
I admire you, I emulate you: the semantics of ζῆλος from its origins to Plato

1. Foreword: from Homer to Choral Poetry

Any discourse on Greek τιμή cannot be complete without considering the several ways that led to the acquisition of honour and of high social status. Once the old aristocratic order based on income declined, between the VI and V centuries B.C., new avenues for social mobility opened up. These were, however, still tied to archaic differences based on ancestral nobility.  φιλοτιμία is probably one of the most characteristic features of Greek civilisation.
	Greek lexical items expressing the commitment, toil and effort that lead to well deserved achievements are numerous and diverse. Suffice it to consider the wide semantic range of a term such as πόνος ‘pain’, but also ‘toil, fatigue’ (Loraux 1982). Within this range, one can point to a particularly expressive lemma such as ζῆλος ‘emulation’, which was specifically connected to the mimetic dimension, source of all creative and artistic experiences.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  A cursory survey of the meanings of the lexemes and the issues raised here is to be found in Chadwick (1996).] 

	Another important moment of every phenomenology of confrontation and competition is the feeling of admiration, or rather what the Greeks expressed at times with the verb ἄγαμαι ‘to admire’, or θαυμάζω ‘to wonder [at]’, ‘to honour’, as well as with σέβομαι ‘to honour’, ‘to revere’. The latter pertains more to the religious sphere and to respect for authority from a subordinate point of view, while the first two entail a strong visual component, a constant in Greek culture. This is particularly true of the Archaic period, because of its attention to the materiality of things and its docility and wonderment at the observation of reality. Those verbs share an emotional and intimist scope that distances them from any undertaking to bestow honour and respect in the social or political sense, which would be performed by an entire community (τιμάω).  If θαυμάζω, on the one hand, entails discerning the awe and wonder towards an extraordinary phenomenon, ἄγαμαι (from the elative root ἀγα-, popular also in anthroponyms) expressed the admiration towards a person that was felt to be superior to one’s own status. 
	These are the moments that single out a phase, a possible preliminary to ζῆλος, characterised by a more passive and descriptive attitude towards the surrounding world and society. Before one determines who should be the object of one’s esteem and reverence, however, one needs to carefully study the social structure within which one lives. The instinct for emulation, acquisition and enjoyment of the prize comes later, both logically and chronologically. Since its inception, Greek civilization was imbued with the appreciation of beauty: Odysseus's words to Nausicaa in Od. VI are sincere in their emotional import despite their secret and ultimately egoistic goal; they are also more eloquent than many other possible examples (168, ὡς σέ, γύναι, ἄγαμαί τε τέθηπά τε).
	ζῆλος, in the sense of ‘emulation’, emerges in Greek, as the commitment that precedes honour, only starting from Hesiod’s epoch (Th. 384, Op. 195), but would acquire greater importance from the Classical period onwards. The reasons for the absence of this root from the Homeric world, is thought-provokingly and, in my opinion convincingly explained by Most 2003, 131-132.[footnoteRef:2] According to Most, in fact, the potential or actual aristocratic audience of heroic epic poetry could not conceive of the morally reprehensible ζῆλος, while Hesiod’s audience, comprised of "frugal, anxious, small landowners" was much less idealized than Homer’s and would not have cared to admit that they  acknowledged the power of ζῆλος, which was also a means to upward social mobility. [2:  To describe Hephaestus’s anger in discovering his wife’s betrayal, Homer resorts to a more neutral χόλος ἄγριος (Od. 8.304) or makes his great torment explicit (ἀκάχημαι, Od. 8.314). The terminology is clear with respect to his anger and pain, but no "diagnosis" of jealousy is possible.] 

