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10 
The Virtues in Heroic Societies 

In all those cultures, Greek, medieval or Renaissance, where moral think
ing and action is structured according to some version of the scheme that 
I have called classical, the chief means of moral education is the telling of 
stories. Where Christianity or Judaism or Islam have prevailed , biblical 
stories are as important as any other; and each culture of course has stories 
that are peculiarly its own; but every one of these cultures, Greek or Chris
tian , also possesses a stock of stories which derive from and tell about its 
own vanished heroic age. In sixth-century Athens the formal recitation of 
the Homeric poems was established as a public ceremony; the poems 
themselves were substantially composed no later than the seventh-century , 
but they speak of a very much earlier time even than that. In thirteenth
century Christian Iceland men wrote sagas about the events of the hundred 
years after A.D. 930, the period immediately before and immediately after 
the first coming of Christianity, when the old religion of the Norsemen 
still flourished . In the twelfth century in the monastery of Clonmacnoise 
Irish monks wrote down in the Lebor na bUidre stories of Ulster heroes, 
some of whose language enables scholars to date them back to the eighth 
century, but whose plots are situated centuries before that in an era when 
Ireland was still pagan. Exactly the same kind of scholarly controversy has 
flourished in each case over the question of how far, if at all, the Homeric 
poems or the Sagas or the stories of the Ulster cycle, such as the Tain EO 
Cuailnge, provide us with reliable historical evidence about the societies 
which they portray. Happily I need not involve myself with the detail of 
those arguments . What matters for my own argument is a relatively in
disputable historical fact, namely that such narratives did provide the 
historical memory, adequate or inadequate, of the societies in which they 
were finally written down. More than that they provided a moral back
ground to contemporary debate in classical societies, an account of a now
transcended or partly-transcended moral order whose beliefs and concepts 
were still partially influential, but which also provided an illuminating con
trast to the present . The understanding of heroic society-whether it ever 
existed or not - is thus a necessary part of the understanding of classical 
society and of its successors. What are its key features? 
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M .l. Finley has written of Homeric society: The basic values of soci
ety were given, predetermined and so were a man's place in the society 
and the privileges and duties that followed from his status' (Finley 1954, 
p. 134). What Finley says of Homeric society is equally true of other 
forms of heroic society in Iceland or in Ireland. Every individual has a 
given role and status within a well-defined and highly determinate system 
of roles and statuses. The key structures are those of kinship and of the 
household. In such a society a man knows who he is by knowing his role 
in these structures; and in knowing this he knows also what he owes and 
what is owed to him by the occupant of every other role and status. In 
Greek (dein) and in Anglo-Saxon (abte) alike, there is originally no clear 
distinction between 'ought' and 'owe'; in Icelandic the word 'skylM ties 
together 'ought' and 'is kin to' . 

But it is not just that there is for each status a prescribed set of duties 
and privileges. There is also a clear understanding of what actions are re
quired to perform these and what actions fall short of what is required . 
For what are required are actions. A man in heroic society is what he does. 
Hermann Friinkel wrote of Homeric man that 'a man and his actions 
become identical, and he makes himself completely and adequately com
prehended in them; he has no hidden depths . ... In {the epics] factual 
report of what men do and say, everything that men are, is expressed, 
because they are no more than what they do and say and suffer' (Friinkel 
1975, p. 79) . To judge a man therefore is to judge his actions. By perform
ing actions of a particular kind in a particular situation a man gives warrant 
for judgment upon his virtues and vices; for the virtues just are those 
qualities which sustain a free man in his role and which manifest them
selves in those actions which his role requires . And what Friinkel says and 
suggests about Homeric man holds also of man in other heroic portrayals. 

The word arm, which later comes to be translated as 'virtue', is in the 
Homeric poems used for excellence of any kind; a fast runner displays the 
arete of his feet (Iliad 20. 411) and a son excels his father in every kind 
of arete-as athlete, as soldier and in mind (Iliad 15. 642). This concept 
of virtue or excellence is more alien to us than we are apt at first to 
recognize. It is not difficult for us to recognize the central place that 
strength will have in such a conception of human excellence or the way 
in which courage will be one of the central virtues, perhaps the central vir
tue. What is alien to our conception of virtue is the intimate connection 
in heroic society between the concept of courage and its allied virtues on 
the one hand and the concepts of friendship , fate and death on the other. 

Courage is important, not simply as a quality of individuals, but as the 
quality necessary to sustain a household and a community. KUdos, glory, 
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belongs to the individual who excels in battle or in contest as a mark of 
recognition by his household and his community. Other qualities linked 
to courage also merit public recognition because of the part they play in 
sustaining the public order. In the Homeric poems cunning is such a qual
ity because cunning may have its achievements where courage is lacking 
or courage fails . In the Icelandic sagas a wry sense of humor is closely 
bound up with courage. In the saga account of the battle of C10ntarf in 
1014, where Brian Boru defeated a Viking army, one of the norsemen , 
Thorstein, did not flee when the rest of his army broke and ran, but re
mained where he was, tying his shoestring. An Irish leader, Kerthialfad , 
asked him why he was not running. 'I couldn't get home tonight: said 
Thorstein . 'I live in Iceland.' Because of the joke, Kerthialfad spared his 
life. 

To be courageous is to be someone on whom reliance can be placed . 
Hence courage is an important ingredient in friendship . The bonds of 
friendship in heroic societies are modelled on those of kinship. Sometimes 
friendship is formally vowed, so that by the vow the duties of brothers are 
mutually incurred . Who my friends are and who my enemies, is as clearly 
defined as who my kinsmen are. The other ingredient of friendship is 
fidelity. My friend's courage assures me of his power to aid me and my 
household; my friend's fidelity assures me of his will. My household's 
fidelity is the basic guarantee of its unity. So in women, who constitute 
the crucial relationships within the household, fidelity is the key virtue. 
Andromache and Hector, Penelope and Odysseus are friends (Philos) as 
much as are Achilles and Patroclus. 

What I hope this account makes clear already is the way in which any 
adequate account of the virtues in heroic society would be impossible 
which divorced them from their context in its social structure, just as no 
adequate account of the social structure of heroic society would be possible 
which did not include an account of the heroic virtues. But to put it in 
this way is to understate the crucial point: morality and social structure are 
in fact one and the same in heroic society . There is only one set of social 
bonds. Morality as something distinct does not yet exist . Evaluative ques
tions are questions of social fact . It is for this reason that Homer speaks 
always of krwwledge of what to do and how to judge. Nor are such ques
tions difficult to answer, except in exceptional cases. For the given rules 
which assign men their place in the social order and with it their identity 
also prescribe what they owe and what is owed to them and how they are 
to be treated and regarded if they fail and how they are to treat and regard 
others if those others fail. 

Without such a place in the social order, a man would not only be in-
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capable of receiving recognition and response from others; not only would 
others not know, but he would not himself know who he was. It is pre
cisely because of this that heroic societies commonly have a well-defined 
status to which any stranger who arrives in the society from outside can 
be assigned. In Greek the word for 'alien' and the word for 'guest' are the 
same word. A stranger has to be received with hospitality, limited but weU
defined. When Odysseus encounters the Cyclopes the question as to 
whether they possess tbemis (the Homeric concept of tbemis is the concept 
of customary law shared by all civilized peoples) is to be answered by 
discovering how they treat strangers. In fact they eat them - that is, for 
them strangers have no recognized human identity. 

