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Summary

Achilles’ Moral Change: 
The Sources of Morality 
in Archaic Society
(A  S tu d y  o n  th e  H o m e r ic  E pic)

T h e  Iliad  s ta r ts  w i th  H o m e r ’s e x c la m a tio n  o n  A ch ille s’ w ra th . A ch illes is 
o v e r ta k e n  b y  th e  w r a th  n o t  in  f r o n t  o f  a b a t t le  w i th  a n  en e m y , b u t  in  a d is c o rd  w ith  
A g a m e m n o n , th e  K ing  o f  A c h a e a n  k in g s  a n d  th e i r  m ilita ry  le a d e r , b e c a u se  h e  
a rb itra r ily  d e c id e d  to  s ta r t  r e p a r t i t io n  o f  p r e y  d e g ra d in g  fo r  A chilles. H o w e v e r, a t 
th e  la s t  e p is o d e  re la te d  to  A ch illes w e  d isc o v e r  h im  q u ite  d iffe re n t. T h is e p iso d e  is 
a b o u t  a m e e tin g  w i th  P riam , th e  K ing  o f  T roy , w h o  s te a ls  in to  A ch ille s’ te n ts  to  g e t 
b a c k  fo r  r a n s o m  th e  b o d y  o f  h is  b e lo v e d  s o n  H e c to r . A b so lu te ly  im p la c a b le  u n t i l  
q u i te  r e c e n tly  A ch illes a c c e p ts  P r ia m ’s s u p p lic a t io n  a n d  sh o w s  am ic a b ility  a n d  
c a re fu l re g a rd  fo r  h im . A lo n g  w i th  th e  e p ic  n a r r a t io n  A ch illes is g o in g  th r o u g h  a 
moral change -  f ro m  w r a th  to  g ra c io u s  c o m p a ss io n . T h is  c h a n g e  o c c u rs  w i th  o n e  
c h a ra c te r , b u t  in ad m iss ib ility  o f  u n b r id le d  a n g e r, a n g e r  in  a rb itra r in e s s  a n d  th e  
u rg e n c y  o f  c o m p a s s io n  -  is a d o m in a t in g  m o t i f  in  th e  H o m e ric  e p ic  e i th e r  in  th e  
Iliad , o r  in  th e  Odyssey. A ch illes  is in  th e  fo c u s  o f  th is  e m o tio n a l  a n d  
c o m m u n ic a t iv e  c o n tro v e rsy .

A ch ille s’ a c tio n s  a re  b y  n o  m e a n s  u n u s u a l  e i th e r  in  th e  f irs t e p iso d e , o r  in  th e  
se c o n d . A n d  y e t, h is  d e c is io n s  in  b o th  cases  a re  e x tra o rd in a ry . A ch illes f le w  in to  a 
ra g e  in  a d is p u te  w i th  A g a m e m n o n , b e c a u se  in  v io la t io n  o f  th e  e x is te d  o r d e r  h e  
d e c id e d  to  ta k e  aw ay  a lo v e ly  c o n c u b in e  A ch illes h a d  re c e iv e d  in  fa ir  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  
p re y  a f te r  a r e c e n t  ra id . A ch illes ro se  a g a in s t h im  a n d  g av e  v e n t  to  h is  a n g e r  in  
d ra s tic  w ith d ra w a l  f ro m  th e  b a ttle . T h is  d e c is io n  je o p a rd iz e d  v a s t e ffo rts  a t te n d e d  
b y  c o u n tle s s  w a r  lo sses, b e c a u se  w i th o u t  A chilles, a n d  th is  h a d  b e e n  d e fin ite ly  
p re d ic te d  s o m e tim e  b e fo re , th e  A c h a e a n s  w o u ld  n o t  b e  ab le  to  ta k e  T roy. So, th is  
d e c is io n  d o o m e d  th e  A c h a e a n s  n o t  o n ly  to  tro u b le , b u t  to  n u m e ro u s  n e w  v ic tim s. 
As to  A ch illes  h e  w a s  w illin g  to  d o  e v e ry th in g  p o s s ib le  to  h u m il ia te  A g a m e m n o n  
re sp o n s iv e ly  to  th e  c a u se d  d isg race .

