmitted by their
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less than we would and in a comp
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the four obscure centuries of ea
everything their predecessors ha
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several hundred years after the ev
Livy never asked the question th
how does he know that?" Co
forerunner himself had predeces
witness to the actual events? Not
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and, furthermore, they did not ca
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of a tradition are not the traditio
text, a tale carrying authority. His
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memory of an epoch is ultimate
neglect to relate the history of the
of the Jews Flavius Josephus says
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is the one who recounts the events of his own day for the benefit of
posterity. Why was it more meritorious to write contemporary history
than the history of past centuries? The past already has its historians,
while the present awaits a historian who will constitute a historical
source and establish the tradition. We see that an ancient historian
does not use sources and documents; he is source and document
himself. Or, rather, history is not built up from sources but consists in
reproducing what historians say about it by correcting or possibly
completing what they have communicated.
It sometimes happens that an ancient historian notes that his
"authorities" diverge on some point or even that he has abandoned
his own attempt to know the truth on this point because the versions
differ so much. But these displays of critical spirit do not form an
apparatus of proofs and variants underlying his text in the modem
manner of a scholarly apparatus. They are nothing but hopeless or
dubious spots, suspicious details. The ancient historian believes first;
his doubts are reserved for details in which he can no longer believe.
It also happens that an ancient historian cites or transcribes a
document or describes some archeological object. He does so either to
add a detail to the tradition or to illustrate his account and open a
parenthesis as a kindness to the reader. Livy does both at once in his
book 4. He wonders whether Cornelius Cossus, who killed the
Etruscan king of Veii in single combat, was a tribune, as all the
authorities said, or whether he was a consul. He opts for the second
solution because the inscription on the king's cuirass, consecrated by
the victor Cossus in a temple, said "consul": "I have heard," he
writes, "that Augustus Caesar, founder and restorer of all our
temples, entered the shrine . . . and himself read the inscription on
the linen corselet, and I have felt, in consequence, that it would be
almost a sacrilege to deprive Cossus of so great a witness to his spoils
as Caesar." Livy did not consult any documents. He encountered one
by chance, or, rather, he received the emperor's testimony on the
subject. This document is less a source of knowledge than an
archeological curiosity and relic in which the sovereign's prestige
joins with that of a past hero. Often early historians and even those of
today cite still visible monuments from the past in this manner, less as
proof for their assertions than as illustrations that take on the light and
brightness of history more than they actually illuminate it.
Since a historian is an authority for his successors, they may

criticize him on occasion. This is
his whole enterprise, but becaus
rectifying them. They do not re
demolish him. For the finding of e
presumed intentions. In other
interpretation of the whole or a det
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deserve its authority, or is the a
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nothing.
An ancient historian does not ci
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what the author has actually writte
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happened according to the truth
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that academic historiography no l
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pursue the analogy between ancient history and the deontology or
methodology of modem joumalism. A reporter adds nothing to his
credibility by including his informant's identity. We judge his value
on internal criteria. We need only read him to know whether he is
intelligent, impartial, or precise and whether he has a broad cultural
background. It is exactly in this way that Polybius in book 12 judges
and condemns his predecessor Timaeus. He does not discuss the
details, except in one case, the foundation of Locris, where, by a
happy coincidence, he was able to retrace Timaeus' steps. A good
historian, says Thucydides, does not blindly welcome all the
traditions he encounters;16 he must be able to verify his sources, as our
reporters say.
However, the historian does not lay out the whole proceeding
before his readers. The more demanding he is of himself, the less he
will do so. Herodotus likes to report the various contradictory
traditions that he gathered. Thucydides almost never does this; he
relates only the one he holds to be valid. l7 He takes responsibility for
deciding. When he categorically states that the Athenians are
mistaken concerning the murder of Pisistratus and gives the version he
believes to be true, he restricts himself to stating it. He does not offer
any hint of proof. Moreover, it is hard to see how he could have found
a means to verify his statements for his readers.
