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Abstract

The purpose of my thesis is to examine the relation between the human and the
divine in the Homeric poems, and define thereupon the limits of human and divine
responsibility. To this end I particularly focus on the Homeric concepts of fate and divine
justice, as these are expressed mainly by the terms poipa and Sikn. Nonetheless, since the
Greek terms do not always coincide in their semantics with the respective terms of any
modern language, it is regarded as necessary that the field of each term be defined prior to
the examination of the concepts themselves. Similarly, issues such as morality and
Homeric ethics have to be raised, since they form the basis upon which any discussion of
Homeric thought can rely, The lliad and the Odyssey employ the two basic ideas of fate
and divine justice each in a discrete manner, and this requires that each poem be examined

separately. A comparison between the two works, necessary for a more overall idea of the

Homeric world and the Homeric compositions, is incorporated in the chapter on the

Odyssey.
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Introduction

The main interest of my dissertation lies with Homeric man: his own perception of
his position in life and his subsequent reaction, as a result of this perception; roughly
speaking, that is, his responsibility. But since the Homeric world is doubtless one of
intense religrosity - even if not the religiosity to which our Western, post-Christian
mentality has got us accustomed to - it is inevitable that any examination and
Interpretation of Homeric man has to take into account the Homeric gods as well, and
man’s relation to them. The reason behind this necessity is quite simple: to the initiate of
any religion, the divine forms an inextricable element of life and thought, and nothing can

be seen but in the light of his relation to the divine forces that, even if imperceptibly, still

all too powerfully pervade life.

Thus, 1t seems that human responsibility is defined first of all and to a large extent
as against divine responsibility.’ The order of nature, as perceived by the initiate, demands
a clear distinction between the human and the divine, between the self and the unknown

other, the boundaries between the two being fixed and inviolable. According to this natural

order man is what god is not: he has limited powers of knowledge and perception, limited

! See Griffin (1980); Clay (1983) 139-141; the lines most charactenstlcally reﬂectmg the divide between
mortals and immortals are E 440-42: ¢paCso. Tu55|5r|. KQ| xaCeo un5£ Bcoiotv | ic® €Behe dpoveey, srren
ou moTe dulov opoiov | abavateoy Te Becdv Xapai EpXouEvaV Te avBpedmeov.
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physical strength, and more important, a limited life.? His mortality is what essentially
differentiates him from divinity; for the gods may provide one with more knowledge or
strength, but they can never redeem one from death. Death is the one limit, the one truth

that no man can ever escape or neglect.

But human responsibility is also defined by divine responsibility. Obviously, not
everything 1n life 1s caused by man; life includes an immeasurable number of elements and
forces, over which only naivety could hope for or claim control. Yet, this simple and not at
all surprising statement is the cause of extreme frustration, when it comes to be applied to
human life itself. For man, despite his attempts and his wishes, despite even his
presumptions, often realises that he can never have total control over his own life, the life

which he himself believes to be leading, supposedly being characterised and defined by

him.

True, man 1s well aware of his limits, but he is further aware of an essential
paradox of life: he may be a weak and helpless, almost hopeless, prey to time, nature and
life itself, yet at the same time he is a free, powerful agent as well, capable of deciding and
acting, and facing the consequences. As for the nullification of his plans, he is ready to

ascribe it to the divine forces with which he has invested life. Thus, all the events for

which he is not responsible he interprets as the result of divine action and interference with

? True, for distanced and dissociated onlookers like ourselves it seems that the gods are a consequence of
man'’s perception of life and not vice versa, that they are a human construction born out of and affiliated to the
ideology of the particular society; thus, one could reverse this statement, and say that god is actually what man
is not, putting more emphasis on the moulding of the divine by man and according to man’s own dispositions,

values and even interests; yet, I prefer to approach the subject from the perspective of an initiate for whom the
divine is temporally prior to the human.



human affairs. For the divine is believed to have the power not only to intervene in human
life, but also to define its course, imposing thus its will as inevitable. At least, this is the
explanation that the initiate is willing to offer for the irrational and otherwise inexplicable
turnings of life. Behind this reasoning one can detect a natural human tendency to invest
all aspects of life with reason; if man is not himself the cause of certain events or
situations in life or in nature, and if no cause can actually be found and named 1n his
surrounding environment, then there must be some force, invisible and imperceptible, and
more important incomprehensible in its reasoning, yet all too powerful, that motivates life

itself; a force doubtless greater than and not as limited as man himself.

It becomes clear, I hope, why the examination of the idea of the Homeric gods’
and their interrelation and interaction with man is essential if we are to understand man’s
idea of himself in the Homeric poems. Not an easy task, certainly, for the Homeric gods
are multifaceted and complex, a conglomerate of diverse religious as well as literary
clements. Yet, it is against the backcloth of this complex divine world that Homeric man
seems to define himself and the limits of his life. Every single idea of his world-view,

every attitude of his towards life, seems to be related, positively or negatively, to his

conception of the divine.

* The application of the term ‘Homeric’ should be defined at this point; it does not correspond to any one
particular age or reality other than the reality of the poems themselves, which is obviously a fictional reality.

The term, therefore, has a restricted meaning, implying only the world of the poems and offering no secure
basis upon which any conclusion for a factual reality can be reached. True, a factual world does indeed exist
behind Homeric fiction; but this world we can hardly define in time with accuracy. The term is also used for

the sake of convenience, when a reference to both poems is made, a distinction being deemed at that point
unnecessary.



I have just said that a religious outlook on life entails that the divine and the human
represent two distinct spheres of action, the boundaries between which are clearly cut; and
that the divine, being definitely more powerful, is the force that causes all the
unpredictable changes 1n life that are not determined by man himself. Both of the Homeric
poems share this basic principle of religion: despite the constant interaction between the
human and the divine, despite even the heroes’ unique position 1n humankind, it is made
more than clear that the two elements can never intersect. However, divine interference
with human life has as an inevitable consequence man’s dependence on the gods. In the
Homeric poems themselves it is more than frequently that we witness this intervention of
the gods; it forms an inextricable element of the plot, as the gods may fulfil at times man’s
plans or wishes, supporting his endeavour physically or emotionally, or, at times prevent
him from attaining his end, changing the course of events. Man is conscious of the
possibility of divine intervention, which he relates to his own natural and inherent
weakness and limitation, and which certainly leads him to the painful conclusion of life’s
uncertainty. But, however intense and great man’s dependence on the gods, it is certainly
neither absolute nor passive; that would not be realistic in a work of literature, and it
certainly would not be possible in life itself. Despite his lack of control over life in most

cases, man has to face his own weakness and fragility; for he has to survive and live.

Inevitably, certain questions emerge: is there a reasoning behind gods’ intervention,

which could make this intervention predictable? And what are the implications of this

reasoning, if it does indeed exist, for human responsibility? How does man react to this

concept? What are the limits he decides to accept as a result of the gods’ limitless action



and interference with his life? In other words, how do divine action and responsibility

circumscribe human action and responsibility?

Two ideas that seem of great significance, and will therefore be examined here in
detail, are that of poipa or fate, and that of divine justice, usually connected with ikn.
Moira, the vague and obscure power that is believed to define man’s life to a great extent
and determine his death, is inevitably related to the divine; it often appears to be 1dentified
with the Homeric, Olympian gods, but even when it functions as a totally independent
power, 1t 1s still a power external to and independent of man, and therefore, of divine
quality. Defining human life, it also defines the human perception of life: if life, or at least
certain events of life, are already determined and planned, the question of human freedom
of will and action is inevitably raised, alongside the question of man’s reaction, in practice,

to such a belief.’

Divine justice, on the other hand, i1s an i1dea that allows us to raise some further
questions concerning the behaviour of Homeric man. What is the nature of divine
intervention? Is it the result of the gods’ concern for righteousness, which they sanction

with their own righteous behaviour? Or is it rather a matter of chance, actually, of

* The question of freedom of will and action is certainly not raised in the Homeric poems - at least not as such;
Homeric man never appears to wonder about the degree or quality of his freedom in life, or to regard his
dependence on the gods as a suffocating restriction. The absence of this question from Homeric thought can
be interpreted in two ways, the one not necessanly excluding the other: it may be simply because Homeric
man does not feel restricted and limited by divine action or intervention; partly because of piety, partly because
of necessity, man cannot but accept this power on his life, and distinguishing in a way two planes of truth, live
his life as best as he can. At the same time, one could say that Homeric thought is not as elaborate yet as to
perceive and formulate in language the subtle implications that this particular religious belief has on human
decisions or actions. Either explanation could be seen as being the cause of the other: one could say that an
idea does not exist, and therefore is not expressed, as long as man feels no need to express it, but one could
also say that an idea may exist in man’s thought in a vague and non-articulate form up until the moment that
thought and language become so elaborate as to be able to express it.



haphazard decisions talzen light-heartedly and on no principle at all, following capricious
wishes or whimsical demands? And if the gods are just, does this necessarily entail that
human behaviour is determined by the fear of this justice, and evaluated only in terms of
divine response? To what extent can a belief in divine justice determine man’s decisions
and actions, how does it define his freedom of will? In other words, does divine justice
function as the sanction of human propriety and righteousness? And can Homeric man

actually rely on the gods’ justice, as a principle that is inevitable and unquestionable?

Human responsibility, then, will be examined here in relation to divine
responsibility, on the basis of the idea we form of the latter through the ideas expressed by
uolpa and Sikn and through the concepts of fate and divine justice. With only minor
exceptions, each poem will be examined separately; there are differences between the lliad
and the Odyssey that seem to require such a structure. These differences I interpret mainly
as the result of the different function and purpose that each poem has, as becomes obvious
from the vital narrative requirements that are peculiar to each of the two plots, and as 1t 1s
only natural that each poem should project a different outlook on life. The chapter on the

Odyssey will also examine the relation between the two poems, since certain comparative

conclustons should be drawn.

A term which will be featuring fairly often in the examination of Homeric thought
is morality. It will prove relevant to the discussion of the gods’ behaviour to one another
and to the mortal heroes, but it will also prove of importance to the definition of the

Homeric concepts of polpa and dikn. We are accustomed to using the terms fate and

justice for the ancient Greek terms poipa and Sikr respectively; still, it is perhaps silently
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acknowledged by most, 1f not all scholars, that the ancient Greek terms have implications
that differentiate them sharply from the terms of any modern language. Aikn appears to be
of a narrower meaning than any of its modern equivalents, while potpa, on the other hand,
seems to denote more than a plain concept of fate, and to have moral connotations. More
important, the two terms appear to be closely related as regards their semantics, conveying
what Palmer calls a ‘peculiar concept of justice and judgement as the respect for certain
limits>.> The actual examination and interpretation of the poems themselves will be
delayed, therefore, as two introductory chapters, the first on the concept of morality, and
the second on the terminology related to the concepts of fate and justice, are deemed a

necessary precondition - especially since they are of a rather general character, and

relevant to both poems.

Before I enter the subject proper of my thesis, I add a few words on the nature and
function of the poems. The issue of epic poetry is indeed vast, and that of Homeric epic in
particular even more so. The Homeric Question is certainly to persist, however much we
wish for the opposite, and one finds oneself in an extremely awkward position when
having finally to confront it and repeat the vague and oblique statements of thousands of
years. Are the Iliad and the Odyssey the work of one single poet, or should we assume that

each poem should be ascribed to a different composer, as Xeno and Hellanicus thought?®

* Palmer (1950) 161f

® D. B. Monro (Homer's Odyssey: XIII-XX, v. 11, Oxford 1901, 325) first pointed out that the Odyssey never
refers to the events narrated in the lliad, a view ususally known as ‘Monro’s Law’ which was later expanded
by D. L. Page (The Homeric Odyssey, Oxford 1995, 149-59), who argues that the poet of the Odyssey did not
know the Jliad at all, and that the two poems actually belonged to two different poetic traditions, Eustithjl,!s,
however, in his mpootpiov, explains the absence of cross-references as a deliberate choice of the Poet: a yap
S ToINTrG £kel tvEMmey, EvTalba mpooavemApwas, a view to which one can subscribe even if different
authorship should be accepted for each poem. For Odyssey’s awareness of the lliad and relevant bibliography

see Rutherford (1991-1993); also Scheinin Schein (1996) 3-31.
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And is it possible that each poem, a work of such extent in a non-literate period, could
have been composed by one single person, or are the poems the outcome of continuous
and successive re-workings and re-compositions of a basic nucleus, or even the result of

stitching together various distinct smaller poems? !

For the second question I would follow the unitarians; minor inconsistencies apart,
since they can be explained away on the grounds of the oral formulaic quality of epic
poetry, the poems are too coherent in their structure and aim to justify an analytic view;
our awe at the scale of these compositions is not sufficient a reason for us to dissect what
is obviously a well functioning unit. The first question seems doubtless more difficult to
answer; differences in style and language are generally accepted to be indicative of
different poets, while differences in terms of ideas seem also to point in this direction. It 1s
certainly not possible to decide to which poem the figure of Homer corresponds;’
considering that in antiquity Homer was believed by some to be the poet of the whole epic
cycle, it seems only plausible to assume that, when finally Homer was relieved from this
responsibility, the two most prominent poems were confidently and indisputably ascribed

to him. On the other hand, the mere fact that antiquity perceived the two compositions as

" For a more detailed outline of the views expressed on the Homeric Questions and relevant bibliography, see
Garvie (1994) 3-18.

® For the existence of Homer I would agree with Finley (1978:15): ‘Homer was a man’s name, not the Greek
equivalent of “Anonymous”, and that is the one certain fact about him. Who he was, where he lived, when he
composed, these are questions we cannot answer with assurance, any more than could the Greeks themselves’.
For an entirely different view see Nagy (1996), West (1999). The question of the poems’ oral or written form
of composition and transmission is also crucial in Homeric studies; see Kirk (1962) 177ff, A. Parry (1966),
Lord (1968); also Garvie (1994) 15-17. As Kirk observes (1962:186), ‘any theory accounting for the
transition of the Homeric poems from oral song to written text is conjectural, so that it becomes a matter of
choosing according to our taste and our intuitive calculus of probabilities’. I would believe that some form of
writing was used for the composition of the poems, the transmission, however, being accomplished orally for a
long time after the composition, thus calling for the ‘edition’ by Pisistratus or his son Hipparchus, which aimed
at providing a standard version of the poems. The use of writing is combined with the occasion of the Odyssey
by Garvie (1994:17f.) - a remark that I would regard as applicable to the lliad as well.

11



related in some way, seems to underline their accord rather than their discord; for the truth
is that there 1s hardly any essential difference between the poems that cannot be accounted

for in terms of different circumstances or different purpose of composition.

Which brings me back to the issue of epic poetry. What I would wish to examine
briefly is the way in which the nature and function of the poems influence the development
and exposition of theological and philosophical ideas; or the way in which the principles to
which the poems conform as compositions, that is their orality and their literary character,’
circumscribe our expectations and limit our demands of the poems. If nothing else, I hope

_ that the following discussion will prove helpful in drawing the comparison between the

two poems.

The Homeric poems belong to an oral tradition of epic poetry, whose aim was the
narration of the glorious deeds of heroes and gods.'® If a definition of. the. term ‘epic’
should be given, one could say that, roughly speaking, the epic is an oral composition of
narrative character, most often in verse and of a considerable length, whose subject matter

is supposed to evolve around a historically true event.!! According to Hainsworth, the

? The use of the term ‘literary’, which has obvious connotations that contradict the term ‘oral’, is employed
simply in the absence of any other term that would successfully indicate the poems’ purpose.

'% For the subject of epic poetry as defined by epic poetry itself see | 189, a 337-8, 8 266-9, 488-90, Hes.
Theog., 99-101.

' True, defining the meaning and function of epic is not as easy as it first appears; since “generalizations are
made from particular poems™ (Hainsworth (1991) 2), and it is the Homeric poems themselves which, up to
this day, are often seen as the epic poems par excellence, we are inevitably faced with a huge difficulty: how
are we to define the genre on the basis of our perception of the Homeric poems, when it is exactly for the
appreciation and comprehension of these poems that we need the definition? This is just another vicious circle
one becomes entangled in when dealing with Homer: he is our only source for our understanding of his own

poems. Comparativism seems of great help, although it may often lead to mistaken associations and
conclusions. Obviously, I am concerned here with the definition of the ‘primary’ or ‘oral’ epic. For the
distinction between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ epic, see p. 16.
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formal root of the epic is narrative, ‘but not just any narrative. The primitive phascs of
most cultures provide myths and folktales, stories by which men and women have sought
to explain the world or escape from its miseries. There are also sagas to record success and
eulogies to commend it. The seed of the epic 1s sown when these are blended, given

metrical form, and cast into the narrative mode of heroic poetry’."

Heroic poetry is, then, the form out of which epic poetry emerged, the distinction
between the two being made according to their different scale or length on the one hand,
and according to their different scope and function on the other. The term refers to
relatively shorter oral poems, also known as heroic lays, which were supposedly
celebratory accounts of historical events of a glorious past.' It actually appears, as is often
accepted among scholars, that the primary function of such heroic lays was the narration,
and thus crystallisation in memory and time, of past events in the life or history of a
group: in this way the unity and even identity of the group were emphasised and validated.
A heroic poem was originally ‘a chronicle, a “book of the tribe”, a vital record of custom

and tradition’, fulfilling ‘the need for an established history’,'* and this function seems to

survive in the succeeding genre of epic.