We might thus expect to find in heroic societies an emphasis upon the 
contrast between the expectations of the man who not only possesses 
courage and its allied virtues, but who also has kinsmen and friends on the 
one hand and the man lacking all these on the other. Yet one central theme 
of heroic societies is also that death waits for both alike. Life is fragile, men 
are vulnerable and it is of the essence of the human situation that they are 
such. For in heroic societies life is the standard of value. If someone kills 
you, my friend or brother, I owe you their death and when I have paid 
my debt to you their friend or brother owes them my death. The more 
extended my system of kinsmen and friends, the more liabilities I shall in
cur of a kind that may end in my death. 

Moreover there are powers in the world which no one can control. 
Human life is invaded by passions which appear sometimes as impersonal 
forces, sometimes as gods. Achilles' wrath disrupts Achilles as well as his 
relationship to the other Greeks. These forces and the rules of kinship and 
friendship together constitute patterns of an ineluctable kind. Neither will
ing nor cunning will enable anyone to evade them. Fate is a social reality 
and the descrying of fate an important social role. It is no accident that 
the prophet or the seer flourishes equally in Homeric Greece, in saga Ice
land and in pagan Ireland. 

The man therefore who does what he ought moves steadily cowards his 
fate and his death . It is defeat and not victory that lies at the end. To 
understand this is itself a virtue; indeed it is a necessary part of courage 
to understand this. But what is involved in such understanding? What 
would have been understood if the connections between courage, friend
ship, fidelity, the household, fate and death had been grasped? Surely that 
human life has a determinate form, the form of a certain kind of story. 
It is not just that poems and sagas narrate what happens to men and 
women, but that in their narrative form poems and sagas capture a form 
that was already present in the lives which they relate. 
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'What is character but the determination of incident?' wrote Henry 
James. 'What is incident but the illustration of character?' But in heroic 
society character of the relevant kind can only be exhibited in a succession 
of incidents and the succesion itself must exemplify certain patterns. 
Where heroic society agrees with James is that character and incident can
not be characterized independently of each other. So to understand 
courage as a virtue is not just to understand how it may be exhibited in 
character, but also what place it can have in a certain kind of enacted story. 
For courage in heroic society is a capacity not just to face particular harms 
and dangers but to face a particular kind of pattern of harms and dangers. 
a pattern in which individual lives find their place and which such lives in 
turn exemplify. 

What epic and saga then portray is a society which already embodies 
the form of epic or saga. Its poetry articulates its form in individual and 
social life. To say this is still to leave open the question of whether there 
ever were such societies; but it does suggest that if there were such societies 
they could only be adequately understood through their poetry . Yet epic 
and saga are certainly not simple mirror images of the society they profess 
to portray. For it is quite clear that the poet or the saga writer claims for 
himself a kind of understanding which is denied to the characters about 
whom he writes. The poet does not suffer from the limitations which de
fme the essential condition of his characters. Consider especially the Iliad. 

As I said earlier of heroic society in general, the heroes in the Iliad do 
not find it difficult to know what they owe one another; they feel aidOs - a 
proper sense of shame-when confronted with the possibility of wrong
doing, and if that is not sufficient. other people are always at hand to drive 
home the accepted view. Honor is conferred by one's peers and without 
honor a man is without worth. There is indeed in the vocabulary available 
to Homer's characters no way for them to view their own culture and 
society as if from the outside. The evaluative expressions which they em
ploy are mutually interdefined and each has to be explained in terms of 
the others. 

Let me use a dangerous, but illuminating analogy. The rules which 
govern both action and evaluative judgment in the Iliad resemble the rules 
and the precepts of a game such as chess. It is a question of fact whether 
a man is a good chess player, whether he is good at devising end-game 
strategies, whether a move is the right move to make in a particular situa
tion . The game of chess presupposes, indeed is partially constituted by. 
agreement on how to play chess . Within the vocabulary of chess it makes 
no sense to say That was the one and only move which would achieve 
checkmate, but was it the right move to make?' And therefore someone 
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who said this and understood what he was saying would have (0 be 
employing some notion of 'right' which receives its definition from outside 
chess, as someone might ask this whose purpose in playing chess was to 
amuse a small child rather than to win. 

One reason why the analogy is dangerous is that we do play games such 
as chess for a variety of purposes. But there is nothing (0 be made of the 
question: for what purpose do the characters in the Iliad observe the rules 
that they observe and honor the precepts which they honor? It is rather 
the case that it is only within their framework of rules and precepts that 
they are able (0 frame purposes at all; and just because of this the analogy 
breaks down in another way, (00. All questions of choice arise within the 
framework; the framework itself therefore cannot be chosen. 

There is thus the sharpest of contrasts between the emotivist. self of 
modernity and the self of the heroic age. The self of the heroic age lacks 
precisely that characteristic which we have already seen that some modern 
moral philosophers take to be an essential characteristic of human self
hood: the capacity to detach oneself from any panicular standpoint or 
point of view, (0 step backwards, as it were, and view lind judge that stand
point or point of view from the outside. In heroic society there is no 'out
side' except that of the stranger. A man who tried to withdraw himself 
from his given position in heroic society would be engaged in the enter
prise of trying to make himself disappear. 

Identity in heroic society involves panicularity and accountability. I am 
answerable for doing or failing to do what anyone who occupies my role 
owes to others and this accountability terminates only with death. I have 
until my death to do what I have to do. Moreover this accountability is 
panicular. It is (0 , for and with specific individuals that I must do what 
I ought, and it is (0 these same and other individuals, members of the same 
local community, that I am accountable. The heroic self does not itself 
aspire to universality even although in retrospect we may recognize univer
sal wonh in the achievements of that self. 

The exercise of the heroic vinues thus requires both a panicular kind 
of human being and a panicular kind of social structure. Just because this 
is so, an inspection of the heroic vinues may at first sight appear irrelevant 
to any general enquiry into moral theory and practice. If the heroic vinues 
require for their exercise the presence of a kind of social structure which is 
now irrevocably lost-as they do-what relevance can they possess for us? 
Nobody now can be a Hector or a Gisli . The answer is that perhaps what 
we have (0 learn from heroic societies is twofold: first that all morality is 
always to some degree tied to the socially local and panicular and that the 
aspirations of the morality of modernity to a universality freed from all 
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panicularity is an illusion; and secondly that there is no way to possess the 
vinues except as pan of a tradition in which we inherit them and our 
understanding of them from a series of predecessors in which series heroic 
societies hold first place. If this is so. the contrast between the freedom of 
choice of values of which modernity prides itself and the absence of such 
choice in heroic cultures would look very different . For freedom of choice 
of values would from the standpoint of a tradition ultimately rooted in 
heroic societies appear more like the freedom of ghosts-of those whose 
human substance approached vanishing point-than of men . 

