
The mythological idea of heroism within warfare and how the divine defy this.

Within ancient Greek mythology, the idea of heroism is a widely explored topic particularly within the work of Homer’s Iliad through the complex character of Achilles. The exploration of heroic characters often takes place within the backdrop of war, depicting battles between mortal men seeking glory for themselves, often dying for the title of ‘hero’ in the process. However, when discussing gods in terms of what it means to be a hero, it can be said that these divine figures, although powerful, are incapable of being heroes despite their actions within warfare. I would argue that they’re characters’ stand as an exception to the mythological idea of what it means to be a hero due to their immortal presence, and their disconnect from human desires. The Iliad is able to depict the importance of glory for mortal characters, and the willingness for characters to face their own mortality in order to obtain it.   In this essay I will be discussing how the immortal gods defy the notion of heroism within mythological warfare despite their influence and power. I will also discuss how classical ideas of a ‘hero’ is a very mortal concept by exploring the idea that becoming heroic through battle is integral for mortal characters such as Achilles, even if it results in death. 

when discussing the idea of a classical Greek hero, it is important to separate this from the modern idea of a hero. Within Greek mythology, becoming a hero was achieved most often through war and conflict, allowing mortal characters to present their strengths. The idea of a classical hero deeply stems from the works of Homer, with the Iliad being a particular example of literature that explores the complexities of heroic characters. The piece was written around the 7th century B.C by Homer and is known to be one of the best literary pieces of mythological warfare. Achilles is arguably the most discussed hero within the trojan war, with hero cults being dedicated to him throughout Rome. Yet defining a classical hero becomes difficult when considering how much heroic figures differ. However, as Bravo III notes within his piece on The origins of Greek Heroes and Hero Cult, the morals of such characters hardly come into question, unlike how we would consider a hero to act in modern terms (pg.10). Instead, I would define a classical Greek hero as one that has incredible abilities exhibited within warfare or other conflicts, most often guided by the immortal gods. As mentioned, I will be discussing the heroism of the character of Achilles and how this can be compared to that of the gods actions. Within Hedreen’s essay on Achilles beyond the Iliad, he suggests that Achilles presence in the Trojan war, and his willingness to fight, is the centre of his heroic character. Hedreen states that ‘Achilles as a hero lies in his capacity for action in the full knowledge of its fatal consequences to himself’ (pg.39). This refers to the Achilles choice of fated lives, in which he can either live a long, peaceful life yet be known for no achievements, or choose to fight in the Trojan war and obtain immense glory in which he will condemn himself to death shortly afterwards. The choice between these two paths could only ever apply to a being that is not immortal, as the mortality of oneself is what creates the desire to become a hero. The very idea that Achilles would live in obscurity was a worser fate than death for his character, despite the promise of his happiness. For a divine being like Zeus, there is very little consequences for his actions that would result in challenging his divinity. He is the king of the Gods, and thus will never experience the choice between glory or longevity. His character will never be threatened with obscurity, nor will it be threatened with death. This is clearly exhibited within the Iliad that the actions of the mortal men fighting in the trojan war will hardly affect him, and so his actions wouldn’t necessarily stem from a heroic place. For example, Achilles immortal mother, Thetis, begs Zeus to help the Trojan side against the Greeks in order to benefit her son. Despite the Greeks fate to win the war, Zeus is able to utilise his power to do so, even having his own mortal son killed in order to help further Achilles. Despite the consequences that these actions will have on the mortal warriors, Zeus is exempt from consequence in the choices he makes within warfare. This is completely contrasted by Achilles desires and future. The trojan war is a pivotal moment for him, one which he knows he will lose his life for. His desires to fight despite this all is what makes his character heroic. We can see how he has been immortalised from this through ancient cults such as the cult of heroes at Achilleion (pg.40), as Hedreen mentions. There, the worship of Achilles as a hero came about around the 6th Century. This is very suggestive of how his character is received in terms of heroism. Within the Iliad, he has many human traits and flaws that could be seen as unheroic to a modern reader; his intense wrath and refusal to fight whilst his comrades are dying in battle, and his treatment of Hectors dead body initially, wherein he dragged his corpse around Troy. It can be easily said that these emotional and impulsive decisions he makes are the actions of an anti-hero, yet his character is the quintessential Homeric hero. In this sense, an ancient hero does not need to be an example of morality nor selflessness. They are flawed beings with very human characteristics. The one defining quality amongst heroes is their desire to immortalise their names after death. With this in mind, when comparing Zeus’ divine character in the Iliad with that of the human Achilles, can it be said, then, that the God cannot be defined as a hero? With his divine status, his strengths are well renowned throughout classical history, yet there is little to suggest him as a heroic figure, but rather an anti-hero himself. I would argue that it is because of his insurmountable power that prevents him from being defined as heroic. He lacks the human traits that mortal heroes have that compels them to act heroically in battles- for Zeus, there is no necessity for him to act in such a way in comparison to Achilles. 

