Notes on Embodiment in Homer:  Reading Homer on moods and action in the light of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
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Introduction
The series of notes that follow were written during our stay in May-June 2006 at the Norwegian School of Sports Sciences.  In them, we try to articulate Homer’s phenomenology of the body and to show how it illuminates the kind of receptive, responsive beings that we are, and reveals the saving possibilities in our culture.

Homer has a unique understanding of the body.  On his view the body is that by means of which we are subject to moods, and moods are what attune us to our situation. Being attuned to a situation, in turn, opens us to the various ways things and people can be engaging. We agree with Homer that this receptivity is evident throughout our entire existence.  It characterizes everything from our basic bodily skills for coping with objects and people to our tendency to be immersed in and guided by moods such as the erotic or the agonistic – whole ways for a situation to matter.  

Homer’s ancient understanding of the body had already dropped out of sight by the time of Plato.  Moreover, instead of being recovered by further philosophy it was hidden almost entirely by the Enlightenment sensibility. The invention and celebration of the autonomous agent, totally in control of and responsible for its own activity and destiny, guaranteed that Enlightenment philosophers such as Descartes and Kant would see the receptive and responsive body as the enemy of self-determination, and therefore of all that they took to characterize the best in us.
  But in fact, Homer’s understanding of the body is not only phenomenologically accurate, it serves as a better guide to how one should live.

Indeed, Homer’s world speaks eloquently to our own modern needs.  His phenomenology of the receptive body illuminates both the Homeric gods and the role they play in the life of the Homeric Greeks.  This ancient Greek notion of the sacred solves the very problems of existence that our culture finds most pressing today.  The plurality of goods embodied in Homer’s family of gods makes possible a coherent style of existence that doesn’t devolve into relativism.  And the authority that the Greeks recognize in their gods gives them a sense of the sacred that shields them from the temptations of both our traditional monotheism and our modern nihilism.  None of these themes is spelled out in full dialectical detail in the notes that follow – they are merely notes, after all.  But we hope it will be helpful to the reader to know that they have been in the background guiding our thought.  
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Summary of first discussion.

For critics of the Enlightenment like Nietzsche, Derrida, and Bernard Williams there is no place in an account of moral agency either for Kantian autonomy (Christine Korsgaard, John Rawls, neo-Kantians generally) or for neural determinism (Benjamin Libet, Daniel Wegner, et. al.).  So it looks to them as if moral action must be a blind leap.  But a blind leap which, according to Williams, will get a positive moral significance only retroactively and with luck.  We agree with the postmoderns that meaningful human comportment is neither rational nor mechanical; it is neither a matter of reasons nor causes.  We disagree, however, that blindly leaping is the only alternative.  Indeed, it’s not a viable alternative at all:  there is no place in an account of the best form of meaningful human comportment for moral luck.  Rather, the most fundamental kind of meaningful human comportment is letting oneself be guided by the solicitations of the situation.  When one does this in the best possible way then one is, in Aristotle’s terms, a phronimos, or person of practical wisdom.  The phronimos responds to the demands of the concrete situation and does, as Aristotle says, the appropriate thing at the appropriate time in the appropriate way.  If one is acting as a phronimos then one has done what is required by the situation, and moral luck – good or bad – can’t change that and doesn’t need to. 
Add somewhere:  There is no ego, because if there were an ego there would be a distinction between what the world calls for and what the ego believes the world calls for,  and therefore what the ego plans to do on the basis of it.  In motor intentional activity there is no distinction between comportment and environment; what the environment solicits, the comporter is immediately motivated to do.  As a result, one can’t be mistaken that the situation solicits thus.  It is, nevertheless, the case that the world can deceive one about what it actually affords.