R e d e m p tio n  o f  th e  b o d y  o f  a re la tiv e  o r  f r ie n d  p e r is h e d  in  a b a t t le  w a s  a 
c o m m o n  th in g  in  th e  w o r ld  o f  H o m e r, as w e ll as a m ille n n iu m  la te r. T h e  c o rp s e  o f  a 
fa lle n  e n e m y , f re e d  f ro m  th e  a rm o r , w a s  p u lle d  o f f  th e  b a tt le f ie ld  in  o r d e r  to  r e tu r n  
fo r  a ra n so m , o r  to  d is h o n o r . P r ia m  d id  n o t  ju s t c o m e  w i th  ra n so m , p ro s t r a te d
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oneself before Achilles and begged him for mercy. This humble supplication was 
also a ritual act, which according to the standards of the Homeric society could be 
positively responded. However, Achilles’ favor towards Priam completely fell out of 
scope and internal logic of the situation -  in particular configuration, taking into 
account the relationship of Achilles and Hector.

Achilles acted partly in the logic of existed morals and partly in contradiction 
to them, completely relying on his own choice and his own will.

Still, Achilles’ decisions and actions were neither unique, nor single. There are 
enough cases in the Iliad and the Odyssey positively echoing Achilles’ decisions and 
actions proving the trends in value orientations, deeds, and relationship 
conjectured in the ‘pleats’ of the Homeric world.

In the book I am interested in tracing these trends, specifically those which 
were leading to the formation of the type of consciousness and social discipline 
later identified by philosophers in the terms of ethics and morality. Such 
presentation of the book’s task makes clear that I consider the Homeric society as a 
society of arising morality. A different issue is how to distinguish in the Homeric 
ethos arising morality and what in this approach should be a subject matter for a 
researcher’s consideration?

The answer to this question depends upon a concept of morality a researcher 
relies on. The variety of research attitudes and thus interpretations of ethical or, 
broader, value-normative composition of the Homeric epic have been reflected 
quite well in the Homer studies of several recent decades. Though one can trace 
different research programs in value-ethical studies in Homer, most of the authors 
have seen their task mainly in reconstruction of norms and values of the Homeric 
society.

Though the modern value and ethical studies in the Homeric epic have 
become more and more synthetic they are still different in methodology and the 
variety of approaches is determined by different scholarship background. Some of 
them concentrated in the Iliad and the Odysseus as great monuments of ancient 
literature present purely literary analysis aimed to reconstruction of value or moral 
world of the Homeric epic as internally self-sufficient. Other present a historical 
analysis aimed to detect in the text of the poems in relation to other literary 
sources and archaeological data the traces and evidence of existed mores and 
habits. Another approach presents a social-anthropological analysis based on the 
perception of the Homeric world as a particular socio-cultural formation 
comparable with typologically similar, though geographically and chronologically 
different societies.