It is the cenitude which this absence of choice provides that at one level 
makes the task of the commentator upon the Iliad so relatively easy . What 
is an arete and what is not is easily determined; there is no disagreement 
within the Iliad on such matters. But when the lexicographer has com
pleted his list. a more difficult question does arise. I have already noted 
that physical strength . courage and intelligence are among the excellences. 
In the Odyssey Penelope speaks of her aretai where we should speak of her 
attractions. But. more puzzlingiy to us. in the Odyssey prosperity too is 
spoken of as an excellence. The unity of the notion of an arete resides. as 
we have already seen, in the concept of that which enables a man to dis
charge his role; and it is easy to see that prosperity-and happiness-have 
also a different pan in the Homeric poems. When Sarpedon remembers 
his orchards and his cornfields back in Lycia during the agonies of battle 
by the ships. he reflects that it is because he and Glaucus are foremost 
among the warriors that they are held to deserve such good things . Pros
perity is thus a by-product of achievement in war and from this springs 
the paradox: those who pursue that course which entitles them to the hap
piness that is represented by orchards and cornfields. by life with Andro
mache or Penelope. pursue a course whose characteristic end is death. 

Death in Homer is an unmixed evil; the ultimate evil is death followed 
by desecration of the body . The latter is an evil suffered by the kin and 
the household of the dead man as well as by the corpse. Conversely it is 
through the performance of burial rites that the family and the community 
can restore their integrity after the death of what was pan of themselves. 
Thus funeral rites and funeral games are key episodes in the moral scheme, 
and grief. understood as the ability to mourn. is a key human emotion . 

As Simone Weil saw so clearly. the condition of slavery in the Iliad is 
very close to the condition of death . The slave is someone who may be 
killed at any minute; he is outside the heroic community . The suppliant 
too, who has been forced to beg for what he must have. has put himself 
at the mercy of another and so renders himself a potential corpse or slave. 
Hence the role of the suppliant is to be assumed only under the most ex-
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treme of necessities. It is only when the desecration of Hector's body is 
to be followed by the deprivation of burial rites that Priam, being a king. 
is compelled to become a suppliant. 

To be a suppliant, to be a slave, to be slain on the battlefield is to have 
been defeated; and defeat is the moral horizon of the Homeric hero, that 
beyond which nothing is to be seen , nothing lies. But defeat is not the 
Homeric poet's moral horizon, and it is precisely by reason of this dif
ference that the Homer of the Iliad transcends the limitations of the society 
which he portrays. For what Homer puts in question, as his characters do 
not, is what it is to win and what it is to lose. Here once more the analogy 
with later conceptions of a game and of winning and losing in the context 
of games is dangerous but unavoidable. For our games, like our wars, are 
descendants of the Homeric agt5n and yet are as different as they are in 
key part because the concepts of winning and losing have so different a 
place in our culture . 

What the poet of the Iliad sees and his characters do not is that winning 
too may be a form of losing. The poet is not a theorist; he offers no general 
formulas . His own knowledge is indeed at a more general and abstract level 
than that even of his most insightful characters. For Achilles in his moment 
of reconciliation with Priam has no way of representing to himself what 
Homer is able in his account of Achilles and Priam to represent to others. 
Thus the Iliad puts in question what neither Achilles nor Hector can put 
in question; the poem lay claim to a form of understanding which it denies 
to those whose actions it describes. 

What I have said of the Iliad is certainly not true of all heroic poetry; 
but it is true of some of the Icelandic sagas. Indeed in a late saga such as 
Njdls Saga the saga writer is at pains to distinguish those characters who 
are able to transcend the values of the saga world from those who are not. 
In Gisla Saga Sursonnar what the saga writer understands, as the characters 
do not, is the complementary truth to that of the Iliad: losing may on occa
sion be a form of winning. When Gisli after his years of outlawry finally 
dies fighting back to back with his wife and sister-in-law, the three of them 
killing or fatally wounding eight of the fifteen men who had hoped to earn 
the price on Gisli's head, it is not Gisli who loses. 

Thus this type of heroic poetry represents a form of society about 
whose moral structure two central claims are made. The first is that that 
structure embodies a conceptual scheme which has three central inter
related elements: a conception of what is required by the social role which 
each individual inhabits; a conception of excellences or virtues as those 
qualities which enable an individual to do what his or her role requires; 
and a conception of the human condition as fragile and vulnerable to 
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destiny and to death, such that to be virtuous is not to avoid vulnerability 
and death, but rather to accord them their due. None of these three 
elements can be made fully intelligible without reference to the other two; 
but the relationship between them is not merely conceptual. It is rather 
that all three elements can find their interrelated places only within a larger 
unitary framework , deprived of which we could not understand their 
significance for each other. This framework is the narrative form of epic 
or saga, a form embodied in the moral life of individuals and in the collec
tive social structure. Heroic social structure is enacted epic narrative . 

The characters in the epic have, as I noticed earlier, no means of view
ing the human and natural world except that provided by the conceptions 
which inform their world-view. But just for that reason they have no 
doubt that reality is as they represent it to themselves. They present us 
with a view of the world for which they claim truth . The implicit epis
temology of the heroic world is a thoroughgoing realism . 

It is indeed partly because the literature of heroic societies makes tbis 
claim that it so difficult to recognize Nietzsche's later self-serving portrait 
of their aristocratic inhabitants. The poets of the Iliad and the saga writers 
were implicitly claiming an objectivity for their own standpoint of a kind 
quite incompatible with a Nietzschean perspectivism. But if the poets and 
the saga writers fail to be proto-Nietzscheans, what about the characters 
whom they portray? Here again it is clear that Nietzsche had to mytholo
gize the distant past in order to sustain his vision. What Nietzsche portrays 
is aristocratic self-assertion; what Homer and the sagas show are forms of 
assertion proper to and required by a certain role. The self becomes what 
it is in heroic societies only through its role; it is a social creation, not 
an individual one. Hence when Nietzsche projects back on to the archaic 
past his own nineteenth-century individualism, he reveals that what looked 
like an historical enquiry was actually an inventive literary construction . 
Nietzsche replaces the fictions of the Enlightenment individualism, of which 
he is so contemptuous, with a set of individualist fictions of his own. From 
this it does not follow that one could not be an undecelved Nietzschean; 
and the whole importance of being a Nietzschean does after all lie in the 
triumph of being finally undeceived, being, as Nietzsche put it, truthful at 
last. It is simply, one might be tempted to conclude, that any would-be 
true Nietzschean will after all have to go further than Nietzsche. But is this 
indeed all? 

The contemporary Nietzschean by his rejection of his immediate cul
tural environment-as Nietzsche himself rejected Wilhelmine Germany
and by his discovery that that in the past which Nietzsche praised was fic
tion rather than fact is condemned to an existence which aspires to trans-
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cend all relationship to the past. But is such transcendence possible? We 
are, whether we acknowledge it or not, what the past has made us and 
we cannot eradicate from ourselves, even in America, those parts of our
selves which are formed by our relationship to each formative stage in our 
history. If this is so, then even heroic society is still inescapably a part of 
us all, and we are narrating a history that is peculiarly our own history when 
we recount its past in the formation of our moral culture. 