Just as Bruno Snell and the Enlightenment progressivists smugly criticized the Homeric Greeks for lacking our moral category of guilt, Williams, in his Shame and Necessity, smugly congratulates the Homeric Greeks for having a purer version of our own everyday ethical understanding, uncontaminated by Kant and the Enlightenment.  We argue, by contrast, that the Homeric Greeks had a totally different, and phenomenologically more accurate, understanding of the most fundamental way that human beings comport themselves.
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Williams thinks that there is nothing positive in the Greek culture that we don’t share (because it is basically human and makes action possible and intelligible) but that many of the insights of the Greeks have been covered up and distorted by Kantian morality. When we find what is in common between us and the Homeric Greeks, we find Nietzschian nihilism.  There is no moral order and everything, or almost everything, is determined by luck and interpretation.

What this leaves out is the Greek gods and their authority.  It leaves out the sacred.  Williams cites and approves the view that Homer enjoyed the gods and that this shows he was profoundly irreligious.  Williams would presumably endorse Nietzsche’s claim that the sacred is whatever in a culture one is not allowed to laugh at, and in Homer the gods laugh even at each other.  Williams could cite Homer’s sitcom – the scene in the Iliad in which the gods watch Aphrodite and Ares trapped by cuckolded Hephaestus in the act of making love – to make this point.

But Homer laughs at and with the gods only when the gods are treated as objects.  When they are doing their job as moods like Ares and Aphrodite no one laughs at them and they have total authority in the battlefield and in the bedroom. The gods have to manifest themselves and shine on things so that things shine in a certain way, and the people whose actions are guided by the gods have to be aware that they are being guided by the gods.  This is unlike the conventional morality that Martin Heidegger calls das Man, which works better the slyer it is.

So Williams’ account of Homeric polytheism (like Nietzsche’s), in the end sees the Greeks as nihilists instead of polytheists (156).  By constrast we, like Heidegger, see them as having a sense of the power and authority of moods and so of the sacred – a sense which we (presumably thanks to Christianity and Descartes) almost entirely lack. 

Issue:  relation of power (the loss of which Williams uses to explain shame) to the sacred and to das Man.  
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Both Williams and we have the idea that modern culture shares something important with Homeric culture, though what they share has been covered up and marginalized in the modern world.  We all agree that the cover-up is due to the prevalent Kantian notions of freedom, autonomy, and reason.  We disagree with Williams, however, about what it is that we share (though only marginally) with Homeric culture.  

On Williams’s view, the Homeric Greeks had a pure form of Nietzschean nihilism.  This nihilism has at least two features.  First, there is no unified understanding of social relations, or indeed of Being (Williams 166-7).  Second, though the notion of agency is, and indeed has to be, built into our understanding of ourselves and our activities, the Greeks lack a particular notion of moral agency that involves notions of freedom and autonomy (5).  

We believe, by contrast, that Williams’s notion of agency as understandable exclusively in terms of intentional action based on beliefs and undertaken for reasons is itself a basic aspect of our Kantian heritage.  This exclusive understanding of human comportment is not characteristic of the way the Homeric Greeks understood themselves (example:  arms going out to the food (see notes from 5/29)), and although it is true that we moderns understand ourselves this way (witness Elizabeth Anscombe, Williams, John McDowell), phenomenology reveals that we are wrong to do so.  The other feature of Williams’s view is wrong as well.  Namely, he is wrong to deny entirely the presence of a certain kind of unity in the Homeric Greek understanding of being, a unity that is still available, albeit marginally, in our own culture.

Let us take up this last point first.  To begin with, in reading Williams one notices, amazingly, that the Homeric Gods are barely mentioned at all.  [Check the following]  Whenever somebody performs an action for which the Kantian would ascribe responsibility, Williams assumes that the Homeric agent himself takes responsibility for his actions more or less in a Kantian way:  he understands himself, in other words, as a free, autonomous agent except that instead of understanding the significance of his action as determined by the maxim of his act, he interprets his action as getting its significance from subsequent events, and hence in terms of moral luck.  The problem with this view  is that, even if it can account for some, relatively unimportant, cases, (as, for example, Williams’s case of Telemachus leaving the door open to the weapons closet) it fails entirely for the central cases in the Homeric narrative (as, for example, the case of Helen running away with Paris). 

