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1. Iliad 24.477–551: 
Mighty Priam entered without being noticed, and stood by Achilles. He took hold of his 
knees with his hands and kissed the terrible, man-slaying hands that had killed so many of his 
sons. As when dense atê seizes a man who has killed a person in his homeland [480] and 
comes to the community of others, to a rich man’s house, and amazement grips those who 
behold him, so Achilles was amazed to look upon godlike Priam; the others too were amazed, 
and exchanged looks. Beginning his appeal, Priam addressed him as follows [485]: 
“Remember your father, godlike Achilles, as old as I am, on the deadly threshold that is old 
age: his neighbours, I imagine, wear him down, and there is no one to protect him from ruin 
and destruction. Yet when he hears that you are alive [490] he rejoices in his thymos and 
forever hopes that he will see his dear son return from Troy. But I am utterly wretched, since 
I fathered fine sons in broad Troy, but not one, I say, is left. I had fifty when the sons of the 
Achaeans came [495]; eleven were from a single womb, and the others the women bore me in 
the palace; furious Ares undid the knees of most, but my only son, who saved the city and its 
people, you killed the other day, fighting to save his fatherland [500], Hector. It is for his 
sake that I come now to the ships of the Achaeans, to ransom him from you, bringing 
boundless compensation. Respect the gods [αἰδεῖο θεούς], Achilles, and show me eleos 
[αὐτόν τ’ ἐλέησον], remembering your father; yet I am more worthy of eleos [ἐγὼ δ’ 
ἐλεεινότερός περ], for I have brought myself to do what no other mortal on earth yet has 
[505], to put to his mouth the hand of the man who killed his son.” 
 So he spoke, and in the other he aroused longing to lament [goos] for his father. 
Achilles took him by the hand and gently pushed the old man away. Both of them 
remembered: as he remembered man-slaying Hector Priam wept intensely, curled up at 
Achilles’ feet [510], but Achilles wept for his own father, and now again for Patroclus. And 
their wailing filled the palace. But when noble Achilles had taken full pleasure in 
lamentation, and the longing left his mind and his limbs, at once he leapt from his chair, 
raised the old man by his hand [515] out of oiktos for [οἰκτίρων] his grey head and grey 
beard, and addressed him, speaking winged words: “Ah poor man, truly you suffered many 
evils in your thymos. How could you bring yourself to come alone face to face with the man 
who killed your many brave sons? [520] Truly your heart is of iron. But come, sit on this 
chair, and let us now let our pains lie stored in our hearts, grieving though we are: for there is 
no practical purpose [οὐ γάρ τις πρῆξις] in icy lamentation. For this is the way that the gods 
have spun the thread for wretched mortals [525], that they should live in grief; but they 
themselves are without care. For there are two jars placed on the floor of Zeus of gifts that he 
gives, the one of ills, the other of blessings. If Zeus who delights in the thunderbolt gives a 
man a mixed lot, that man meets now with evil, now with good [530]; but if he gives only 
from the evils, he ruins a man, and evil hunger drives him over the divine earth, and he 
wanders honoured by neither gods nor mortals. Just so, the gods gave Peleus splendid gifts 
from birth onwards. He surpassed all men [535] in prosperity and wealth, and ruled over the 
Myrmidons, and though he was mortal, they made a goddess his wife. But on him too the god 
placed evil, that no generation of lordly sons was born to him in his palace, but he had one 
son, all-untimely. Nor do I give him [540] any care as he grows old, since far indeed from my 
fatherland I sit in Troy, bringing cares to you and your children. We hear that you too, old 
man, used to be prosperous – they say that in wealth and in sons you surpassed them all, as 
much as is enclosed on the seaward side by Lesbos, seat of Macar, by Phrygia on the 
landward side, and by the immense Hellespont. [545] But ever since the Uranian gods 
brought this woe upon you your city has been beset by battles and killings. Endure. Do not 
lament without limit in your thymos. You will achieve no practical purpose [οὐ γάρ τι 
πρήξεις] by grieving for your son, [550], nor will you restore him to life before some other 
evil befalls you.” 
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2. Rhetoric 2.8, 1385b13–33, 1386a18–29: 
Let eleos then be a kind of pain at what one takes to be a kakon, destructive or painful, to one 
who does not deserve it, which one might expect to happen to oneself or to one of one’s 
friends, and when it seems near [1385b15]. For it is clear that the person who is going to feel 
eleos must be such as to think that he, or one of his friends, might potentially suffer some 
kakon, and such a kakon as has been stated in the definition, or similar, or close to it. This is 
why those who are utterly ruined do not feel eleos (for they think they have nothing further to 
suffer –  they have suffered it already) [b20], nor those who think they are supremely 
fortunate (who rather are hubristic). For if they think that possess all good things, obviously 
they also think that they cannot possibly suffer evil; for this is one of the good things. People 
who think they may suffer include those who have already suffered and escaped; the older, 
on account of their good sense [b25] and their experience; the weak; those who tend towards 
cowardice; and the educated, for they calculate well. Also those who have parents, children, 
or wives, for these are part of oneself and liable to suffer in the way described. Also those 
who are not undergoing some experience that tends to promote courage, such as anger or 
confidence (for these take no account of the future) and those who are not in a [b30] hubristic 
condition, (because they too are heedless of the possibility that something may happen to 
them), but rather those who are intermediate between these, and also those who are not in 
great fear, for those who are terrified [οἱ ἐκπεπληγμένοι] do not pity, because they are 
consumed with what is happening to them … 
 