12 Hainsworth (1991) 5.

'3 The songs mentioned in the Homeric poems themselves (I 186-89, o 325-27, 6 73-82, 499-520) are
probably representative of the genre; they are short enough to be sung within a few moments, and they refer to
a glorious, yet not very distant past, which they immortalise. Demodocus’ second song (6 266-366), relating
the life of the immortals, corresponds to another traditional form of poetry; as Burkert notes (1985:121), both
the formulaic language of passages referring to the gods, and the parallels between archaic Greek and Near
Eastern poetry seem to imply the rather frequent presence of the gods in traditional epic poetry; the gods
could feature in a poem alongside the great heroes of the past, but most probably there were also poems which

dealt exclusively with the gods, as Hesiod’s Theogory seems to suggest.
'* Merchant (1971) 1-2.
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This historical basis, though, undergoes inevitable transformations in the passing
of time, mainly for two reasons: first, because of the oral way of composition and
transmission of such chronicles; not having a written and thereupon fixed form, the
account of the particular events of interest is conditioned by conscious or unconscious
interventions of both the poet and his audience as every new performance 1s also a new
composition: the former’s memory and the latter’s response or demands are decisive for
the way a poem will develop around the historical nucleus, since both of them can lead to
omissions or transformations, as well as additions and expansions. Thus, although such
poems prove man’s inherent fear and struggle against time and life, the further we move
from the original composition, and thus from the original event that forms its stimulus, the
less accurate the poetic account of this event seems to become. This is not to deny the
historical basis of heroic, and consequently epic poetry; the nucleus is definitely there, but
one should be very cautious not to use such poems strictly or mainly as historical
documents, for this i1s obviously neither their only nor their most essential quality. The
historical nucleus is not immune to change; rather, it is magnified and distorted by the

application of a heroic ideal and gradually expanded by the employment of fictional

elements.

The second reason that explains the incessant transformations of the original
nucleus is that heroic, and subsequently epic, poetry do not consist only of historical or
factual elements. As already mentioned, heroic/epic poetry is actually a fusion of fact and
fiction, as historical events are intermingled with various myths and folktales - even if the
latter are eventually invested with the character of the factual and an epic quality.

Particularly interesting in this respect are the implications of this blending of sagas, myths

14



and folktales: for, obviously, alongside celebrating and commemorating events, it also

entertains and even teaches or instructs.

The Homeric poems are placed at the end of such an oral tradition, which had
doubtless existed for a long time before these poems were composed, and whose
beginnings can certainly be r;either traced nor defined.'® This entails that a possible
original historical nucleus had already lost much of its coherence and objectivity by the
eighth and seventh centuries, when the poems are supposed to have been composed,
simply because of accretions and modifications through each new performance. More
important, it underlines the fact that the Homeric poems certainly lack the innocence of a
quasi-primitive composition; actually, the poet seems to be quite conscious of the tradition
in which he belongs and of his relation to it: being aware of his own status as poet and
composer, he participates in the very process of development that his tradition inevitably
undergoes. Thus, we can see the poet masterfully using his material by means of allusions,

additions, modifications or subtractions, so that the desired narrative aim be finally

achieved. The poet’s freedom is indeed worth considering at this point.

The Homeric poems are ‘primary’ epics, to be distinguished from ‘secondary’ or
‘literary’ epics.'” The essential point of differentiation between the two is their way of

composition: ‘primary’ epics are orally composed, while ‘secondary’ or ‘literary’ epics are

' On the origins of epic poetry the scholars oscillate between the Mycenean age and the so-called Dark Age,
their conclusions being based on the language of the poems and the assumed circumstances that led to the

appearance of epic poetry as a genre that exults the deeds of heroes and gods; see Kirk (1962) chapters 5 and
6

'7 Merchant (1971) vij; Beowulf and the Song of Roland are regarded as ‘primary’ epics, being distinguished
from ‘secondary’ or ‘“literary’ epics such as Virgil’s Aeneid, Lucan’s Pharsalia, and Milton’s Paradise Lost.
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obviously written poems, which are further modelled upon the ‘primary’ epics. This
difference is of great significance, for it implies a totally different technique and process of
composition, which inevitably affects both the work itself and its function. Thus, oral epic
apparently lacks the complexity of a written poem, and at the same time 1t inevitably lacks
the emphasis on the identity and individuality of the poet. Still, 1t would not seem absurd
to talk of ‘intertextuality’ even in oral epic; for, oral poetry may indeed be self-effacing
and impersonal, yet this does not entail that it is also fortuitous or serendipitous. The
anonymity of oral poetry should by no means be taken to imply that the oral poets are
neither concerned with nor influenced by their artistic self-consciousness.'® Among the

works of ‘primary’ epic one discerns the same constant flux of ideas as among literary,

written poems. "’

In order that the potential of oral poetry become clear, the principles of 1its
composition have to be considered. Ever since the work of Milman Parry, and later of
Albert B. Lord on Serbo-Croatian oral poetry,”® it has become clear that an important
mechanism of oral tradition is the use of formulae, both linguistic and thematic, which

facilitate the composition of a poem by means of their memorisation. Repetition proves

'¥ Hainsworth (1991:43) observes that ‘it was by necessity, not choice, that Homer was the most self-effacing
of artists’, obviously referring to the restrictions that orality entailed for a poet; ‘The themes and formulas of
the old art of song made it easy to re-create a story but almost impossible to perpetuate an individualized
conception’ (ibid.).

' Our evidence for this intertextuality within oral poetry is drawn, unfortunately, not so much from ancient
Greek poems as from more recent traditions that, being still alive, allow their examination; comparativism
involves definite dangers and therefore demands extreme caution, but it often is our only means.

29 Milman Parry first expounded his arguments in his doctoral theses L Epithéte traditionelle dans Homére
and Les Formules et la métriqgue d' Homére (Panis 1928), now found in A. Parry (ed.), The making of

Homeric verse: the collected papers of Milman Parry (New York, Oxford, 1987). A. B. Lord followed with
The singer of tales (Cambridge, Massachusetts, London, 1960).
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essential in a world that knows nothing of writing; this 1s the only means by which both the

content and the art of poetry can be transmitted from one generation to another.

These formulae are not as static as they might appear at first sight; in fact, they are
flexible enough to allow modification and adaptation to the particular narrative needs of
each poet. As a consequence, oral poems often consist of elements of different ages or
perhaps also different places, accommodated in and absorbed by tradition, creating thus a
conglomerate that can hardly be said to correspond to one particular historical reality.
Contradictions and inaccuracies are inevitable, especially since tradition and its poets are
not in the least concerned with historical accuracy or consistency. With every new poem
being a new interpretation of the traditional material, the narration concerns after all “a

timeless event floating in a timeless, ... in a non-contextual world’ %!

Tradition, then, seems to have an ambivalent power on its poets, exercising, one
could say, both centrifugal and centripetal forces: on the one hand it appears to provide all
the necessary material for poetic composition, around which material each new poem 1s to
evolve and develop; on the other, this material exhibits a dynamic quality that 1s evident 1n
the very freedom with which the poet handles and reshapes stories already told and known
to their audience. If we should confine ourselves to the use of thematic formulae in the
Homeric poems, one could say that the very plot of both poems is merely the manipulation
of a traditional theme for the construction of an entirely new narrative: in the /liad the

theme of a hero’s xoloc is transformed into Achilles’ unvig, the powerful wrath that

! Finley (1978) 172. See also Finley in Emlyn-Jones et al. (1992:114), who opposes the tendency to treat the
Homeric poems as historical sources: ‘True, we have nowhere else to turn at present, but that is a pity, not an
argument’.
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destroys so many lives and brings such suffering to the hero himself, while in the Odyssey
the theme of vootoc is combined with that of revenge, both of them being then

incorporated in the heroic setting of the Trojan war.

Two remarks follow on the observation of the poet’s freedom. First, 1t would
appear that the ‘literary’ quality of the poems is brought to the fore. As noted earlier, epic
poetry aims at celebrating as well as commemorating, or even instructing.?> The
sophistication of the Homeric poems, however, their elaborate way of structuring the plot
and their indulgence, one could say, in narration itself seem to prove that we have before
us works of literature, and however different the scope or function of this particularly and
amazingly distant literature, it is beyond doubt that it enjoys a freedom of composition
which entails that quite often the narrative purpose proves more important than the
purpose of historical accuracy or religious or social didacticism. No religious 1dea proves
so powerful as to confine the poet’s imagination and narrative, and no belief in the
necessity of consistency of historical or other information seems to determine the
unfolding of the plot. The narration of stories is what mostly concerns the poets, and to this
end they often have to be self-contradictory. Self-contradiction and inconsistency have
often puzzled scholars, but this is after all another piece of evidence of the poems’ literary

character: the end is the narration itself, and the absence of any systematic thought exactly

22 That epic poetry had a didactic function cannot be doubted; after all, it was one of the few means by which
ideas and beliefs, as well as practices and customs, could be communicated in this non-literate world; see
Burkert (1996:56): ‘the tale is the form through which complex experience becomes communicable’; also
Hainsworth (1991) 17, however, I would avoid going as far as Havelock (1978:4ff.) does into arguing for a
primarily didactic purpose; epic poetry seems to have been more than a ‘cultural encyclopedia’ (56); observing
that the poems’ instruction is not only ‘literary or aesthetic, but sociological and utilitarian’, including
‘technology, ...military skills...civic conduct, morals and religion’ he then asks ‘is it possible that ...although
from the standpoint of a modern critique this view of Homer is indeed secondary and may even seem perverse,
it reports a role played by the poems which was in fact the primary one they were called to play in their own
time and circumstance?’ (7). See Macleod (1983) 6, n.2, on the regular use of Tépmetv for epic poetry.
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proves that the exposition of such a thought which would be clear and perfectly consistent,

is neither the immediate nor the primary aim of the poets.*’

The literary character of the poems, however, has another implication - and this 1s
the second remark. The idea of intertextuality was mentioned earlier in relation to oral
poetry: orality and the use of formulae do not necessarily entail that the poets lack the
knowledge of interaction between different compositions, performances or traditions. The
self-effacing character of oral poetry is more a necessity than a choice, the result of non-
literacy. It is indeed true that the poets do not appear in propria persona in the poems, nor
do they ever seem to express their own views openly, but this should not be taken to imply
that they are unable, nay unwilling, to offer a more or less idiosyncratic re-presentation of

their traditional matenal.

To come to the Homeric poems, there are distinct differences between the /liad and
the Odyssey, as noted, which demand that we should talk of two different poets. As far as
the ideological aspect of the works is concerned, it will become clear later on that the
concepts of fate and justice are employed in a fairly discrete manner. Fate 1s an all-
important motive power of the Iliadic plot, a compelling and ineluctable reality imposed
on man, while justice is only of minor significance; in fact, it 1s never an essential idea for
the construction of the plot, and we only infer the existence of the i1dea from occasional
and indirect references to it. In the Odyssey, on the other hand, fate 1s only used when

necessary, and then without having the dark connotations of the Iliadic fate, while justice

23 See Clay (1983:5-6), who explains the poems’ inconsistencies as a result of the poets’ concern for the
immediate effect that each scene would have on the audience.
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1s an essential 1dea of the very plot. This difference between the two poems has often been
seen as indicative of a development in archaic Greek thought. The Iliad is supposed to
reflect a world of more “primitive’ ethics, where both gods and men are absorb?d by their
heroic code of Tiun and ape™n and where, consequently, it is only natural that'rjnorality T
not highly devéloped yet, while any idea of justice is only elementary; the Odys.:s'ey, on the

other hand, proves to present us with a more elaborate sense of morality, both because the

. - --‘.-i LI 'ﬁ‘- ‘!'. - "
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_heroes_are more, and more obviously, concerned with moral principles, and ‘because the
gods are now more interested in human affairs in a moral fashion, and more morally

disposed towards human life, aiming at preserving a just order.

This evolutionary theory, the model of a linear development of moral thought that
corresponds to the chronological order of the poems, should be seen perhaps in the light of
what has already been said about the poems’ literary quality and the poets’ freedom.
Before any generalisation about the identification of the poems with any historical reality
be admitted, the aim and perspective of each poem should be considered. In anticipation of
the conclusion that is to be drawn later on, let me state here that the differences between
the two poems are to be interpreted as a result of their different function and perspective

rather than of their different place 1n this evolutionary model.

Neither the oral character of the poems, nor the necessity of a formulaic
composition prove as powerful a restraint on the poet’s own will. This will, which, it has
to be admitted, was largely conditioned by the demands of the audience, could go beyond
the limitations imposed by tradition, creating astonishingly varied interpretations of life

itself. The different application of the concepts of fate and justice in the poems is

20



accompanied by a different atmosphere and outlook on life, and I would think that it 1s the
latter that determines the former and not vice versa. If such an interpretation seems to be in

conflict with our perception of oral poetry, it should perhaps be worth reconsidering the

potential of this ‘primary’ form of literature.*

24 For an interesting discussion of the poems’ different perspectives, seen in relation to the oral theory, see
Kullmann (1985), who dentes the possibility of a development of thought from the Jliad to the Odyssey;
according to him, ‘The difference between the two views of religion is too fundamental to allow such an

assumption’ (14), and the poems most probably represent two independent but contemporary religious
coOnceptions.

21



Homeric Morality

Morality 1s a concept of elusive and, therefore, highly controversial substance. The
vital issue regards obviously the qualities that allow an act to be termed moral. An
exhaustive enquiry into morality would certainly demand more than a mere examination of
the criteria upon which the distinction between ‘moral’ and its opposite may be effectively
drawn, for the question, as approached by philosophy at least, involves not simply the act,
but the motivation behind the act too. The problem is obviously much more complex than
it first appears. I will try to avoid any detailed discussion of the issues that do not pertain to
the question of morality in Homer, insisting only on those aspects that prove of great

significance for our understanding of the Homeric world.

I will begin with a basic distinction that Papanoutsos draws in his A8:x;; between
two uses of morality:' first of all, morality is used to define particular phenomena of our
consciousness, thus, moral phenomena form a distinct field or function of our
consciousness to be distinguished from the non-moral fields or functions of, say, aesthetic
or theoretical phenomena. In the second use of morality moral deeds (that is deeds that
accord with a behavioural norm) are distinguished from immoral deeds (that is, deeds
against a behavioural norm), in other words we have an evaluation in qualitative terms:

moral/good against immoral/bad - an evaluation that the first meaning certainly lacks. A
! Papanoutsos (1970) 367, n.1.
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further distinction can be drawn between morality and ethics: ethics denote the behavioural
norms which are established in a society as a result of the moral function of our
consciousness, while morality as an evaluative principle develops around and 1s defined
against ethics or a set of behavioural norms; as a consequence, moral evaluation can only

be relative, determined by the behavioural norms of a particular society.”

Obviously, if we thus perceive morality, we can hardly characterise any type of
society as amoral. Homeric morality need mean nothing more than the ethics or code of
behaviour that forms the basis of Homeric society; and this particular morality inevitably
implies evaluation, a distinction between right and wrong, which functions as a factor that
determines and at times limits one’s behaviour. In other words, decisions are taken and
courses of actions are accomplished on the basis of the norms required by ethics and 1n

view of the evaluation that is anticipated by the agent.

There is a danger lurking in this last statement that the conclusion should be drawn
that morality is just another idea subject to relativistic definitions or approaches. If each
society has its own principles of ethics which form and define nght and wrong, or moral
and immoral, an act is evaluated not against an abstract 1dea of nght and wrong, but rather
against the particular system of values of one particular society, its ethics, which provides
its own definition of right and wrong by establishing what is permitted and what 1s
forbidden. Morality, then, is largely moulded by the values and principles of each

particular society, thus assuming a particular character itself.

2 The: distinctiop between ethics and morality, or between a descriptive and an evaluative function of the term, is
certainly a logical or methodological distinction which hardly ever has an application in real life. We can
describe or evaluate the ethics of a society as observers, yet the ethics and the morality of this society itself seem

to be ultimately one and the same thing. This almost artificial distinction is necessary, if we are to understand the
difference between the terms ‘moral’, ‘non-moral’, ‘amoral’ and ‘immoral’.

23



This is indeed true to a certain extent; admitting the contrary would be absurd, to
say the least. However, it seems that the similarities between different societies are more,
and more important than the differences, and what actually hinders the perception of the
similarities is not the difference in the concepts themselves, but the difference in their
expression.” What is worth considering, then, is whether the various principles and ethical
codes of different societies may ultimately be reduced to one basic principle common to all

societies and essential indeed for their existence.