	In the Theogony, as a matter of fact, ζῆλος is introduced as the son of Styx and Pallas, and as Νίκη’s brother, which is indicative of the positive and constructive value originally attributed to the term, as well as its being connected to victory. In Works and Days one finds a proverbial formulation among the most representative of archaic Greek ethics: ζηλοῖ δέ τε γείτονα γείτων ‘the neighbour emulates his neighbour’. What follows is probably no less important (εἰς ἄφενος σπεύδοντα ‘who strives for affluence’). An ambivalent reading, however, is just around the corner, as often happens in Greek for terms from the moral semantic field: in l. 195, ζῆλος, defined as δυσκέλαδος and κακόχαρτος (‘envy personified that utters malicious language, or that enjoys evil’), is said to be a companion of evil men.
	From Hesiod onwards, the poles of how the Greeks considered striving towards emulation are already clear: the positive one, implicit in every attempt to match someone one considered superior, and that was dictated by an instinct for self-improvement; and the negative one, arising out of an ethic approach in which the end justifies the means, and through the comparison and confrontation with potential rivals. Thus, the example depicted in l. 312 of Works (εἰ δέ κεν ἐργάζῃ, τάχα σε ζηλώσει ἀεργός ‘if you take the initiative, the idler will immediately emulate you’) already presupposes an interpretation of the ambiguous ζῆλος, an activity that seems to be attributed to the idler. The latter, in fact, only takes action at a later time to restore balance with the person who set out first, who demonstrated thereby more resourcefulness and originality. As is usually the case with Greek terms pertaining to the moral sphere, it is difficult to draw clear boundaries between positive and negative nuances.
	Actually, in the ever-shifting tradition of the Homeric poems, one finds an attempt to introduce (posteriorly?) a derivative of ζῆλος: the adjective ζηλήμων, in Od. 5.118, which  remains, however, just a hapax in Homeric verse.
	The line/[OR ‘verse/stanza’ if verso in It. here means several lines]  echoes a passage from the Iliad, before Hector’s body is returned to Priam (Il. 24.33):

 [THE LINE OF POETRY REFERRED TO IS MISSING HERE]

The first context above is of some importance for the history of the word: Calypso reproaches the gods to be σχέτλιοι and ζηλήμονες, because they envy the goddesses for having sex with mortals. This would be the oldest occurrence of the root ζηλ- in a semantic sense close to that of modern jealousy, even if one is justified in suspecting the antiquity of this interpretation, although it is found in almost all manuscripts. Lectio facilior, in fact, is δηλήμονες, from δηλήμων ‘damaging’, ‘ruinous’, attested in Il. 24.33. My impression is that Calypso’s comments were given a more sentimental slant, in the poem’s later rewritings, leaning in the direction of modern jealousy. A more in-depth study of the passage and manuscript tradition could open up new interpretations.
	Whatever the reason for the indifference of Homeric epic towards ζῆλος, however, it is important to recognise the paucity of examples in archaic literature. Other sparse occurrences are to be found in the Homeric Hymns (Cer. 168, 223), but they are significantly lacking in the so-called ode to jealousy by Sappho (fr. 31 V.). An important text, not least for the word’s semantic history is the fr. 19 W. Archilocus, in which the poet declares his own sentimental indifference to king Gyge’s riches (οὔ μοι τὰ Γύγεω τοῦ πολυχρύσου μέλει, / οὐδ' εἷλέ πώ με ζῆλος). 
	A reference to emulation could not but occur, albeit only once, in Theognis’s opus, since this poet was sensitive to the theme of social envy more than any other (1.455). The root is similar to the deverbal adjective ending in -τός, which was soon to take on ethic and social connotations.
	This is the only occurrence of the root ζηλ- in Theognis’s corpus, which is quite surprising. Theognis, therefore, does not express any criticism of ζῆλος, understood as a means of levelling social differences, i.e. as a means of ‘social climbing’. If anything, in fact, these lines communicate a positive perception, in which the citizen is invited to become a model for others, i.e. ζηλωτός. The same deverbal adjective, in the Doric variant ζαλωτός, is a hapax in Pindar (Ol. 7.6), while a positive assessment of ζῆλος is to be found in Bacchylides (Most 2002, 135-136).

2. The V century B.C. in Athens: detractors of emulation…

Given the necessary background above, the documentation of the word and of its co-radicals becomes richer in the Classical period, albeit without reaching impressive proportions. The language of tragic drama, in fact, has proved relatively parsimonious towards ζῆλος as a means for the attainment of honour (Goldhill 2003).[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  [MISSING FOOTNOTE]] 