Any attempt to write this history will necessarily encounter Marx's 
claim that the reason why Greek epic poetry has the power over us which 
it still retains derives from the fact that the Greeks stand to civilized moder
nity as the child to the adult. That is one way of conceiving the relation
ship of the past to the present. Whether it is a way in which justice can 
be done to the relationship between ourselves and the Iliad is a question 
which could only be answered if we had enquired into the intervening 
stages of social and moral order which at once separate us from and con
nect us to the world in which the Iliad was rooted. Those intervening 
stages will put to the question two central beliefs of [he heroic age. They 
will force us to ask in the context of forms of complexity quite alien to 
heroic society whether it can remain true that a human life as a whole can 
be envisaged as a victory or a defeat and what winning and losing really 
consist in and amount to. And they will press upon us the question as to 
whether the narrative forms of the heroic age are not mere childlike story
telling, so that moral discourse while it may use fables and parables as aids 
to the halting moral imagination ought in its serious adult moments to 
abandon the narrative mode for a more discursive style and genre. 
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The Vinues at Athens 

Heroic societies, as they are represented by the Homeric poems or the 
Icelandic or Irish sagas mayor may not have existed; but the belief that 
they had existed was crucial to those classical and Christian societies which 
understood themselves as having emerged from the conflicts of heroic 
society and which defined their own standpoint partially in terms of that 
emergence. No fifth-century Athenian could behave just as Agamemnon 
or Achilles behaved. No thirteenth-century Icelander could have behaved 
quite like the men of the tenth century. The monks at Clonmacnoise were 
very different from Conchobor or Cuchulainn. Yet the heroic literature 
provided a central part of the moral scriptures of those later societies; and 
it is from the difficulties involved in relating those scriptures to actual prac
tice that many of the key moral characteristics of the later societies arise. 

In many of Plato's earlier dialogues Socrates interrogates one or more 
Athenians as to the nature of some virtue-courage in the lAcbls, piety in 
the Eutbypbro, justice in Republic I-in such a way as to convict the other 
of inconsistency. The casual modern reader might easily suppose at first 
that Plato is contrasting Socrates' rigor with the carelessness of the ordi
nary Athenian; but as the pattern recurs again and again, another inter
pretation suggests itself, namely that Plato is pointing to a general state of 
incoherence in the use of evaluative language in Athenian culture. When 
Plato in the Republic produces his own coherent well-integrated account 
of the virtues, part of his strategy is to expel the Homeric inheritance from 
the city-state. One starting point for an enquiry into the virtues in classical 
society would be to establish a connection between some of the basic in
coherences in classical society and the Homeric background. But the task 
turns out to have been already accomplished, most notably perhaps by 
Sophocles in the Pbiloctetes. 

Odysseus has been sent on a mission with Neoptolemus, the son of 
Achilles, to secure Philoctetes' magical bow to aid in the taking of Troy. 
Odysseus behaves in the play according to precisely the same canons which 
govern his behavior in the Odyssey. He does good to his friends, harm to 

his foes (thus satisfying one of the definitions of justice which Plato rejects 
at the beginning of the Republic). If he cannot get the aid of the bow by 
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open means, his cunning will devise deceitful means. In the Odyssey that 
cunning is treated unambiguously as a virtue; and it is of course for his ex
ercise of the virtues that a hero received honor. But Neoptolemus sees 
Odysseus' stratagem to deceive Philoctetes as dishonorable. Philoctetes had 
been grossly wronged by the Greeks who had left him to suffer for nine 
long years on Lemnos; Philoctetes has nevertheless received Neoptolemus 
and Odysseus with trust. Even though he now refuses to come to the aid 
of the Greeks at T roy, it is wrong to deceive him. Sophocles uses Odysseus 
and Neoptolemus to confront us with two incompatible conceptions of 
honorable conduct, two rival standards for behavior. It is crucial to the 
structure of the tragedy that Sophocles offers us no resolution of this con
flict ; the action is interrupted, rather than completed by the intervention 
of the semi-divine Heracles, which rescues the characters from their 
Impasse. 

The intervention of a god in Greek tragedy-or at the very least an ap
peal to a god to intervene-often signals the disclosure of an incoherence 
in moral standards and vocabulary. Consider the Oresteia . The archaic and 
heroic rules of vendetta both enjoin and forbid Orestes to kill Clytem
nestra. The intervention of Athena and the resolution ofi:he issue between 
her and Apollo establish a conception of justice which shifts the center of 
authority in moral questions from the family and the household to the 
polis . In the Antigone the demands of the family and . the demands of the 
polis appear precisely as rival and incompatible demands. Thus the first 
massive fact that we have to reckon with is the difference that it makes 
to the conception of the virtues when the primary moral community is no 
longer the kinship group, but the city-state, and not merely the city-state 
in general, but the Athenian democracy in particular. 

Yet it is far too simple to see the difference between the Homeric view 
and the classical view of the virtues as residing in a transition from one set 
of social forms to another, and this for at least two very different reasons. 
The first is that, as the Antigone alone is sufficient to suggest, the forms 
and claims of kinship, although not the same in fifth-century Athens as 
they had been in earlier centuries, survive in substantial form. The 
aristocratic household preserves a good deal of Homer in life as well as in 
poetry. But the Homeric values no longer define the moral horizon, just 
as the household or kinship group are now part of a larger and very dif
ferent unit. There are no more kings, even though many of the virtues of 
kingship are still held to be virtues. 

A second reason for not seeing the difference in the conception of the 
virtues simply in terms of changed social contexts is that the conception 
of a virtue has now become strikingly detached from that of any particular 
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social role. Neoptolemus confronts Philoctetes in Sophocles' play in a way 
very different from that in which his father confronted Agamemmon in 
the Iliad. In Homer the question of honor is the question of what is due 
to a king; in Sophocles the question of honor has become the question of 
what is due to a man. 

Nonetheless it seems no accident that the question of what is due to 

a man is raised in an Athenian-and not in a Theban or a Corinthian, let 
alone a barbarian - context. To characterize a good man is in crucial part 
to characterize the relationship in which such a man stands to others and 
both poets and philosophers for the most part do not distinguish in their 
account of these relationships what is universal and human from what is 
local and Athenian. The claim is often explicit; Athens is praised because 
she par excellence exhibits human life as it ought to be. Yet in these very 
acts of praise Athenian particularity is distinguished from Homeric par
ticularity. For Homeric man there could be no standard external to those 
embodied in the structures of his own community to which appeal could 
be made; for Athenian man, the matter is more complex. His under
standing of the virtues does provide him with standards by which he can 
question the life of his own community and enquire whether this or that 
practice or policy is just. Nonetheless he also recognizes that he possesses 
his understanding of the virtues only because his membership in the com
munity provides him with such understanding. The city is a guardian, a 
parent, a teacher, even though what is learnt from the city may lead to 

a questioning of this or that feature of its life. Thus the question of the 
relationship between being a good citizen and being a good man becomes cen
tral and knowledge of the variety of possible human practices, barbarian 
as well as Greek, provided the factual background to the asking of that 
question. 