Williams can deal with the extremes of active personal responsibility (Telemachus taking responsibility for leaving the door open) and active personal denial of responsibility (Paris not taking responsibility for the Trojan War).  The problem comes with the receptive, impersonal kind of responsibility that we find, for example, in Helen.  In Helen’s case Aphrodite was instrumental in setting the erotic mood in the context of which Helen’s action of abandoning her husband and newborn son, though outrageously reckless, was nevertheless intelligible and even admirable.  The action is admirable, according both to Helen and to everyone else, because it is seen as responsive to the sacred power of a god and therefore appropriate.  Indeed Menelaus, himself the offended cuckold, congratulates her on having told the story properly, even though she neither takes responsibility for running away with Paris nor uses the god as an excuse for her action.  (Od. 4.291)

Helen’s action is neither compelled by Aphrodite, as Juno compels Dido in Virgil’s Aeneid, nor freely chosen by Helen, as Williams would have to say.  The idea that a god can set a mood in which actions are appropriately drawn from Homeric characters is essential to their understanding of human comportment, and is totally lacking from Williams’s Kantian view.  Furthermore, different gods have different spheres of influence in which they can set such moods.  Aphrodite’s special sphere of influence, of course, is the erotic but other gods, such as Ares, will set different moods and draw different kinds of appropriate activity out of the people on whom they shine.  

In addition to each Homeric god setting a particular kind of mood which draws forth a particular kind of action (see qualifications at the end of this note), the gods make it possible for these actions to be intelligible to people not in those situations.  This gives a certain kind of unity to the Homeric Greek understanding of social relations, and indeed of Being, a unity that Williams denies entirely.  In Homer’s way of putting it, the gods form a family in which each god’s special sphere of influence is intelligible to all the others.  (Example:  Hephaestus makes jewelry to add to the seductive appeal of Aphrodite.)  The world that each god opens, in other words, is not completely self-contained, as the world of things thinging is in later Heidegger, but each world has all of the other worlds as horizonal possibilities.  In the Homeric understanding the highest form of human life is to be open to, and be able to behave appropriately in, as many of the Homeric worlds as possible.  Odysseus is the model of this highest form of life, and Zeus’s main job is to protect strangers (people who go from world to world).  

-------

After further reflection on the texts, the question arises how we should deal with the annoying fact that only two of the gods (Aphrodite and Ares) seem to be good examples of what we claim the Homeric gods do.  Some gods have nothing to do with moods at all (Poseidon may be like that); some gods are such that you might have thought they would be associated with a mood (Hera with domesticity, for example), but there seems to be little evidence of it; and every god, including Aphrodite and Ares, accumulates a whole collection of other attributes, skills, and domains of influence that seem to be unrelated to their job as mood setter, and only metaphorically and loosely related to one another (think of Apollo’s domains:  music, theory, medicine, etc.).  What are we to say about this?

Originally we had thought that we would have to say that ours is a story about what Homer should have said rather than a story about what he did say.  But now it seems we have a better strategy.  The interpretation we are giving of the Homeric gods is the one that characterizes Homer’s unthought:  the essence of his story about the gods that is so close to him that it comes out in surprising, marginal ways (like the Telemachus example in Od. 19.40ff).  Of course he’ll say lots of other things about the gods that folk mythology has accumulated (that they have sex with mortals, for instance, or that they all take part in the silly sitcom in the Iliad in which they have sex with one another).  But these are no more essential to a fundamental account of the Homeric gods than is Jehovah’s attack on Abraham in an inn or his showing his backside to Moses, or even his showing up as a burning bush.  These are part of the story of Jehovah, but not essential to his sacred power.  