	Some authors’ reticence, not all playwrights, seems to me to warrant further stylistic and sociological research. At the top of the list is Herodotus, staunch defender of the concept of φθόνος θεῶν, who never resorts to the root ζῆλος. The relationship with the semantic field of τιμή raises several questions, not ultimately also because it entails several diverse views of the concept of honor, its hereditary nature or as status acquired through one’s merit. 
	For these reasons, the first phase of my research consists of a survey of the occurrences of the root ζηλ- in tragedy and the literature of the V century B.C.E. This requires carrying out a study of the semantics of the word, in the best tradition of the histoire des mots, to ascertain the modality with which even ζῆλος travelled along an inverse semantic path, similarly to φθόνος (envy from subordinates towards superior men and vice versa).[footnoteRef:4] In turn, this path endowed the word also with the sense that corresponds to the achieved results, i.e. success and admiration (Chadwick 1996, 120). [4:  [MISSING FOOTNOTE]] 



Most ungenerous of all is Aeschylus with (3x) three occurrences in Persian and in Prometheus Bound.[footnoteRef:5] Examples from Sophocles are only slightly more numerous (8x). Euripides, on the other hand, marks a significant increase in usage in tragic drama (29x), which is ultimately predictable, although each individual passage deserves a more detailed study compared to what has been done so far.  [5:  The adjective ἐπίζηλος (Ag. 939) must also be added. Another interesting compound is the anthroponym Πολύζηλος, which will require a separate survey (cf. also Most 2003, 136).] 

	In a competitive civilization such as that of the Greeks, based on the concept of agon, a category dear to Burckhardt, every possession that others had and one lacked, even if the possessor was one’s friend, resulted in a sense of deprivation. One could rightly refer to this as a sense of hurt pride or honour, wounded by others’ success. The case of Sophocles’s Ajax is probably a well-known example. Α search for the occurrences of ζῆλος, however, yields a rather meager collection. This is perhaps not surprising, at least for the Ajax. ζῆλος, in fact, aimed at restoring a condition of equality with others: that healthy balance, devoid of those inequalities, that -if too sharp- in the mentality of Classical antiquity would have undermined the very possibility of friendship, which was based rather on the relevant individuals’ sharing the same social condition. In addition to being too democratic for the agonistic ideology pursued by Ajax, in his case honour had been irremediably denied, and could not be compensated unless by rewriting the whole story. There would have been no type of ζῆλος that could be used to save his honour, the only thing he had left was possibly only φθόνος (v. 157).
	In l. 503, Tecmessa foresees that, in a not so distant future, she will no longer be regarded with ζῆλος, “the state of being admired, success, good fortune” (Chadwick 1996, 120), but rather with the attention allotted to servitude (λατρεία), the condition in which she will live as a prisoner. In l. 552 Ajax acknowledges having only one reason for ζῆλος towards his son, partly because he has already ruled out the possibility that the latter may one day be better than him, explaining away this conviction as a case of his son’s better fortune. The father acknowledges with admiration (or even with envy?) the fact that his son is unaware of these disasters. 
	On the basis of Most’s suggestion regarding the silencing of ζῆλος in Homeric epics, I would like to verify whether this is indeed due to the tragic characters’ aristocratic and inflexible ethos. The concept of personal improvement by emulation is very remote to them, as it would have entailed a total loss of identity and honour. Regarding Goldhill’s arguments (2003), I would like to revisit the relevant passages in the tragedy to ascertain the possibility that ζῆλος was not only linguistically alien to the world of myth and Homeric poems, but also to the ethical principles of the world of tragedy. What inhibits adopting the various senses of ζῆλος, therefore, is the aristocratic nature of tragic literature, reluctant to display any character weakness. ζῆλος, in fact, is a character weakness to a certain extent, because it entails a condition of inferiority and a goal to be achieved, or, in any case, the concept of social competition.
	If this aristocratic reading of tragedy is correct, it would reinforce the thesis that Pericles’s democracy, which supported the individual’s effort to develop his own abilities and attain honour and recognition, in practice privileged a depiction of reality on the tragic stage, which was paradoxically much more conservative, and which was generally opposed to the possibility of any upward social mobility. By banishing ζῆλος from the biographical vicissitudes of tragic characters, however, rivalry and competition were certainly not discounted. On the contrary, these were the central mechanism on which the organization and denouement of the best tragedies relied. The “bourgeois” motifs of the commitment and effort needed for social mobility, which were actually more suited to the IV century B.C., on the other hand, would be banned from Classical literature in order to preserve the exemplary nature of aristocratic myth. Also intact is probably also the archaic attitude of wonder and admiration towards tragedy’s mythical characters: upon completion of the work on ζῆλος, I would like to assess the frequency of the roots ἄγαμαι and θαυμάζω in Greek tragedy to draw some generalizations on the role of admiration as an essential component of emulation, that is of striving to attain honour. Essentially correlated to this attitude is Euripides’s epinicion for Alcibiades, known for its incipit (σὲ δ ἄγαμαι', / ὦ Κλεινίου παῖ), in which an antidemocratic acceptance of Alcibiade’s unreachable primacy seems prevalent, rather than a more democratic attempt to imitate him. 
	This attitude survives at least as recently as Plato, whose relative disinterest toward any form of competition is an individual characteristic, totally detached from reality of the mores and the mentality of Athens in the IV century B.C.. As noted by Christopher Gill, Plato cannot admit to any type of rivalry within the ideal state, since every citizen is called upon to occupy the place allotted to him based on his nature. Plato, an aristocrat by origin and vocation, was not a theorist of social mobility, at least not the mobility based on a materialistic project, but his attitude had older origins than him. In part it was due to the aristocratic contempt for “the politics of envy” that emerged in Athens in the V century B.C.. It was, moreover, inevitable for a thinker who identified the happiness of the soul as mankind’s true achievement, that he would disdain any theory of social upheaval and of meritocratic ascent aimed exclusively at attaining material goals. The systematic purge of the concept of φθόνος from Timaeus can be explained along the same lines (Hermann 2003). ζῆλος, understood as positive effort, but also negative envy, has no place in the ideal state: a motion towards improvement can only be spiritual (Gill 2003, 41). Be that as it may, there are around thirty occurrences of the root ζῆλος that should be analysed in detail. And finally, what about the admiration (ἄγαμαι), the sheer contemplation that do not give rise to ζῆλος?


