Herodotean “Crime” and the “Completion” of Justice

This paper examines an overlooked issue with regard the language of “crime” (hamartás) in the logos of Croesus in the first book of Herodotus’ Histories. From this philological examination it draws new conclusions about the nature of Herodotean justice, as well as addresses the critically important terminology of hamartia (the Attic equivalent of Herodotus’ hamartás).

The first major episode in Herodotus’ Histories, conventionally known as the logos of Croesus (1.6–94), tells of the rise and fall of the rule of the Mermnadae. As recent scholarship has demonstrated, this story is programmatic for Herodotus’ conception of the inevitable wax and wane of human endeavors (Kindt 2006; Pelling 2006; Barker 2006; Kurke 2009; Hartog 1999). In this respect, two of the oracles of the Pythian priestess are important, and their bookending placement at the outset and close of the logos draws attention to their programmatic aspects: the Pythian’s prophecy that the Mermnadae will face vengeance for the crime of Gyges in the fifth generation (1.13.2) and her final response to Croesus’ complaint of divine injustice (1.91). 

The Pythian’s response to Croesus’ indictment is that he misunderstood her prophecies and, moreover, that he, as the fifth descendent from Gyges, is only receiving his due.  However, this attribution of blame contains a peculiar expression: “Croesus fulfilled the crime (hamartáda ekséplēse) of his fifth ancestor” (1.91.1). What it means to “fulfill” a “crime” is not immediately clear. Indeed, nowhere else in the extant corpus of Greek literature does hamartás (or hamartia) serve as the object of ekpímplēmi. Typically, things which serve as objects of this verb contain some natural “lack” which can be “completed” or “filled up,” a kratḗr for instance (e.g., Eur. Ion 1194–95). In Herodotus, the verb can elsewhere connote a metaphorical “filling,” taking nómos, phḗmé, ará, or moîra as its object. Each of these examples contains a notion of completing a pattern that was set down earlier and reaching an expected goal. (A prayer, for instance, lays down certain results that the petitioner hopes will come to pass.) But what is lacking in a crime and how can one “fulfill” it?

Translators and commentators have skirted this problem, either by ignoring the oddness of the expression (Asheri) or by mistranslating ekséplēse as “paid” (Godley’s Loeb), “expiated” (Goldhill), or the like. I argue that, in Herodotus’ conception, the crime of Gyges—murdering Candaules and taking his wife and kingdom—already contains and implies the eventual downfall of the Mermnadae. The result of this is that to commit a hamartás is to will not only the initial crime but also the punishment that one faces as a result. The perpetrator chooses to suffer for what he did in the act of doing it. Hence it expresses a form what Piaget calls “immanent justice”—the notion that punishment is inherent in and directly arises from an agent’s wrongful actions. In this rather extreme case, the hamartás of Gyges took five generations to complete its inherent effects. At the same time, Croesus secures his own guilt by serving as the means of fulfilling this hamartás by committing and suffering further “errors” (hamartádes) of his own. In a clever play on the different meanings of hamartánō, Herodotus has Adrastus “miss” (hamartánei) the boar he aims for and hit and kill Croesus’ son Atys (1.43.2). Later Croesus “misunderstands” (hamartṑn, 1.71.1;) the prophecy of the Delphic oracle and so leads his kingdom to lose its war with Cyrus. Gyges’ hamartás, thus, is not simply a mistake alone, but also the consequences of that error. It is at one and the same time synchronic and diachronic. It is a singular, momentary action or decision that an agent takes within his immediate context; but it is also the developing effects that the agent’s action has upon the flow of history. 
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