Returning to the issue of unity.  In addition to the mood setting power, which ought properly to accrue to most or all of the gods, there is another essential sacred power that underwrites Homer’s kind of polytheism. That is the power for events that happen in each sphere of influence to be intelligible (though not necessarily understood in fact) from each of the other spheres of influence.  This mutual intelligibility across spheres of influence gives a certain kind of unity to Homeric existence despite the variety of spheres of influence that one can be in tune with.  The mutual intelligibility is metaphorically characterized by the fact that the gods are all members of a family and thus, presumably, share some family resemblance with one another.  This family resemblance manifests itself in a shared Homeric Greek style of existence that pervades all the spheres of influence in a way that an Egyptian or Ethiopian style decidedly does not.  (Presumably this Homeric style involves a certain concern with radiance, clarity, and optimal bodily attunement that the Egyptian or Ethiopian style lacks.)  It is surely no coincidence that Zeus’s main role as a father associates him with no skill or craft or mood at all, but rather he is the god of strangers who go from world to world.  And his two favorite children are Athena and Hermes, neither of whom is associated with any mood either.  Rather, Athena enables Odysseus to get fully in tune with every situation he is in, and Hermes, as the god of wayfarers, has the job of leading people from world to world, including even to the underworld.  

Poseidon has none of the above characteristics.  As Zeus’s brother he is the most powerful force besides Zeus, but he is the least involved with the rest of the family.  He is the god of the overpowering force of nature, exists outside of worlds and culture, is responsible for storms and natural dangers like the earthquakes that make the Phaiaceans’ harbor unusable. One of his children is the cyclops Polyphemus, who manifests many of the characteristics of a volcano (has one scorched eye, throws rocks at people, lives outside of civilization and culture).  And although Odysseus complains that Athena didn’t help him in dealing with Polyphemus, it is obvious why:  as a force of nature he is outside of the range of adaptation to moods and situations.  

This competition between Zeus and Poseidon indicates that there are really two different understandings of being in Homer – one presided over by Poseidon, which sees all natural forces in terms of overpowering and welling-up (what the Greeks called phusis), and one presided over by Zeus, which sees all social phenomena in terms of bodily attunement.  Insofar as Poseidon, along with his son Ares, is involved in or makes possible the welling-up of heroes when they go berserk in battle, we can see the beginning of the generalization of the phusis ontology to everything.  
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Williams introduces a discussion of the category of involuntary but intentional action (chapter 3).  In his discussion, however, he fails to distinguish between three different kinds of cases:  those of Agamemnon, Ajax, and Oedipus.  Oedipus’s case is most like the cases we’re familiar with in modern moral theory.  Oedipus performs an action intentionally, but understands it under a mistaken description.  In this case we might say that he intentionally killed someone but he didn’t intentionally kill his father.  The mistake that Oedipus makes is caused by Fate, although the action of killing the old man at the crossroads is not.  (Notice, by the way, that even if the whole thing were caused by Fate, Fate is not one of the Homeric gods.)  

Ajax’s case is different.  He mistakes the sheep and cattle that he slaughters for his leaders, but he does so because Athene has “thrown misleading opinions upon his eyes.”  This is just another way of saying that Ajax was in a hallucinatory state.  

Both of these cases are different from what happened to Agamemnon when fierce até was cast upon his wits and he took away Briseis from Achilles.  In this case the gods have taken away Agamemnon’s ability to be attuned to the situation.  This is not a dramatic case of having hallucinations, like Ajax, nor is it a case of failing to have requisite knowledge about the situation.  Rather, it’s a case of being mis-attuned, or blind, to the situation at hand.  In this kind of mis-attunement one loses the capacity to do what the situation demands, and is left instead free to determine one’s own actions, which usually turns out to be disastrous.  Since the actions are freely chosen, one must take responsibility for them after the fact, as Agamemnon does.  Pace Williams, then, this is not a case of involuntary but intentional action at all, but rather is a pure case of self-determined action unresponsive to the situation, a category of action which in Homer’s eyes is dangerous.