Modem historians propose an interpretationof the facts and give the
reader a way to verify the information and formulate a different
opinion. The ancient historians take this burden on themselves and do
not leave the task to the reader. This is their office. They discriminate
very well, whatever one may say, between primary sources
(eyewitness accounts or, failing that, tradition) and secondary
sources, but they keep these details to themselves. For their readers
were not historians, any more than newspaper readers are journalists.
Both kinds of readers have confidence in the professional.
When and why did the relation between the historian and his readers
change? When and why did references begin to appear? I am not a
great expert on modem history, but several details have struck me.
Gassendi does not give any references in his Syntagma philosophiae
Epicureae. He paraphrases or develops Cicero, Hermarchus, and
Origen, and the reader cannot tell whether he is being presented with
the thoughts of Epicurus himself or those of Gassendi. This is because
Gassendi is not being erudite but wants to revive Epicureanism in its

eternal truth and, with it, the Epi
hand, in his Histoire des variatio
references, and Jurieu gives them
however, are works of controvers
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claimed to have the same mythic ancestor as they, i.e., Perseus? "My
business," writes Herodotus, "is to record what people say; but I am
by no means bound to believe it-and that may be taken to apply to
this book as a ~ h o l e . " ' ~
If a modem historian presented to the scientific community facts or
legends he himself did not believe, the integrity of science would be
weakened. The ancient historians have, if not a different idea of
integrity, at least different readers, who are not professionals and who
form a public that is as heterogeneous as the readership of a
newspaper. Thus they have a right, even a duty, to their reserve, and
they have some room in which to maneuver. They do not express the
truth itself, it is up to their readers to form their own idea. This is one
of the numerous, barely visible particularities that reveal that, despite
great similarities, the historical genre in Antiquity is very different
from what it is today. The audience of the ancient historians is varied.
Some readers seek entertainment; others read history with a more
critical eye; some are even professionals in politics or strategy. Each
historian makes a choice: to write for everyone, by tactfully dealing
with different categories of readers, or to specialize, as Thucydides
and Polybius did, in technically safe information that will always
produce data useful to politicians and military men. But the choice had
been given. Moreover, the heterogeneity of the public gave the
historian some leeway. He could present the truth in harsh or soft
colors as he liked, without, however, betraying it. Therefore one must
not be surprised or shocked at the letter, amply discussed by modem
commentators, in which Cicero asks Lucceius "to elevate the actions
of his consulate" more, perhaps, than he would have done and not "to
take too much account of the law of the historical genre." A simple
matter among friends, which does not exceed what one could, without
too much dishonesty, ask of a journalist, who will always have part of
his audience on his side.
Behind the apparent question of scientific method or integrity lies
another: the relation of the historian to his readers. Momigliano
speculates that a new attitude toward documents appeared during the
Late Empire and that it heralded the future method of scientifically
directed history; the Augustan History and especially Eusebius'
Ecclesiastical History display evidence of a "new value attached to
document^."^^ I confess that these works have left me with a rather
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do this? By means of what we would call the doctrine of present
things. The past resembles the present, or, in other words, the
marvelous does not exist. Now today, men with bulls' heads are rarely
seen, and kings do exist; therefore the Minotaur never existed, and
Theseus was simply a king. For Pausanias does not doubt Theseus'
historicity, and Aristotle, five hundred years before him, did not doubt
it either.23 Before taking the critical attitude that reduces myth to
verisimilitude, the average Greek had a different viewpoint.
According to his mood, mythology was either a collection of old
wives' tales, or else the supernatural provoked a stance in which
questions of historicity or fiction had no meaning.
