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Dear Sir Hugh,

I am very happy indeed to welcome you today at this session of the Aca-
demy of Athens as its new fellow. Before I ask you to deliver your talk I am
going to say a few words in Greek about your contribution to classical philo-
logy so that your audience may be aware that they are attending the lecture
of an exceptional personality among those who are still working for the Greek
education and its ideals.

Kigror Zuvddergor,

Kupieg xai Kbpror,

Znuspo €y TO Tpovoplo ve clic magovcidcsw tov Sir Hugh Lloyd-Jones,
cuvtabiobyo Bacthixd xalnynti 16y ‘EMmuxéy 1ol dvopastod IMavemisryuiov
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TepLoy ) THg dpyotoyvmatag xal eldindrepa T peréty The dpyatag ENAVIxTig TolnoYg
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Eévo G "ENva, dpol 8mwe Saxipube xal 6 *Iooxpdtng “ENkyves clvan 6ot doot
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‘O Sir Hugh, M. A., F.B.A., yevwn0nxe 16 1922 676 St. Peter Port 676 vyoi
Guersney. ’Exmodedtyre 610 yolhixd Adxeto 100 Aovdivev, otd Westminster
%ol 6TO OVOUAGTO YLa TH GTOUSY TGV ¥AuGIR®Y Ypappatony xohkéyto Christ Church
700 Iavemompiov tic *O&pdpdng.

To 1948-54 frav évaipog Tob Jesus College 1ol [aveniomnuiov rob Katumprtl:
76 1954-60 Frav éraipoc xai Worren Praelector oo Corpus Christi College 7o
Havemiomuliov t¥¢ *OE@bedne. *And ©6 1960-89 &ni 29 . cuvamta &ty dmipe
o Regius Professor of Greek xai tautéypova Student tol Christ Church t¥g
"OZgbpdne.
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pLowic, émwe to Yale, to Chicago xai t6 Harvard. To 1970 Sieréhece Sather
Professor of Classical Literature ctd Ilavemomipro 17 Kadipdpviag otd Berke-
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dddxtwp Srapdpwy Havemornuioy dvdpeca 6t 6mola &mo ) ywex pag 16 A.TL.O.

‘O Sir Hugh Suivuse pua Aapmpen oradrodpopia dg ddoxahog xal émithpnse Tig
SratpLBic pudig hapmpie mherddog pabnrdy Tov ol bmoiol Emavdpdivouy cpepa HYn-
A dradnpainge 0éoeig ota onpavTixéTepa TavemioTARLL TOD &yYAo-caEovinol %6-
ouov. Ta Snpostedpard Tov E€dMAov elvar xal moAAG %ol T omovdaréTepo EEatpeTt-
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‘O Sir Hugh Zyzt ve mapovsidost wolks dnpootedpata. Ta mepioodrepa mweptL-
oTpépovTal YOp® ATd THY EQUNVELTIXY kel THV XELTLeY ToD TounTixel xeluévou. O
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7 omola Eywve xal 7 xabicpmpévy Exdocy Tob Zpyov adTod.
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obpot, Edpevidec.
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(1975) pe vov titho Females of the species: Simonides on Women, d7uo-
GLedet 68 PeTdQpacy TO caTiixd Fpyo ToU Ziwevidn dmwd Thy "Apopyd yie Tig yuvai-
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TAyyhra oo Aativies xal oto “EdAvied, mpdta ot weld xol Gotepa 6t mownTingg
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Greece, Sir Hugh, with which you have close ties, since you devoted your
life to the study of its classical and post-classical poetry, welcomes you very
warmly at this memorable visit of yours, and the Academy of Athens is proud
to have you tonight as its guest. And now I am very happy, to invest you with
the insignia of the fellow of our Academy and to ask you to deliver your en-
trance-speech on «Ancient Greek Religiony.
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ANCIENT GREEK RELIGION

OMIAIA TOY EENOY ETAIPOY THE AKAAHMIAE SIR HUGH LLOYD-JONES

Much as the literature and art of early Greece have been and still are
admired, the notion that the ethics of that period might have much to teach us
would have seemed bizarre to most people until well inside the twentieth cen-
tury. Nietzsche, indeed, shocked the public by his criticisms of Socrates and
Plato and his advocacy of an ethical outlook clearly indebted to the ethics of
pre-Platonic Greece; but in his time and until lately, most people found
Nietzsche hopelessly eccentric. As late as the 1970’s, when I published an article
about Nietzsche and the use he made of classical antiquity?!, the Canadian phi-
losopher George Grant wrote that ‘one looks with fear as well as with pleasure,
at praise of Nietzsche from the Regius Professor of Greek’. But in recent times
the influence of Nietzsche has been growing, and now one of the most distin-
guished philosophers of the western world, Sir Bernard Williams, has dis-
played, with much persuasive power, an attitude to early Greek ethics which
has much in common with that of Nietzsche. In his book Shame and Necessity,
published in 1993, he has argued that modern ethics has much to learn from
the ethics of pre-Platonic Greece. The same opinion may be deduced, it seems
to me, from the work of another important modern philosopher, Sir Isaiah
Berlin (1909-1997).