Largely based on the results the Homer studies I am developing another 
research program aimed to restore an early genesis of moral forms at the level of
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b e h a v io ra l  a n d  c o m m u n ic a t iv e  p ra c tic e . M o ra lity  is ta k e n  h e r e  in  a c o n f ig u ra tio n  
k n o w n  a n d  fa m ilia r  to  th e  m o d e r n  p e r s o n  o f  th e  J u d e o -C h r is tia n  c u ltu ra l 
tra d it io n , th o u g h  in  a p a r t ic u la r  a s p e c t o f  th e  c o n te n t  o f  d e c is io n s  a n d  a c tio n s  
( r a th e r  th a n  fo rm s  o f  m o tiv a t io n  a n d  p e r s o n a l  s e lf -d e te rm in a tio n ) . T h is  c o n te n t  is 
p o s itiv e ly  e x p re s s e d  in  (a )  re f ra in in g  f ro m  c a u s in g  u n n e c e s s a ry  h a rm , (b )  p u rs u it  
o f  ju s tice , (c )  b e n e v o le n c e , (d )  c o o p e ra t io n , (e )  f r ie n d ly  p a r tn e r s h ip ,  (f) th o u g h tfu l 
p a r t ic ip a t io n  a n d  n e g a tiv e ly  -  in  (a ’)  in d if fe re n c e , ( b ’)  m a le v o le n c e , ( c ’)  in ju stice , 
( d ’)  d e s tru c tio n , ( e ’)  h o stility , ( f )  ru th le s sn e ss . All th e s e  d is p o s it io n s  c o u ld  be  
re a liz e d  o n  d if fe re n t a n d  n o t  o n ly  c a te g o r ic a l- im p e ra tiv e  ( in  K a n tia n  s e n se )  basis. 
I n  te rm s  o f  n o rm a tiv i ty  th is  c o n te n t  is g iv e n  in  the Golden Rule, Lex Talionis, a n d  
the Commandment o f Love as w e ll as in  d e riv a tiv e  p r in c ip le s  a n d  ru les. T h ese  
p r in c ip le s  a n d  ru le s  as s u c h  a re  a b s e n t  in  th e  te x ts  o f  th e  H o m e ric  ep ic . B u t th e y  are  
p r e s e n t  in  th e m  p ro sp e c tiv e ly  -  in  r u d im e n t  fo rm s. T h e ir  id e n tif ic a t io n  is p o ss ib le  
o w in g  to  a m e th o d  o f  conceptual explication o frudim ent normative content. T h e  
m e th o d  is in  a n  analysis  o f  sy n c re tic  in  th e i r  v a lu e -n o rm a tiv e  c o n te n t  a n d  
sp ec ifica lly  c o n c e p tu a l iz e d  te x ts  o n  th e  basis  o f  m o d e r n  e th ic a l n o tio n s .

T h e  analysis  o f  th e  e p ic  p lo tl in e s  o f  c o n f r o n ta t io n  a n d  re c o n c il ia t io n  o f  
A chilles, o n  th e  o n e  h a n d , w i th  A g a m e m n o n  a n d  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , w i th  H e c to r  
a n d  P ria m  ( in  th is  case , c o n f ro n ta t io n  a n d  re c o n c il ia t io n  a re  s p li t  in  th e i r  p e rs o n a l  
fo c u s) , a llo w s d ra w in g  s o m e  c o n c lu s io n s  a b o u t  th e  te n d e n c ie s  in  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t 
o f  th e  a rc h a ic  m o ra l co n sc io u sn e ss .

First. T h e  H o m e ric  e p ic  c lea rly  in s is ts  o n  d e s ira b ility  o f  p e a c e  a n d  
u n d e s ira b il i ty  o f  ho stility . T h is  th o u g h t  la rg e ly  tr iv ia l fo r  th e  la te r  d e v e lo p e d  m o ra l 
sy s te m s  is a c c e n tu a te d  b y  H o m e r  a n d  p a sse s  th r o u g h  th e  Iliad  as a s in g le  th re a d . 
H o m e r  g lo rifie s  h e ro ic  w a r r io rs  b o th ,  A c h a e a n  a n d  T ro jan , b u t  h e  n e v e r  eu lo g izes  
th e  w a r. T h e  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  th e  T ro ja n  W a r  c o m b a ts  a re  e x p a tia tiv e  a n d  
s o m e tim e s  a lm o s t n a tu ra lis t ic  d e ta ile d , b u t  th e re  is n o  a d m ira t io n  o f  figh ts, 
c o n f r o n ta t io n  a n d  h o s ti l i ty  in  th e s e  deta ils . O n  th e  c o n tra ry , o n e  c a n  h e a r  in  th e  
p o e m  m o re  th a n  o n c e  th e  w o rd s  o f  c o n d e m n a t io n ,  d ir e c t  o r  in d ire c t, o f  d is c o rd  
a n d  en m ity . I n te rn e c in e  s tr ife  is n o t  a d m itte d . B u t e n m ity  b e tw e e n  s tra n g e rs  is also 
u n d e s ira b le . T h e  w a r  is re c o g n iz e d  as in a d m iss ib le  in  r e la tio n s  b o th  b e tw e e n  
p e o p le  a n d  b e tw e e n  n a tio n s . I n  b i t te r  la m e n ta t io n s  o f  A ch illes o v e r  th e  d e a th  o f  
P a tro c lu s  th is  th o u g h t  is r is e n  e v e n  to  g re a te r  h e ig h t: h e  c u rse s  ev e ry  feu d , b o th  
a m o n g  g o d s  a n d  a m o n g  m e n .