It is more than obvious that morality relates to society; it reflects a collective end of
peaceful and advantageous symbiosis. Rules are set and codes develop in order that
conflict be limited to the minimum, and, in an ideal society at least, in order that all
members of society be equally benefited. Morality, then, both as a code of ethics and as the
evaluation of behaviour, inevitably entails limits on the individual for the sake of a social
whole, and ideally this would signify mutuality in the relation between individuals. Thus, I
would come to the conclusion that morality corresponds to that particular behaviour that
takes into consideration, either consciously or subconsciously, the existing limits and
boundaries that define and distinguish my from your vital field of existence; somehow, 1t 1s
the conditioning of my absolute freedom of action through the acknowledgement of the
existence of an infinite number of circles in the world, with an equally infinite number of

centres and peripheries, each circle representing the vital field of an individual, which I am

3 By difference in expression I do not mean the employment of different words for what is basically the
same concept; rather I mean that each society seems to have different ways of imposing and sanctioning
such essential concepts. If, as I shall try to explain soon, morality is a subconscious social mechanism that
aims at stability and prosperity, this is doubtless the aim of all societies, whatever the sanctions and the
means they employ for this aim. Even in a totalitarian state, where the centralisation of power seems to
imply that the interest of one person defines the principles to be followed by the many, as long as the many

believe in those principles as the means to the stability and prosperity of the society, and follow them
willingly, we have essentially the same principle.
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neither allowed nor willing at some point to violate.* The social mechanisms of
sanctioning such a behaviour vary according to the structure and general qualities of each
society, yet whether by means of shame or guilt’ or even fear, the principle that is most
interesting is the very self-limitation within one’s defined boundaries and the avoidance of
an offensive intrusion to another’s marked off territory. In anticipation of what will follow,
let it be said at this point that, inasmuch as a decision is based, consciously or
subconsciously, on such principles, as indeed it has to be, whether by obeying them or by

defying them, I regard it as a moral decision.’

Morality, then, is first of all the limitation of the individual in a society by
means of a behavioural code that forms the society’s ethics, and it is also the
subsequent evaluation of the individual’s actions according to his degree of keeping
within the proper limits as defined by ethics. In either case, morality seems to
constitute a condicio sine qua non for the very existence of society, the absence of
which entails the absence, or perhaps the dysfunction, of society itself; two or more
entities can co-exist only after a mute, conscious or subconscious, consensus to moral
limitation and co-operation, and this consensus inevitably leads to the gradual

establishment of values and principles against which an act will be evaluated. This

* The agent’s will to act morally is related to the issues of motivation and intentions, which will be
discussed presently; it will become clear that even when it is supposedly external sanctions of propriety
such as fear or shame that define behaviour, one can be internally motivated, fear or shame having been
integrated into one’s own thinking in such a way as to form ultimately a personal wll.

’ Shame and guilt may be ultimately very close as regards their meaning, yet it has to be admitted that they
have been used in a rather different way by different societies, and have therefore different implications; it
is on the grounds of this difference that I distinguish the two here.

¢ According to this approach to morality, I would regard as immoral the behaviour of the suitors in the Odyssey,
and in the Mliad Paris’ abduction of Helen, Agamemnon’s arrogant behaviour in general, however mitigated this
may be at times by his status as commander-in-chief, and perhaps also Achilles’ obstinacy or rather obsessive
self-absorption, although it is expected, if not demanded, to some degree by the very code of Homeric society.
That this is actually more than my own personal evaluation of the heroes can easily be manifested by the poems
themselves: the evidence is both the negative comments occasionally expressed by the heroes, and the
unfavourable characterisation offered by the poet himself. Besides, I would definitely regard as immoral most of

the behaviour of the gods - but this is an issue of a much more complicated nature, which will be discussed in
due course.
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seems to be the essential element of all societies; what ultimately and fundamentally
distinguishes one society from another is the solution each one provides to this
rudimentary problem of co-operation and co-existence that forms the basis of a social
constitution; in other words, the values that a society employs as mechanisms that will
limit its members and will ensure their moral behaviour, their adherence to its code of

ethics.

One further remark: obviously, I do not purport to use morality as indicative of a
purely internal disposition, according to which the agent behaves morally out of a genuine
and deeply felt concern for morality per se, and in which case no motivation of self-interest
may be discened;’ consciously avoiding any connection of morality with intentions or
motivation, I prefer to focus on the act itself on the condition that it presupposes a
distinction between right and wrong, not because intentions are insignificant in any respect,
but because such a discussion would entail a sequence of thought that is alien to Homeric
man. I would tend to believe that even when no concemn for morality per se 1s discemned,
behaviour can still be seen as intemally motivated. The possibility of moral behaviour
exists in all societies, irrespectively of the sanction employed in order that moral behaviour
be ensured. I take this to be an essential function of human notional or emotional
mechanisms. Internal or external motivation is difficult to distinguish even in oneself, and

any attempt to do so seems to lead to crude generalisations and categorisations.

To come to the poems, according to what has been said up to now, the

distinction between right and wrong should be drawn against a set of principles which

! The' idea of a Kantian, pure morality, which is supposed to eliminate all traces of self-interest in its
pursuit of duty, has also been criticised of a self-interested motivation by Schopenhauer, just as Plato’s
theory of virtue has been accused of egoism; see Konstan (1999) 6-8.
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would define the limits and the boundaries of each member of the social group. The
principles of which the Homernic code of behaviour consists are basically simple
principles of everyday life present in most, if not all societies, such as the respect that
must be paid to the gods (A 48-49, 503), the elder (1 494-495), the priests and the seers
(A 23), or the dead (TT 456-457). Or they can be principles that create and are created at
the same time by the special character of the period; thus, kingship 1s believed to be
divinely constituted and established, closely connected with Zeus himself, and
therefore never questioned (A 277-279, B 196-197, 204-206, | 98-99). Aidcwc, in such
cases a feeling of respect sometimes connected with fear, 1s the appropniate behaviour
towards a king, whether this is Agamemnon whom everybody is obliged to obey, for he
is BaaiheuTtepoc (A 277-281; | 160-161), or any other king who is respected and obeyed

by his own people (B 213-214; M 310-312; TT 269-272).

Two other essential features of Homeric ethics are ixeoia - supplication, and
Ecvia - hospitality, or guest-friendship. The two are not unrelated, since a Egivog can be
seen as an ikéTne, and an kéTne can easily become a £givog. Both, moreover, seem to
function as necessary principles in an age of instability and insecurity: referring to an
essentially reciprocal relation, they ensure protection for both parties by demanding
adherence to a series of almost ritual acts and behavioural norms of mutual respect.® As

Gould states, regarding ixeoia, ‘it is a game of life and death’.” The sanction offered

through the connection of both principles to Zeus seems therefore to be explained: his

concern for and protection of the principles operate as the necessary means that would

check a possible violation. '

® For the ritual accompanying ikecia, see Gould (1973) 75-82.
? Gould (1973) 81.

'* The relation between Zeus and the principles of ikeaie and Eevia is discussed in pp. 189, 193.
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"Ikeota does not form a major issue in the Iliad. The references to it certainly
exist, but they are never extensive, nor do they have any particular function in the main
plot.ll In the Odyssey, on the other hand, it is an essential part of the poem’s
perspective: the hero often appears in the capacity of an iketng, while at the same time
the violation of the principle is one of the main defects in the behaviour of the suitors.
Along with the emphasis on ikeoia, and in line with its less heroic viewpoint, the poem
finds the opportunity quite often to underline the importance of a proper behaviour
towards beggars, ntewxol, people who, for one reason or another are found on the verge
of non-existence.'? Again, this forms a point of criticism against the suitors, further

enhancing the impression of their impropriety.

Zevia, on the other hand, is especially relevant to the plot of both poems: in the
Iliad this is the principle that Paris violated by seducing and abducting Helen (I" 351-
54, N 620-25). The result of Paris’ disregard for the laws of Eevia, the Trojan war itself,
is sufficient proof of the importance the institution had in social life. In its noblest form
Eevia appears in the Diomedes-Glaucus episode (Z 212-236); 1n its basest, in Paris’
behaviour towards Menelaus. In the Odyssey, as already noted, the suitors’ insolent
conduct in Odysseus’ house disregards both their rights and their obligations as Egivo,
and this neglect of the socially accepted norm inevitably results in their destruction.
The contrast to this behaviour is created by the reference to Eumaeus’ way of observing

the rules of Eevia, while another couple that causes a similar antithesis and tension is

Polyphemus and the Phaeacians.

' (:iould (1973:80) observes that of the thirty-five references to supplication in the poems, ten are
obviously made to an unsuccessful supplication; however, he opposes the view expressed by Dodds

(1951:3:2) th'at in the Jliad suppliants are never spared (80, n 38). As will become clear later on, Zeus’s
role as IkeTNo104 is suppressed in the poem; see Dodds (ibid.).
12 See Adkins (1960b) 24f.
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“"Opkoc, oath-taking, is equally important for the code and is also protected by
Zeus. According to Burkert, this is ‘the one place where religion, morality and law

definitely met’."” An oath in the Homeric world may concern anything; it can refer to

the Greeks’ obligation to help the Atreidai (B 186-188), or to the companions’ oath not
to harm Helios’ cattle. Of interest is the case of I' 268-301, when Greeks and Trojans
take an oath just before the duel between Menelaus and Paris; the oath seems to take
the form of an informal pact: if Menelaus wins, the Greeks will take back Helen and all
the royal property that Paris took away with him; if Paris wins, Helen will stay with
him, and the Greeks will leave; in this case the oath binds both sides to comply with the
demands of this agreement. The importance of the principle lies with its effectiveness
in an age of orality; as Burkert goes on to explain ‘oath is a phenomenon of language
which owes its existence in the very insufficiency of language. The weakness of the
word is the possibility - the likelihood - of lying, of fraud and trickery. The purpose of
oath, sworn by responsible partners, has always been to exclude lying in all its
forms...In other words, taking an oath means a radical “reduction of complexity”, in an
effort to establish univocal meanings and create a world of sense that 1s dependable,
with clear distinctions between true and false, right and wrong, friend and adversary,

ally and foe’."

The code is certainly applicable to all social strata, yet we seem to have the
perspective of the nobility, of the upper class of the ayafoi, on which both poems
focus. The lliad 1s exclusively concerned with this upper class, the only glimpse of the

lower classes being taken during the Thersites episode (B 211-77), where we hear of the

13 Burkert (1996) 169.
' Burkert (1996) 169f: cf. Havelock (1978) 23.
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ugly and hopeless warrior, the anti-hero who knows not how to behave or speak, being
thus in sharp contrast with the great figures of the poem. The Odyssey finds the
opportunity for a depiction of the lower social strata more often; either through
Odysseus’ false tales or through the presentation of his servants, faithful or not, we
enter a world that is totally absent from the older poem.!® Even so, the Odyssey is still
largely concerned with the works and days of the upper class, its code of excellence

and its noble status in society and history.

The ayabot are a group of people distinguished for their apetn, which means
their noble birth and wealth, and consequently their high social status and power - in
one word, for their success. Beauty and wisdom are naturally ascribed to this upper
class, as it often happens that social classes are seen in black and white.'® Similarly,
extreme bravery and martial prowess are unquestionable features of the nobles.
Obviously, there is a degree of idealisation and a tinge of poetic exaggeration, as
happens always in the case of heroic or epic poetry.!’ The characters of the poems

belong to a different age from that of the poet and his audience, their feats are of

'* I am certainly referring at this point to the main plot of the poem; for references to the everyday life of
the poet’s own age are found in the similes, which offer the view of a world which is largely different from
that of the heroes, and in the scenes depicted on the Shield of Achilles (Z 483-608). For similes as
referring to the poet’s age see G. P. Shipp, Studies in the Language of Homer (Cambridge 1972, second
edition).

'8 In this light, it is not surprising that Thersites is distinguished for his unpleasant looks (B 216-19). It is
worth noting, however, that the Odyssey avoids such generalisations: Eumaeus, Philebus and Eurycleia,
the hero’s faithful servants, are seen in a most favourable way, and the different emphasis that each poem
puts on the merits of the upper class is certainly worthy of consideration. The differences between the two
poems will be discussed later on, here, it suffices to note that the Odyssey presents us with a more detailed
and therefore more realistic image of society, even if this entails a possible departure from traditional
standards.

"According to Hainsworth (1991:5f), one of the essential elements of heroic poetry, from which epic
poetry derives, is eulogy; ‘for eulogy implies the hero whose successful struggles are celebrated, and none
of the pnmary epics lacks a hero...Naturally they [i.e. the heroes] are supermen, and they may possess
supernatural powers or supernatural weapons; but in what may be called his purest form the hero
dispenses with such aid... The greatness of the deed may then be made to lie in its daring,...or the

greatness may be altogether the hero’s, the deed itself being unexceptional, as when heroes who know
they are doomed face death unflinchingly’. See Introduction, p. 13.
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incomparable quality, thus justifying their claim to apeTn) and consequently their claim

to the realm of ‘heroes’.

Still, however fictitious this reality or poetic the embellishment of the heroes’
true nature, there seems to exist some nucleus of truth behind such qualities as bravery
and prowess; for they must have been historically founded in the fact that in times of
war and strife it was the wealthy and noble, with their martial education and material
support, who could mainly defend their people and their rights. Quite often in the text
we hear of a leader's responsibility for his subjects (M 310-321, = 86-37, 2 101-106,
128-129), which responsibility is both an obligation and a matter of Tiun. The nobles
enjoy the privileges of their status at the cost of their fighting and defending their
subjects - or at least that is what they should do. Hainsworth, commenting on
Sarpedon’s words at M 310-321, where Sarpedon stresses the obligation he has towards
his people, finds that ‘these famous verses constitute the clearest statement in the Iliad
of the imperatives that govern heroic life and their justification. It is, as Sarpedon puts
it, a kind of social contract; valour in exchange for honour...Honour comes first, for
only the founders of the dynasties gained their throne by first showing valour (like
Bellerophon, 6.171-195), their successors inherited their status, and might, as here,

have to remind themselves of that obligation that it entailed’.'®

12 Hainsworth (1993) ad loc. It is worth noticing that by the time of the poet’s age the justification of the
nobles’ high status and their subsequent Tiun no longer exist; the upper class of the eighth century has
inherited both wealth and power, and what was originally an impetus for more power and success, and
thereupon more security, has now become a moral obligation. More important, one should bear in mind
that although the poems supposedly reflect a distant and glorious past, they are intended for an audience
which interpreted the plot most probably according to its own contemporary perception; the heroic
principles must have been accommodated in some way to the ideas of the emerging woAiG. Besides, as
Havelock rightly observes, the poet himself is based on assumptions about the past and archaisms rather

than on r::nﬁniscence and certain knowledge, which often accounts for the co-existence of incompatible
elements in the poems.
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'Apetn and ayadds, the terms used in later Greek to denote internal, moral
qualities, are applied in Homer exclusively to external ment and success.'” The &pe of a
man is certainly different from that of a woman, for each one has to prove effective and
successful in different fields of social life, a point which makes clear the rather flexible
meaning of the concept implied. Moreover, it would appear that one’s apetr is not an
unquestionable or unchanging characteristic of his, but it may be easily diminished, and
under this constant threat the preoccupation and obsession with success and matenal gain
by competitive means is expected and justified. Tipn, which seems to refer to the reflection
of one’s status onto society, becomes the most crucial element of one’s identity and
consequently the point on which all actions seem to focus. In this light, the heroes’
preoccupation with public opinion, dnuouv ¢ame, and the extremely important role of

o182 in Homeric thought, seem to make sense.

Competition is a very important element in the life of the aycfoc, explained by
Adkins on the grounds of the Homeric world’s organisation around the oikoc:® the
conditions of life in a society structured in separate olkor make it necessary that maternal
success be especially valued; ‘¢ime is a necessary condition of life in Homer, in the most
literal sense of the words’;*' the apparent obsession of the Homeric heroes with their social
and financial status is only the result of a world which lacks the social or political

organisation that would provide stability, a world of constant anxiety and insecunty.

19 Adkins (1960a: passim) believes that the terms retain some of their original meaning in later ages as
well. The f:tymglogy of both words remains up to now obscure and not particularly helpful. A relation
between apetn and Ares, the god of war, even if not accurate, seems to suggest, however, the
connotations of the word and the way it was perceived by the Greeks. As Palmer (1950:150) observes ‘A

word has two aspects: sound and meaning’, and etymology based on phonetic rather than semantic

resemblance between words was often the case among ancient Greeks, cf. Pl. Phaed. 99e.
% Adkins (1960b) 23.

21 Adkins (1960b) 25.
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Competition is necessary for the individual, and through him for his olxog, if they are to

survive.

This observation has been reduced by Adkins into a rather simplistic scheme
that can supposedly explain the reason why we cannot, and therefore should not, talk of
moral responsibility in the Homeric world. If competition is necessary for survival in
the Homeric world, and if, consequently, it is always the stimulus for action, 1t 1s
inevitable that the quieter values of Homeric ethics are not similarly appreciated or
acknowledged. The preoccupation of the heroes with their personal apem) and Tipn
appears to diminish the importance of internal values, which do not always prove as
effective with regard to the establishment of one’s status. Reciprocity and the principle
of do ut des are decisive for the relationship between individuals: Tipr} demands Tipn in
return, and an offence leads to a counter-offence, not out of a concem for justice, but
out of a concern for one’s status, which is thus confirmed and acknowledged.23 It 1s not
surprising, therefore, that results are often more important than intentions, for it is on
results that one’s Tiun and status can be based. This line of thought results 1n the rather
sharp distinction between competitive and co-operative values, a polanty which
corresponds to the Homeric reality only partly. This 1s also the point at which

philosophy’s distinction between different types of motivation becomes relevant, and

22 This organisation corresponds to the world of the heroes rather than to that of the poet’s age; however
intuitive the poet and his audience, it has to be accepted that the narration must have been seen, to a great
extent, in the light of the conditions of more recent times, since a work of literature is often
accommodated to the audience’s own perception of life; see p. 31, n. 18. Even so, the following
discussion on apetrn and Tipn will not be affected; still, it is worth noting that, as soon as the TOAG
emerges, the Q_emands on the individual must have been more, and more intense, slightly modifying the
way in which apeTr) and Tiun were perceived.