The eastern neighbours of the Greeks were for the most part ruled by
absolute monarchs. Indo-European societies, of which the Greeks were one,
usually, in the words of R. Sealey, The Justice of the Greeks (1994), 24, started
from ‘a belief in the inherent worth which distinguished each member of the
community from all other members, but they proceeded to develop a concept
of a community in which a goodly number of men though distinguished by
superiority from the rest of the population, were equal among themselves’.
That equality, Sealey continues, was the root of law, and in a sense it was the
root of Greek religion. Oriental societies had for the most part monotheistic
religions, corresponding with their absolute monarchies.

However, doubtless under the influence of the monotheistic religions of

1. See my book, Blood for the Ghosts (1982), 165 f.




AOI'0OI 419

the east, Greek philosophy from its beginnings was critical of the traditional
religion and of the ethics that accompanied it. As early as the sixth century,
Xenophanes of Colophon wrote (fr. 15 Diels) that if animals were to worship
gods, they would worship gods that had the shape of animals, and complained
of the immoral behaviour, such as theft, adultery and cheating ascribed to the
gods by the Olympian religion. Plato, most notably in the second, third and
fourth books of the Republic, took up a similar position. He rejected not only
the traditional religion, but also the ethics that accompanied it. Plato revolted
against the traditional view that a man proved his manhood by his ability to
benefit his friends and harm his enemies. He put forward a doctrine of the tri-
partite soul, whose three parts were the rational (?o logistikon), the appetitive
(to epithumetikon) and the spirited (to thumoeides), in effect reason, appetite
and the passions. Reason knew what was right, and had to discipline the pas-
sions in order to control appetite. Reason, Plato believed, led the mind to de-
cide on action which was morally right; he did not allow for the possibility
that reason might be used in the service of an action that was wrong. This is
a psychology, Williams argues, that incorporates ethical assumptions. His in-
terpretation of Plato’s doctrine, we must note, is by no means uncontested.
It can be and has been argued that Plato held that a virtuous disposition
exists only when reason rules or dominates, that is, determines decisions and
actions, but that a person can deliberate in the service of a morally wrong de-
cision even when reason is enclaved to the passions. But for the most part
that is not how Plato’s doctrine has been interpreted.

Plato did not wish to suppress the worship of the traditional gods, but it
played no part in his philosophy. The ethics of Aristotle had more in common
with traditional Greek views than those of Plato, but even to Aristotle the
traditional gods meant little more than they meant later to the sceptical phi-
losopher Epicurus.

During the Hellenistic period the old religion was defended by the Stoics,
but only because they adopted an allegorical interpretation of it that made it
congruent with Stoic ethics; the Academy continued in the critical attitude of
Plato, and Cynics and Epicureans were still more hostile to it. For highly
educated people, philosophy came to take very much the kind of place that
religion occupied for such people during the nineteenth century. Such people
treated the traditional religion with a gently tolerant respect, and the wor-
ship of the gods and the maintenance of their cults continued for eight centu-
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ries after Plato, and were terminated only by the barbarous Christian emperor
Theodosius at the end of the fourth century after Christ.

As early as the third century of our era, fathers of the church like Clement
of Alexandria and later Origen had seen that Plato’s doctrine of the soul har-
monised with Christianity. They created a Christian religious philosophy that
owed much to Plato, and their critics, such as Celsus, could defend the old
religion only by means of a use of allegory similar to that of the Stoics. Much
of modern philosophy is still influenced by Plato. Kantian and Hegelian ethics
are deeply influenced by Christianity; the Kantian categorical imperative,
resting upon the concept of duty and the modern notion of the will, depend
upon the Christian conception of the soul. As Sir Isaiah Berlin puts it (Against
the Current, 1980, 67), “one of the deepest assumptions of western political
thought is the doctrine, scarcely questioned during its long ascendancy, that
there exists some single principle which not only regulates the course of the
sun and the stars, but prescribes their proper behaviour to all animate crea-
ture. The idea of the world and of human society as a single intelligible stru-
cture is at the root of all the many various versions of natural law — the
mathematical harmonies of the Pythagoreans, the logical ladder of Platonic
Forms, the genetic-logical pattern of Aristotle, the divine Logos of the Stoics
and of the Christian churches and of their secularised offshoots... This unifying
pattern is at the very heart of traditional rationalism, religious and atheistic,
metaphysical and scientific, transcendental and naturalistic, that has been
characteristic of western civilisation’.

The first modern ethical thinker who challenged what Berlin calls the
‘monistic pattern’ was Machiavelli, in the first half of the sixteenth century.
He contrasted with the Christian morality, whose ideals are charity, mercy,
sacrifice, love of God, forgiveness of enemies, belief in the salvation of the
soul, a pagan morality, whose values are courage, vigour, fortitude in adver-
sity, public achievement, order, discipline, happiness, strength, justice, above
all assertion of one’s proper claims and the knowledge and power needed to
secure their satisfaction. That, he said, had been the morality of Periclean
Athens and of Rome in the great days of the republic. Machiavelli did not at-
tack Christianity, but he argued that strict adherence to Christian morality
could not enable the Italian communities of his time to achieve security and
good government. This led him to what Berlin has called ‘his most uncomfort-
able assumption’, which is that ‘certain virtues and, even more, certain ideals
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may not be compatible’. Such a point of view had already been accepted in
practice by many Christian governments, but Machiavelli was the first to
argue for it in print. He was deeply disapproved of, and was credited with
almost diabolical wickedness. However, his influence perceptibly changed the
intellectual atmosphere. Could the tragedy of such poets as Shakespeare have
been what it is without the influence of Machiavelli? ‘By breaking the original
unity’, Berlin writes in the brilliant essay about him in his book Against the
Current (p. 79), ‘he helped to cause men to become aware of the necessity of
having to make agonising choices between incompatible alternatives in public
and in private life (for the two could not, it became obvious, be genuinely
kept distinct)’.