3. … and its ambiguous supporters

In the age of Pericles and beyond, the true counterpoint to tragedy is prose. After Herodotus “archaic” silence, an author who raises more than one question is Thucydides, starting form his famous Funeral Oration for Pericles. The ideological manifesto of Athenian democracy has an undoubtedly progressive attitude towards the access to public appointments. The semantic field of ζῆλος is called upon to vindicate the originality of the Athenian constitution (χρώμεθα γὰρ πολιτείᾳ οὐ ζηλούσῃ τοὺς τῶν πέλας νόμους, 2.37) and to induce citizens to emulate the combatants who died at war (οὓς νῦν ὑμεῖς ζηλώσαντες καὶ τὸ εὔδαιμον τὸ ἐλεύθερον τὸ, δ' ἐλεύθερον τὸ εὔψυχον κρίναντες μὴ περιορᾶσθε τοὺς πολεμικοὺς κινδύνους). In comparison with the tragedians’ restraint, Thucydides seems to open up a different world: emulation is here encouraged, although it is towards the deceased, who can no longer cause any envy. 
	Thucydides’s novelty is not limited to this celebration of emulation, but also concerns the evaluation of the concept of honor in democracy: the two key words in the Funeral Oration, on which all critics focus their attention, are to be found in the passage that discusses the concept of what would nowadays be called equal opportunities, and are ἀξίωσις and ἀξίωμα (2.37), not the more generic and ancient τιμή. The world at this time was very different from Homer’s. 
	This aspect of the problem deserves, in my opinion, further scrutiny, also considering the contrast between originality and emulation, and the different prestige accorded to each. The hypothesis that needs ascertaining is that Athenian democracy was born with plenty of ζῆλος, such as that of the commoner towards the nobleman, because the latter could open public office roles for wider strata of society. It remained, however, skeptical of the actual honorability of the lower classes that had now access to power.