Furthermore, as discussed above, the idea of ones mortality is one of the defining traits that separate the gods from being considered heroic figures within Greek myth. The human complexities and desires of the mortal warriors within the Iliad are at the very centre of each of their characters, and they act as the driving force in becoming heroes. Within C. King’s Achilles: Paradigms of the War Hero, she explains that to be a hero is to seek out glory, and have a willingness to die for it (pg 2). The book provides an interesting exploration of the influence that Achilles mortality has upon his process to becoming a hero. C. King theorises that ‘godlike heroes cannot be gods’ (pg.6) however there is potential in immortalising ones name through glory. In this sense, although Achilles possesses immense godlike strength and agility within battle, he cannot be a god, but instead only a hero. Of course, as mentioned, one of the greatest instances in which you can obtain glory is within battle, and more often than not, the heroic characters will die in doing so. This threat of death that looms in the back of each character’s mind is ‘what behooves a man to attempt to win honour’ (pg.6), as C. King goes on to suggest. As mentioned before, this drive for glory in attempts to be remembered cannot be found within the gods, particularly within Zeus, as he is already established throughout Greek mythology as the king of Gods. His power would not come into question as it could for a mortal warrior, and his influence amongst gods and men is immense. This level of power imbalance between the characters of Achilles and Zeus allows us to conclude that being a hero is inherently a mortal quality. It is clear that Zeus’ written achievements that go far beyond any mortal mythological character, yet it cannot be said that this makes him a hero. And so, when discussing Achilles, his entire fate is centred around trading his morality for something of greater value to him. He knows that fighting in the Trojan war will end in his certain death, and yet still he seeks out this fate in return for certain glory- as C. King defines it, he is not risking his life for glory, but rather ‘sacrificing it’ (Pg. 7). This notion of sacrifice can be found within modern interpretation of heroes; however, I think the classical meaning of sacrifice lacks the selfless qualities that a modern hero would have, however it still remains heroic. There is no such sacrifice for a divine Zeus. As bravo III noted within his essay, a key factor of who is considered a hero is their mortality, a being who can live and die. If we are to follow this formula, it can be said that it is impossible for gods to be heroes in the same sense that particular mortals are. In order for an action to be heroic, there has to be has to be consequences that threaten the character, and in order for the character to be deemed a hero, they must carry out the action despite this.

Furthermore, the acknowledgement of Achilles comes about through his divine lineage, although he himself is still mortal. His mother Thetis’s position as a god allows her to foresee Achilles fate- to die a hero or to live a normal life without glory. I found this an interesting point in discussing his characters mortality as we are able to see a direct contrast between the desires of gods and men. Throughout the Iliad, we see this resistance from her with wanting to stop Achille from fighting in the war, preferring him to live a long and simple life. She goes to great lengths to hide him from the conflict in the Iliad and elsewhere within classical texts, but his mortal desire to fight in the trojan war goes beyond her divine intervention. Thetis is portrayed to be afraid of his mortality, never having experienced it herself, and views his heroism to be the cause for a bitter and cruel end to him. Considering this, I would argue that this suggests that the gods are incapable of grasping the mortal urge to become a hero and immortalise one’s name. This is not to say gods lack a desire for war and conflict, as we can often see gods influencing mortals during the Trojan war, such as Athena, so that they can create their desired outcome. However Thetis’ character is simply unable to understand why Achilles would knowingly fight if it meant bringing about an early death. And thus, this allows us to see how this divide in mortal and immortal desires is perhaps what prevents gods from being heroic figures, as ultimately there is no higher glory than being a god. 