In practice even the most Christian rulers and statesmen have found it
impossible to govern in strict accordance with Christian moral standards. An
interesting sidelight is thrown on Machiavelli by the career of the English li-
beral statesman of the nineteenth century, William Ewart Gladstone. He will
be remembered as a devoted philhellene, having been responsible for handing
over the Tonian Islands to the Greek kingdom. Gladstone was a devout Chri-
stian, but he was also a passionate admirer of Homer. Reading the Bible, he
thought, was all a man needed to attain salvation, but it gave insufficient
guidance to those entrusted with government. God had made a double reve-
lation of himself through the Jews and through the Greeks, and people who
aspired to take a part in government needed to supplement the Bible with a
study of classical literature, and particularly of Homer. Despite the immense
burdens of the high offices which he held for many years, Gladstone managed
to discharge what he felt to be a sacred duty by writing seven books and many
articles about Homer.

Williams oddly fails to remark on the influence of Machiavelli on the
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679); it is significant that Hobbes
published a translation of Thueydides, a Greek author who particularly brings
out the features of Greek ethics with which Williams is concerned. Hobbes,
like Machiavelli, shocked many of his contemporaries.

A further advance towards the proper understanding of the ethics of
early Greece was made during the eighteenth century. During the first half
of that century the Neapolitan Giambattista Vico and later during its second
hall of the century, when Western knowledge of other societies and the an-
cient east had been enormously extended, the German clergyman Johann
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Gottiried Herder stressed the cultural autonomy of different societies and the
incommensurability of their systems of values. They were contesting the then
popular view of the Encyclopedists that mankind had made a linear progress
from darkness into light.

Does that mean that Vico and Herder were relativists, persons who be-
lieved that all truth is relative to the individual and to the time and place at
which he is located? Berlin, in controversy with the eminent ancient historian
Arnaldo Momigliano (The Crooked Timber of Humanity, 1992, 10 f.), has
argued that it is wrong to describe them by that term. He argues that they
are in fact pluralists, arguing that though different civilisations and different
cultures may aim at ends that are incompatible, they are not cut off from
each other, but are capable of understanding the mental outlooks of other
worlds very different from their own.

Nietzsche started his career as a professor of Greek, and the origins of
his philosophy cannot be understood without taking account of his acquain-
tance with the ancient world. Nietzsche took the motive force of all human
activities to be the will to power, and saw the only hope of improvement in
the future in the production of a superior type of human being, the Ueber-
mensch (the Superman). During the Nazi period in Germany, Nietzsche’s sis-
ter ingratiated herself with Hitler by telling him that her brother’s philoso-
phy was congruous with Nazi doctrines; that was a disgusting lie. When
Nietzsche spoke of power, he meant much more than the strength that ecan
achieve physical or political domination; his favourite example of the Ueber-
mensch was not Napoleon, but Goethe. Unlike the Greeks, Nietzsche did not
believe that gods control the universe; but the Greek gods had no special
partiality for men, whom they had not created, and none of the gods, not
even Zeus, was all-powerful or all-good. Williams writes (op. cit., 10) that
‘he uses the idea that the Greeks, or at least the Greeks before Socrates,
openly lived manifestations of the will to power that later outlooks, above all
Christianity and its offspring liberalism, in their increased self-consciousness,
have had to conceal’. By ‘power’, Nietzsche meant the power to live happily
and to achieve good things.

Nietzsche’s treatment of Greek religion, like the rest of his philosophy,
was most unfavourably received by the public in his own time. His first
important work, The Birth of Tragedy, was bitterly attacked soon after
its publication by a young scholar four years Nietzsche’s junior, Ulrich von
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Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, who was destined to become the most celebrated
Greek scholar of his time?2.

Even after the turn of the century, when the approach to early Greece
began to be influenced by anthropology, the new trend did not cause Greek
religion to be more highly regarded. The religion of the Homeric poems was
treated from the same attitudes and by the same methods as that of savage
tribes. This approach had certain advantages, but it did not help scholars to
arrive at a fair estimate of Homeric ways of thinking. Even in the middle of
the twentieth century the German scholars Hermann Frinkel and Bruno
Snell and their many followers believed that they could show that since certain
words did not appear in Homer’s poems their author or authors lacked various
concepts indispensable to modern ways of thought. In particular, they held
that Homer had no coherent, articulated concept of the self, and was there-
fore incapable of showing how a character made a decision. For many years
these views, and those of such followers as the late Arthur Adkins, were gene-
rally accepted, and many people were scandalized when although on friendly
terms with both their authors I attacked their opinions in a book published
in 1971, The Justice of Zeus. But nowadays these theories seem to have gone
out of fashion, and after Williams’ convincing refutation they can scarcely
again be taken seriously.