# When Achilles re-enters the war, after Patroclus’ death, his decision resulted from an impulse almost,
his need to take revenge and alleviate in this way his pain and his sense of responsibility; the quarrel with
Agamemnon seems now trivial, almost nonsensical, yet the reconciliation has to be conducted and the

offering of gifts is a necessary part of it. For the Tiun both of Achilles and Agamemnon is affected after all
by this apparently formal act.
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Homeric ethics appear to lack the qualifications that would allow us to talk of morality

- and the point at which our intellectual memory proves dysfunctional and misleading.

Before I proceed, let me repeat that, as long as an action presupposes a
distinction between right and wrong, I would regard it as a moral action, indicative of
the moral function of human consciousness; the fact that the heroes are presented as
capable of deciding a course of action and behaving accordingly is, I believe, sufficient
proof of their being moral agents; for the moral function of our consciousness is after
all the capacity to evaluate a situation and act upon a distinction between right and
wrong.>* When seen against the code of ethics of Homeric society, such an action can
be moral or immoral, it can, that is, be in accord with the code or it can violate 1t. A
further distinction may be drawn between a mistake and a moral error, although this 1s
a very fine distinction indeed, relating to the motivation of an act and the degree of
consciousness when perpetrating a violation; the problem in this case is that mistake
and moral error can actually be fused, since motivation is not always easy to define

even in oneself.

Adkins’s distinction obviously presupposes an entirely different perception of
morality, which demands that morality is not only a matter of distinguishing right from
wrong according to the principles of a particular code of ethics, but rather a matter of
acting in accord with these principles out of a particular type of motivation; an act
which is believed to comply with the values and principles of a society can be termed

moral only as long as it is motivated by a pure and disinterested concern for morality

24 Obviously, I would not agree with Snell’s conclusions that Homeric man lacks self-consciousness when
making decisions; apart from the fact that Snell’s approach to the Greek language seems unfair, if not
absurd, it is the assumption that a world which is innocent of an advanced philosophical terminology
should also be ignorant of what I would regard as essential qualities of human behaviour, that is most

puzzling and frustrating. See Lesky (1961), Lloyd-Jones (1983) 9f., Gaskin (1990), Williams (1994) 2 11T,
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per se, and not if caused by a self-interested calculation of a beneficent result, by
prudence, fear, or shame.®’ Not surprisingly, Adkins finds no elements in the code of
Homeric values that would support such a morality, for it can certainly not be denied
that any conceptualised or internalised idea of an abstract notion of morality 1s simply

absent from the poems.

I would certainly not regard as illegitimate an approach which aims at
underlining the differences between two, or more, discrete ideological systems; quite
the contrary, they are of great importance and help in our understanding of the fine
nuances of concepts which account for the distinct ways in which each society evolves
and the mechanisms, social, political or religious, that it develops. However, Adkins’s
conclusions go too far: for him, excessive competition, and along with it excessive
concern for public opinion, énuou ¢aTic, create a nexus of values that do not allow the
development of the idea of disinterested action, and consequently the idea of moral
responsibility; admitting that Homeric society does not share our own perception of
morality, or that it is not aware of a notion of transcendental morality which would be
more important than success, is one thing, denying to it morality altogether and the
ability to perceive the idea of moral responsibility is another; the generalisation seems
too crude indeed, and too unfair both to the Homeric world and to the Homeric poems.
More important, it would seem that the differences are not after all so sharp as it seems

at first sight; for the ideas which supposedly prevent the development of moral thought,

25 Gagarin (1987:288) defines morality as the ‘disinterested concemn for others’, a definition which is
obviously the result of more recent philosophical speculation and can hardly have an application in the
Homeric poems;, not surprisingly, he finds only one example of moral behaviour in the poems, the attitude
of the Phaeacians towards Odysseus (ibid.); he then proceeds to distinguish offences in the Homeric world
into legal, religious and moral: moral offences, as well as moral behaviour, are possible only in relations
which are not at all defined by self-interest, that is relations towards guests, suppliants and beggars
(290f.). By thus stressing the importance of disinterested motivation, Gagarin fails to see that self-interest
does not necessarily imply extreme and utter selfishness, even if this is the way we usually perceive the

term, all actions can be reduced to some motive of self-interest in one way or another, even the concemn
for pure morality; see p.26, n. 7.
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such as competitiveness or shame, and the subsequent concern for results, are indeed

ideas that imply more than a vain obsession with success and good repute.

No one can deny the importance of competition and success in the world of the
Homeric poems; nor can it be doubted that moral qualities of any kind are not
sufficient a qualification for a hero to attain success or status. Apestr denotes the
external qualities of the upper class, and 1s therefore evocative of success and status;
competitive excellences are necessary if the established order of social stratification is
to be perpetuated, and in this way apetr] does not always or strictly depend on
adherence to this code, which is after all relevant to all social strata.?® This entails that
morality 1s not the basis of the upper class - at least not necessarily, and certainly not at
all surprisingly. If the ayaBoi enjoy the privilege of great Tiumn, they do so because of
their effectiveness in society, as this becomes evident in the results of their actions.
Morality or compliance with the code may prove beneficial for their status, but it may
also be in conflict with the demands of apetr), in which case the heroes usually opt for
the latter.”” Accordingly, their status is not in the least affected by their occasional
moral inadequacy: as in most societies, the upper class retains its status irrespectively
of its mernt in moral terms. It would appear, therefore, that Homeric ethics do not

necessarily owe their importance to their effectiveness in competitive terms.

** The support for this statement certainly exists only in the Odyssey, where Eumaeus and Eurycleia are
examples of the ethics of the lower classes, which prove after all to be similar, in principle at least, to that
of the upper classes. One could also think of Odysseus during the adventures, in which case he is not the
glorious king of Ithaca, but merely a nameless wanderer, a suppliant with no Tiun. Even more important,
however, appears to be the support provided by Hesiod, who defends this very morality, distinguishing it
from the class of the ayafot.

*" Thus, Agarr}emnon refuses to give Chryss:is back to her father, disregarding his position both as a priest
and as a suppliant, for the sake of his own apeTn and Tiun,.
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At the same time, the poems lack a transparent moral terminology that would
easily justify a discussion on Homeric morality; one feels at a loss, when looking for
the terms or the expressions that would seem to support the idea. However, the absence
of terms that can be readily recognised as moral does not necessarily entail a respective
absence of the notions; and as I have already noted (26), I would regard that evaluation
of a situation on a moral basis, and subsequent determination, are essential mechanisms
of human behaviour that cannot be denied to Homeric society on the grounds of its
non-elaborate philosophical thought and language. Adkins’s lexical approach of the
texts has met with the scepticism and criticism of scholars, who have tried to propose
instead a less inflexible and uncompromising interpretation that would rely on a more
overall examination of the Homeric terms that are evocative of moral evaluation or

28

appreciation.” Considering that, I will avoid discussing Adkins’s theses in extenso;

what I would rather do here 1s examine briefly three points which, whether or not seen
in relation to Adkins, are certainly important for our appreciation of the Homeric mode

of thinking about morality: the ideas of tiun and aidc¢, and the distinction between

intentions and results.

First of all Tipn. As noted (32), Tiun is the projection of one’s apeT} onto soclety;

in other words, one’s Tiun is proportionate to one’s own dpeTr} and competing for apsT)

r 29
)

means competing for Tiun.”" Now, Adkins sees the term in the light of the highly

competitive character of Homeric society; he first of all observes that the most

2% See Long (1970) and Dover (1983), and in most recent literature Cairns (1993a) 50ff, (1993b) and
Williams (1994).

2 Not all ‘members of Homeric society have the same degree of Tiun; the more powerful seem to have
more Ttun than the less so, and this is certainly an element that seems to support Adkins’s thesis that Tiun
should be seen basically in terms of material status. The gods are believed to have more Tipr than anyone
else, as well as more apetn and more Bin (see | 498) and this would lead us to the assumption that Tiun
is after all the degree of honour that one enjoys as the expected consequence of one’s position in society,

in fact in any sociepf. Power leads to honour, the two being inextricably linked. Adkins’s emphasis on one
only aspect of Tiur inevitably makes him disregard the whole for the sake of the part.
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powerful term of commendation in Homeric society is apetn, and along with it words
which are found mostly in competitive contexts, such as aya8dc, €cfAos and xpnotdg,
dusiveov and PeAticov, duetvoc and PéAtiotos;™ the most powerful word of disapproval
on the other hand is believed to be aioxpov, a word which ‘is never used to decry
injustice 1n Homer’.>' Having set these axiomatic principles, Adkins sees Tiun mainly
in its competitive and material aspect: ‘Let us take ... the man who has an oikos -
house, land, flocks, goods, chattels and dependants. Since Homeric man does not think
abstractly, these things are his time. He has not these things and a position in society:
these things are his position in society; and the fact that the Homeric hero must defend

them for himself readily explains the emotive charge which the word time possesses for

hirn’ 32

Seen against Adkins’s view, Lloyd-Jones’ interpretation seems indeed more
sober: Ty is now ‘honour’ and as such it is more important than the material gain or
loss that an offence may entail; ‘concern over property, even human property, would
hardly have troubled the antagonists so much were it not that in their society one’s
share in booty reflected one’s degree of time. Their [Agamemnon’s and Achilles’]
quarrel is over time and only secondarily over prOperty"'.3 * Somehow, it appears that in
this way Tip is not totally identified with apen, although it is still closely related to it
the fine difference between the two views seems to lie with the fact that Lloyd-Jones’

approach seems to make rather clear that an offence relates to one’s Tiur more than to

30 Adkins (1960a) 30.

31 Adkins (1960b) 31. As Cairns (1993a:59) observes, the word appears only three times in the /liad, in all
three of them referring to the ‘return from a military enterprise with nothing to show for it’, a
characteristic example of the ‘quasi-aesthetic concept of appropriateness’ of Homeric thought (54); see
Long (1970); Adkins’s assumption for the importance of the term, then, seems to rely on the prior thesis
of competitiveness, rather than on the actual evidence of the poems. With regard to this ‘quasi-aesthetic

concept’, see Cairns (1993a), who has shown that it can be indicative of moral evaluation and action,

despite its apparent reference to a superficial sanction. See also Dover (1983) 46.
32 Adkins (1960b) 31f.

33 Lloyd-Jones (1983) 11.
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one’s ape, and this entails that an offence is not seen only in its material or financial
dimension, not even only in its social dimension, but rather as an essentially .moral 1ssue

that corresponds to the violation of limats.

Tiun, then, is not merely the expression of a hero’s rather selfish need to
establish and protect the limits of his own existence; instead, emphasis should be put
on the fact that by acknowledging the Tiun of another, a hero acknowledges both his own
limits and the limits of the other person.”* This is certainly a moral issue, both because it
demands respect for the limits of another’s vital field of existence, and because 1t demands
adherence to the code of ethics as defined by the particular society. If society deems 1t night
that its members should respect one another’s apet and Tiun, that one’s personal status,
that is, should be largely defined by one’s own wealth, by no means should this be taken to
entail that relations of ¢ iAot are exclusively conditioned by considerations of self-
interest and gain, while the violation of this principle is not only a slight to one’s status, but
an act of impropriety, a lack of concem for righteousness as defined and prescribed by
society itself. The fact that this essentially moral principle is not referred to as such in
the text seems to be of little importance after all, while the fact that it 1s often
diminished into a vain obsession has to do only with the masterful charactenisation that

the poet is capable of prom"ding.:"5

3% See Long (1970) 137, Cairns (1993a) 13-14, 87ff., (1993b) 161. Tiun, therefore, should be seen as the
province, more or less, of an individual, his wital field, which is defined by his position and status in
society; this is an idea closely related to the concept of moira, for which see pp. 73-74; cf. also O 183ff,
where Poseidon talks of the apportionment of power among the gods: ekaoTog & eupope Tipng (189)
corresponds to 1GOHOPOV kK&l Ol TEMPLOHEVOV aiar) (209).

3 The fact that Agamemnon seems to be concerned with his own personal aims or interests more than
with those of his subjects or companions is in total harmony with the characterisation provided by the
poet. This is certainly not the attitude of Sarpedon or Hector, for example. There is a plurality of
characters, and consequently a plurality of behavioural responses to similar situations, and this is what
makes conflict possible after all. See Dover (1983); Cairns (1993a:71-83) on the way in which the heroes’
different degree of sensitivity towards the code of ethics operates in the lliad, for as he rightly observes
(49), ‘If aidos 1s an emotion, then its occurrence depends on the disposition of the individual and on the
particular conditions which have contributed to the development of his or her character, and so we need
not be surprised if it 1s not effective in every individual or on each and every occasion’.
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All violations in the poems are referred to in terms of Tipn, or rather of atipia;
accordingly, adherence to the code is also seen in terms of Tiun. When behaving
properly to guests or suppliants, one is supposed to reaffirm one’s own Tiun and
acknowledge at the same time the Tiun of another. Violating the code entails atipia for
the patient, but not for the agent; however, suffering atipia makes one react with Tioic,
the word interpreted most commonly as revenge, but implying actually any form of
reciprocity. *° The reciprocal quality of Homeric ethics may seem indeed superficial, but it
corresponds after all to a rudimentary principle of morality and even justice itself. The
principle of do ut des is necessary in order that one’s offended Tiun be restored, but this is
ultimately a presupposition for social order to be maintained. The principle could have
negative connotations if seen in the context of a system of pure morality, yet, if one
could avoid such lapses into a more recent mode of thinking, it would become clear
that there is an essentially moral principle underlying the idea. This i1s the very
principle upon which the human way of perceiving justice seems to be based, even if in
more modemn legal systems it is after all concealed by a sequence of thought that is
supposedly based on a more advanced perception of morality. The agent who
acknowledges one’s Tiun acknowledges the limits both of his own and of the other
person’s vital field; accordingly the violation of this principle is the violation of limits,
and such an action causes reaction Iin a most natural way. Morality is not exactly

goodness, nor 1s 1t certainly love; it 1s not an emotion, although it may ultimately be

conditioned by emotions.

*® For TioIg see A 37-43, B 258-90, ' 27-29, Z 51-65, A 138-42, ® 133-35.
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Among the nobles there arise relations of mutual recognition of Tiun, or relations of
$r1Aotns, which ensure both personal status and social stability. Guest-friendship, Eevia, is
an expression of this very mutuality: apart from a good disposition towards guests, and
thus the establishment of an ever-lasting friendship, the principle also implies a
reciprocal relation, sealed by the exchange of gifts, which supports the apeti} and T of
both parties. Through this relation of rights and obligations, a bond is perpetuated for
generations, which aims at the security of one’s oixog. The power of this idea was such
that it ‘must often have compelled one chieftain to take up arms in another’s quarrel’.’’
It 1s in this sense that the Greeks decide to fight against the Trojans: by doing so, they

do not simply establish their own claim to apet) and iun, but they acknowledge at the

same time the apet and Tipn of Menelaus and Agamemnon (A 158-160).

More important, atipta, failure, that is, to properly acknowledge and value
one’s Tiur; may have the least desirable results. Both poems actually evolve around
such a violation. In the lliad the atipia of Agamemnon towards Achilles proves
disastrous for Greeks and Trojans alike, while at the same time the motif permeates the
poem and is always and insistently on our mind because of the atipia of Paris towards
Menelaus, a matter that after nine years is still not settled; a third occurrence of the
motif opens the poem in a remarkable way: the atigiac of Agamemnon towards
Chryses, which leads to the conflict between Agamemnon and Achilles both as a
mechanism of structure and as an element of the plot. What Menelaus, Achilles and

Chryses have suffered is a violation of their Tiun, which was not properly appreciated,

3 Kirk (1985) on A 154-56.
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and which they now demand to have re-established.’® The Odyssey also presents us
with a case of atnpia: the suitors’ excessive behaviour indicates their failure to
acknowledge Odysseus’ Tiun, for even if they act on the supposition of the hero’s
death, their conduct is offensive towards the whole olkog, violating the very important
principle of Esvia; their slaughter, excessive though it is in its turn, further underlines

the importance that the proper recognition of Tyt has for the Homeric world.