Second. T h e  p r in c ip le  o f  r e t r ib u t io n  is fu n d a m e n ta l  fo r  m o ra li ty  o f  th e  
H o m e ric  so c ie ty . A t th a t  th e  re w a rd  is im m e d ia te  a n d  u n re s tr ic te d . All p e rs u a d e  
A ch illes to  te m p e r  h is  a n g e r, to  co o l d o w n , to  re c o n c ile , b u t  n o b o d y , e v e n  N e s to r , 
e v e n  T h e tis  a n d  A th e n a , w h o  o f te n  h a v e  g iv e n  A ch illes w ise  adv ises, d o  n o t  b la m e  
h im  fo r  r e d u n d a n c y  re s p o n s e  to  in ju s tic e  c a u se d  b y  A g a m e m n o n . H is a n g e r  a n d
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pride are excessive. But the measure of retribution is determined by Achilles 
according to his own feeling of the injury inflicted to him. So, in the Homeric world 
we find a different ethos comparatively to the one we know from the Pentateuch. 
Here one can distinguish some hints of Lex Talionis, but these resembling Lex 
Talionis features are a subordinate part of a different regulatory mechanism, 
namely, the mechanism of unmeasured revenge

Third. Although the principle of ‘evil for evil’ (specifically, unmeasured evil in 
response to committed evil) is common in the archaic Greek society, Homer 
describing the discord between Achilles and Agamemnon, in fact, cautions against 
the desire the other evil, particularly excessive responsive evil. Most notable in this 
regard are the words of Achilles recognized the loss of any sense of his reposal on 
Achaeans defeat, so far it turned into Patroclus’ death. With this insight the story of 
his discord with Agamemnon is revealed in its deep ethical meaning. This meaning 
has not been purposefully articulated in the Iliad, much less it has become an 
occasion for didactic instruction.

However, not being formulated in the Iliad in general normative modality, this 
meaning is revealed in a form of various maxims expressed on particular and 
partial occasions and is implicitly present in the epic, which by the very fact of its 
presentation played admonitory-moralistic role. This moralistic theme -  along the 
lines: do not wish/cause evil and you will not suffer harm -  will be multiply 
rendered in the literature of different ancient peoples. Possibly it was present in the 
pre-Homeric tradition, which has not come down to us. However, from what we 
know, this is historically the earliest example of such narrative. And because the 
normative figures of this type are an essential intermediary link between the rule of 
reciprocity and the Golden Rule, the presence of such narrative in the Homeric 
epic considering analytically the traced normative dynamics towards the Golden 
Rule should be recognized a fundamental fact for the epic as such and for historical 
genesis of moral consciousness.

Fourth. Retribution is a special case of a more general relationship, namely, 
reciprocity. Reciprocity is the dominant ethical orientation in the Homeric epic. 
The relations of favor and benevolence like that, which Achilles demonstrated in 
his treatment of Priam are ethically the most significant, although partial, 
expression of reciprocity. Strictly speaking, the episode of the meeting of Priam 
and Achilles gives us a glimpse of a prototype of ‘the Golden Rule’ in its behavioral 
and communicative, but normative version. Here is no rule as such, all the more, 
the Golden one, super-situationist or super-personal generalization of 
communicative experience. However, if we try to reconstruct the normative 
content of the emerging relationship, the latter is higher than just quid pro quo 
relation. We have here a kind of exteriorized Golden Rule. One can distinguish its
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varieties in Hector’s proposal to Achilles before the strike, as well as in Priam’s 
appeal to Achilles. Both cases present one’s attitude towards the other according to 
the pattern of other’s desired attitude towards oneself. But this relation is 
imaginary reciprocal. Its potential reciprocity is manifested in the kind of action 
Achilles committed in response to Priam’s supplication and with full benevolence 
towards Priam.