Williams questions the common assumption that progress has been made
in ethics since ancient times; in his vocabulary ‘progressivist’ is a pejorative
term. Much of modern ethical thinking, he argues, depends upon a psycholo-
gy that incorporates ethical assumptions. Such a psychology, he thinks, was
devised by Plato, and later formed part of Christianity. In turn, Christianity
has exercised a powerful effect on Kantian and Hegelian ethies; the Kantian
doctrine of the categorical imperative resting on the concept of duty and the
modern notion of the will depend upon the Christian conception of the soul.
People have missed in Homer ‘a will that revolves around a distinction be-
tween moral and non-moral motivations’. But the early Greeks, who had their
belief in Zeus and the gods and also assumed social expectations to support
them, could do without a conception of the soul that drew its support from

2. These and the contributions to the controversy of Lirwin Rohde and Richard
Wagner have been usefully reprinted by the firm of Olms (Der Streit um Nietzsches
“Geburt der Tragidie”, ed. K. Griinder, 1969).
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ethical categories. If we examine our own behaviour, we shall find that, at
least for a good deal of the time, we do the same.

It is the same, Williams argues, with the notion of responsibility. The
four basic elements of responsibility are cause, intention, state of mind, and
response. These are not always related to each other in the same way, but in
the early Greek notion of responsibility all are present; there may be no word
for ‘intention’, but the idea of intentionality is there. The belief that the early
Greek notion of responsibility differed greatly from our own is an illusion
generated by thinking only about the eriminal law and forgetting about the
law of torts. Torts are defined in the American Heritage Dictionary as ‘any
wrongful act, damage or injury done wilfully, negligently, or in circumstances
involving strict liability, not involving breach of contract, for which a civil
suit can be brought’, so that in effect the law of torts means the law that pro-
vides or denies recourse or remedy for a person who suffers damage or injury
at the hands of another. In general, Sir Henry Maine in his famous study of
ancient law (1861) was right in thinking that ancient Greek law is a law of
torts rather than a law of crimes. Williams shows that we have a different
conception of law, but not a different conception of responsibility. However,
the early Greeks were less confident about assigning moral responsibility than
we are.

Williams, like me in The Justice of Zeus, has no truck with the too simple
notion that early Greek culture was what the anthropologist Erik Erikson
called a ‘shame-culture’-, whereas our own culture is a ‘guilt-culture’. He ar-
gues convincingly that for the early Greeks, for whom honour is of prime im-
portance, the concept of shame does much of the work done for us by the
concept of guilt.

Williams takes his examples of the Greek treatment by modern issues
not from real life, as it is reported in historians and orators, but from the
poets, especially from Homer and from Sophocles. Certainly the evidence
from the poets is of great importance, but it seems to me that this is a surpris-
ing limitation. Historians and orators could furnish valuable evidence, most
especially Thucydides, as Williams himself recognises. Williams regards Thu-
cydides as a sceptic in religion; in fact Nanno Marinatos (Thucydides and Re-
ligion, 1981) has given good reasons for seeing nothing in Thucydides incon-
sistent with an acceptance of the traditional religion.

It might seem that a great difference between the notion ol responsibility
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entertained by the poets and our own is created by the belief of the poets that
a man can be punished, as Oedipus for example is, for something that he has
not done. However, the difference seems less great if we remember that the
Greek gods stood for forces which can be seen working in the world. Although
we do not believe in the interference of demonic powers, we are aware that we
may find ourselves in situations in which no amount of rational planning and
moral intention can save us from disaster.

As a rule the ethics of a people are closely bound up with its religion, and
il one wishes to understand early Greek ethics it is necessary to take a look at
the religion in which they had their origin. The religion of the early Greeks is
startlingly different from Christianity and other monotheistic religions; it
has often been and still is misinterpreted both by people who assume that
since it is a religion it must resemble Christianity, and by people who think
that because it is not like Christianity or other monotheistic religions it is not
really a religion at all.

While few people have disputed the beauty of the early Greek religion and
the mythology that goes with it and their value for art and literature, sharply
brought out by a comparison with Byzantine art, until comparatively recent
times most people looked down on it, for the reasons I have tried to explain,
as a superstition which no thinking person could take seriously. And yet the
importance of the early Greeks in the history of culture can scarcely be con-
tested. They played a central part in the early development of not only of
philosophy, but of science and mathematics, and their literature can still make
a powerful appeal to readers, even though, because its language and its metre
are very different from those of other literatures, not even the best of the many
translations can give an adequate notion of the impact of the original.

Why then, has early Greek religion been denied respect? First, it is poly-
theistic. and believers in monotheistic religions seldom have much regard for
polytheism. Next, its gods were by no means all good; their distinguishing
quality was not goodness, but power. They had certain mortal favourites, but
they governed the universe in the first place for themselves, and not for mortals.