It would appear that an interpretation of Tiun as the obsession with “honour’ and
prestige rather than with material gain and loss seems to correspond more accurately to
the complex world of emotions of the heroes, forming thus the material upon which the
conflict necessary for the plot can be based. True, financial gain and loss can prove
important enough to cause an expedition to Troy, or at any rate a quarrel among even
the closest of friends; however, this is not a focal point for the poet. Achilles is not
angry for the loss of Briseis herself, even if this is certainly a cause of pain for him; his
anger originates in his amazement almost at having been thus insulted; it is his self-
esteem and his evaluation of himself which cause his excessively self-assertive
response, just as is the case with Agamemnon’s excessive pride. As for Menelaus, the
poet certainly suppresses the economic aspect of the war by using beautiful Helen as
the cause and the end of the expedition: the king of Sparta contends for his queen, and
only secondarily for the treasures that Paris took away with him. In a similar fashion

Odysseus contends for his house and his family, and it would be absurd to say that he

3% 1t is interesting that once the order is reversed, and Achilles® Tipn is violated, the moment comes for the
hero to question the stability and credibility of the traditional code of behaviour (I 316-322). This can be
seen as the expected reaction of a man who insists on his anger rather stubbornly, but it also forms an
essential point in the development of Achilles’ character: when the hero re-enters the war, he is not incited

by a concern for his status; instead it is the pain at Patroclus’ loss and the consequent wish for revenge, as
well as a sense of responsibility, that make inertia insufferable.
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kills the suitors ‘for the sake of his arete, because it would be aischron not to do so’ R

with aioxpov implying a competitive failure.

The support for such an interpretation of Tiun and, consequently, of the poems
themselves, can be found in the use of uBpic and a18w¢, or rather avandein, which are
applied in order to describe the offences relevant to the plots. Now, Agamemnon’s
amipia towards Achilles is referred to as uBpic only three times in the poem (A 203,
214; | 368), and the word 1s used once again in the Iliad in relation to the Trojans’
offence towards Menelaus (N 633); in the Odyssey, by contrast, uBpi¢ is a regular
accusation against the suitors, underlining, along with atac8alin, the insolence of their
behaviour. The limited use of the term in the Jliad is certainly worthy of note, but 1t has
to do with the poem’s complex issue of right and wrong, and will be discussed in the
next chapter; here, it suffices to note that the term is used by the wronged party of a
dispute,® it relates, that is, to a subjective perception of a situation, not in the sense
that this is a mistaken perception, but rather in the sense that the wrongdoer does not
necessarily perceive the situation in a similar fashion. As MacDowell notes, uBpig ‘“is

an evaluative word, not an objective one’."’

Since an evaluative word, uBpic has obviously to do with behaviour and moral
responsibility; the reason why the offended heroes retaliate, and indeed they are

justified to a large extentin their excessive reactionis the very fact that the moral

* Adkins (1960a) 238; contra Dover (1983) 45.

** A 214 belongs to Athena, yet it is obviously the view of someone who subscribes to Achilles’ reaction.
! MacDowell (1976) 21.
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responsibility for the dispute itself lies with their opponents.*? There has indeed been
much discussion on UBpic,* into which I would sooner not become involved; minor
differences apart, all accounts seem to agree that uBpi¢ refers to excessive behaviour.
Another characteristic that I would regard as important is the relation of UBpi¢ to Tiun,
or rather to aTipia, since excessive behaviour leads to disregard of another’s claim to
nign.** It is exactly in this light that we should understand the conflicts that form the
nucleus of each poem, and it is certainly in this way that Tiun as ‘honour’ seems to
make sense. The issues raised are moral, since they refer to the violation of proper

limits; more important, the issues are seen by the heroes themselves as moral.

True, one could object and say that Achilles’ subjective perception of
Agamemnon’s behaviour does not justify such an interpretation; if nothing else, it 1s
only an isolated case, which is in conflict, moreover, with the attitude of the other
heroes, who express no negative moral judgement against Agamemnon during the
quarrel;“ besides, as Adkins notes, ‘QOua more powerful chieftain...he [Agamemnon]
has a claim to take Briseis if he will, qua leader of the Greeks, he must maintain

himself as an agathos.... The one is permitted, the other is demanded, by this

2 There are certainly differences in the motivation of Agamemnon, Paris and the suitors: Agamemnon and
Paris do not seem to have the intention to slight a particular hero, but are rather driven by their passions
and egotism; Paris is frustratingly indifferent to the whole situation, while Agamemnon, on the other hand,
easily lapses into a personal attack against Achilles, his arrogance being directed in this way towards a
specific victim. The suitors’ case is different: they seem to be consciously disregarding all the principles of
the Homeric code for the sake of their own interest. Whether or not one is consciously or intentionally
offending or wronging another is of no importance not because the notion of moral responsibility is absent
form the Homeric world, but because in real life such a distinction is of no great importance; see Williams
(1994:63fF) on the difference between moral and legal responsibility. Besides, even if we accept that
Agamemnon actually made a mistake, which he later tries to redress, the mistake lies in his miscalculation
of the result that the quarrel would have on the war, and not in his attitude as such towards Achilles; being
under the influence of passion, he seems less ‘guilty’ than the suitors, but he is actually deeply responsible

for the dispute and this 1s the view expressed by other heroes too; for the importance of self-control
against excess see | 255-56, Z 107-10.

> See MacDowell (1976), Fisher (1976) and (1979), Caimns (1996).

‘j Greene (1944) 22; Fisher (1976) 183; Caims (1996) 6ff. See Aristot. Rhet. 1378b32: uPpecs &
aTipIa,

* "YPpic appears three times in the poem in relation to Agamemnon, exactly as many as aioxpdv,

Adkins’s most powerful term of disapproval, see p. 38, n.32.
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competitive system of values’.*® Agamemnon’s legitimate claim, according to the

Homeric code, does raise a.complex issue relating to a conflict of forces or demands
within the code on the one hand, and to the hero’s character on the other, and it will
have to be postponed for the moment, for it pertains to the whole atmosphere or
perspective of the poem. I will briefly discuss, however, the apparent silence of the
other Greeks, for it will take us to the most interesting role of «idcdc in Homeric

thought.”

First of all, quarrels or affronts can be quite common among heroes;*® as is
often the case in real life as well, the disinterested observers do not necessarily take
sides with one or the other party; most often they simply attempt to bring over a
reconciliation rather than put a stress on moral responsibility, since a statement of this
nature would prove disastrous; it usually happens that both parties are checked, even 1f
only mildly, and both parties are equally supported. The quarrel between Agamemnon
and Achilles is certainly exceptional, for the mere reason that Achilles enjoys a
uniquely privileged relation to Zeus, which leads to the unpleasant consequence of
defeat and the fear of an imminent disaster. It would seem inevitable that the
dimension of the quarrel be sensed only post eventum, not because the result of
Agamemnon’s behaviour is necessarily more important than his intentions, but because
the result of Achilles’ wrath begs for a reconsideration of the whole tssue. For the

audience, who already know the disaster that is to follow, the unfolding of the quarrel

46 Adkins (1960a) 51.

“T 1 focus on the lliad at this point, because moral issues are definitely clearer in the Odyssey; however,
the principles are applicable to both poems.

*® A typical example is Y 473-98, the quarrel between the lesser Aias and Idomeneus, in which case
Achilles intervenes and prevents the dispute; here Achilles is a third, disinterested party, talking of a

veusmc‘that the heroes themselves would feel, were some one else involved in a dispute, and he obviously
avoids siding with one or the other hero.
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creates a suffocating atmosphere evocative of tragedy, which offers in this way a highly

perceptive, almost sophisticated, view of human life.

A quarrel with another Greek leader can certainly not be a threat to
Agamemnon’s apeTn or Tipn; losing the war, on the other hand, is obviously a threat,
since it entails a diminution of power. It would be absurd to believe that the two could
ever have the same 1mpact on such an external quality as status or prestige. However,
this does not prevent the quarrel from raising an essentially moral issue. Agamemnon
violates the limits of Achilles’ Tiun; by taking Briseis away he disregards Achilles’
claim on her, which implies his virtually underrating Achilles’ value. As noted (43)
Achilles himself talks of Agamemnon’s behaviour in terms of UBpi5: Agamemnon may
not have the intention to offend Achilles in particular, yet his attitude is offensive after
all, and 1t inevitably stirs up Achilles’ passionate reaction; Achilles also speaks of
avandein (A 149, 158, cf. | 372-73), referring to Agamemnon’s lack of respect for the
code of ethics itself which demands that he should accord Achilles his proper Tiun.
Achilles feels that he has been wronged, the whole plot is evolving around his protest
against Agamemnon’s improper conduct; he violates Agamemnon’s Tiur] in his turn, in
a wish to react and reaffirm his own status, and although this reaction is justifiable to a
certain extent, it is at the same time checked by the code of ethics: Achilles owes due

respect to Agamemnon who is ¢pepTepog, emel mAeoveoaiv avaooet (A 281).

True, Achilles’ protest stems from his sensitivity towards his own personal
Tiun, and not from a concern for Agamemnon’s improper or immoral behaviour as
such, but 1t is also true that, when being wronged, one hardly ever shows concern for
the wrongdoer’s intentions, and if this should happen, it happens only after one’s anger

has been assuaged. At the same time, the Greeks do not have a reason why they should
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interfere with what is still at this point a personal dispute between Agamemnon and
Achilles, until the moment when the consequences fall upon them too. Nestor, being
certainly more discerning and perceptive, can anticipate the danger, and being also
older and more respectful, can intervene in an attempt to avoid the anticipated
outcome; but no one else has the right or even perhaps the wish to openly pronounce a
judgement. If Nestor seems at this point to be talking in prudential rather than in moral
terms, this 1s not because no moral issue is raised, but rather because at such crucial
moments prudence 1s more effective. No other hero exhibits Achilles’ self-
assertiveness or confidence against Agamemnon that would justify a moral

appreciation of the latter’s character.®

At | 523, however, Phoenix tries to persuade Achilles to help the Greeks; until
now, he says, it was not vepeoontov that he should be angry with Agamemnon; veusoig
1s indeed the response that improper behaviour causes to a distanced observer who is
not affected by this behaviour, yet disapproves of it on the grounds of its violation of
accepted norms.”® Moreover, by following the occurrences of vépcoic, we seem to
obtain a view of the principles that define behavioural norms among members of
Homeric society. Thus, we hear at T 182 that it is not veusoontov for a king to make
amends to some one whom he has first insulted; and we hear at Y 494 that one feels

vepeoig when witnessing a quarrel.

All three instances of vépeoi¢ just quoted are important for our understanding of

the moral 1ssue that the dispute between Agamemnon and Achilles raises: quarrels are

*> When Diomedes, who may be seen as a more prudent counterpart of Achilles (Griffin (1995) 27), is
confronfed by Agamemnon (A 370-400), the hero reacts with alScic (402), keeping silent, and when his
companion Sthenelus reacts in his place, the hero checks him by saying that he feels no vepecoig for

Agamemnon; for after all it will be to him that the outcome of the war will be ascribed (412-18).
> See Caims (1993a) 51-54; (1993b) 158.
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disapproved of, for they can certainly lead to uBpi¢, excessive behaviour that violates
the limits of another’s Tiun, and the “attempt to increase one’s honour at the expense of
another member of the group is occasion for vépeoic’.>! Achilles’ reaction, nonetheless,
does not cause vepsoic, for he is defending his offended Tiyv, and although his own
behaviour may be equally excessive as Agamemnon’s, the very fact that he did not
initiate the quarrel operates as an extenuating argument for his case. Agamemnon’s

responsibility, on the other hand, 1s made clear by Odysseus’ reference at T 182: he was

the first to transgress the limits of Achilles’ Tipn.

Nepeowe reflects the opinion of a disinterested and detached public, and it refers
rather clearly to moral evaluation of one’s behaviour; indignation is the expected
reaction of this public when one exceeds one’s own limits and transgresses, as a
consequence, the limits of another. This is a matter that is closely linked, as noted
above, with the idea of Tipn as ‘honour’ or the vital field of existence of an individual:
my Tiun or honour circumscribes the freedom of another’s actions, and vice versa;
reciprocity is essential for the survival not merely of the individual, but of the social

group as well. Competitiveness is legitimate, or rather necessary, but it need not mean

amorality, nor certainly immorality.

A18ca¢ is the counterpart of vépeaic as the emotion that ‘foresees and seeks to
forestall nemesis’.>* If vépeoic operates on the individual from the outside, aiscic is the
mechanism that operates internally towards the same end: the inhibition and prevention

of improper behaviour. The public is still a point of reference; aiScwig, however, further

implies self-criticism. As already noted (35), the sanction provided by shame is often

> Cairns (1993a) 161.
3% Caims (1993a) 52. See also Greene (1944) 19; Atdc¢ and Néueclc are two forms of @cuic.
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believed to be an impediment to the development of moral thought; when one acts by
taking into consideration the opinion of a public, the act 1s motivated by a concern for
self-interest, and 1t cannot, therefore, be regarded as a proper moral act. Such a view
obviously disregards essential characteristics both of shame in particular and of human

behaviour in general.

Before I proceed with aidcg, it has to be noted that the argument that a self-
interested moral behaviour forms actually an oxymoron rests on a very theoretical
presupposition that would demand the elimination of the self. But the self cannot be
eliminated; 1t can only be limited within its proper confines. No act, however
disinterested at first sight, can avoid the involvement of the self. For 1t is through the
entity that we call our ‘self’ that we perceive life, mentally, emotionally and physically.
Moreover, self-interest can indeed refer to selfishness and self-absorption, but it can
also refer to the elementary wish for survival, literally and metaphorically. How one
perceives one’s own self and how one conditions one’s own behaviour on the basis of
this perception is after all a personal matter, determined by denominators such as one’s

disposition or character, culture and education, reason and will power.”

This being said, it has to be noted that ai8c3¢ should not necessarily be taken to
imply self-interested motivation; nor should it be seen only as an external sanction of
human behaviour. Once these two points be accepted, aiScd¢ appears to assume a

totally different function in Homeric society, a function which allows the possibility of

internalised moral behaviour and therefore a developed sense of morality.

> For the importance of culture or education in one’s character see Aristot. Rhet. 1370a6: kal yop TO

e1f1opEvoy cdomrep TeuKSS 110N YiyveTar ouotov ydp Tor 16 £8o¢ TR ducer; cf, Rhet. 1354a7; Pol
1332a40.
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Doubtless, particularly misleading for the appreciation of the role of aiSci¢ has
been Dodds’ classification of Homeric society among the so-called ‘shame-cultures’, as
opposed to “guilt-cultures’.”* His statement that ‘Homeric man’s highest good is not the
enjoyment of a quiet conscience, but the enjoyment of ¢timé, public esteem ... And the
strongest moral force which Homeric man knows is not the fear of god, but respect for
public opinion, aidds’,” does make a point, since we can hardly talk of conscience as
such in the Homeric poems, yet it also seems to put too great a stress on the distinction
between shame and guilt. As will become clear when examining the poems themselves,
the gods correspond to a peculiar form of justice which is closer to the order of nature
and life than to an i1dea of good as opposed to evil that would indeed support man’s fear
of their punishment; with divine sanctions being weak, aic3c does seem to become
more important and powerful a sanction, yet its effectiveness should not be taken to
result merely from the ‘pressure of social conformity’;*® for aiSc3c, or ‘concern for
honour, even when 1t 1s acute, betokens no simple reliance on external sanctions alone’,
and it actually denotes that ‘one is brought to a negative evaluation of oneself in

respect of some ideal, and the catalyst may come from within as well as from

without’.”’

That aidwe is more than a vain obsession with or fear of criticism and
disapproval has been successfully illustrated by Cairns (1993a); since shame is an
emotion, 1t has a cognitive aspect which entails evaluation; thus, the role it has in

Homeric society is that of a principle ‘which renders one sensitive to the general values

>4 Dodds (1951) 17-18, 26 n. 106, 28ff. For a discussion of Dodds® thesis, as well as of the distinction

between shame and guilt, see Cairns (1993a) 27ff,, 481,
> Dodds (1951)17f

*® Dodds (1981) 18.
*7 Cairns (1993a) 43, 18.
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of society and which inhibits departure from them’.”® When it comes to relations
among two ‘or more members of Homeric society, ai8c3¢ and its counterpart vepeoig
become the principles that prescribe one’s action or non-action, thus underlining the
heroes’ deep sense of self-consciousness; more important, they are the principles which
prevent the violation of another’s Tiun, which demand in fact that the Tiun of each

individual be properly acknowledged and honoured, thus assuming a particularly moral

meaning.”’

It would appear, then, that aidc3¢ does not refer simply to one’s concern for
fame or good name, but it can, or rather it should also be seen as a mechanism, social
as well as notional or emotional, which can indeed operate internally as a sanction that
can determine one’s decisions on the basis of a distinction between right and wrong.
When one’s behaviour is disapproved of|, an essential appreciation of right and wrong 1s
presupposed, even if subconsciously; the person criticised accordingly appreciates his
own behaviour, always, no doubt, proportionately to his sensitivity towards the code of
ethics. The idea that other people form of an agent is not an arbitrary and haphazard
judgement void of significance and expressed for the sake of criticism itself -
allowances always made for exceptions; approval of one’s behaviour is based on the
acknowledgement that the agent has acted properly or morally according to the established
norms of a society, both for the one who approves and for the one who is approved of.
Shame entails more than a shallow obsession with good reputation, for the painful truth is

that what we are is often defined by what other people think of us, this being a reality

°% Cairns (1993a) 154, for the prospective, inhibitory use of shame in Homer see 48T,

* Cf. Cairns (1993b) 163: “If I can point out that any impartial individual would feel vépeo1g at a certain
course of action, if I can argue that you too would feel veueaic were another to act as you do, if I can feel
vepeoiS at my own conduct or reject conduct because it is of the sort at which I should feel vepeoig, then
I acknowledge that individuals can endorse, appropriate, and internalise the values of their society, and so

it 1s wrong to suggest that Homeric man simply conforms to external standards out of fear of punishment
or disgrace’.