,/ The critical attitude toward myth, that of Pausanias, Aristotle, and
even Herodotus, consists of seeing in myth an_ oral tradition
- or a
/
historical source that must be criticized.24 The method is an excellent
one, but it raised a false problem that dogged the Ancients for a
millennium. It took a historical mutation, Christianity, to enable them
not to resolve the issue but to forget it. This problem was the
following: mythical tradition transmits an authentic kernel that over
the ages has been overgrown with legends. These legends, not the
kernel itself, are the source of the difficulty. As we have seen, it is
with respect to these legendary additions, and only them, that the
thought of Pausanias evolved.25
Thus, the question of the criticism of mythical traditions is poorly
formulated. A writer such as Pausanias only seems to resemble
Fontenelle, who, far from sorting out the wheat from the chaff,
speculated that everything in the legends was false.26 And the
resemblance between ancient criticism of myth and our own is equally
deceptive. In legend we see history magnified by the "spirit of the
people." We view a particular myth as the epic aggrandizement of a
great event, such as the "Dorian invasion." But for a Greek the same
myth is a truth that has been altered by popular nai'vet6. At its
authentic core are small true details, such as the names of heroes and
their genealogies, which contain nothing of the marvelous.
The paradox is all too familiar. If legends are thought to transmit
collective memories, the historicity of the Trojan War is believable. If
these legends are considered as fiction, the historicity of that war is
unacceptable, and the equivocal finds of the archeologists will be
otherwise interpreted. Underlying the issues of method and positivity
we find a more fundamental question: What is myth? Is it altered

---
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Two

pagans." The same was true of the Greek myths. They took place
"earlier," during the heroic generations, when the gods still took part
\
in human affairs. Mythological space and time were secretly different
from our
A Greek put the gods "in heaven," but he would
have been astounded to see them in the sky. He would have been no
less astounded if someone, using time in its literal sense, told him that
Hephaestus had just remarried or that Athena had aged a great deal
lately. Then he would have realized that in his own eyes mythic time
had only a vague analogy with daily temporality; he would also have
thought that a kind of lethargy had always kept him from recognizing
this difference. The analogy between these temporal worlds disguises
their hidden plurality. It is not self-evident that humanity has a past,
known or unknown. One does not perceive the limit of the centuries,
held in memory, any more than one perceives the line bounding the
visual field. One does not see the obscure centuries stretching beyond
this horizon. One simply stops seeing, and that is all. The heroic
generations are found on the other side of this temporal horizon in
another world. This is the mythical world in whose existence thinkers
from Thucydides or Hecataeus to Pausanias or Saint Augustine will
continue to believe-except that they will stop seeing it as another
world and will want to reduce it to the mode of the present. 32 They will
act as if myth pertained to the same realm of belief as history. 33
On the other hand, those who were not thinkers saw beyond the
horizon of collective memory a world that was even more beautiful
than that of the good old days, too beautiful to be real. This mythical
world was not empirical; it was noble. This is not to say that it
incarnated or symbolized "values." The heroic generations did not
cultivate virtue any more than do the men of today, but they had more
"value" than the men of today. A hero is more real than a man, just
as, in Proust's eyes, a duchess has more value than a bourgeoise.
Pindar offers a good example of such snobbery (if we may resort to
humor for brevity's sake). The problem is well known. What is the
source of the unity, if indeed there is any, in Pindar's epinikia? Why
does the poet choose to present to the victor a myth whose relation to
the subject is no longer apparent? Is this the poet's royal whim? Or is
the athlete only a pretext that allows Pindar to express views that are
dear to him? Or, again, is the myth an allegory, and does it allude to
some particularity of the victor or his ancestors? H. Frankel offers the
valid explanation: Pindar elevates the victor and his victory to a higher
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certain relationship with them in which he, a poet to whom myths are
open, occupies the dominant position. Pindar speaks from the top, and
it is just for that reason that he can bestow praise, honor a victor, and
raise him to his own height. Myth brings about an illocution of praise.
Far from assimilating the aristocracy to heroic mythical figures,
Pindar vigorously separates the mythical world from that of mortal
men. He never ceases to remind his noble listeners that men are worth
much less than the gods and that modesty is vital. One cannot equal
the gods without hubris. Let us look at the Tenth Pythian. Does Pindar
offer Perseus as a model to the warrior he is celebrating? No. He
speaks of remarkable legends, of a faraway and inaccessible people,
of the superhuman exploits of Perseus, who was aided by a goddess.