Much of our knowledge of the gods comes from literature, starting with
Homer and IHesiod. The Greeks had many gods, but certain principal ones
stood out; these were portrayed in literature as dwelling on Mount Olympus,
under the presidency of Zeus, whose name shows that he derived ultimately
from the old Indo-European sky-god Dyaus Pitar. Zeus had not always been
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the ruler of the gods; Ouranos (the word means ‘heaven’), had been displaced
by his son Kronos, under whose rule men had been far more kindly treated by
the gods than they were later. Kronos had been displaced by his son Zeus,
who with his brothers, sisters, sons and daughters was in historic times held
to be supreme.

The gods are distinguished from one another by their attributes and func-
tions, but they had come to form a coherent system in which each deity has
his or her special place and relation to the others. There were many gods, hut
only a few major gods; it became customary to speak of ‘the twelve gods’,
meaning the twelve principal divinities. Hera is the consort of Zeus and the
patroness of marriage; myth portrays her as a jealous wife, resentful of the
many unions with goddesses and mortal women which the need for gods and
heroes to trace descent from Zeus compelled him to contract. There are certain
places, notably Samos and Argos, where the cult of Hera was more important
than that of any other god, and at Olympia her temple was far older than that
of Zeus; it would appear that two deities originally distinct were brought to-
gether by the invention of their marriage. Hera is the mother of the craftsman
god Hephaestus and of the war-god Ares, but these two, the one because of
his deformity and the other because of his violence and stupidity, were not as
highly regarded as other gods, and Hera was not the mother of her husband’s
two most important children, Athena and Apollo.

The virgin Athena is the goddess of wisdom and the patroness of women’s
work and other crafts, but also a war-goddess more effective than Ares; she
was produced by Zeus without a mother. She was the special patroness of
Athens, which probably derived its name from her, but she was important in
other cities also, including Sparta. Apollo, with his sister Artemis, the virgin
huntress, is the son of Zeus by Leto, who has no function except that of being
their mother; both are archers, but Apollo, lord of the great Panhellenic shrines
of Delphi and Delos, is a god of prophecy and a patron of poetry, music and
healing. Only on rare occasions is he called a sun god; the sun and moon
belong to minor deities, Helios and Selene. Apollo seems to have originated as
a fusion between a native and an oriental deity. At first the cult of Delos was
a cult of the mother and daughter goddesses; Apollo was brought in later.
When Artemis became his sister, she acquired Apolline qualities. Artemis
acquired some of his characteristics, but her origins lie further back; she, more
than any other deity, inherited some of the qualities of the early goddess
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known as the Mistress of Animals. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, is son
of Zeus by a minor goddess, the nymph Maia. Aphrodite, the love-goddess,
is daughter of Zeus by an obscure deity, Dione; the cult of Aphrodite seems
to have come in from the east through Cyprus, and she bears a strong resem-
blance to the Semitic love-goddess Ishtar and the Sumerian Inanna. Poseidon,
brother of Zeus, is lord of the sea, though he originated as an earth-god and
was the cause of earthquakes; he was the patron of the horse, an animal which
appeared among the Greeks and their neighbours only at a comparatively late
date. Another brother, Hades or Pluto, is lord of the underworld; sometimes
he is called a second Zeus, and he may have originated as a doublet of Zeus.
Hades remained a shadowy figure; it seems that originally the consort of the
earth-goddess Demeter was Poseidon. Demeter is sister to Zeus, but she is an
underworld goddess, and is responsible for an event that changed the whole
course of human life, the introduction of agriculture. Her daughter Persephone
1s the wife of Hades, spending one half of the year with her husbhand in the
world of darkness and the other half with her mother in the world of light, and
the mother and daughter preside over the great shrine of Eleusis, the home of
the Eleusinian mysteries. The most complicated of the immortals is Dionysus,
who was the son of Zeus by a mortal princess, Semele; to start with he had
difficulty in establishing his claim to be a major god. He is the god of wine
and of ecstasy and the patron of drama. In cult and in myth he is always re-
presented as coming from outside; in consequence his cult was thought to be
of comparatively late origin until his name turned up on one of the tablets
with writing in the second-millennium Mycenaean seript called Linear B,
which showed that people had mistaken the cult’s legend of its origin for its
actual history.

During the fourth century the cult of the healing god Asclepius, a son of
Apollo by a mortal woman, became important. At his shrines and those of
other healing divinities the patient might sleep in the precinct and then have
a dream which helped him to recover. His shrines, notably the great ones in
the island of Cos and at Epidaurus in the Peloponnese, were also centres of
scientific medicine.

When the Greeks encountered foreign gods, they did not fly into a fury
and denounce their worshippers. Sometimes they identified them with gods
of their own; in some cases foreign cults made their way into Greek lands, as
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did the worship of Cybele, the Anatolian Mother of the Gods and that of the
Egyptian goddess Isis.

It was wise to pay all gods some honour, and to try not to offend any god;
a god might take offence against a mortal, often for a trivial reason. In the O-
dyssey Odysseus offends Poseidon, having in order to save the lives of himself
and his men blinded his son, the monstrous Cyclops. In consequence he gets
home to Ithaca only after having lost all his crew, and then has to fight for
his life against his wife’s suitors; he survives only because of the special favour
of Athena, a deity even more powerful than Poseidon. In Euripides’ play Hip-
polytus, the herois a young man who is a keen hunter and is devoted to the
hunting goddess Artemis and like her uninterested in the opposite sex. He
slights the love-goddess Aphrodite, who in revenge destroys him, and his own
goddess cannot save him, though she can and will take revenge on Aphrodite
by destroying her favourite Adonis, who as a hunter is dangerously exposed
to the enemy of his goddess.