Of course all the evidence is that the overwhelming majority of all 
Greeks, whether Athenian or not, took it for granted that the way of life 
of their own city was unquestionably the best way of life for man, if it 
even occurred to them to raise the question at all; and it was equally taken 
for granted that what Greeks shared was clearly superior to any barbarian 
way of life. But what then did Greeks share? And what did Athenians 
share? 

A.W.H. Adkins has usefully contrasted the cooperative with the com
petitive virtues. The competitive he sees as Homeric in their ancestry; the 
cooperative represent the social world of the Athenian democracy. But at 
this point complexity enters, for moral disagreement in the fifth and fourth 
centuries does not only arise because one set of virtues is counterposed to 
another. It is also and perhaps more importantly because rival conceptions 
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of one and the same virtue coexist that conflict is engendered. The nature 
of dikaiosune-which we have come to translate as 'justice'-is the subject 
of just such disagreement. Moreover dikaiosune, disagreement over which 
may be a source of social conflict, is one of the virtues which Adkins sees 
as cooperative rather than competitive. But dikaiosune, although the word 
itself does not appear in Homer, has Homeric overtones. Dike and dikaios 
which do appear in Homer are its ancestors, and already in Homer the 
competitive virtues presuppose the acceptance of the cooperative. It is 
because dike has been outraged that Achilles falls out with Agamemnon 
and it is because dike has been outraged that Athena aids Odysseus against 
the suitors. What then is the virtue which becomes dikaiosune? 

'Dike means basically the order of the universe,' wrote Hugh Lloyd
Jones (1971, p.161); and the dikaios is the man who respects and does not 
violate that order. At once the difficulty in translating dikaios by 'just' is 
clear; for someone in our own culture may use the word 'just' without any 
reference to or belief in a moral order in the universe. But even in the fifth 
century the nature of the relationship between dikaiosune and some cosmic 
order is not clear in the way that it was in the Homeric poems. There the 
order in which kings reign, admittedly imperfectly, is part of the larger 
order in which gods, and especially Zeus, reign, admittedly imperfectly. To 
be dikaios in Homer is not to transgress tbat order; thus in Homer the virtue 
of the dikaios is to do what the accepted order requires; and in this his vir
tue is like every other Homeric virtue. But by the latter part of the fifth 
century it is possible to ask if it is or is not dikaiosune to do what the 
established order requires; and it is possible to disagree radically as to what 
it would be to act in accordance with dike, to be dikaios. So in PbiloctCtes 
both Neoptolemus and Odysseus claim dikaiosune for their side of the argu
ment (1245-51) and within the same few lines they disagree also about 
what it is to be sopbos (wise) and to be aiscbros (disgraceful). 

There are then a received set of virtue-words in fifth-century Greek and 
in that sense a received set of virtues: friendship, courage, self-restraint, 
wisdom, justice- and not only these. But as to what each of these requires 
and as to why each is counted as a virtue there is extended disagreement . 
So that those who unreflectively rely on ordinary usage, on what they 
have been taught, will all too easily find themselves trapped in inconsist
ency in just the way that Socrates' partners in dialogue so often are . I have 
of course oversimplified both the causes and the effects of that inconsist
ency. Even if heroic society did exist in, say, ninth-century Greece, the 
transition from that society to the fifth century was far more complex and 
many-layered than I have indicated. The conceptions of the virtues in the 
sixth century, in the early fifth century and in the later fifth century all 
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differ in imponant respects and each earlier period leaves its mark on each 
of its successors. The effect of this is evident as much in modern scholarly 
disputes as in ancient moral disagreements. Dodds, Adkins, Uoyd-Jones
and the list could be extended into a very long one-all present largely 
coherent pictures of the Greek moral outlook; each coherent view differs 
from each of the others and all seem to be largely right. What none allow 
for adequately is the possibility that the Greek moral vocabulary and out
look is a good deal more incoherent than we find it easy to recognize, and 
one reason is obvious. Too many of the sources are texts in which a de
liberate reorganization and redefinition of the moral vocabulary is taking 
place, texts in which words are being assigned a clear meaning which they 
earlier did not possess. Philosophers, poets, historians may all be apt to be
tray us in this way, and we have very few sources which do not come to 

us through one or the other of these. 
We therefore have to be wary of speaking too easily of 'the Greek view 

of the vinues' not just because we often say 'Greek' where we should say 
'Athenian' but also because there were a number of Athenian views. For 
my present purposes I need to consider at least four : those of the sophists, 
of Plato, of Aristotle and of the tragedians, especially Sophocles. But it is 
imponant in each case to remember that we are dealing with a response 
to incoherence, a response in each case informed by a different purpose. 
Yet before I consider these four, let me underline at least one thing that 
they all do share. All do take it for granted that the milieu in which the 
vinues are to be exercised and in terms of which they are to be defined 
is the po/is . In the PbiLoctetis it is essential to the action that Philoctetes by 
being left on a desen island for ten years has not been merely exiled from 
the company of mankind, but also from the status of a human being: 'You 
left me friendless, solitary, without a city, a corpse among the living.' This 
is not mere rhetoric. For us the notion that friendship, company and a city
state' are essential components of humanity is alien; and between us and 
this concept lies a great historical divide. For example, the word for 
solitary, eremos, is the ancestor of our word 'hermit'; and for Christianity 
the life of a hermit could be among the most imponant types of human 
life. And the concept of friendship has itself undergone continuous later 
transformations. But in Sophodes' world-where so much is contestable
that friendship , companionship and citizenship are essential aspects of 
humanity is not contestable. And in this at least Sophocles is at one with 
the rest of the Athenian world. 

The common Athenian assumption then is that the vinues have their 
place within the social context of the city-state. To be a good man will on 
every Greek view be at least closely allied to being a good citizen. What 
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are the virtues which make the good man and the good citizen and what 
are the corresponding vices? When Isocrates praised Pericles he described 
him as excelling all other citizens in being sopbr6n and dikaios and sopbos. 
Orators and comic poets generally denounce meanness and lack of generos
ity. It is a Greek commonplace that the free man tells the truth fearlessly 
and takes responsibility for his actions. Some writers praise simplicity of 
character and straightforwardness. Lack of sensitivity and lack of pity are 
often condemned; so is boorishness. Courage is always praised. But, if 
these are some of the most important virtues, what is it that makes them 
virtues? 

There is a danger that we shall be misled in trying to answer this ques
tion eitber if we attend only to those qualities which we too take to be vir
tuous or, as I have already suggested, if we ignore the extent to which 
Greeks disagree with one another. So I begin by doing two things: one 
is to note that humility, thrift and conscientiousness could appear in no 
Greek list of the virtues; the other is to stress once more the alternative 
interpretations of one and the same virtue which were possible. Consider 
not only honor and justice, but the virtue whose name is sopbrosune. In 
origin it is an aristocratic virtue. It is the virtue of the man who could 
but does not abuse his power. One part of such restraint is the ability 
to control one's passions and when the word is applied to women - and 
sopbrosune is for the Greeks tbe womanly virtue-that ability and only that 
is commonly what is being praised . But very clearly this is not what 
Isocrates was primarily praising in Pericles. 