All of these cases are different still from a fourth case that Williams doesn’t discuss at all.  This is the case of Helen.  When Helen runs away with Paris she knows who he is, unlike Oedipus, she is not hallucinating as Ajax was, and she is not mis-attuned to the situation at hand like Agamemnon.  Rather, she is very much in tune with the erotic mood that Aphrodite has set, and does just what the situation demands.  As a result, she doesn’t apologize for it afterwards, though she regrets that it happened.  She doesn’t have to apologize for it afterwards because her action was not self-determined in the way that Agamemnon’s was, but rather flowed admirably from her responsiveness to the demands of the situation.  [Problem:  see Od. 4.261, in which Helen says that Aphrodite gave her até, which is just what Zeus gave Agamemnon.  See the discussion on 5/29.]
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We have been discouraged after yesterday’s session, since it seemed as though both halves of the Homer paper fell apart.  First, we discovered that the various places in which Homer talks about hands going forth to the food are not, in fact, characterized using a middle voiced verb (as we had originally surmised).  The phrase as the Loeb volume translates it is:  “they put forth their hands to the good cheer lying ready before them” (see, inter alia, iv.67).  The verb there is iallon, a perfectly normal verb in the active voice.  In addition, we discovered that the cases we were interested in of gods drawing appropriate action out of people by setting a mood weren’t quite right for our purposes either.  When Helen describes how Aphrodite affected her (iv.260), she says that Aphrodite gave her atê, which is usually described as a kind of blindness.  Agamemnon, for instance, says that Zeus and the Fates and the Erinyes blinded him with atê when he took Briseis from Achilles (Il. 19.86).  Bernard discusses the Agamemnon case on 52ff.  It looked like both halves of the paper had dissolved.

Today we are trying a different strategy.  We will try to save both halves of the paper, but not in the way we originally planned.  First, we notice that the phrase “they put forth their hands to the good cheer lying ready before them” is an odd way to say “they reached for the food.”  Notice two things.  First, the food is “lying ready before them.”  This is not spurious; it really says that the food is lying ready before them.  The food is ready to be grasped.  Next, they don’t reach for the food, they “put forth their hands to” it.  It’s as if they initiate the action of their hands the way one initiates the action of a missile – you start it going and then it just flies.  In good cases of missile throwing – think Zen and the Art of Archery here – the arrow is guided by the target which draws it in.  So the new strategy is not to look for middle-voiced verbs, but rather to look for other cases in which the verb iallon is used, and to hope that it is used for cases of expert missile throwers.  If so, then we can think about the relationship between the phenomenology of reaching and the phenomenology of missile throwing, and think of them both in a motor intentional vein.

The second half of the paper is potentially salvageable as well.  It is true that Homer describes both Helen and Agamemnon as taken over by atê, and it is important to us not to assimilate the two cases to one another.  The strategy here is to suggest that there are two very different phenomena that Homer wasn’t able to distinguish from one another because he had only one word.  The difference between the phenomena is that Agamemnon was genuinely blinded by atê, the way one is blinded by rage.  He was confused, and left on his own freely to decide what to do.  Perhaps it is important that Zeus the Fates and the Erinyes – the older gods? – were responsible here.  But Helen was not really blinded by atê; after all, she says explicitly that Aphrodite led her (agô) to do what she did (iv.260).  Or if she was blinded, then she was blinded and at the same time led, as Merleau-Ponty talks about the host leading you through a darkened house, finding the way for you.  This is just what Merleau-Ponty thinks the light does when it “leads the eyes,” and it makes sense of the passage towards the end of the Odyssey (19.40ff) in which Telemachus notices that there is a strange light surrounding everything and Odysseus says that this is the way of the gods and you must check your thoughts and ask no questions.  You must, in other words, leave them and their light in the background in order for them to lead you the way light does when it operates motor intentionally.  This is what the gods do when they shine, and they do it by filling you with atê, which is Homer’s word for a mood by means of which the gods first blind you and then can either lead you or let you freely flounder.
------------

Gods
The gods often lull the Homeric characters to sleep.  (Is it usually Athena who does this?)  The phenomenology of going to sleep is like the phenomenology of being led by a god.  You can’t will yourself to sleep.  See, for example, Od. 23.334, 21.359, 19.428.  See also passage from Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception on going to sleep.

The grammar of embodied motor intentional activity
hoi d' ep' oneiath' hetoima prokeimena cheiras iallon:  they put forth their hands to the good cheer laying ready before them.