This religion lacked the concept of sin, though certain acts that offended
the gods might cause pollution, which could be removed by purification. Pu-
rification might involve the punishment of offenders, or might be attained by
sacrifice, which played a central part in the life of every Greek community.
But any man might be the unconscious victim of a guilt inherited from an
ancestor; the most obvious example is that of Oedipus. This religion kept one
always in mind of the dangers that are always possible in human life; and be-
fore we patronize the Greek gods on the ground that they did not exist, we
should observe that they stood for forces which can be seen working in the
world.

In Homer there is very little about the earth goddess Demeter or about
Dionysus, the god of wine and ecstasy; the gods of earth were often distin-
guished from the gods of heaven, and offerings to them took a different form.
Demeter’s temple at Eleusis was the centre of the earliest and most important
mystery cult; those who were initiated into the mysteries of the goddess were
thought to obtain certain privileges both in this world and in the world of the
dead. Dionysus also had his mysteries.

During the sixth century B. C. we hear for the first time the name of Or-
pheus, the mythical singer thought to be the author of poems that told a
strange story about the birth of Dionysus. He was originally the child not of
the mortal princess Semele but of Demeter’s daughter Persephone by her
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father Zeus, and was captured and devoured by evil deities belonging to an
earlier generation of the gods, the Titans. But his heart was rescued by Athena
and brought to Zeus, who finally gave Dionysus a second birth through
Semele. The Titans were consumed by fire, and men sprang from their ashes;
men were thus a mixture of the evil nature of the Titans and the divine nature
of Dionysus. Through Dionysus initiates in his mysteries could attain not in-
deed eternal life, but a privileged existence in the next world. But it is im-
portant to remember that this kind of belief was current only in restricted
circles, and its theology never became generally accepted. Nor is there any
evidence for the once prevalent belief that the worship of the deities of earth
came into being earlier than that of the deities of heaven, any more than there
is for the notion that a matriarchal preceded a patriarchal phase of history.

Greek religion contained an element of monotheism, in that although the
gods might and often did dispute with one another, in the last resort it was
always the will of Zeus that prevailed. It is important to remember that the
attitude of the Homeric hero who wished to excel others and to win honour dur-
ing life and fame after death continued to be maintained, after a fashion, by
any person of self-respect, even in the age of Athenian democracy. Burckhardt
together with Nietzsche, who was for a time his colleague at Basel, rightly
stressed the importance of contests and competitions in Greek life. So far
from turning the other cheek, the ordinary Greek wished to benefit his friends
and to harm his enemies. However, the rule of Zeus had an ethical element,
in that he was believed to punish men for their crimes. But since the Greeks
like the ancient Hebrews had observed that the wicked often flourish like
green bay trees, they believed that his punishment often fell not upon the crim-
inal but upon his descendants after him. The gods, having eternal life, could
easily observe the workings of his justice; mortals did not understand enough
and did not live long enough to do this.

Men had not been created by Zeus. Their creator, or at any rate their
great champion among the gods and their instructor in the arts of civilization,
was not Zeus or any of the gods closely allied to him, but Prometheus, a mi-
nor divinity belonging to the earlier divine generation. A myth was created
to explain the origins of Zeus’s interest in maintaining justice among men.
Prometheus stole fire to give it to men, and was punished by Zeus by being
nailed to a desolate rock. But he possessed a precious secret, for he knew the
name of a female deity who was destined to bear a son stronger than his
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father, so that if Zeus had a son by her he like his father would be dethroned
by his son. By the possession of this secret, Prometheus was able not only to
secure his own release, but to compel Zeus to make men the priceless gift of
maintaining justice among them by punishing their crimes. Of course, men
did not pray to Prometheus, but to Zeus and the other great gods, who had
the power, and governed the universe for themselves and not for men, who
had only a minor share of their attention and consideration. Our main source,
apart from the work of Hesiod, for the important myth of Prometheus is the
tragedy Prometheus Bound. The language and style of this drama have been
shown to be markedly different from those of the other surviving plays of
Aeschylus, and a number of scholars deny its Aeschylean authorship. In an
article now awaiting publication in Harvard Studies in Classical Philology,
I have argued that although it is possible that Aeschylus was not its writer,
it is not certain. The play may well have been produced while Aeschylus was
in Sicily as the guest of the tyrant Hieron, and for a Sicilian production the
poet may have modified his usual practices.

The early poet Hesiod explains that Zeus gave to kings the themistes,
the principles of justice by which they ruled. Zeus was thought to protect.
strangers, and also suppliants, persons who by an act of submission placed
themselves under his protection. However, his will was inscrutable to mortals,
who did not live long enough to observe the workings of his justice. Through
oracles, particularly Apollo’s oracle at Delphi, and through seers, men might
get particles of knowledge from the gods, but these were known to be often
misinterpreted by men. Seers always accompanied armies, and took the aus-
pices before a battle. Like mortal heroes, the gods cared intensely about honour,
and they demanded that men should honour them. But the gods had certain
favourites among mortals, who in myth were usually descended from the liai-
sons of the gods with mortal men or women, and they had also favourites a-
mong mortal communities.