More than by their merits, the heroes judged worthy of divine support
are honored by the gods' favor, which must encourage modesty in
mortals; for even the heroes were unable to succeed without the aid of
some divinity. Pindar magnifies his victor's glory by exalting this
other, higher world, where glory itself is greater. Is this superior world
a model or a lesson in modesty? One or the other, according to the use
a preacher would make of it, and Pindar, who is not a preacher, makes
it into a pedestal. He elevates both the victor and the celebration by
elevating himself. It is precisely because the mythical world is
definitively other, inaccessible, different, and remarkable that the
problem of its authenticity is suspended, and Pindar's listeners float
between wonderment and credulity. This is no fairyland; for if Perseus
were given as a model in the manner of Bayard, this different world
would immediately be condemned as pure fiction, and only the Don
Quixotes would still believe in it.
There is a problem, then. that we cannot avoid: Did the Greeks
believe in these tales? More specifically, did they distinguish between
what they held as authentic-the historicity of the Trojan War or the
existence of Agamemnon and Zeus-and the obvious inventions of
the poet, who desired to please his audience? Did they listen with the
same ear to the geographical lists and catalogues of ships and to the
tale, worthy of Boccaccio, of the amorous adventures of Aphrodite
and Ares caught in bed by her husband? If they really believed in
myth, did they at least know how to distinguish fable from fiction?
But, precisely, it would be necessary to know whether literature or
religion are more fictitious than history or physics, and vice versa. Let
us say that a work of art is accepted as true in its way, even when it
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made much more of an impression on them than the most
logical reasoning. When they knew the names Jesus,
Jerusalem, and Pontius Pilate and the date 4000 years after
Creation, they no longer doubted the mystery of the
Redemption and the preaching of the Gospel. Furthermore,
we never noticed that mysteries or miracles gave them the
slightest difficulty. We are convinced that it is through
teaching and not the method of argument that one can work
efficaciously toward the conversion of the Infidel.
Similarly, in Greece there existed a domain, the supernatural,
where everything was to be learned from people who knew. It was
composed of events, not abstract truths against which the listener
could oppose his own reason. The facts were specific: heroes' names
and patronyms were always indicated, and the location of the action
was equally precise (Pelion, Cithaeron, Titaresius . . . place names
have a music in Greek mythology). This state of affairs may have
lasted more than a thousand years. It did not change because the
Greeks discovered reason or invented democracy but because the map
of the field of knowledge was turned upside down by the creation of
new powers of affirmation (historical investigation and speculative
physics) that competed with myth and, unlike it, expressly offered the
alternative between true and false.
Such is the mythology that each ancient historian criticizes without
discarding his taste for the marvelous-far from it-but without
recognizing its character, either. He takes it for historiography.
Regarding mythos as a simple local "tradition," he treats mythical
temporality as if it were historical time. This is not all. The historian
also deals with another type of mythological literature, which
appeared in epic verse or prose. These are the mythical genealogies,
beginning with Hesiod's Great Eoiae, and etiologies, stories of the
foundation of cities, and local histories and epics. This literature
flourished from the sixth century onward and survived in Asia Minor
under the Antonines and beyond.37 Produced by men of letters, it
catered less to the taste for the marvelous than to the search for origins.
Think of our own legend of the Trojan origins of the Frankish
monarchy, from Fredegaire up to Ronsard. Since it was the Trojans
who founded kingdoms worthy of the name, they must also have
founded the Frankish monarchy. And since the onomasticon of place

The P

names originates in men's names, t
been named Francion.