Indeed Isocrates' praise of Pericles as sopbr6n must be recognized as com
patible with the acknowledgment of those qualities which, in Thucydides' 
version, Pericles himself ascribed to the Athenians: incessant activity in the 
pursuit of their own interests, a drive to do more and to push further. Thus 
sopbrosune on this view does not necessarily imply restraint so far as one's 
goals are concerned; it is rather restraint in the manner of realizing these 
goals that is being praised, the quality of knowing how far to go on a par
ticular occasion and when to pause or temporarily draw back. So that 
sopbrosune can now be at home with the polupragmosune of the Athenian 
democracy as well as with the aristocratic ideals of restraint and of besucbia, 
leisure. Yet the ideals of polupragmosune and of besucbia are certainly 
themselves sharply opposed. So that sopbrosune has now found a place not 
just in two different, but in two incompatible moral schemes. In what 
ways are polupragmosune and besucbia opposed? 

Hesucbia appears in Pindar (Pytbian Odes 8.1) as the name of a goddess; 
she represents that peacefulness of spirit to which the victor in a contest 
in entitled when he is at rest afterwards. Respect for her is bound up with 
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the notion that we strive in order to be at rest, rather than in order to 
struggle ceaselessly from goal to goal, from desire to desire. Po/uprag
mosuni, by contrast, is not merely a matter of being busy about many 
things, but a quality in which pride comes to be taken . The Athenian 
milieu in which it is at home is one in which pleonexia also comes naturally 
enough to be at home. Pleonexia is sometimes translated so as to make it 
appear that the vice which it picks out is simply that of wanting more than 
one's share. This how J.S. Mill translated it and to follow Mill is to 
diminish the gap between the ancient world and modem individualism, 
for we have no problem-how could anyone have a problem?-with the 
thought that it is wrong to take more than one's share. But in fact the vice 
picked out is that of acquisitiveness as such, a quality that modern in
dividualism both in its economic activity and in the cbaracter of the con
suming aesthete does not perceive to be a vice at all. Nietzsche translated 
pleonexia with insight as well as precision: baben und mebrwollbubm, be
cause in the modern world, as we shall later see, the notion that the wish 
to have more simpliciter, acquisitiveness as such, might be a vice. was in
creasingly lost sight of. Hence presumably Mill's misunderstanding. for in 
fact pleonexia is the name of just that vice. 

For those possessed by pleonexia the ag6n. the contest, becomes some
thing quite other than it was in the games or for Pindar. It becomes an 
instrument of the individual will in grasping after success in satisfying its 
desires. Of course in any society where contests are central to activity, the 
victor will achieve the prizes of success and will at least appear to be and 
will probably in fact be nearer than others to satisfying his desires . But 
the achievement and the excellence recognized by himself, by the com
munity and by such people as the poet whose task it is to praise that 
achievement and that excellence are what is valued primarily; it is because 
they are valued that prizes and satisfactions attach to them; not vice versa. 

Consider now the place of the ag6n. the contest. in classical Greek soci
ety. The Homeric epics are narratives which recount a series of contests. 
In the Iliad the character of these contests is gradually transformed until 
it is acknowledged in the confrontation between Achilles and Priam that 
to win is also to lose and that in the face of death winning and losing no 
longer divide. This is the first great enunciation of moral truth in Greek 
culture and later we shall have to consider its status as trutb. For the mo
ment we need only note that it was in the context of the ag6n that that 
truth had to be discovered. 

The ag6n of course changes its character. First in the Olympic games 
the actual wars between city-states were suspended by a truce every four 
years from 776 B.C. onward and every Greek community, no matter how 
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widely scattered, aspired to send representatives. Wrestling, running, 
horse-racing and the discus were celebrated by the praise of poetry and 
sculpture. Around this center there grew up other practices: Olympia, 
originally and always a shrine of Zeus, became an archive where records 
were kept and treaties preserved. The implicit definition of a Greek, as 
contrasted with a barbarian, becomes-a member of a community entitled 
to attend the Olympic games. But the agon is a central institution not only 
in uniting all Greeks from their different city-states. It is also central within 
each city-state, a context in which once again the form of the agan changes. 
Among the contests into which it is transformed are the debates in the 
assemblies and law courts of Greek democracy, the conflicts at the heart 
of tragedy, a piece of symbolic (and very serious) buffoonery in the plot
line of comedy, and finally the dialogue form of philosophical argument. 
In understanding each of these as a manifestation of the agan, we ought 
to recognize that the categories political, dramatic, philosophical were much 
more intimately related in the Athenian world than in our own. Politics 
and philosophy were shaped by dramatic form, the preoccupations of 
drama were philosophical and political, philosophy had to make its claims 
in the arena of the political and the dramatic. At Athens the audience for 
each was potentially largely and actually to some degree one and the same; 
and the audience itself was a collective actor. The producer of drama was 
a holder of political office; the philosopher risked comic portrayal and 
political punishment. The Athenians had not insulated, as we have by a 
set of institutional devices, the pursuit of political ends from dramatic 
representation or the asking of philosophical questions from either. Hence 
we lack, as they did not, any public. generally shared communal mode 
either for representing politcal conflict or for puttting our politics to the 
philosophical question. It will be important later to notice more precisely 
how these possibilities were closed to us. But for the moment enough has 
been said to return to the central question. 

We have noticed in turn that different and rival lists of virtues. different 
and rival attitudes toward the virtues and different and rival definitions of 
individual virtues are at home in fifth-century Athens and that nonetheless 
the city-state and the agan provide the shared contexts in which the virtues 
are to be exercised. Just because these rivalries and inconsistencies are 
symptoms of conflict it is scarcely surprising that rival and competing 
philosophical accounts of the virtues appear. making overt and explicit the 
underlying conflicts. Of these perhaps the simplest and most radical is that 
of a certain type of sophist. 

A.W .H . Adkins has noticed the resemblance between Thrasymachus as 
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portrayed by Plato and the cruder versions of the Homeric hero. 'Scratch 
Thrasymachus and you find Agamemnon: Agamemnon is the prototype 
of the Homeric hero who has never learnt the truth that the IJiad was writ
ten to teach; he wants only to win and to have the fruits of victory for 
himself. Everyone else is to be used or overcome: Iphigeneia, Briseis, 
Achilles. So the sophist of whom Plato's Thrasymachus is the type makes 
success the only goal of action and makes the acquisition of power to do 
and to get whatever one wants the entire content of success. A virtue is 
then naturally enough defined as a quality which will ensure success. But 
success for the sophists, as for other Greeks, must be success in some par
ticular city. Hence the ethics of success comes to be combined with a cer
tain kind of relativism. 

To be successful is to be successful in a particular city; but in different 
cities there may be different conceptions of the virtues. What is taken to 
be just in democratic Athens may be different from what is taken to be 
just in aristocratic Thebes or in military Sparta. The sophistic conclusion 
is that in each particular city the virtues are what they are taken to be in 
that city. There is no such thing as justice-as-such, but only justice-as
understood-in-Athens and justice-as-understood-at-Thebes and justice-as
understood-at-Sparta. This relativism, when combined with the view that 
a virtue is a quality which leads to individual success, involves its adherents 
in a number of related difficulties. 