The early Greeks had nothing like the Platonic and the Christian concep-
tion of the soul; for them the spirit that left the dying human and travelled
to the underworld was a pathetic creature, less than half alive. There was no
heaven to which the departed spirits of the good might find admittance.
After death all men except a few privileged heroes descended from the gods led
the shadowy half-life below the earth; those who had been initiated had cer-

tain privileges, whose nature because of the insistence on secrecy about the
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mysteries is by no means clear. It will be noticed that this religion makes it
easier to understand why the world is as it is than does a monotheistic religion
whose god is altogether good and who is thought to care deeply about men, a
religion which for its authority must depend on revelation.

But the Greeks had no church with divine authority to explain a system
of ethics resting on its belief. They had indeed priests, but these were simply
the persons in charge of the care of temples and the administration of their
cults; in early times a priesthood was usually an appanage of a noble family.
They had exegetes, official expounders of cult regulations, and they had ora-
cles and seers, but they had no sacred books that communicated a divine reve-
lation or pronounced dogmas in the authoritative tones of those who claim
divine authority for their statements. In consequence, they had none of the
theological disputes, schisms and religious wars which have been so noticeable
a feature of the history of Christianity. People learned about the gods, and
about the justice of Zeus, not from sacred books but from the poets, notably
from the early poets, Homer and Hesiod.

Poetry and art are therefore an important source of our knowledge of
Greek religion. Another is the evidence available regarding cult and worship
in historic times, which comes not only from literary texts such as the writings
of historians and orators but from the numerous documents relating to cult
observances which have been preserved on stone. At first these two kinds of
evidence may seem to present different pictures, but after careful considera-
tion one sees that this is not the case.

This kind of evidence takes us nearer to the religion’s origins. The origin
of religion is always an obscure subject, and its investigation must be to a
certain extent speculative. But I suspect that it began with the fear of ghosts.
After the fear of ghosts will have come the fear of powerful spirits, needing
to be placated by offerings, and above all by sacrifice. In the time before the
introduction of pasturage and agriculture, a time which has so far been by far
the longest period of human history, the life of a community depended on the
group of male hunters, who disappeared for long stays in the jungle, the abo-
de not only of their game, but of dangerous animals and formidable spirits.
Such a spirit will have been the goddess known to students of the earliest
period of Greek religion as the Mistress of Animals (potnia theron); in the hi-
storic period some of her functions were taken over by other gods, most nota-
bly by the hunting goddess Artemis. To get the food of their community the



432 IPAKTIKA THY AKAAHMIAY AOHNQN

hunters had to plunge deeply into the realm which she dominated, and to kill
creatures that belonged to her, so that they had to placate her by giving back
part of its body. Here we seem to have the origin of the sacrifices that were a
central feature of the Greek religion of historical times. Greek armies always
made a divinatory sacrifice before going into battle, and the general took the
omens after a sacrifice before deciding to go into action. Sacrifices regularly
formed part of the festivals in honour of gods and the many heroes, great men
of legend who at their tomb received a somewhat different kind of worship;
these festivals were joyous occasions, marked by banquets and processions.
After a sacrifice meat, a comparatively rare luxury, was distributed ; the thigh-
bones of the victim were burned, and the gods were supposed to derive satis-
faction from the resulting odour. During the historical period it was domestic
animals, creatures precious to the human community, that were sacrificed to
the gods. The grandest kind of sacrifice was that of an ox, and especially a
bull; next came the goat and pig, and also poultry. Not all sacrifices were
blood sacrifices; many took the form of libations of various liquids, a few
were holocausts; but blood sacrifice was the most important, and it continued
to be offered to the gods of the community right through the history of Greek
religion, before the imposition of Christianity.

In the beginning the cults centred upon the sanctuaries of the gods were
under private control, in the hands of certain families; but in historic times
they belonged to the communities, whose welfare was thought to depend upon
them. It would appear that to begin with each community had its special
deity. But gradually certain gods acquired an importance that went beyond
the localities in which their cults had first developed; cities of any size had
shrines of several gods, and the cults of minor gods often came to be taken over
by the major gods. Gods were usually worshipped under particular cult-titles
associated with the various localities, sometimes designations of the locality
and sometimes descriptive epithets, so that the Zeus the Accomplisher of one
town is not quite the same as the Zeus the Kindly of another; one remembers
how in some parts of Italy in comparatively recent times villagers have been
known to stone the Madonna of their neighbours. Often the gods were wor-
shipped in splendid temples, some of which, like those at Olympia and Delphi
as well as Athens, have left notable remains. Inside the temple would be the
cult statue; outside it would be the altar at which sacrifices took place. The
four great meetings at which athletes from all Greek cities competed were ce-
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lebrated every four years at Olympia and Delphi and every two years at the
shrine of Zeus at Nemea in the Argolid and that of Poseidon at the Isthmus
of Corinth.