Hetoimas:  ready, prepared, ready at hand.  This adverb is used only 18 times in all of Homer.  Of these, 14 occur in the stock phrase above.  The other 4 are as follows:

Il. 18.96:  for straightway after Hector is thine own death ready at hand.

Od. 8.384:  and lo, thy words are made good (hetoima).

Il. 14.

Il. 9.

In addition, the verb iallô, to put forth, is used only 25 times in Homer and only 9 times in the rest of the Greek corpus.  Fourteen of the 25 times it is used in Homer it is in the stock phrase above.  The rest of the time it is used for other instances in which one throws forth one’s arms or throws forth a missile or arrow, though it is occasionally used in some other ways.

Il. 8.308:  And Teucer shot (iallen) another arrow from the string

Od. 21.241:  swiftly to cast (iêlai) a cord upon it

Od. 13.143:  to assail (iallein) with dishonor our eldest and best

Od. 2.316:  I will try how I may hurl forth upon your evil fates

Od. 15.475:  Zeus sent them a favorable wind
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We moderns are usually looking to explain the causes of inexplicable events, whereas the Homeric Greeks are looking to illuminate their phenomenology.  (See, for instance, Aphrodite and the chin strap, Il. 3.435.)  Modern interpretations of Homer fail to recognize this fact.  The moderns will inevitably ask questions about the causal structure and influence of the gods – Do they really exist?  Can they really fly in an instant down from Mt. Olympus?  Do they really live on Mt. Olympus?  Do they really take on human form?  And so on.  But all of these questions are completely irrelevant to the Homeric Greek understanding of the gods.  A good interpretation of Homer, therefore, will be guided by the phenomenology.  (Wittgenstein makes a related point in his criticism of Frazer’s Golden Bough.)  

-------------

Hypothesis:  The gods come in to characterize the phenomenology of sudden, unexpected changes in the situation.

Homer is omniscient in the sense that he describes the phenomenology from each person’s point of view, seamlessly switching back and forth among them.  In the passage from Il 3 when Paris and Menelaus are fighting one another, he first describes it from Paris’s point of view, then from Menelaus’s, and thereby gets the whole ontology or meaning of the event, namely overwhelming welling-up or phusis.

When Menelaus comes back at Paris he lunges and is startled to find his spear missing its mark; in fact, Paris is missing altogether – he’s mist.  Menelaus is so startled that for a minute he can’t make out what’s going on.  

From Paris’s point of view the terror of being attacked ferociously incites him to run so fast and frantically that the next thing he knows he is in his bedroom.

---------------

Hypothesis:  Different ways the gods can appear:

1. Disguised as a (wise? old?) person who gives good advice in the domain of the god.

2. To explain the phenomenology of sudden, unexpected change of situation.
3. Setting a mood (god is not seen)
4. Noticing a mood (god is seen)
The difference between 3 and 4 is noted in the passage in the Odyssey in which Odysseus and Telemachus talk about the blazing glow of the gods  (Od. 19.40ff).  Telemachus notices the glow, and Odysseus tells him that it is the gods working and that one must not pay attention to them.

Example:  Il. 3.395

Aphrodite begins disguised as an old crone to bring Helen good, erotic, news that Paris is waiting (function 1).  When Helen’s heart is set racing by the news she understands (noein) that the person is actually the source of her erotic mood and thus sees her as Aphrodite (function 4).  The phenomenology of experiencing the messenger in light of the message is described as seeing the old crone as Aphrodite.
See also the example of Nestor giving advice to Telemachus in Od.
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Three kinds of shining in Homer

1. The light that characterizes the phenomenology of startling, unexpected shifts in the mood or situation.  This is paradigmatically associated with the light of Zeus’s lightening bolt.  Like lightening, you notice it when it happens – it calls attention to itself.  And also, it’s necessarily momentary, since it marks a transition from one mood or situation to another.  Example:  Il. 17.180.  “Zeus…tears away his triumph all in a lightening flash.”  See also Aphrodite and the chin strap, Il. 3.435.  Notice that Zeus’s lightening bolt is never associated with storms, since these are the domain of Poseidon, but rather comes strictly out of the blue.  