Pausanias used an epic poet of th
and the historian Myron of Priene in
on M e ~ s e n i a For
. ~ ~Arcadia he foll
Arcadians," i .e., a tradition suppos
the Epic Cycle.39 Our author thus
Arcadian kings for many generation
of Cecrops, up to the time of the Tro
their patronyms, and their children
against the unfolding of historical tim
Oenotria, founded by Oenotrus, Lyc
is necessarily by far the oldest colon
This genealogical literature,
historiography, in reality tells of ait
the order of the world. The implic
Lucretius) is that our world is finish
child said to me with some amaze
work, "Papa, so all the houses h
definition, this establishment occurr
the mythical time of the hero. Eve
man, a custom, or a city came into be
live its historic life, which is no long
Etiology, which a Polybius41 wou
to explaining a thing by its beginning
an incident that formed a precedent,
by a first individual born from the e
first fact and our historical era, wh
stretches the succession of mythica
reconstitutes-or rather invents-a
spans the whole mythical age. Whe
satisfaction that comes from comple
the proper names that he affixes to
tree? From his imagination, some
often, from place names. The riv
country come from the names of the
who were thought to have been the k
sole inhabitants. The ageless hu
originates in the human onomastic

CHAPTER
Two

name of a river is derived from a man's name, we are brought back to
the original human presence dating from the time when the region
became a human territory .42
But what caused the name of a king of old to pass to, or be given to,
this river? This is precisely what the genealogist would never ask.
Verbal analogy is sufficient, and his preferred mode of explanation is
archetypal. One might as well wonder what concrete relationship
exists between Faunus and the Fauns, between Hellen and the
Hellenes, between Pelasgus and the Pelasgians, or, in the following
etiological pastiche, between Elephant and the elephants: "In the
beginning the elephants had no trunk, but a god pulled on Elephant's
nose to punish him for some trickery, and since that day all elephants
have a trunk. " Pausanias no longer understands this archetypal logic,
and he takes the archetype, who, like Adam, was the only being, for
the first king of the country. "The Arcadians," he says,
say that Pelasgus was the first inhabitant of this land. It is
natural to suppose that others accompanied Pelasgus and that
he was not by himself; for otherwise he would have been a
king without any subjects to rule over. However, in stature
and in prowess, in bearing and in wisdom, Pelasgus excelled
his fellows, and for this reason, I think, he was chosen to be
king by them. Asius the poet says of him: The godlike
Pelasgus on the wooded mountains I Black earth gave up,
that the race of mortals I might exist.43
These few lines offer us a kind of "collage": old mythical truth is
plastered over the type of rationalism practiced by Pausanias, who
seems largely unaware of the difference between these materials.
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wavering: "Neither by land nor sea do we find the route that leads to
the celebrations of the peoples of the Great North. The daring Perseus,
in old times, could easily go to them, to the fortunate ones. Athena
was his guide, and he killed the Gorgon! On my part, nothing surprises
me or seems unbelievable when the gods bring it to pass."
The most widespread modality of belief occurs when one trusts the
I have not yet
word of another. I believe that Tokyo@sts,-a
been there, b e c z i e Ls2ggw$ ~g b ~ & s - & W a c l
asencies
This modality can
endure as long as the believer trusts the professionals or until there are
no professionals to make laws on the subject. Westerners, at least
those among us who are not bacteriologists, believe in germs and
increase the sanitary precautions we take for the same reason that the
Azande believe in witches and multiply their magical precautions
against them: their belief is based on trust. For Pindar's or Homer's
contemporaries, truth was defined either as it related to daily
experience or in terms of the speaker's character: whether it was loyal
or treacherous. Statements foreign to experience were neither true nor
false. Nor were they falsehoods, for a lie does not exist when the liar
gains nothing from it and does us no harm. A disinterested lie is no
deception. Myth was a tertium quid, neither true nor false. Einstein
would be the same for us if his truth did not come from a third source,
the realm of professional authority.
In those far-off times this authority had not been born, and
theology, physics, and history did not exist. The intellectual universe
was exclusively literary. True myths followed the poets' inventions in
the minds of the listeners, who listened docilely to the man who knew;
theyJiatLn~interest iknsepgating truth -from
and were nit
. - falsehood
- . shaken by fiit&ns &&contradicted no known science. Thus, they
listened to true myths and inventions in the same frame of mind. In
order to shake his contemporaries out of this lethargy, Hesiod will be
obliged to create a stir and proclaim that poets lie; for he wishes, for
his own benefit, to constitute a realm of truth, where one will no
longer say just anything about the gods.