51



which we do not have the sobriety or the courage to accept, while what we think of
ourselves may prove to be no more than an illusion. Our individual and unique perception
of the world 1s certainly not always in accord with the reality that exists beyond the
limits of our existence, and the opinion of other people may often oblige us to confront
an inconsistency. Applied to the issue of morality, disapproval of one’s behaviour may
illuminate the existence of defects of which the agent himself 1s not aware or which he
1s not willing to acknowledge. One’s response to such cnticism 1is, as noted,
proportionate to one’s sensitivity towards morality, and shame can become ‘a matter of

the self’s judging the self in terms of some ideal that is one’s own”.%

Dodds’ aforementioned statement i1s followed by the example of Hector:
Hector, we are told, ‘goes with open eyes to his death’ for he feels shame before the
Tn::ojans.;;61 in other words, the hero’s decision to die 1s conditioned by the fear of
criticism. The same fear is supposed to underlie Hector’s decision to leave his wife and
his son and fight for his people (Z 441-46). But, as Hooker observes, neither utterance
is ‘typical of the way that the heroes in general reason or behave’, and this is exactly
where the interest lies, in the lines’ ability to ‘illuminate Hector’s own character and
his role in the Iliad® % Hector is most probably the most integral character of the Jliad,
and this impression 1s largely the result of his sensitivity to propriety; his is not the
boring, superficial propriety of someone who follows blindly the rules of society out of
fear of disgrace; rather, this fear 1s part of his very mode of thinking in the sense that

what may become the object of criticism 1is essentially wrong, and it should therefore

be avoided. No other hero responds to aidc3¢ in the same manner, unless we look at

® Caimns (1993a) 16.
°! Dodds (1951) 18.

°2 In McAuslan, Walcot (1998) 15; cf. Cairns (1993a) 79-83.
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young Telemachus in the Odyssey, and it is this response which contributes to his

character; the poet’s characterisation proves again remarkable.

A18c3¢ and vepeoic, then, as well as uBpic, may be said to be terms which allow
us a view of the Homeric concept of morality. Excess is condemned, since it results in
the violation of morality itself, and public opinion can operate internally as the sanction
that conditions one’s behaviour, not necessarily implying a self-interested concern for
status, financial or social, but often denoting a conscious distinction between right and
wrong, which is the basts of moral behaviour and responsibility. The terms are used in
both poems when the heroes’ action has to be seen in its moral dimension; avaidein
and vépeoic are relevant both to Agamemnon and the suitors, for these are the terms
that evoke the principles that have proven inoperative in their case; and these are

certainly the principles that demand moral behaviour.

A question remains: if moral behaviour is indeed possible in Homeric society,
and if such ideas as shame and public opinion or disapproval are capable of functioning
as internal sanctions of such a behaviour, why is it that no distinction is ever drawn
between mistake and moral error, and that consequently results seem always more
important than intentions? The question obviously relates to another anachronism

which results 1n misleading associations and conclusions, since it demands that we

appreciate and interpret Homenc thought on the criteria of an entirely different system

of thought.

The intentions or the motivation behind an act are indeed very important, although
1t 1s worth considering whether this is not so much the case when an act that should be

regarded as immoral has been caused by a moral motivation, but rather when a moral act
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has been caused by what is regarded as an immoral, or occasionally a non-moral,
motivation. I would believe that the idea of a pure morality basically implies, or aims at, a
person who acts morally because of an inner disposition towards morality, and this 1s
perhaps the legitimate ideal of any man who has ever thought on good and evil. But as I
said, this is an ideal which aims at ‘creating’ agents of moral acts, and not at justifying
immoral acts.®® It would appear, then, that in the field of morality, as in all fields of human
action, results are always more important; in actual life good intentions can never, and
should never function as a justification of an act that implies failure, moral or not.
Morality is basically a social matter, even if it finally receives a metaphysical or theological

dimension.

The idea that Homeric society is preoccupied with results rather than intentions 1s
closely related to the interpretation of Tiun and aidwg; if the terms should be seen as
indicative of one’s obsessive pursuit of status, it is inevitable that one’s actions should be
interpreted accordingly as being appreciated on the basis of results. I hope that it has
become rather clear by now that neither term should be scen only in the light of
competitiveness. If internally motivated behaviour is possible, one’s intentions are indeed
of interest, since it is the intentions that define this behaviour. When Achilles accuses

Agamemnon of avaidein (A 149, 158), he talks of his excessively self-interested

I have to confess that my knowledge of Kant’s philosophy is indirect, and therefore my interpretation of
its principles may actually be mistaken; however, as far as I can see, the point of stressing the intentions of
an act is to ensure that a moral act is not caused by immoral or non-moral motivation, and consequently
that moral behaviour is not a chance event; as Williams says (1993: 68), theories such as that of Kant or
even that of Hume, emphasise the importance of motivation because ‘the man who has a moral motivation
for doing things of the non-self-regarding sort, has a disposition or general motive for doing things of that
sort; whereas the self-interested man has no such steady motive, for it will always be only luck if what
benefits others happens to coincide with what, by the limited criteria of self-interest, happens to benefit
him’. Obviously, what we have here is a desirable result and a way to accomplish it; a moral act is better
ensured to happen when the agent is inclined to act morally. But does this principle also imply that an
immoral act which is the result of moral intentions should be regarded moral on the grounds of these
intentions? Or should we believe that moral intentions inevitably lead to moral results? For it seems that
the theory should, at least, aim at providing the principles of constructing the best possible society in
terms of morality, and not the justification, as I said, for acts that fail to meet the desired end.
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motivation which prevents him from acknowledging the Tiun of another; and when the
Greek embassy comes to Achilles to announce Agamemnon’s regret, the hero replies in the

most remarkable way: exBpoc yap por keivog opcdc 'AlSao muAnowv | ¢ X ETepov pEv

keudn evi ppeotv, arho O sinq (1 312-13).

The fact that results are indeed of great importance does not necessarily entail the
unimportance of intentions. The very plot of the poems seem to prove exactly the opposite.
In both poems we have the violation of a so-called co-operative principle: in both
poems the breach of established limits for the sake of one’s own success may certainly not
affect one’s status in society, yet it proves disastrous for society itself and is therefore not
approved of. If we should 1nsist on the distinction between competitive and co-operative
values, we could say that Egvia is an essentially co-operative principle, which has,
however, consequences on the competitive level. It is a social mechanism that prevents
the violation of the limits that exist in a society: both guest and host are obliged to
observe these limits on which their relation actually relies. The result is both social

stability, as aimed at by morality, and social status for the individual - both the guest

and the host.

The poet, innocent of the distinction between values, is certainly not concerned
to put the emphasis on one or the other aspect of the violation. The two co-exist, being
of equal importance. If we should forget for a moment the discussions on competition
and co-operation, we would see perhaps the poet’s own view more clearly, and we

would perceive the poems for what they really are: the narration of a sequence of

events which seem to underline man’s helplessness before life and before the
consequences of his own actions and decisions in which he becomes entangled, his

inability to grasp the meaning of that slight single moment when right and wrong
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become fused.** Each poem presents us with a conflict between right and wrong, the
difference being that, while in the Odyssey this is the typical conflict between the good
and the bad characters, in the Iliad the situation 1s more complex than that: on the one
hand, the typical conflict exists here as well, but is reflected 1n a less sharp distinction
between heroes who are portrayed positively and heroes who are portrayed rather
negatively, without, however, necessarily creating a tension between good and bad
characters; Agamemnon and Paris do indeed retain their claim to apeTy), but it cannot
be doubted at the same time that the whole plot is thus constructed as to highlight the
negative elements of their character that lead to the conflict in the first place;® the poet
is not interested to prove that their apetn remains intact, but rather to give a stimulus
and create the necessary tension for the plot. On the other hand, there is in the poem an
internal conflict, which is much more powerful and compelling, representing the
ambivalent wishes of one single hero; this being the case especially with regard to

Achilles, it enhances the tragic atmosphere of the poem.

If we wish to perceive the poems in this light, we have to accept the way 1n
which right and wrong are perceived by the poet, his heroes and his audience, and not
to seek our idea of right and wrong instead. Even if it 1s true that competitive failure is
an important slight on one’s Tiun and aps, we have to remember that the negative
connotations that such an idea bears for us simply did not exist at the time: criticism of
such a failure could imply more than a plain diminution of one’s status. More

important, we have to consider that, even in this highly competitive society, there is a

6"4 The possibility of a conflict between such demands is obvious especially in the lliad, for in the Odyssey
right and wrong are very clearly defined and opposed to each other. This is one of the crucial differences

between the two poems, and the basis of the assumption that there is a development as regards morality
from the older to the more recent poem.

®> See Dover (1983) 39; Garvie (1994) on { 187-90.
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limit to one’s pursuit of one’s own personal interest, and the limit is defined by the very

idea of Tipn.

Doubtless, the Homenc world 1s innocent of a sophisticated philosophical
system and language, but this is after all a matter related to the history of philosophy
and not to human behaviour as such. If morality corresponds to an essential function of
human consciousness, it would be absurd to insist that Homeric man is ignorant of such
a function. The Homeric world is a real world despite its tendency to exaggeration, and
its characters are real characters living, fighting, coming into conflict with one another,
but also respecting one another, and thus proving themselves capable of making
choices. The absence of an elaborate philosophical system that would explore the
possibilities and the potential of human morality does not entail that morality in its
essentials is impossible. And the issue is whether human behaviour as described in the

poems can be seen as conditioned by a distinction between right and wrong, which 1s

an essentially moral distinction.
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2

‘A Peculiar Concept of Justice

In 1912, in his book From Religion to Philosophy, F. M. Cornford talked of the
important relationship between the ideas of Destiny and Law. Comnford begins by
setting the question of the origins of Milesian philosophy: the principles of the pre-
Socratics, such as Thales’ water or Anaximander’s indefinite, are certainly not 1deas
based on or deduced from plain everyday experience; therefore, Cornford believes,
there must be an ideological background on which the philosophers draﬁz, and this
background is that of early religion. Philosophy is then interpreted as the rationalisation
of the already existing ideas on life and nature which were part of religious thought,

and were expressed up to that point in the less abstract or theoretic form of rny‘thology.l

Looking for the relation between early Greek religion and early Greek
philosophy, Cornford notices that the vocabulary and imagery that philosophy uses are
basically those of religion, which are now adapted to a different purpose. Ideas such as
Sikn, TO Xpeawyv, polpa, are all used by the Milesians in descriptions of nature’s
workings, providing what seems to be a totally different approach to life. But, Cornford

insists, the difference is only superficial: if poipa and Sikn feature in philosophy as

' The pre-Socratics owe much of their ideas to Near Eastern thought, but this does not actually affect the

argument about the relation between religion and philosophy, even though it obviously transposes it to a
different level.
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indicative of a natural order, this is not a new idea born out of the philosophers’

enlightened thought, but in fact 1t is the basis on which religion itself was formed.

Comford seems today to have gone too far. According to him, poipa has
originally a spatial meaning; it denotes the division or departmentalisation of a tribe, an
idea which once related to that of taboo assumes a definite moral nuance: there are
limits which should not be transgressed. This idea is then believed to have been
projected onto nature as a whole, whereby each element is seen as having its own
proper limits; order 1s maintained when limits are observed, when taboo 1s not violated.
In this scheme, the notions of &ikn, vopos and veépeoic, or opkoc, are along with that of
uoipa evocative of this basic idea of departmentalisation in nature and society. Moip«
1s what ought to be if order should be observed. When the word comes to denote fate, it
does not imply a blind and inescapable necessity, but instead a moral order which can,
but should not, be violated. Relying on comparative anthropological data, Cornford
often reaches conclusions that might seem arbitrary or at least dangerous, provoking
scepticism and reservation. I will not deal here with the details of his argumentation,
avoiding thus a field that 1s beyond both my discipline and the scope of this thesis.
Nonetheless, his conclusions on the moral quality of poipa and the relation between

Destiny and Law are worth considering.

Some forty years later, L. R. Palmer (1950) examined the semantic relationship
between the above mentioned terms, taking the discussion even further by setting the
question of a possible Indo-European origin of this idea of departmentalisation. Setting
out from katpos, which means ‘measure, opportune moment’, Palmer noticed that the
word often appears to have a moral sense; meaning also the ‘mark’, it can be used to

denote that one has gone beyond a certain ‘mark® or ‘boundary’, that is beyond a
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certain ‘limit’. Observing that the word is often combined with 8ikn, he goes on to
examine the possible semantic affinity between words that constitute the basic moral
vocabulary of Greek, thus reflecting the Greek Weltanschauung. Aixn, poipa and aloq,
opos, vopoe, Saipewv are all related to each other: they are ‘boundary words’, which
follow the same more or less semantic development from the meaning ‘mark,
indication’ towards that of ‘boundary, limit’ and finally that of ‘lot, fate’. For these

‘boundary words’, he offers the following scheme of semantic ramifications:*

Mark
indication; point out, say
characteristic
aim, goal, winning post; throw
Boundary mark
(of space) limit; measure; territory
(of time) opportune moment, appointed time, season, year
(metaphorical) dividing line, decision, judgement
Outline

shape, form, mode, manner

The idea to be detected, then, in words such as poipa, aloa, Siky and kepos is
that of limitation, as experienced originally in nature itself: all forms of life obey this
principle according to which they are confined each within the boundaries of its own
nature, and this subsequent order is seen not only as natural and inescapable, but also

as moral, in the sense that it 1s consistent with itself. Thus, setting off as terms that

2 Palmer (1950) 153.
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denote natural limits, yoipa, aloa and Sikn soon attain a moral significance and expand
their application from the outer to the inner experience of man. Similarly, unepBaota, a
word used to denote impropriety, is simply the transgression of the established limits.
What Comford had observed when examining the relationship of early Greek religion

and philosophy, Palmer now attempts to prove on the grounds of etymology.

What is of interest for the present thesis is, first, the fact that there exists some
relationship between poipa and 8ikn, and second that this relationship stems from their
moral connotations and their reference to this ‘peculiar concept of justice’.” The fact
that the idea of measure was an essential part of Greek thought is certainly beyond
doubt; one can remember sayings such as undev ayov or mav HETPOV &'pxorov.“ What
will be examined here is how this idea is related to the concept of fate, and how it is
further evoked by 8ikn. In what follows I will discuss the general characteristics of the
ideas of fate and justice in an attempt to explore the relation to the semantic field of
uoipa and Sikn in the Homeric poems, focusing on the elements that are present in both
poems, the differences being left for when the poems themselves will be examined.
Hopefully, it will become clear that the words form indeed an important part of
Homeric thought, not simply with regard to fate and justice, but also with regard to

morality and to the Homeric concept of the divine and its relation to man.

* See p. 10, n.5.

* Greene (1944) 20 sees this idea as resulting from the “instinctive feeling of a barrier’ between man and
god, which should also be related to the idea of divine $Bovoc; this is the ‘reply of Themis to Moira, of
Nomos to Physis, it is the attempt, by shrewdness and self-discipline, to circumvent the innate dangers of
life’.
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2.1 Fate and Moira >

A belief in fate seems to imply that there are certain events in life which have
been already determined and defined by an agent or power that 1s external to and
independent of man, which events are inevitable in their accomplishment. What this
non-human, and hence most probably divine, power has determined is therefore seen as
what must be, and what must be, as a consequence, is seen as what will be - although,
in reality the process is quite the reverse, that is, one is inclined to see what is or has
been as part of a ‘what must have been’ that lies actually in the past. Such a concept
can easily lapse into a fatalistic approach to life, but it can also be no more than an
occasional resort when no other explanation can be provided for unwelcome and

unpredictable changes in life - what under different circumstances would be interpreted

as chance.

Fate and chance seem actually to be indicative of two fundamentally distinct
outlooks on life, yet they are also remarkably close as regards their essential origin:
they both seem to stem from the realisation of life’s ultimate and utter unpredictability
or irrationality; but whereas a belief in fate accepts that behind this unpredictable
quality there must be a reasoning, albeit incomprehensible by the human capacities of
intelligence and perception, the belief in chance apparently accepts no reasoning as
such. Although chance does not necessarily come in conflict with a belief in the divine,
nor does it entail its absence, still fate fits more easily in a system which provides an

explanation for everything in life 1n terms of divine causation. As Burkert notes,

> For the sake of clarity, it has to be noted that ‘fate’ is used to denote the concept in general, with no

necessary relation being implied to the Homenic approach, for which ‘moira’ is used; ‘moira’, at the same
time is used for all the terms which denote the Homeric idea of predetermination, while when a reference
to particular terms is necessary, the Greek will be used.
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religion attempts to ‘make sense’ out of chaos and thus reduce the complexity and
anxiety that surround man,® and chance does not seem capable of providing the solace

necessary for this.’