4. The sentimental shift

The domain with richer data is rather that of private life and feelings. If, on the one hand, tragedians ignore the social engagement typical of Periclean optimism in all its facets, they also attest to the availability of ζῆλος used in a sense that foreshadows modern jealousy, albeit with many caveats.
	With Euripides, in fact, usage and contexts become more diverse. Medea is the character that more closely embodies a feeling close to jealousy, in its modern understanding. Willing to carry out such a heinous act as killing her children in order to get revenge towards her husband who jilted her for another woman. However, this type of interpretation seems too strongly influenced by modern sentimental parameters, in part because it clashes with a linguistic data point that needs to be deciphered. In Euripides’s tragedy, Medea never questions her physical attractiveness or character, which would have been unthinkable in a tragedy with mythical, aristocratic characters. The only defect she recognizes is the one implicit in her condition of βάρβαρος (v. 591), an actual situation that she cannot control in any way, in psychological terms or through the improvement of certain character traits. Absence of self-esteem and the potential inferiority complex caused by an unflattering comparison with her rival is very alien to her perception of events. Jason is the only culprit, as the chorus and Aegeus himself acknowledge, up to the moment in which the heroine unexpectedly contemplates the idea of infanticide.



	The plot has lately been the object of conflicting interpretations. A recent book by Giulia Sissa (La jalousie. Une passion insavouable, Paris 2015) has uncovered again the ancient origins of jealousy, criticising David Konstan’s very skeptical position on the same topic, expressed in a publication, which is significantly entitled Before Jealousy.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  ALL FOLLOWING FOOTNOTES ARE MISSING.] 

	The fundamental problem remains defining in what ways human passions can be said to be universal and how applicable modern concepts are to the literature of antiquity. In the case of jealousy, Giulia Sissa rebukes David Konstan as too categorical in claiming that such a sentiment did not exist in the experience of the Greeks (Sissa 2015, 19-20), in part because the absence of a precise signifier does not entail the absence of a corresponding signified.[footnoteRef:7] In actual fact, neither Sissa, nor Konstan reach a conclusion based on a systematic semantic survey of passages in tragic drama and in other V century authors. [7:  ] 

	What the ancient Greeks probably lacked was the feeling of inadequacy and inferiority implicit in the modern concept of jealousy. In this sense, the Greeks were probably never jealous in the romantic sense that we are accustomed to. This is probably also due, to a certain extent, to the notion of guilt introduced by Christianity. In fact, Konstan concludes his review of jealousy in ancient Greece by pointing to the coexistence of a plurality of states of mind, without including among them insecurity and lack of self-esteem (Konstan 2003, 23-24).
	The IV century B.C. would eventually produce a much wider literary representation of the lexical and semantic scope ζῆλος. The flourishing of oratory surely played a role, as did philosophy: in fact, the first author responsible for a thorough conceptualization of ‘jealousy’ was Aristotle, in a passage from Rhetoric (1388a).[footnoteRef:8] [8:  ] 

	According to Aristotle, who was far more realistic and sensitive to issues of social mores than Plato, ζῆλος differs from φθόνος because the first entails the attempt to obtain those goods that one expected to get, but were instead awarded by fate to someone else. It is, therefore, a positive and productive force. The second concept, on the other hand, is limited to a simple statement accepting that someone else had better fortune, and entails the desire for that luck to run out. ζῆλος is proactive, whereas passive and indolent φθόνος is inexorably defined as φαῦλον καὶ φαύλων. This is, however, already beyond the chronological boundaries that I intended to analyse.


5. Final Comments

Through my research, I would like to propose a new interpretation of the idea of emulation in Athens during the V century B.C. based on semantic and lexical analysis and establishing the following:
The importance of the moment preceding ζῆλος, the admiration specifically expressed by the verbs ἄγαμαι and θαυμάζω;
The valency of ζῆλος in tragedy and the coeval literature as recent as Plato, from the point of view of both the one that emulates and the one emulated, who then realizes his ability to arouse admiration; I also wish to identify those cases where a shift towards the sense of modern jealousy has occurred;
The aristocratic disdain of the authors of tragedy and others towards any ideology of emulation; this would de facto revise the importance of the enthusiasm toward social mobility expressed by Pericles in Thucydides’s Funeral Oration;
The innovative rhetoric of emulation and competition as expressed by Thucydides, as proof of a progressive and enlightened attitude, correlated with the coeval sophistic school of thought.

This analysis, therefore, affects fundamental concepts of Greek civilization and beyond: the concept of admiration, as the ineffable feeling of appreciation towards another person that initially takes place in the visual dimension, and then is wholly internalised; the definition of honour as an acquired or attained condition and the means to achieve it; the value of emulation and competition in the period that goes from Archaic literature to Plato; the survey of the sentimental shift of the root towards modern jealousy, as part of research methods that are receptive to the audience’s interests.