Fifth. At the same time Achilles’ attitude toward Priam is by no means equal. 
According to the epic plot, Achilles knows that by perishing Hector he gives rise the 
foretold by gods prerequisite of his own death. In this sense this relation from the 
party of Achilles is higher than just an exchange of services or gifts. From the side of 
Priam we have a foretype of thinking in terms of the Golden Rule and from the side 
of Achilles -  an action in terms of agaps, generous mercy, the Commandment of 
Love. Achilles seems to be archetypical in this sense to ancient Greek mode of 
thinking. In contrast to the later Christian ethics in Greek ethics the idea of agaps is 
often combined with the idea of philia. It is distinctive that in the Greek texts of 
classical period Achilles’ self-sacrifice aimed to recover honor of fallen Patroclus is 
often presented as an example of selfless behavior. Meanwhile Achilles’ treatment 
of genuflected Priam contradicting to adherence in friendship to the memory of 
Patroclus demonstrates a different pattern -  benevolence to an alien and out of 
any hope for reciprocity. According to Aristotle, such actions inter alia is an 
embodiment of the beauty and the noble, i.e. the good in itself, namely, actions for 
the sake of others and not the one, who acts. As to benevolence Aristotle puts it 
more definitely in his Ethics, where it is limited by actions in relation towards 
ours -  mainly friends. Achilles’ behavior during the meeting with Priam falls out of 
this logic. Achilles’ behavior is of extraordinary character in the context of the Iliad 
(and, broader, classical Greek thought till the Stoics).

Thus understood this episode leads to the conclusion regarding perhaps the 
highest ethical standard in the archaic moral thinking. But this conclusion must be 
limited in view of two conditions inherent to this very episode and the archaic 
thinking in general. First, the supposed scenario of thinking and behavior of Priam 
and Achilles not only heterogeneous in content (one actualizes the logic of the 
Golden Rule, the other -  the Commandment of Love), but they are also different in 
reflective statuses of Priam and Achilles. The position of the former is reflexive, 
moreover, it is doubly reflexive and, hence, perhaps, is principled, too;but Achilles 
is just kindly sympathetic and generous and we can only guess regarding ethical 
reflexivity of the actions he commits. Second, neither the one nor the other 
position has been anyhow generalized by the very agents -  the participants of 
communication, or by gods or through gods, or by the epic poet himself and thus 
has not been brought up to the level of a standard.
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Sixth. Archaic moral consciousness that is the kind of moral consciousness 
revealed to us in the Homeric epic is non-normative. And yet, it is intrinsically 
imperative. It is advisable to distinguish between a prescriptive function that 
performs some text (written or oral), and the ways in which it occurs. The moral 
imperativity does not always function in normative form, i.e. being executed in the 
form of objective, or super-personal, universal, or addressed to all rules. It may be 
manifested in the form of a reaction to another person -  through adaptation to 
the other, including the overcoming confrontation with the other. An epic poet is 
not the only one who acts as a ‘locutionary source’ of epic imperativity. Epic is filled 
by imperativity also at the level of particular narratives. Epic poet does not 
moralize, but epic characters -  gods, heroes, noblemen-agathoi -  constantly 
enounce addressing each other value and imperative (in its broadest sense, not 
specifically moral) judgments, expressing expectations, recollecting the past 
experience, recalling the existing traditions, giving examples of worthy deeds of 
great men. The imperativity of archaic moral thinking is of narratively-situational 
nature, most judgments about what is preferred, expected or seemed appropriate 
are expressed regarding individual cases. Double-level nature of epic 
imperativity -  inner-epic and super-epic -  reflects in its own way the structure of 
morality as such, presented, on the one hand, in a form of direct communicative 
reactions, and on the other -  in a form of universalizable and rational norms. This 
is not directly related to the moral change in Achilles. But the mere fact of such 
character of epic imperativity certifies ‘embryonic’ integrity of the Homeric 
morality, without which the representation and description of such moral change 
would be impossible.
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