One could actually say that moira is nothing but chance itself, though invested
with a moral and religious meaning. Moira may provide man with a reasoning behind
life, yet it is not itself based on some reasoning. Rather, it represents the haphazard and
irrational distribution of portions among men, which, however, is sufficiently effective
as an explanation of man’s inevitable confrontation with a ‘world full of disconcerting
events, scandal and trickery’.® Moreover, the belief that the future has been already
predetermined, an established course that lies ahead of man waiting for its
accomplishment, could be seen as a latent human wish for control over life: admitting
the existence of a reasoning in life, man seems to obtain strength from the 1llusion that
if he knows of the future, he will be able to manipulate it according to his own personal

wishes and plans.” Life and moira prove, however, more powerful than man in most

cases, and certainly capricious and irrational.

® Burkert (1996) 26. The idea that religion creates sense by ‘reduction of complexity’ was formulated by
Niklas Luhmann in his Funktion der Religion (Frankfurt, 1977), for which see Burkert (ibid.).

” Tuxn becomes itself a goddess later on in Greek religion, a fact that Burkert (1985:185f) attributes to
the decline of the belief in the personal gods because of the way they were presented in poetry. ‘Of the
existence and actuality of the Homenic gods there can be no proof, but no man of intelligence can dispute
the importance of phenomena and situations designated by abstract terms. Tyche, the lucky hit, enjoyed
the swiftest nise to fame’(186).

® Burkert (1996) 178. Most interesting is the appearance of Tuxn side by side with poipa in Archilochus
(16 West): mavta Tuxn kat poipa, Mepikheec, avdpt 8iwat; along with the references to avayxaio
Tuxn (e.g. Soph. El. 48, Ajax 485), the line seems to underline the fact that fate is basically a chance
event, since it is not distributed on the basis of some reasoning nor certainly on the basis of merit, but
rather haphazardly instead. See also Y 78-79, where Patroclus’ death is presented by the hero himself
almost as a chance event: A’ EUE HEV kNP GUPEXTVE OTUYEPT, ) TTEP AQYE Y1YVOUEVOV Trep.

? One can think of the importance that divination, oracles and prophecies have in religious systems; the
future lies ahead waiting to be decoded. For a discussion on mediators, signs and divination as a means of
turning chance events into a coherent system, see Burkert (1996) chapter 7.
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In the Homeric poems chance never actually appears, the word Tuxn is never
employed as an explanation, and even events that would normally be seen as chance
events, such as the breaking of a bow, missing one’s target, or even one’s death, are all
interpreted either as the result of divine intervention or as moira.'” Moira, on the other
hand, has an all compelling status in the poems; along with the incessant divine action
it is responsible for the impression of determination that 1s evoked. However, as will
hopefully become clear in due course, the Homeric concept of fate as expressed by
moira is far from implying an idea of determinism or fatalism; most frequently 1t 1s
simply the explanation or the interpretation given to life post eventum. As Cornford
remarks, ‘the ordinance of Fate is not a mere blind and senseless barrier of
impossibility’.'' Nevertheless, even if Homeric fate should not after all be regarded as a
blind and cruel power irrevocably determining human life in all of its aspects, its

importance for Homeric thought, and along with that for the unfolding of the Homeric

plots, remains an undoubted truth.

The terms which we have to examine are poipa and cloa, along with their
derivatives or cognates, such as popoc and sipapTo, Hop(o)iuos (-ov), and atoipgos (-ov),
q1010¢, evaloilos, appopos, Suopopog, while there are also words which are not linked
to them at all etymologically, such as mempepevog, motuog, oltog and knp; the word
Bcodatov, also evoking predetermination, is obviously related to the gods, and I would
therefore prefer to distinguish it from the aforementioned terms. Neither poipa and
aloa nor their derivatives are limited to the sense of fate; there is instead a field of

meaning which we will have to define in order that the implications of moira as fate be

made clear.

** For such instances of divine intervention see, for example, E 290-96, O 461-70, Y 382-87, x 272-76.
"' Cornford (1912) 13.
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Even a most superficial reading of the poems shows that, of the above
mentioned terms, potpa has the most extensive application and the widest semantic
field. This may indeed be the result of metrical necessity, for obviously the terms
present a variety of metrical qualities.'? It seems, though, equally possible that, by the
time at least of our poems, the word was well-established 1n its use, being more
powerful in its connotations than any other term; or it could simply be that aloa, the
second most important term, being less transparent in its etymology, was not as
effective as poipa. For it often appears that despite their frequency the other terms are

not always or totally interchangeable with poipa: moTtuos and oltog, for example, are

definitely limited in their application and implications. 13

Mdtuoc is etymologically related to the verb mimrte, and it is therefore
interpreted as ‘that which befalls one’, and consequently one’s destiny; the reference 1s
obviously made to an event that is imposed on man from without, and which appears to
be no more than a chance event; the word comes finally to denote especially the
unpleasant destiny of death.'* Out of its thirteen occurrences in the Hiad, eleven are

associated with death, most frequently in combination with the verb ¢¢émeiv,”” and only

'2 1f we should confine ourselves to the nouns poipa, aloa and popocs, the different metrical potential of
each word is evident: nopoG consists of two short syllables and may thus occupy a biceps position; poipa
and aloa, on the other hand, correspond with one long and one short syllable, thus falling into the
princeps position;, however, the fact that poipa begins with a consonant and aloa with a vowel entails
further differentiations between the two words. Thus, utrep aloav and uréppopov are more frequent than
umep potpav which is obviously more difficult to accommodate. For a similar metrical explanation of the
distinction poptuos and popotpog, see Chantraine (1968) s.v. petpopar, 678. However, potpa and
xnpa, although belonging to different cases, do have the same metrical qualities, which explains why they
both occupy the fifth foot fairly often; see Lee (1961)196. For the terms ‘princeps’ and biceps’ positions,
see M. L. West, Greek Metre, Oxford 1982, 19.

'* Dietrich (1965), noting the difference in the application of the words, both in quantitative and
qualitative terns, and, more important, being supported by the evidence of popular cult practices and

inscriptions, distinguishes potpa as the only word related to actual popular belief, and infers that Hotpe

corresponded to an actual goddess. Dietrich’s position will be discussed in more detail in due course.
'* Chantraine (1968), s. v. TITT.

"*B 359, Z 412, H 52, 0 495, Y 337, ® 588, X 39, all with some form of t¢démev; A 396, TT 857= X 363,
T 96.
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twice, at A 170 and A 263, do we find the word with the verb avanipymAnu denoting
instead one’s life, the fulfilment of which entails once again death. In the Odyssey the

word is used exclusively with the meaning of death, in more or less standard formulaic

lines such as Bavéewv kai mdTuov Emomeiv (8 562, € 308, 1 342, € 274, cf. H 52).'°

Of a similarly restricted application is oltos. Its etymology 1s controversial:
according to Chantraine,” two different solutions have been proposed, the first relating
the word to the verb &ln, in which case oltog could be seen as ‘la marche de I' homme
vers le terme de son destin’, the second, and the less plausible as Chantraine believes,
relating the word to the Avestan aéta- which has an original sense of ‘part’ and 1s
related to oloa.'® The word is used in expressions that recall the use of notuos (© 34,
cf. A 263:y 134, cf. A 372) or popos (I 417, v 384, cf. ® 133), and can refer to death (I
417. 01 388, y 134, v 384), one’s life (© 34= 354= 465), or one’s lot or fate (1 563, a
350, 6 459, 578). Both ndTuos and oltoc are of a fairly limited application in the
poems, hardly being able to illuminate the Homeric concept of fate; therefore, I would
not regard them as essential to the following examination and they will be referred to
hereafter only if necessary. What is worth bearing in mind, perhaps, 1s that both words
have negative connotations in both poems, motpoc in particular being almost
equivalent, as I said, to death. As we will presently see, both the reference to an
unwelcome event and the relation to death are important characteristics of the concept

as expressed by the more important terms poipa and aloa too.

¢ Cf. also BavaTov xat moTHov emometv (w 31, also found in the Iiad, B 359, O 495, Y 337) and
Bavov kat moTuov emesmov (A 389= o 22). The word is combined in a formulaic manner with different
forms of the verb edemwev, occupying the two last feet of the line (the afore mentioned cases aside, see B
250,y 16, 5 196, 8 714, A 197, X 372, x 317=416; at & 339-40=p 130-31 e¢demeiv has been replaced with

edrevan; of all the occurrences of the word in the Odyssey, only k 245 has woTuov in a different position.
'’ Chantraine (1968) s.v.

'* Lee (1961:195) also relates oltos and aloa. A third view relates olTog to oloco; see Dietrich (1965)
338.
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More interesting, perhaps, is the use of xrjp. Unlike wotuos and oltog, kijp has a
significant place in Greek literature, appearing even to have a divine status, either as
Kvjp in the singular or in the plural as Kfjpec,” and representing the spirits ‘that cut
short the thread of man’s life’.*® The etymology is once again obscure and
controversial. Dietrich relates the verb to the verb knpaive, a verb of similar meaning
to $Beipe, PAanTw, seeing in kip a power of destruction and death:*! since, however,
knpatve would seem to derive from rather than precede kiip,2? Lee’s suggestion which
relates the word to the verb xeipeo, ‘cut, shear’, seems indeed much more plausible:.23
Such an etymological explanation would lead to the interpretation of xnp originally as
the portion cut for a person, that is his lot or fate. This is indeed the argument made by

Lee, who further relates xnp with poipa and aloa: the three words are seen as ‘identical

24

in meaning’ and ‘interchangeable in usage’;** nonetheless, knp is basically related only

to death, any idea of predetermination concerning life in general being entirely absent
from its semantic field. It can denote the very event of death, in which case it 1s
paratactically combined with 6avatoc or $ovos (e.g. @ 66, m 169, B 352),% or it can

denote the fate or portion of death which 1s common to all men, and in this case

*” Hes. Theog., 211 and 217, where, along with Moipau, they are the daughters of Night. In Homer knp
appears as a personification only once, at I 535, along with "Epic, Strife , and KuSonog, Uproar, in a
rather metaphorical sense, one could say, in one of the scenes that Hephaistus forges on Achilles’ shield.

%9 Greene (1944) 16; cf. Burkert (1985) 180.

2 Dietrich (1965) 242.

%2 The verb appears actually for the first time in Aesch. Suppl. 999. H. Frniis Johansen and E. W. Whittle
(Aeschylus: The Suppliants, vol. 3, 1980, ad loc.) relate to knp both the transitive (‘bring death to”) and
the intransitive (‘be harassed in mind’) form of the verb.

5 Lee (1961)195; Lee refers the word to the root *(s)ger, from which keipco derives. The same

etymology is accepted by Greene (1944)17, n.40; Chantraine (1968: s.v.) avoids taking a position,
accepting instead that the word remains obscure.

* Lee (1961)196; see, however, Chantraine (1968: s.v. krip), who talks of Lee’s * combinaisons
étymologiques déraisonables’.

%> One can see here an original hendiadys, to be explained on the grounds of knp’s primary meaning of
fate. For a similar relation of poipa with regard to death see p. 82.
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8avaTos is used in the genitive as an attributive to xnp (e.g. B 834= A 332, © 70= X

210, A 171= A 398).

This slight differentiation of meaning between the event and the fate of death
will be presently noticed in the application of uoipa and aloa, and will be discussed
there in more detail. The reason why krjp is distinguished from the other two terms is its
very limited semantic field, but, more important, its inability to evoke the 1dea of
predetermination or fate with equal cogency. This is probably the explanation of the
later development of each word: while poipa and wempeoTo retain their meaning of fate
even down to modem Greek, xnp soon became a spirit that brings destruction, not

necessarily connected with fate.°

When it comes to the examination of poipa, aloa, and mopely, it is worth noting
a significant etymological and semantic link between them: they all belong to Palmer’s
group of ‘mark’ or ‘boundary words’. The importance of this observation, with regard
to the examination of fate, lies basically in two points: first, it emphasises the

importance of the idea of limitation for the concept denoted by moira; and second, it

relates this concept with a notion of morality.

Roughly speaking, motira can be said to have three basic meanings: first of all it
denotes a share; 1t then relates to fate, the idea that one’s life and death have already

been defined; and finally, it implies social propriety and moral behaviour, Palmer’s

** Aloa is associated with fate in Pindar, while it is also used in the lyric passages of tragedy down to

Euripi_des;' 1t seems though that it gradually lost this function, being limited thereafter to the use of aioiog,
surviving in modern Greek in the sense of a happy end or a favourable omen.
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‘peculiar concept of justice’.?” In what follows I will aim at establishing a common link
between these apparently diverse meanings before explaining the use of the same
terminology for all three. It would be very useful to this end to look for a possible
original meaning and a plausible semantic development, that would hopefully explicate
the peculiarities of the Homeric concept of fate and account for the diverse semantic
applications of the relevant terminology. The lack of sufficient and substantial
evidence is an obstacle, and therefore any argument will be put forth with the greatest
reserve, being an assumption more than a final solution. The focus will be inevitably on
uoipa, for this is the most powerful term and the one with the widest semantic field,

the other terms will also be considered, but to a lesser degree and only when necessary.

Both poipa and aloa are used to denote a share in a material sense. This well
accords with the etymology of the words, and I would therefore believe this to be thetr

original meaning.*® Aloa, being the oldest of the relevant words,”’ is of an obscure

» 30
’

derivation. Both Chantraine and Frisk relate the word to the Oscan aereis -‘partis

27 Dietrich (1965:194ff, 212) draws a much more detailed distinction between the meanings and
applications of uotpa, according to which, for example, poipa as death is divided in two sub-categories,
poipa as the agent of death, and uolpa as the event of death; these distinctions, however, pertain to his
basic thesis that poipa’s original function was that of a goddess of death, who underwent a gradual
development towards a less personified power until the word came to denote simply fate, both as death
and as life. This thesis is discussed in more detail in pp. 88-91.

%8 Such an original meaning seems indeed self-evident, although Dietrich (1965:207-9, 223-24) insists that
potpa=share is a much later development of the word, especially as found in the Homeric poems (share of
booty, share of meat etc); in this application he sees a rather technical use of the term, whose late
character is obvious from its more frequent occurrence in the Odyssey. Even if one should accept that
potpa=share is indeed rather technically used in the poems, it cannot be disproved that this is the original
meaning of the word, from which the meanings death, fate and propriety have finally evolved. Dietrich
(1965:208, 228) also accepts that this meaning has a moral sense, yet, he fails to see its relation to fate
because of his argument that Moipa= a goddess of death.

? Along with’ Epivig, aloa is found in inscriptions in the Arcado-Cypriot dialect, which is believed to
represent the oldest form of Greek language. See Dietrich (1965) 11 and 12, n. 1, Dodds (1951) 21, n.44.
Dietrich seems to be inconsistent when he accepts that aloa ‘was originally used to denote a share of
sacrificial meat and retained this meaning for some time’, a statement that apparently contradicts his
conviction that the meaning “‘share’ is a later development (see previous note); still, he is talking at this
point of aloq, which he differentiates from poipa; it is potpa for which he cannot see a relation to the
meaning ‘share’. Unfortunately, however interesting the distinction he draws between the terms, it results

in an argumentation which is unnecessanly complicated and not always illuminating as regards poipa and
fate.

% Chantraine (1968) and Frisk (1960). s.v.
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while there is also believed to exist a relation to the Lesbian iocoaoBai, ioong, according
to Hesychius, who translates the word as meaning kAnpotofat.”’ Whatever the case, it
is obvious that the word implies a portion or a share. Motpa, on the other hand, stems
from peipopat, ‘receive a portion’, and is, therefore, quite transparent as regards its
original meaning of ‘share, portion’.** This primary sense of ‘share’ is attested in both
poems (e.g. uotpa at O 195, vy 40, p 258, and aloa at, | 378, 2 327, ¢ 40, T 84). The
words can refer to a portion of meat (v 260) or land (TT 68), booty (A 534) or night (K
252-53), or even to a portion of shame (v 171) or hope (T 84). We also find the perfect
tupope of the deponent verb peipopai meaning that ‘one has got a share in a thing” (A
278, O 189, £ 335, A 338), and the adjective aupopoc which can be used for “‘one who
has no share in a thing’ (Z 489, ¢ 275);* we also have the adjective Eupopog, used only
once, at 6 480, for the singers who enjoy a share of Tiun and aidede, while the verb
Siapoipaopai also appears only once, again in the Odyssey (£ 434), obviously meaning

‘divide, distribute’.

Most interesting is the use of moira to denote the apportionment and
departmentalisation of power between the gods: according to Poseidon, all power 1s
divided by three and distributed thereupon to the three sons of Kronos and Rhea,
Poseidon himself, Hades and Zeus: Poseidon’s province is the sea, Hades’ the
underworld, and Zeus’s the sky, while all three of them have power on earth and

Olympus (O 187-193). The three gods are therefore considered toopopor and ouq

mempwpevorl aloq (209), each having an equal share of power, and this is why, when

*! This is the etymology preferred by Greene (1944) 402, and Dietrich (1965) 11. For a combination of
the two solutions by Bianchi (4/02 A/2ZA, Destino, uomini e divinita nell’ epos nelle teogonie e nel culto
dei Greci, Roma 1963), see Dietrich (19635) 339-40.