Part of the original impulse behind the sophistic view seems to have 
been the wish to provide a consistent and coherent redefinition of the cen
tral evaluative expressions in fifth-century Greek as a basis for educating 
the young, particularly the aristocratic young, for political success . But the 
achievement of a certain degree of consistency by elevating competitive 
conceptions and definitions of the virtues above the cooperative ones turns 
our to have generated inconsistency at other points. By accepting the 
evaluative vocabulary of his own particular city the sophist will sometimes 
find himself using expressions which themselves embody a non-relativistic 
standpoint inconsistent with the relativism which led him to use that 
vocabulary. And the sophist who has redefined expressions such as 'just' , 
'virtue' and 'good' so that they refer to qualities which are conducive to in
dividual success, but who also wishes to employ the conventional vocabu
lary in order to achieve that success, may well find himself in one situation 
praising justice, because by 'justice' nothing more is to be meant that 'what 
is to the interest of the stronger' and in another praising injustice over 
justice because it is the practice of injustice (as conventionally understood) 
which is in fact to the interest of the stronger. 
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There is of course nothing in this type of sophistic tradition which 
makes it necessary for someone who holds it to be trapped in this kind of 
inconsistency - and so become the victim of his opponents in debate - but 
inconsistency could only be escaped by a more radical redefinition of the 
vinues than many sophists were prepared to embark upon. 

So in Plato's Gorgias Gorgias himself and his pupil Polus are successively 
defeated in argument by Socrates as a result of this kind of inconsistency, 
whereas Callicles cannot be so defeated . For Callicles is prepared to carry 
through a systematic statement of his standpoint whatever the deductive 
consequences and whatever the degree of the breach with ordinary moral 
usage. That standpoint is one which glorifies the man who uses his in
telligence to dominate and who uses his domination to satisfy his desires 
without limit. Socrates is able to raise difficulties for this view , but none 
of them is conclusive in the way his objections to Gorgias and Polus had 
been. 

Thus Callicles does seem to succeed in providing one way of resolving 
the incoherences of the oridinary Greek mind. Are there good reasons 
why we should not accept that resolution? Some later writers-Stoic in the 
ancient world, Kantian in the modern - have supposed that the only possi
ble answer to Callicles lies in arguing for the severance of all connection 
between what is good (or, as modern writers would say, morally good) and 
human desires. They take it that if what we ought to do is also what 
satisfies our desires, then Callicles must be in the right. Plato of course does 
not attack Callicles from this standpoint; indeed it is doubtful if any fifth
or founh-century Greek could have done so in a systematic way. For 
Plato-and in this at least both Plato and Callicles agree with ordinary 
Greek usage as well as with each other - accepts the view that the concepts 
of vinue and goodness on the one hand and those of happiness, success 

. and the fulfIlment of desire on the other are indissolubly linked . He cannot 
therefore challenge Callicles' view that what is good will lead to happiness 
and the satisfaction of desire; instead he has to challenge Callicles' concep
tions of happiness and of the satisfaction of desire. It is the need to sustain 
this latter challenge that leads straight to the psychology of the Pbaedo and 
of the Republic; and the psychology of those dialogues provides the basis 
for a rival conception of and an accompanying list of the vinues. 

If for Callicles the satisfaction of desire is to be found in domination 
over a polis, in the life of a tyrant, for Plato rational desire could be genu
inely satisfied in no polis that actually existed in th(~ physical world, but 
only in an ideal state with an ideal constitution . Thus the good to which 
rational desire aspires and the actual life of the city-state have to be sharply 
distinguished. What is politically attainable is unsatisfying; what is satisfy-
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ing is attainable only by philosophy and not by politics. The former lesson 
Plato finally learnt in Sicily and doubdess he felt that he ought to have 
learnt it once and for all from the death of Socrates. Nonetheless the con
cept of vinue remains a political concept; for Plato's account of the vir
tuous man in inseparable from his account of the virtuous citizen . Indeed 
this is an understatement, there is no way to be excellent as a man which 
does not involve excellence as a citizen and vice versa . But the excellent 
citizen will not be at home in any actual city, in Athens or Thebes or even 
in Sparta. In none of these places are those who rule the city themselves 
ruled by reason . What does reason enjoin? 

That each part of the soul shall perform its specific function. The exer
cise of each specific function is a particular virtue . So the bodily appetites 
are to accept the restraint imposed by reason; the virtue thus exhibited is 
sopbrosune. That high-spirited virtue which responds to the challenge of 
danger, when it responds as reason bids it, exhibits itself as courage, an
dreia . Reason itself, when it has been disciplined by mathematical and 
dialectical enquiry, so that it is able to discern what justice itself is, what 
beauty itself is and above all the other forms what the Form of the Good 
is, exhibits its own specific virtue of sopbia, wisdom. These three virtues 
can only be exhibited when a fourth, the virtue of dikaiosuni, is also ex
hibited; for dikaiosune-which, on Plato's account, is very different from 
any of our modem conceptions of justice, although 'justice' is the transla
tion used by almost all of Plato's translators - is precisely the virtue of 
allocating each part of the soul its particular function and no other. 

Plato's account and redefinition of the virtues is thus derived from a 
complex theory, a theory without which we will be unable to grasp what 
a virtue is. He both rejects and tries to explain what his theory must en
visage as the ordinary Greek's inadequate linguistic usage and corrupted 
practice. When certain of the sophists translate the variety and the incon
sistencies of ordinary use into a would-be consistent relativism , Plato re
jects not only the relativism and the inconsistency, but also the variety. 

I emphasized earlier that Plato's theory links the virtues to the political 
practice of an ideal rather than actual state; it is important also to em
phasize that Plato claims for his theory an ability to explain the conflicts 
and disharmonies of actual states as well as the harmony and disharmony 
of actual personalities. In both the political and the personal realm conflict 
and virtue are mutually incompatible and exclusive. This is perhaps one 
source of Plato's view that dramatic art is an enemy of virtue. Certaiilly 
there are other sources for Plato's view: his metaphysics leads him to treat 
all mimesis, all representation, as a movement away from genuine reality 
into illusion and his view of the didactic effect of art makes him disapprove 
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of the content of much epic and dramatic poetry. But he is also deeply 
committed to the view that both within the city and within the person vir
tue cannot be in conflict with virtue. There cannot be rival goods at war 
with each other. Yet it is just what Plato takes to be impossible which 
makes tragic drama possible. 