People pity those they know, as long as they are not too close in their relationship, because 
they feel about those people as they would if they themselves were going to suffer. This is 
why, as the story has it, Amasis1did not weep over his son being led to [1386a20] his death, 
but did over a friend reduced to beggary, for the latter is pitiable [ἐλεεινόν], the former 
terrible [δεινόν]. The terrible is different from the pitiable: it drives out pity and is often 
useful for producing its opposite, for they no longer pity when the terrible is near at hand. 

They also pity those who are similar to them in age, [a25] character, habits, status, or family, 
for in all these cases it seems more likely that [what is happening to others] may pertain to 
oneself: in general and in these specific cases alike we should take it that what people are 
afraid of in their own case, they pity when it happens to others. 
 
3. Self-referential mourning.  
E.g. Iliad 19.282–302: 
Then when Briseis, looking like golden Aphrodite, saw Patroclus shredded by sharp bronze, 
she threw herself around him and shrieked shrilly, and tore her chest and her soft neck and 
her beautiful face with her hands [285]. Then in tears the god-like woman said: “Patroclus, 
dearest to me in my heart, wretched as I am, I left you alive when I went from the hut, but 
now that I’m back I find you dead, leader of the host. And so one evil succeeds another in my 
case. [290] The man my father and lady mother gave me to I saw rent by sharp bronze in 
front of the city, and my three brothers, sons of one mother, beloved, all met their day of 
destruction. You wouldn’t, no, you wouldn’t even let me weep, when swift Achilles [295] 
killed my husband and sacked the city of divine Mynes, but you used to say that you’d make 
me divine Achilles’ wedded wife, and take me back in the ships to Phthia, and celebrate my 
marriage among the Myrmidons. This is why I weep for you incessantly now that you are 
dead, ever gentle.” [300] 
 So she spoke, weeping, and the women lamented in responsion, ostensibly for 
Patroclus, but each of them for her own troubles. 
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Cf. 19. 309–39: 
Having spoken thus he made the other kings disperse, but the two Atreidae remained, as did 
the divine Odysseus, [310] Nestor, Idomeneus, and the aged charioteer, Phoenix, trying to 
comfort him as he grieved deeply. But he would not be comforted in his thymos, not before 
he could enter the mouth of bloody war. Remembering [μνησάμενος], he heaved a deep 
sigh, and said … [laments for Patroclus, thinking of Neoptolemus far away in Skyros, and the 
hope, now dashed, that Patroclus would one day take him to Phthia, and show him his 
inheritance; Peleus, he deduces, must be dead, or else clinging to life, waiting for the bad 
news from Troy]. 
 So he spoke, weeping, and the elders lamented in responsion, each remembering 
[μνησάμενοι] what he had left at home. 
 

NB “remembering” (μνησάμενος) in 19.314 (Achilles) and 19.339 (the elders); cf. Priam 
(24.503); Priam and Achilles (24.509–512). 
 
Cf. Odyssey 4. 78–202: Telemachus and Pisistratus arrive at Menelaus’ palace in Sparta. 
Menelaus’ reminiscences of Troy lead to expressions of grief for those who died there, but 
also for Odysseus, who has yet to return (78–112). “So he spoke, and in him [Telemachus] he 
aroused the longing to lament for his father” (113) = Iliad 24.507. Telemachus’ tears lead to 
the disclosure of his identity and to further reminiscences on Menelaus’ part (116–182). 
These stir the entire company to lamentation (183–202): 

So he spoke, and in them all he aroused a longing for lamentation. Argive Helen, 
daughter of Zeus, began to weep, as did Telemachus and Atreus’ son Menelaus, nor 
did Nestor’s son keep his eyes free of tears. For he remembered in his heart excellent 
Antilochus, the one slain by splendid son of shining Dawn. Reminded of him he 
spoke the winged words: “Son of Atreus, the elderly Nestor used to say that you were 
wise beyond mortals, whenever we made mention of you and questioned each other in 
our palace. So now, if it is at all possible, would you do as I ask? I for my part take no 
pleasure in grieving during dinner: there will be another new day’s dawn. Yet I have 
nothing against weeping for those who die and meet their destiny. Indeed this is the 
only privilege wretched mortals have [sc. after death], that mourners should tear their 
hair and let a tear fall from their cheeks. For my brother died too, by no means the 
worst of the Argives. You will have known him; I never met nor saw him. They say 
that he surpassed the rest, Antilochus, surpassingly swift at running, and a great 
fighter.” 