As 1 have said already religious dissent found expression as early as the
sixth century B. C., and under the influence, it would seem, of the monothei-
stic religions of Asia Minor, Greek philosophers from the beginning tended to-
wards monotheism. But prosecution for blasphemy was rare. True, alleged
atheists were sometimes prosecuted on the ground that they might alienate
the gods on whom a city’s welfare depended, but such prosecutions seem to
have taken place only when the persons accused had given offense in other
ways. Epic, lyric and tragic poets treated the gods with deep solemnity, but in
Athenian comedy they could be made gentle fun of them without anyone taking
offense; the Greek gods, unlike some other gods, could take a joke. Poets oc-
casionally scolded the gods, and Zeus in particular, for their injustice in fail-
ing to reward good and to punish evil. But men did not blame the gods for
ruling the universe in their own interest and not in men’s, which was what
they would have done themselves, had their positions been reversed. They
credited the gods with terrible power, yet felt that if one did them honour and
did nothing to provoke them they could maintain a friendly, though in most
cases, distant relationship.

If one bears in mind the nature of this religion, one can see why the ethics
of pre-Platonic Greece lacked the concept of sin and the notions of the will,
of duty, and of obligation. In Greek tragedy, a human being may be faced
with a choice between two decisions, either of which must have disastrous
consequences. In the Agamemnon of Aeshylus, Agamemnon must either sac-
rifice his daughter or betray his allies and fail to inflict upon the Trojans the
punishment which justice commands. At the end of the play we learn that
this situation is the result of guilt incurred by Agamemnon’s father. In the
remaining plays of the Oresteia and in the Electra of Sophocles, Orestes and
his sister Electra must either fail to avenge their father or must commit the
awful act of matricide; it is a great mistake to suppose that the audience is
meant to feel that all will be well with them once Apollo’s command to kill
their mother has been carried out. In the Seven Against Thebes, Eteocles must
fight in single combat against his brother, risking a grave pollution, or he will
fail to defend his city against the foreign invaders. Again, Eteocles is the vic-
tim of a curse arising from the earlier history of his family. In the Supplianis,

28
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must the Argive king Pelasgos reject the supplication of the daughters of Da-
naos, who are indeed his kindred, or must he plunge his city into war?

Let us turn to Sophocles. In the 4jax, can Ajax listen to Tecmessa’s appeal
and submit to the Atreidae, or must he preserve his heroic honour by commit-
ting suicide? In the Oedipus Tyrannus, nothing can shake Oedipus’ determina-
tion to save the city from the plague, which leads him to clash in his ignorance
with Tiresias and with Creon, and later when he knows that he himself is the
accursed person to do execution upon himself. In the second play about Oedi-
pus, he has come to regret his violence against himself, but he is unable to
forgive the treatment he has received from his sons, and their conflict will
lead not only to their deaths but to the death of the daughters whom he loves.
Yet he is now privileged by the gods to reward Athens for having given him
shelter by means of the power which he will exercise from the grave. In the
Philoctetes, is the young Neoptolemos to disobey the chiefs of the army who
are to give him the opportunity to prove his heroic status, or is he to betray a
person whom from the first moment he has recognised as a hero of the kind
that he aspires to be? In this case Neoptolemos makes the decision which
would certainly be dictated by modern ethics, but he is saved from what
threaten to be disastrous consequences by a direct intervention of the gods.
In the Women of Trachis, Heracles is justly punished for his atrocious treat-
ment of the house of Eurytos with an agonising death, but it is made clear
that in spite of this the great hero’s spirit will be transported to Olympus.

Since the beginning of the Christian era, the ethical thinking of the West
has been dominated by the assumption that there is one right answer to every
ethical problem, that there can be no conflict between two moral considera-
tions of equal power, that there are certain answers to the central problems of
life.

Berlin has written (The Crooked Timber of Humanity, 208) that ‘the no-
tion that One is good, Many —diversity— is bad is deeply rooted in the Plato-
nic tradition’. “Even Aristotle’, he continues, ‘“who accepts that human types
differ from each other, and that therefore elasticity in social arrangements is
called for, accepts this as a fact, without regret, but without any sign of ap-
proval; and with very few exceptions, this view seems to prevail in the classical
and medieval worlds, and is not seriously questioned till, say, the sixteenth
century’.

It we reject this monistic principle, do we become relativists? Berlin, you
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will recall, has argued that Vico and Herder were not relativists, but plural-
ists. “Members of one culture’, he has written (op. cit., 10), ‘can, by the force
of imaginative insight, understand (what Vico called entrare) the values, the
ideals, the forms of life of another culture or society, even those remote in
time or space. They may find these values unacceptable, but if they open their
minds sufficiently they can grasp how there might be a full human being, with
whom one could communicate, who would at the same time live in the light
of values widely different from one’s own, but which nevertheless one can see
to be values, ends of life, by the realisation of which men could be fulfilled’.

It seems to me fortunate that thanks to their religion the Greeks before
Plato were free from the monistic principle. The eminent Roman historian Sir
Ronald Syme once remarked to me that the most important problem for the
student of antiquity is that of explaining why a small country, mountainous
and for the most part infertile, should within a comparatively short space of
time have laid the foundations of European art and science. Any attempt at
an answer to that problem requires one to understand the advantage which
the early Greeks derived from their religion.



