IDENTITY IN THE ILIAD:
What does Achilles think of himself?

The same  question of
course could be asked about
Agamemnon, or Hector, or
Helen, or any of the major
characters in the Iliad. We feel
that we know them as distinct
personalities. The question I'm
interested in is whether we
feel that they know themselves,
and if they do, how, and how
well. They certainly have self-
images that they are capable
of projecting onto their public,
but they also have perceptions
about themselves that we
associate with some deeper
kind of self-reflection.

There is a broad range of
phenomena here. Hector’s
conversation with  himself
before the walls of Troy in Iliad
22 (famously discussed by Julian
Jaynes') is a kind of self-probing
unique in the Iliad. More
typical is Hector conveying to
Andromache his understanding
of himself as motivated partly
by “shame before the Trojan
men and women.” Helen likes,
for whatever reason, to create
the impression that she has a
low opinion of herselfas a moral

agent. Agamemnon expresses
to the assembled troops his
awareness that he is subject to
fits of moral blindness. Even
Briseis, whose lament over
the fallen Patroclus is her only
speech in the poem, manages
to create a poignant sense of
herself in the few lines she has.
What about the poem’s major
character then? Is Achilles’ self-
knowledge proportionate to
the psychological space he
occupies in the poem? How
deeply does he think about who
he is, and what is this thinking
like?

Homer gives us a base-line for
how heroes think of themselves
in Sarpedon’s great speech to
Glaucus as they are about to
enter battle:



Sarpedon lays out the social
system in which heroes are
rewarded with material goods
and fame for their prowess in
mortal combat, and he defines
himself in terms of this system
of exchanges and in terms of
his mortality. Death being both
universal and unpredictable,
the hero sees himself as
someone who has the ability
to give himself a chance for the
best life has to offer by taking
death on.

Like Sarpedon and the other
heroes, Achilles too lives and
risks his life for glory and glory’s
tokens. But Achilles is unique
and exceeds the baseline in two
important ways. One is that he
sees his contract as being not
only with society but with Zeus
himself. The other is that for
Achilles death is not only a risk;
his early death is a certainty. After
Agamemnon has taken Briseis
from him, Achilles reminds his
divine mother, Thetis, of his
situation:

Thetis confirms her son’s
perceptions and his decision to
withdraw from the war. And the
great hero,



When we next meet Achilles,
days and a major battle later,
he is sitting outside his tent
accompanying himself on
his lyre as the ambassadors
from Agamemnon arrive. His
response to Agamemnon’s offer
of an apology and generous
restitutionisastartlingrejection
not only of Agamemnon’s offer
but of the entire heroic code
that posits glory and riches as
compensation for risking death
in battle:

Achilles clearly has been
reassessinghislifein theinterval
he has had for reflection. The
emotional intensity of his great
renunciation speech in Iliad 9 is
as extraordinary as the thoughts
he expresses, and of emotional
intensity like this can be vital in
shaping or transforming a sense
of one’s self. Michelle Rosaldo
makes this point tellingly in an
essay on feeling and the self:

It will make sense to see
emotions not as things opposed
to thought but as cognitions
implicating the immediate,
carnal ‘me.’...Feeling is forever
being given shape through
thought and that thought
is laden with emotional
meaning...What distinguishes
a ‘cold’ cognition from a ‘hot’
is fundamentally a sense of the
engagement of the actor’s self.?

Achilles is just this kind of fully
engaged, visceral actor, and
his engagement fuels “hot”
cognitions, or, perhaps better,
recognitions of what is most
essential to him. His emotions
intensify the self as a positive
manifestation of identity
rather than as an indication of
negative self-obsession, as in
this passage, which turns the
stock motif of the arming of the



hero into stark, physicalized
characterization:

Achilles is an isolated splendor,
here and elsewhere. Yet,
although in comparison to the
other Greek leaders he is much
less pressured by the concerns of
the collective, this is because his
emotional intensity attaches to
individuals—his mother Thetis,
his father Peleus, his girl Briseis,
and his beloved Patroclus.
When Patroclusiskilled Achilles
undergoes another, still deeper,
round of emotional upheaval.
In Jonathan Shay’s professional
assessment he becomes a
berserker?, but even in this new
extremity of grief and hostility
he is capable of reassessing
and renouncing anger. He
accepts Agamemnon’s apology
and restitution. Even before he
sent Patroclus out to drive the
Trojans back, Achilles told him,

And when Thetis comes to
console her son over Patroclus’
corpse he says to her,

Achilles’ expression of the
seductive power of anger, castin
terms of vivid bodily sensations,
is reminiscent of language that
might be used by a drug addict,
and suggests deep personal
experience reflected upon.
His concomitant wish for the
universal abolition of strife
and anger has a similar air of
someone in recovery, perhaps
the more so because it is almost
immediately followed by a “but
notyet” clause. He still has to kill
Hector, even though he knows
his own death will follow shortly.
As he drives off he speaks to
his divine horse, Xanthus,
expressing his awareness of
his imminent death in terms



of separation from his mother
and father:

I know in my bones I will die here
Far from my father and mother.
Still,  won't stop
Until I have made the
Trojans sick of war.
(Iliad 19.449-52)

After Hector’'s brutal slaying,
Achillescompulsive mistreatment
of his corpse marks the low point
in his consciousness, a trough
so deep that it requires divine
intervention. Zeus still believes
in Achilles’ basic decency and
sets things in motion, dispatching
Iris to Hector’s father, Priam, and
Thetis to her son. When Priam
arrives in Achilles’ hut, Achilles’
love for his own father awakens in
him sympathy for the father of his
hated enemy. And he sees himself
again, now as “just one child, all
out of season” who can’t help his
father in his old age,

since I'm far
From my fatherland,

squatting here in Troy,
Tormenting you and your children.
(Iliad 24. 583-85)

Achilles’ ability to see himself
extends to the careful way he
handles the preparation of
Hector’s corpse. He calls the
women to wash the body and

anoint it with oil,

Removing it first for fear that
Priam might see his son
And in his grief be unable
to control his anger
At the sight of his child, and
that this would arouse
Achilles’ passion and he
would kill the old man
And so sin against the
commandments of Zeus.
(Iliad 24.629-33)

Achilles knows he is still Achilles.
The last we see of him in the
Iliad, not many lines later, the
great hero is asleep in his hut by
the ships,

And by his side lay lovely Briseis.

What did she think of him?
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