Given its dissymmetry, belief in someone else's word could in fact
support individual enterprises that opposed their truth to the general
error or ignorance. This is the case with Hesiod's speculative
theogony, which is not a revelation given by the gods. Hesiod
received this knowledge from the Muses-that is, from his own
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us, sea salt is made of sodium and chloride. And, since everything is
water, everything passes, flows, changes; everything runs away. A
strange chemistry: on what can it base a claim to recombine the
diversity of its parts in one simple body? It makes no such claim. It is
not an explanation but a key, and a key must be simple. Monism? Not
even that. It is not monism that leads us to speak of the "key" to an
enigma in the singular. Now, a key is not an explanation. While an
explanation accounts for a phenomenon, a key makes us forget the
riddle. It erases and replaces it in the same way that a clear sentence
eclipses an earlier, more confused, and obscure formulation. As
Greek philosophical tradition presents him, Thales does not account
for the world in its diversity. He gives us its true meaning, "water,"
and this answer replaces the enigmatic confusion, which is
immediately forgotten. For one forgets the text of a riddle; the solution
is the whole point.
An explanation is something that is sought and proved. The key of a
riddle is guessed and, once guessed, it operates instantaneously.
There is not even the possiblity of an argument. The veil falls away,
and our eyes are opened. It is only necessary to say "Open sesame."
Each of the first physicists of early Greece had opened everything by
himself, in a single act. Two hundred years later, Epicurean physics
would present a similar case. We can get a glimpse of it in the work of
Freud. It is amazing that the strangeness of his work startles us so
little: these tracts, unfurling the map of the depths of the psyche,
without a shred of proof or argument; without examples, even for
purposes of clarification; without the slightest clinical illustration;
without any means of seeing where Freud found all that or how he
knows it. From observing his patients? Or, more likely, from
observing himself? It is not surprising that this archaic work has been
carried on in a form of knowledge that is no less archaic: commentary.
What else can be done but comment when the key to the enigma has
been found? Moreover, only a genius, an inspired man, almost a god,
could find the key to such an enigma. Epicurus is a god-yes, a godproclaims his disciple, Lucretius. The man with the key is believed at
his word and will not ask more of himself than his admirers do. His
disciples do not continue his work; they transmit it and add nothing.
They restrict themselves to defending, illustrating, and applying it.
We have just spoken of masters and disciples. To return from them
to the matter of myth itself: incredulity arises from at least two
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only thing left to do is to throw ourselves at the feet of the gods," and
his comrade answers him, "Indeed! Say, then, do you really believe
that there are gods?" I am not sure that this slave's eyes were opened
by the Sophist enlightenment. He belongs to the irreducible fringe of
unbelievers who make their refusal less because of reason and the
movement of ideas than in reaction to a subtle form of authority, the
very same authority that Polybius attributed to the Roman Senate and
that is practiced by all those who ally their throne to the altar.54 Not
that religion necessarily has a conservative influence, but some
modalities of belief are a form of symbolic obedience. To believe is to
obey. The political role of religion is not at all a matter of ideological
content.
A second reason for no longer believing everything that was said
was that myth, as it pertained to information, was in competition with
the specialists in truth, the "investigators" or historians who, as
professionals, began to carry authority. Now, in their eyes it was
necessary for myths to fit with the rest of reality, since they claimed to
be real. Herodotus, collecting information in Egypt, discovers a cult
of Heracles (for a god is a god everywhere, just as an oak is an oak
everywhere; but each people gives it a different name, so that divine
names are translated from one language to another, just like common
nouns).55 As the date that the Egyptians assigned to this Heracles did
not at all coincide with the legendary chronology of the Greeks,
Herodotus tried to resolve the difficulty by inquiring about the date
that the Phoenicians attributed to their own Heracles, and his difficulty
only grew. All that he was able to conclude was that all men were in
agreement about seeing Heracles as a very ancient god and also that
one could extricate oneself from the difficulty by distinguishing two of
them.
That is not all. "The Greeks say many other things without
thinking. No less credible is a myth that they tell about Heracles; when
the latter went to Egypt," the inhabitants of this country had
apparently attempted to sacrifice him to Zeus, but Heracles would not
let them take him and killed them all. Impossible, protests Herodotus.