 
4. Necrologies: see Griffin, “Pathos”, Homer; Cullhed, “Dearness”. For the common ground 
between necrologies and laments, see Griffin, “Pathos”, 164, 174, Homer, 108, 122; Cullhed, 
“Dearness”, 4. Themes common to Homeric laments and necrologies also occur in historical 
grave epigrams (Griffin, “Pathos” 184–186 = Homer 141–143). 
 

See e.g. Hippothous, Iliad 17.300–303: 
He fell close to him, face down on top of the corpse, far from deep-soiled Larissa, nor 
did he repay his parents for his nurture, but his life was a short one, brought low as he 
was under the spear of great-hearted Ajax. 
 

5. Butler on ‘grievability’: see esp. Frames, 13–15: 
there ought to be recognition of precariousness as a shared condition of human life … 
 

To say that a life is injurable, for instance, or that it can be lost, destroyed, or systematically 
neglected to the point of death, is to underscore not only the finitude of a life (that death is 
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certain) but also its precariousness (that life requires various social and economic conditions 
to be met in order to be sustained as a life). 

 

In the interest of speaking in common parlance, we could say that “we” have such obligations 
to “others” and presume that we know who “we” are in such an instance. The social 
implication of this view, however, is precisely that the “we” does not, and cannot, recognize 
itself, that it is riven from the start, interrupted by alterity …, and the obligations “we” have 
are precisely those that disrupt any established notion of the “we”. 

 

Precisely because a living being may die, it is necessary to care for that being so that it may 
live. Only under conditions in which the loss would matter does the value of the life appear. 
Thus, grievability is a presupposition for the life that matters. For the most part, we imagine 
that an infant comes into the world, is sustained in and by that world through to adulthood 
and old age, and finally dies. We imagine that when the child is wanted, there is celebration 
at the beginning of life. But there can be no celebration without an implicit understanding 
that the life is grievable, that it would be grieved if it were lost, and that this future anterior is 
installed as the condition of its life. In ordinary language, grief attends the life that has 
already been lived, and presupposes that life as having ended. But, according to the future 
anterior (which is also part of ordinary language), grievability is a condition of a life's 
emergence and sustenance. 
 
6. ‘Understanding’ and ‘interpretation’, not just ‘humanity’, Frames, 49–50: 
The affective responses seem to be primary, in need of no explanation, prior to the work of 
understanding and interpretation. We are, as it were, against interpretation in those moments 
in which we react with moral horror in the face of violence. But as long as we remain against 
interpretation in such moments, we will not be able to give an account of why the affect of 
horror is differentially experienced. We will then not only proceed on the basis of this 
unreason, but will take it as the sign of our commendable native moral sentiment, perhaps 
even of our “fundamental humanity” … In this way … we fail to note that the humanity in 
question is, in fact, implicitly divided between those for whom we feel urgent and unreasoned 
concern and those whose lives and deaths simply do not touch us, or do not appear as lives at 
all. 
 
7. ‘Grievability’ in necrologies. See e.g. Iliad 11.814–818: 
When he saw him [sc. Eurypylus] the brave son of Menoetius pitied [ᾤκτιρε] him, and, 
lamenting [ὀλοφυρόμενος], spoke winged words of address: 
“Oh wretched ones, leaders and counsellors of the Danaans, how truly it is your destiny, far 
from loved ones and your fatherland, here in Troy, to satiate the swift dogs with your 
gleaming fat.” 
 

Cf. 11.241–243: 
So he fell on the spot and into the sleep of bronze. Pitiable [oiktros], trying to help his 
townsfolk, far from the wedded wife he’d wooed; he’d had no joy of her at all, though he’d 
given a lot to win her. 
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8. Plato, Republic 10 on grief and pity. See esp. 605c–d: 
For I suppose you know that even the best of us feels pleasure when we hear Homer or 
another tragedian imitating one of the heroes in the throes of grief, making a long speech of 
lamentation, or even singing and beating his breast, and, giving ourselves up, we follow 
them, sharing the character’s pathos [sympaschein] and enthusiastically praising as a good 
poet whoever most strongly induces this state in us …  
 

606a–b:  
Bear in mind that what is on these occasions, in our own misfortunes, restrained by force, 
though it has hungered for tears and the satisfaction of sufficient lamentation (since it is its 
nature to desire these things), is the very thing that is satisfied and delighted by the poets; 
whereas that which is by nature best in us, since it has never been sufficiently educated by 
reason or even by habit, relaxes its guard over this lamentatory [thrênôdês] element, on the 
basis that it is merely a spectator of others’ pathê and it is no disgrace for oneself to praise 
and pity someone else who, claiming to be a good man, grieves without limit; rather, it thinks 
this thing, the pleasure, is advantageous, and it would not agree to be deprived of it by 
spurning the poem altogether. For few, in my view, have the capacity to calculate that we 
inevitably reap the benefits of others’ experiences in our own case. For having nourished the 
pitiable [to eleinon] in their case, it is not easy to restrain it with regard to our own pathê. 
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