Tragic drama had very early explored the conflicts that could arise 
within a post-Homeric framework. Aeschylus relied on the contradictory 
imperatives of kinship loyalties and the equally contradictory imperatives 
of the theology that sustained kinship. But it is Sophocles who systemati
cally explores rival allegiances to incompatible goods, especially in the An
tigone and the Pbiloaetes, in a way that raises a key and a complex set of 
questions about the virtues. It seems to be clear that there can be rival con
ceptions of the virtues, rival accounts of what a virtue is. And it seems to 
be equally clear that there can be disputes over whether a particular quality 
is to be accounted a virtue or a vice. But it might of course be argued that 
in all such disagreements at least one party to the argument is simply mis
taken and that we can rationally settle all such disputes and arrive at a 
single rationally justifiable account of and list of the virtues. Suppose in
deed for the moment that this were so. Could it the:n be the case that in 
certain circumstances at least the possession of one virtue might exclude 
the possession of some other? Could one virtue be temporarily at least at 
war with another? And both qualities genuinely be accounted virtues? Can 
the exercise of the virtue of doing what is required of a sister (Antigone) 
or a friend (Odysseus) be at odds with the exercise of the virtues of justice 
(Creon) or of compassion and truthfulness (Neoptolemus)? We inherit two 
systematic sets of answers to such questions. 

The ancestor of one of these sets of answers is Plato, for whom as we 
have seen the virtues are not merely compatible with each other, but the 
presence of each requires the presence of all. This strong thesis concerning 
the unity of the virtues is reiterated both by Aristotle and by Aquinas, even 
though they differ from Plato-and from each other-in a number of im
portant ways. The presupposition which all three share is that there exists 
a cosmic order which dictates the place of each virtue in a total har
monious scheme of human life. Truth in the moral sphere consists in the 
conformity of moral judgment to the order of this scheme. 

There is a sharply contrasting modem tradition which holds that the 
variety and heterogeneity of human goods is such that their pursuit cannot 
be reconciled in any single moral order and that consequently any social 
order which either attempts such a reconciliation 0" which enforces the 
hegemony of one set of goods over all other is bound to turn into a strait
jacket and very probably a totalitarian straitjacket for the human condi-
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tion. This is a view which Sir Isaiah Berlin has urged upon us strenuously, 
and its ancestry, as we noted earlier, is in Weber's writings. I take it that 
this view entails a heterogeneity of the virtues as well as of goods in general 
and that choice between rival claims in respect of the virtues has the same 
central place in the moral life for such theorists that choice between goods 
in general does. And where judgments express choices of this kind, we can
not characterize them as either true or false. 

The interest of Sophocles lies in his presentation of a view equally dif
ficult for a Platonist or a Weberian to accept. There are indeed crucial con
flicts in which different virtues appear as making rival and incompatible 
claims upon us. But our situation is tragic in that we have to recognize the 
authority of both claims. There is an objective moral order, but our per
ceptions of it are such that we cannot bring rival moral truths into com
plete harmony with each other and yet the acknowledgment of the moral 
order and of moral truth makes the kind of choice which a Weber or a 
Berlin urges upon us out of the question. For to choose does not exempt 
me from the authority of the claim which I chose to go against. 

In the conflicts of Sophoclean tragedy therefore the attempt at resolu
tion unsurprisingly invokes an appeal to and a verdict by some god. But 
the divine verdict always ends rather than resolves the conflict. It leaves 
unbridged the gap between the acknowledgment of authority, of a cosmic 
order and of the claims to truth involved in the recognition of the virtues 
on the one hand and our particular perceptions and judgments in particular 
situations on the other. It is worth recalling that this aspect of the 
Sophoclean view is only part of his account of the virtues, an account 
which has two other central characteristics which I have already noted. 

The first is that the moral protagonist stands in a relationship to his 
community and his social roles which is neither the same as that of the 
epic hero nor again the same as that of modern individualism. For like the 
epIC hero the Sophoclean protagonist would be nothing without his or her 
place in the social order, in the family, the city, the army at Troy. He or 
she is what society takes him to be. But he or she is not only what society 
takes him or her to be; he or she both belongs to a place in the social order 
and transcends it. And he or she does so precisely by encountering and 
acknowledging the kind of conflict which I have just identified. 

Secondly the life of the Sophoclean protagonist has its own specific nar
rative form just as that of the epic hero had. I am not here making the 
trivial and obvious point that Sophoclean protagonists are characters in 
plays; I am rather ascribing to Sophocles a belief analogous to that which 
Anne Righter (1962) has ascribed to Shakespeare: that he portrayed 
human life in dramatic narratives because he took it that human life 
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already had the form of dramatic narrative and indeed the form of one 
specific type of dramatic narrative. Hence I take it also that the difference 
between the heroic account of the virtues and the Sophoclean amounts 
precisely to a difference over what narrative form captures best the central 
characteristics of human life and agency. And this suggests an hypothesis: 
that generally to adopt a stance on the virtues will be to adopt a stance 
on the narrative character of human life. Why this might be so is easy to 
understand. 

If a human life is understood as a progress through harms and dangers, 
moral and physical, which someone may encounter and overcome in bet
ter and worse ways and with a greater or lesser measure of success, the 
virtues will find their place as those qualities the possession and exercise 
of which generally tend to success in this enterprise and the vices likewise 
as qualities which likewise tend to failure . Each human life will then em
body a story whose shape and form will depend upon what is counted as 
a harm and danger and upon how success and failure, progress and its op
posite, are understood and evaluated. To answer these questions will also 
explicitly and implicitly be to answer the question as to what the virtues 
and vices are. The answer to this linked set of questions given by the poets 
of heroic society is not the same as that given by Sophocles; but the link 
is the same in both, and it reveals how belief in the virtues being of a cer
tain kind and belief in human life exhibiting a certain narrative order are 
internally connected. 

The nature of this connection is reinforced by a further consideration. 
A little earlier I contrasted the Sophoclean view of the virtues with that 
taken by Plato on the one hand and Weberian individualists on the other. 
And in each of these cases the account of the virtues is closely linked to 
attitudes to the narrative form of human life. Plato has to expel the 
dramatic poets from the Republic because in part of the rivalry between 
their view and his . (It has been justly remarked that the Republic itself, like 
some of its predecessor dialogues, is a dramatic poem; but the dramatic 
form is not that of tragedy, is not Sophoclean.) And for the Weberian in
dividualist life of itself has in this sense no form, save that which we choose 
to project on to it in our aesthetic imaginings. But such points must for the 
present be put on one side. Instead it is necessary to amplify the Sopho
clean view in two ways. 

The first is to emphasize once more that what is at stake in Sophoclean 
dramatic encounter is not simply the fate of individuals. When Antigone 
and Creon contend, the life of the clan and the life of the city are weighed 
against each other. When Odysseus and Philoctetes confront each other, 
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it is the outcome for the Greek community which is in the balance. It is 
the individual in his or her role, representing his or her community, who 
is as in epic the dramatic character. Hence in some important sense the 
community too is a dramatic character which enacts the narrative of its 
history. 

Secondly and correlatively the Sophoclean self differs from the 
emotivist self as much as does the heroic self, although in more complex 
ways. The Sophoclean self transcends the limitations of social roles and is 
able to put those roles in question, but it remains accountable to the point 
of death and accountable precisely for the way in which it handles itself 
in those conflicts which make the heroic point of view no longer possible. 
Thus the presupposition of the Sophoclean selfs existence is that it can in
deed win or lose, save itself or go to moral destruction, that there is an 
order which requires from us the pursuit of certain ends, an order relation
ship to which provides our judgments with the property of truth or falsity . 
But is there such an order? We can no longer delay turning away from 
poetry to philosophy, from Sophocles to Aristotle. 
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