The Egyptians do not make living sacrifices, as anyone who knows
their laws is aware. And since Heracles was still only a man,
according to what people say (indeed, he became a god only at his
death), "would it be natural for a single man to be able to kill myriads
of other men?" We see just how far Herodotus is from accepting
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controversy. One sees historical knowledge throughout the centuries
and its progress. Greek criticism of myth becomes an episode in the
progress of Reason, and Greek democracy would be eternal
Democracy if it were not for the blot of slavery.
If, then, history proposes to lift the cloth and make what-goeswithout-saying explicit, it ceases to be explanatory and becomes a
hermeneutic. Then we will not wonder what social causes lie at the
root of the criticism of myth. In place of a kind of holy history of
Enlightenment or Society we prefer to substitute a perpetual chance
redistribution of ever-changing minor causes that engender effects no
less due to chance but which pass for being great and revelatory of
human purpose. Scheme for scheme, that of Pierre Bourdieu, which
envisions the specificity and autonomy of the symbolic field as divided
among centers of force, seems preferable to the scheme of social
classes; two schemes are better than one.
Let us open here what will at first seem to be a parenthesis of several
pages but which will in fact lead us to the heart of our problem of
myth. If everything has to be said, we resign ourselves all the more
easily to not explaining as we are led to think that the unpredictable
nature of history is due less to its contingency (which would not
prevent post eventum explanations) than to its capacity for invention.
The idea brings on a smile, for everyone knows that it is mystical and
antiscientific to believe in absolute beginnings. Thus it is annoying to
note that scientific and explanatory thought rests, without our
knowing it, on presuppositions that are no less arbitrary. Let us say it
in a few words, for the use of those who, in public or private life, one
fine morning find themselves doing or thinking things they never
would have imagined the night before. And also for the use of those
who have found themselves unable to predict the behavior of their
most intimate friend but who, after the fact, have in retrospect
discovered in this friend's past or character a trait that would have
foretold it.
Nothing is simpler or more empirical in appearance than causality.
Fire makes water boil; the rise of a new class brings about a new
ideology. This apparent simplicity camouflages a complexity we are
unaware of, a polarity between action and passivity. Fire is an agent
that makes itself be obeyed; water is passive and does what the fire
makes it do. In order to know what will happen, it is necessary to see
in what direction the cause moves the effect; for the effect can no more
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equally object that if becoming comprises only active subjects, the
causal regularities that reappear from time to time become
incomprehensible. Not necessarily. If one unfailingly pits a
heavyweight boxer against a featherweight, the heavier agent will
regularly win. But let us suppose that, throughout the world, boxers
are matched and paired off by chance. The regularities of such
victories would cease to be the general rule, and boxing results would
run the gamut from full predictability to complete irregularity to the
stroke of genius. In this way we also account for the most obvious
characteristic of historical transformation. It is composed of a
spectrum of events that run from the most predictable and regular to
the most unpredictable. Our theory of energy is a monism made up of
chances-in
other words, a pluralism. We will not make the
Manichaean opposition between inertia and innovation, or between
matter and the vital impulse, or other avatars of Good and Evil. The
chance matching of unequal agents accounts as effectively for
physical necessity as for radical innovation. Everything is invention or
reinvention, one after the other.
In truth, the role of regular succession or reinvention is the effect of
a post eventum analysis or even a retrospective illusion. Fire will
explain boiling, and slippery streets will explain a frequent type of
automobile accident-if we subtract all the other infinitely varied
circumstances at work in these innumerable plots. Thus, historians
and sociologists can never predict anything and can always be right.
As Bergson writes in his admirable study on the possible and the real,
the inventive nature of becoming is such that it is only by a
retrospective illusion that the possible seems to exist prior to the real:
How can we not see that if the event is always explained after
the fact by such and such antecedent events, a completely
different event would also be equally explained, in the same
circumstances, by antecedents otherwise chosen-how to
put it? by the same antecedents broken down, distributed,
and perceived in a different way and, finally, by
retrospective attention?
So let us not get too impassioned for or against the post eventum
analysis of the causal structures among the student population of
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