Despite the immortal gods inability to desire nor understand glory and its importance, they still obtain an important role within the wars and conflicts of mortal men. Although they lack the sensibilities of heroic figures, it is not to say that they have no influence in the creations of heroes. In fact, within Neils essay on Beloved of the Gods: Imag(in)ing Heroes in Greak Art, she discusses how heroes are always intertwined with the gods, and that ‘it is the proximity to the gods that most clearly distinguishes heroes from mortals’. I would agree with this statement as often times we see heroic characters being guided and influenced by the gods, particularly within warfare, and so gods can exist without the necessity of heroism, however heroes cannot exist without being in association with the gods. In battles, heroic figures depend on the guidance of gods. Achilles’ character is established to be the son of a goddess, Thetis, and so his favouritism amongst the gods is no mystery to the reader. This is particularly evident in the Iliad with the Goddess Athena, who favours Achilles due to her own conflicts with Troy and aims to further Achilles heroic abilities. Again with Zeus’ character, he aids Achilles in his grief by staving off his hunger so that he can fight Hector and meet his predetermined fate, resulting in his status as a hero. As Neil continues, she argues that it is their ‘nearness to the gods’ that creates a hero (pg. 118). We often see epithets for heroes describing them as ‘god-like’, resembling the power of gods, perhaps due to the divine intervention that they so often receive. And thus it can be said that the gods defy the necessity of being heroic figures within warfare, as divine beings do not become heroes themselves, but perhaps instead they create them through their guiding roles in mortal conflicts and warfare. However, can it be said that we should consider it heroic of gods to guide the mortal heroic figures through divine intervention, and if so, are the gods responsible for creating heroic figures in warfare? Or can it be argued that the mortal heroes still have agency, as seen with Achilles resistance against the gods, and thus are responsible for their own actions. As with Achilles, his wrath against Agamemnon causes him to refrain from fighting, despite the will of the gods. Instead, it is his grieving of Patroclus that results in him joining in battle again, not the gods. With this in mind, I would argue that viewing the gods as responsible for creating heroes and having control of their choices diminishes the complexities of the mortal characters. Yet it must be acknowledged that they are integral to assisting with the process. As with all events within The Iliad, the outcome is predetermined and the fate of the battle is unchangeable. Thetis’ attempts at getting Zeus to sway the war and give the Trojans the upper hand results in Patroclus’ death, which is the event that brings Achilles back into battle. It can also be argued that Achilles did not actually have a choice in his fate to fight within the Trojan war. As we see within another contemporary text, although Thetis has hidden him away from the Greek soldiers in order to stop them enlisting him, the character of Odysseus still manages to find him. In other words, it was inevitable for Achilles to become a hero despite the divine intervention from his mother, Thetis. Similarly, the event that causes Achilles death, thus immortalising his name as a hero, is brought about by the god Apollo, who curves Paris’ arrow to hit Achilles heel. It would be difficult to imagine a heroic Achilles without the help of the gods during the Trojan war. 
Moreover, I would argue that heroism within mythological warfare is a concept that originates within the mortal characters. It stems from the very human idea of wanting to be remembered in death, and obtaining glory for oneself. With many myths of mortal beings, their stories are about establishing the complexities of their characters, and creating conflict that can develop them into a whole being. The essence of becoming a hero does not require the character to be reformed into a wholly moral being, but instead presents them as willing to make life-threatening sacrifices in order to gain honour and glory. This idea differs with the handling of gods within myths as they are already established as these powerful immortal beings with glorious achievements, their roles largely take shape in helping mortals within conflict, rather than furthering the characterisations of themselves. As well as this, their ambitions and intentions lack any sense of finality, there is no influence of impending doom that is in the core of their choices, and so, I would conclude that the mythological characters of the gods defy the mortal concept of heroism within warfare.
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