*? The meaning of lot, which is frequently used for moira, further underlines the relation between moira
and chance. Cf. the way that lots are drawn at H 175-189.

*> The adjective is also used for someone who is miserable, for he has no part in fate, i.e. he has a bad fate,
as happens at 1 774.
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Zeus demands Poseidon’s obedience to his will, Poseidon revolts and states with
obvious determination that Zeus should keep to his apportioned province, xai kpaTepos
mep €cdv peveTed TP1TaTy evi poipy (195). This is the only case in which mwempoopivos,
the perfect passive participle of the aorist mopetv, ‘fumish, offer’, is used to imply an
act of distribution rather than an 1dea of predetermination. The verb is further related,
according to Palmer, to the root *per that we find in the word népag, ‘limit, boundary’,
thus denoting an idea of limitation not different from the one that poipa and aloa seem

to imply when referring to shares or portions.”*

It is worth lingering for a moment on this scene. Burkert informs us that the
casting of lots among three deities, and the distribution of cosmos among them, is a
motif taken from the Akkadian epic of Atrahasis;> not being rooted in actual Greek
cult, it is one of the few references to the gods’ relation to cosmogony in Homer, which
are the result of the ‘neo-oriental’ influence on Greece during the eighth century.’® At
the same time, however, the departmentalisation of power among the Olympians seems
to be a consequence of the peculiar Greek polytheistic system: each god representing an
entirely different power with a distinct field of action, the result is a sense of disorder,
since ‘there is obviously a no to every yes, an antithesis to every thesis’;’’
departmentalisation of power entails that each god protects the limits of his or her own

province, this being the only way of mitigating or camouflaging the multifarious

quality of life itself. *°

>* Palmer (1950)165; cf. Chantraine (1968) and Frisk (1970) s. v. wope&iv.
>> Burkert (1992) 88-95.

*® The other instances are Hera’s reference to Oceanus and Tethys at = 201-302 and = 246, and the scene

o7f Zeus's seduction by Hera in 2, especially their making love at 346-51. See also Burkert (1985) 132.
>" Burkert (1985) 248.

*® Burkert (1985) 218, 248; cf. Chantraine (1952) 66fT.
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The idea that the gods have their own poipai, to which apparently their
individual mipr} corresponds, seems to evoke a sense of morality, with morality
implying the existence of limits as discussed in the previous chapter (24-26). Moreover,
the existence of well defined limits which, as Poseidon says, should not be violated,
implies in its turn a sense of order. I will return to the gods when examining their
relationship to morality and justice; here, it suffices to note the link between moira and
order as an element that relates even to nature and cosmos and the gods who are their

embodiment.

It does not come as a surprise, then, that moira is used to denote a sense of
social propriety in the poems. This meaning is found basically in the expressions kata
uoipav and ka1’ dioav, which are often employed by the poet and his heroes, both
mortal and immortal, in a formulaic manner to denote that someone has acted or has
spoken appropriately.39 Once only in each poem do we find ¢v poipp, at T 186 and at
54. while we also have the adverbial use of dlioipa at Z 62, and evaiotpov at Z 519.%
The opposite of kata poipav and kat’ dicav is oude kata polpav at TT 368, B 251=0 97
and 1 352, and Umep cicav at " 59=Z 333; in the Odyssey mopa poipav also occurs, but
only once, at £ 509. However, unep olioav is not always used as the exact opposite of
ka1’ cioav; along with unep poipav and uneppopov (—a), it is used to imply a violation

of fate - mainly a hypothetical or potential violation that is nevertheless avoided. The

3 Kata poipav appears at A 286= 2 373z K 169= ¥ 626, | 59, O 206,  227=0 141=v 48=v 385= ¢
278= X 486, Y 331, Y 457= 0 783=0 54=1245=1342=1 309, 6 266=0 170=v 37, 6 496, x 16=u 35, 0
170= 0 203, 1 385, p 580. Kat’ clicav appears only in the lliad, at I” 59=Z 333, K 445, P 716.

O Cf. O 207. Of great interest are lines B 212-14, where we have a series of three different ways of
expressing this very idea of inappropriateness, which, although not belonging with the moira group, refer
to Palmer’s ‘boundary words’: the poet describes Thersntes the stereotype of the anti-hero in tlus great
era, as aueTPcETNG, a soldier who knew many axoouar emea and who vied with the kings ol xata
xoouov. These comments, along with the following description of Thersites’ rather unpleasant external

appearance, serve as an explanation for his improper, as regards his social position, negative criticism of
Agamemnon.
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question of moira’s transgression is a rather complicated one, and will be discussed 1n
due course; at this point, it is worth noting the slight differentiation of the above

expressions which seems to imply once more a diversity of meanings for moira.

The social nuance conveyed by the above expressions is beyond doubt. There is
obviously no relation to any idea of fate or predetermination; as to the original meaning
of share, one can certainly say that moira in these cases denotes the social share of Tiun
that each hero possesses and that consequently the reference is made to the hero’s
behaving according to the demands of his social status. The departmentalisation takes
place this time on a social level, and we may talk of an apportionment of Tiur} among
men: each person lives within the limits of his social share, and a proper behaviour
entails observance of these limits.*! This is particularly evident in the use of the
adjectives ¢vaioiuos and tEaioioc; along with alopog, they are also employed to
denote propriety, and the prepositions ev and ¢x fairly clearly denote someone who 1s

within or beyond one’s own aloa or share, that is, within or beyond one’s own limits.*

41 So Adkins (1960) 21; Yamagata (1994) 107. Adkins (1972:1) actually claims that the idea of fate
derives from such an original application to social shares of status, he fails, however, to see that this idea
of departmentalisation is essentially moral in its connotations. Similarly, Burkert (1996:150) believes that
‘the concepts of moira and aisa, constitutive of the Greek world picture’ have to do with the sharing of
food after hunting, ‘one of the unmiversalia of human civilizations... Recognition of equality and rank
comes in from the start, as “parts” are distnibuted in due order’. The relation of recognition of social status
to morality as a recognition of proper limits is worthy of note.

4 Similarly, umep aloav and the word umrepPaaia refer to the transgression of limits.” YRpt¢ could also
be related to the same idea, if seen as cognate to umép. For the etymology of UBpi¢ Chantraine (1968:
s.v.) presents three different solutions as proposed by scholars: the first relates the word to Umep, a
solution ‘qui serait satisfatsant pour le sens, mais reste inadmissible’ (this is the etymology that Greene
(1944: 18, n.45) suggests); the second solution traces the word to u-U= emi and the root of Pp1-apdeg, but
1s morphologically not plausible, according to Chantraine; finally, Chantraine presents the solution
provided by Szemerényi (JHS 94 (1974) 154), according to whom the word is related to the Hittito-
louvite *hu(wa)ppar, ‘outrage’, and which is supposed to have been a loan word in Greek. See also

I:alrner (1950) 162-63 for the similar implications of the antithetical couples ev8ixoc-exdikog, Evwopos-
EKVOMOG.
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Both the prepositional phrases and the adjectives, then, are evocative of an
order which results from the observance of the set limits. Thus, it would appear that
besides referring to a hero’s individual social share or status, moira denotes social order
itself. When Nestor, for example, speaks kata poipav at A 286, he speaks in a manner
that is appropriate to the situation as a whole if order 1s to be maintained, and not
simply appropriate to his own social status or Tiun; the issue at stake is one of order
and propriety on the side of Achilles and Agamemnon, not of Nestor. The
unquestionable formulaic character of the prepositional phrases seems to account for
the application of the idea even to cases in which no apparent link to social propnety or
order can be traced. Thus, we hear at § 782f, that the suitors tie the oars mavTta kata

poipav (= 6 53f.), and at 1 308f. that Polyphemus milks the sheep mavra kata potpav

(=1244f=1341f).%

The two meanings, that of ‘share’ and that of ‘order’ or ‘propriety’, seem
indeed combined 1n the i1dea of fate as expressed by moira. The concept does not refer
simply to an established future or to a destiny; life’s predetermined course 1s now
interpreted as the result of an apportionment, thus further stressing the existence of
individual portions and shares, and consequently of limits. One’s share in life is
individual and unique, defined by the particular conditions of one’s own life and death.
As Clay says,"* moira is what differentiates one hero from another, and this
differentiation may be said to span one’s life from birth to death. The fact that fate is

perceived as a share is perhaps the most important characteristic of the Homeric

concept; life itself 1s departmentalised on the human level, and this seems to entail that

> Note also that evaioipoc is also used for favourable omens at B 53, B159, B182; similar is the use of

mapaictog at A 381. Rather peculiar is the use of Lopoipog at w 392; the word is usually associated with
death, but here 1t refers to a suitable suitor.
* Clay (1983) 157.
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behind moira there is an order which is preserved whenever moira 1s fulfilled.* The
idea of fate in general implies that life is not something one chooses and decides upon;
rather, it is something which is defined by some external source. When this idea 1s
further seen as a share or an allotted portion, a shift of emphasis 1s detected towards the
fact that this share appears both to define and to be defined by one’s own limits, 1n

-

nature, in life, in society.

The idea that life can be departmentalised into shares could easily be seen as
the result of plain experience. Each person is a separate unit, and as such each person
has his own share in life and his own share in death. In a society, each person is again a
separate social unit, with a separate share of Tiun, of the privileges of social life, of
rights and obligations. Most important, when seen as part of nature and against divinity,
mankind has its special share in natural order, culminating in the share of death. It 1s
indeed extremely difficult to confirm that any one of the above meanings has a claim to
priority, or to say with certainty whether man’s perception of life evolves from the
general towards the individual, from the macrocosmos of nature towards the

microcosmos of human society, or vice versa, ‘¢ our evidence is scant, and not at all

substantial for such a task 4’

> By talking of order, I do not imply a plan; as will be mentioned presently, moira does not evoke any
idea of destiny in the sense of a metaphysical plan or purpose to be fulfilled.
“ Cornford (1912:15) believes that ‘it is inconceivable that an abstraction generalised from the fates of

individual men, and inapplicable to the Gods, should ever have been erected into a power superior to the
Gods themselves. The notion of the individual lot or fate, [...] comes last, not first, in the order of

development’. Contra Wiezsécker, Roscher M. L., s.v. ‘Moira’, 3084, as quoted by Cornford, ibid.

“"Attempts like Cornford’s or Dietrich’s to provide more tangible evidence in the support of their
interpretation have proven vain. Comnford, based on comparative anthropological data, saw moira as the
projection of the microcosmos of human society to the macrocosmos of nature: the social group is first
divided into sub-groups among which relations suggested by the principle of taboo preserve order, and
this idea is then transferred to nature and life; Adkins (1972) offers a variation of this view, but still sees

the original use of moira in social terms; Dietrich (1965), as already noted, accepts the priority of death,
but goes too far in believing that moira was actually a goddess.
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If we return for a moment to Palmer and his group of ‘boundary words’, moira
is seen to imply the existence of limits which prescribe and thereupon circumscribe
one’s actions; and this is basically an idea affiliated to that of morality: when limits
cease to exist, there comes chaos - exactly as happens with morality. That this 1dea
should be interpreted as moral can have a twofold explanation: first of all, the principle
of limitation, as suggested by the belief in well-defined shares, is moral in the sense
that it 1s consistent with itself; it imposes a law almost, and it does so indiscriminately
and invariably, perpetuating and thus confirming itself, second, being thus consistent
with itself, this principle suggests an order according to which the established limits

cannot and therefore will not be violated.

Moira, then, implies an idea of morality and a sense of order. As Cornford
rightly obsgrves,.43 it is not simply what must be, but also what ought to be. We have
already seen how divine power was apportioned between Zeus, Poseidon and Hades:
the field of power and activity of each god is well defined and established, and any
transgression of the set limits is a transgression of an order and the cause of
indignation. It is the same 1dea of departmentalisation and the same implication of a

moral order that moira as fate seems to evoke.

Still, this i1s merely the explanation given post eventum. When life proves too
fast and difficult for man to comprehend, he ascribes it to moira, that is to an order of
an inscrutable reasoning, which should not be violated, and which, as far as he knows,
1s not violated. This is the way in which moira is perceived when it refers to an already

accomplished event of the past; it entails both inevitability and irreversibility, and it

** Cornford (1912) 11.
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denotes the final and ultimate point whence no return can ever exist. When seen,
however, as the future, moira seems to be inviting and challenging man. It may be still
looming as an inescapable order, yet it allows at the same time the possibility of
violation. This is certainly a paradox of the very concept of fate: as a past, 1t appears to
have been inevitable, but as a future, it is ambiguous, permitting a considerable amount
of hope. To this ambivalence I will return when examining the use of the concept in the
poems. At this point, I would like to discuss the implications that moira has when seen
as a past, when used post eventum as an explanation for life, because it is basically in

this aspect that the idea of order can be detected.

When seen from a distance, as I said, moira relates to an event that has been
accomplished, and whose ultimate character entails that its consequences are inevitable
for man.*’ Obviously, not all events of life are attributed to moira - not in the Homeric
world. In neither of the poems do we find the belief that moira defines life, and
consequently the plot, from beginning to end in every detail; rather, there are particular
isolated events which are said to be fated. Nor is there any relationship whatever
between these events; no plan of a metaphysical dimension seems to be fulfilled
through moira. Despite its importance, moira has not yet become a cruel force that

binds man to well-defined movements; most often, it 1s used in the capacity of an

explanation. The heroes - for it is the heroes whom we need to listen in this case - are

hardly ever concerned with moira as a predetermined future; they acknowledge its

existence only in the end, once there 1s no other explanation to be given.

“” 1t is indeed possible that man could or should be regarded as responsible for this event, although the
fact that for Homeric thought an event is determined both on the human and the divine level seems to
entail that moira can be the result of human action, yet it is also imposed on man by external forces. The

issue will be more relevant once we have seen how moira is interwoven in the plot of the poems, and a
hint only at this point is, I believe, sufficient.
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It is in this way that moira is related to a sense of order: it i1s the reasoning, the
explanation as to why things happened as they have. This explanation does not
correspond to an illustration of a rational sequence of causes and effects, whereby man
is allowed to see the way in which external forces are supposed to affect the course of
life. Moira simply removes from man the anxiety he feels against the chaos that
surrounds him, against the vertiginous speed of life itself, by confirming that what

happened was part of an order against which he could not have acted.

It is difficult to define with certainty or accuracy the characteristics that qualhify
an event so that it can be ascribed to fate. For the most part, we have to do with
unwelcome events: an insurmountable and lamentable misfortune (Z 356-58, € 206-7),
or the destruction of a whole city (6 511-13, cf. TT1 707-9, O 517);50 thus, potpa is oAon
(TT 849, y 238), Succvupos (M 116), kakn (N 602, 1 52), xahern (A 292); aloa is also
kaxn) (A 61) and apyahén (X 61); and udpos is kakde (Z 357, A 618) and aivoe (Z 464,
cf. 1 53).%! It also seems that the reference is made to an unpredictable event, or at any
rate an event whose consequences cannot be easily foreseen, and which lies, therefore,
beyond human reasoning and control. Thus Agamemnon ascribes his atn to poipa (T
87-89), and Elpenor’s soul similarly refers to am and aloa as the reasons behind the
hero’s death (A 60-61). No other explanation can account for the apparent irrationality
of these events; since they have happened, it must have been moira or fate that they

should happen, and in this way life assumes the quality of a predetermined and

therefore inevitable course.

* Moira is of a positive quality in the case of Aeneas, who is fated to survive the war (Y 302-8), and in
the case of Odysseus who is fated to return to Ithaca, although at the same time moira also demands that
l‘lle sl;ould be wandenng at sea for ten years.

Oltog is also called kaxos (© 34=354=465,T 417, a 350, y 134, v 384), while xnp is kaxn (M 113,
TT1 687, B 316), ohon (N 665, I 535), Papeia (P 548), otuyepn (Y 78-79).
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Besides referring to isolated events of life, moira 1s also used as a synonym
almost of life itself. Thus we hear of Achilles’ life which ts brief and unpleasant (A
416-18); or we hear that Hector and Andromache were born to a common fate, i) atoy
(X 477f)). The idea of predetermination is still present, yet in these cases moira seems
to be equivalent almost, at least notionally, to a chance event: it refers to the lot of an
individual, the fate that was distributed to him haphazardly and on no rational basis.
Life seen in its entirety and from a distance is explained retrospectively as one’s
individual share of life.>* It is in this sense that the adjectives cupopos (1 774),
xappopos (B 351), Suouopos (X 60, m 139), Sucaupopoc (X 485) and aivopopos (X
481, w 169) seem to be used; the reference is made to life as a whole, to one’s
unfavourable lot.” Rather peculiar is the use of moira at u 75-76, where the reference is
made to Zeus: 0 yap T €U oldev amavTa, | poipav T' aupopinv Te  katabvnTwov
avBpad eV, appopin, an hapax legomenon, obviously refers to one’s miserable lot, for
the lines relate the sad story of Pandareus’ daughters, with poipa, which 1s used as an

antonym, having in this case the unique meaning of a fortunate lot.”*

The event which seems to capture the idea of moira most successfully 1s death.

This is a use that 1s mostly prominent in the lliad, the Odyssey obviously providing

2 Aloa comes close to meaning 