2. The blazing power of shining heroes and gods when they’re at their best, for example fighting “brilliantly.”  When somebody is manifesting their excellence at something, we say in English, they really ‘shine.’  One notices, or can notice, this kind of radiance, as when we say the bride was radiant on her wedding day.  But the radiance can also just change your relation to the person, your way of treating them or responding to them, and indeed your way of understanding yourself and the whole situation, without your noticing the radiance itself.  So one can either look at the radiant being as radiant (Marylin Monroe, Aphrodite as golden, shining Hektor) or see the situation in the light of their radiance.  Manifesting excellence happens suddenly too, like the lightening bolt, but like a fire it endures, lingers, and is only gradually extinguished – phusis.  Example:  Il. 15.623.  “Hector shining all about with fire leapt among the throng…”  When one notices a shining hero or god it is like seeing flow from the outside; the shining person is acting in flow, and you experience his flow as a shining.  If it draws you to get in sync with it, as it usually does, then one transitions to the third form of light.

3. The light that attunes people to each other and to their shared situation when they’re in flow together.  This light must not be noticed or it will disrupt the flow.  Examples:  Il. 15.667ff, in which Athene shines light upon both sides of the army and in this light they see the situation – Hector, etc. – clearly.  Here Homer says that Athene has shined the light, but none of the characters see it, they only see the things it illuminates.  See also Od. 19.40ff, in which Telemachus interrupts the flow of the situation because he notices the light of the working gods and Odysseus warns that one must not pay attention to it.  A particular version of this can also be found in the case of mood.  For example, Aphrodite shines on Helen and Paris so that the erotic aspect of the situation shine, and one is drawn to respond to them.  Il. 3.395.

These three categories of shining highlight Homer’s sensitivity to phenomena of embodiment that have been covered up since Plato, and have been replaced in our Enlightenment era by Descartes and Kant’s emphasis on will and agency.  They characterize Homer’s glorification of our kind of being as existing along a spectrum of kinds and degrees of bodily receptivity – from the lack of receptivity given to one in sleep to the receptivity to particular affordances like tasty food, to the full in-sync receptivity of embedded-ness in the shared situation with others – all of which Kant would have denigrated as heteronomous determinations of the will.  In Kant’s account of the enlightenment man becomes the source of all light and intelligibility and his freely chosen actions are the paradigmatic exercise of his autonomous will.  By contrast, Homer characterizes man as responsive to a light given to him from outside by the shining of the gods and heroes.  
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Note on the verb aissô.  

In addition to the cases of embodied intentionality that we’ve already talked about, there is another phenomenon that brings together the sense of bodily intentionality and the sensitivity to the phenomenology of sudden, but not startling change.  We will focus our discussion of this phenomenon through an interpretation of the verb aissô, which is typically translated as ‘shooting forth, to move with a quick, shooting motion.’  This confusing and early verb, used mostly in epic poetry, captures the same phenomena as iallo, suddenly finding one’s body drawn into a new activity which is neither chosen nor mechanically caused.  When behaving this way people, as well as animals (see, e.g. the fish in Il. 21.126), manifest a kind of comportment that lies somewhere between intentional agent action on the one hand and mechanical reflex on the other.  One interesting fact about the phenomenology covered by this verb is that the suddenness of an activity is readable equally well from the first and third person points of view.  One experiences one’s own arm suddenly shooting out from one’s shoulders in delivering the stunning punch (Il. 23.628) in just the same way that one experiences the fish darting up beneath the rippling black surface to eat (Il. 21.126).  In both cases one experiences immediately the suddenness and directedness of the comportment without experiencing oneself as its source.  Notice that this is importantly different from being startled, since when one is startled one’s entire sense of the situation is destroyed – one finds oneself at least momentarily lost.  In the experience of the sudden, one notices immediately a shift from one situation to another, without ever losing hold of the world.
� The authors are listed in alphabetical order.  This fails to reflect the important fact that as they wrote the paper they were standing on each others’ shoulders.


� See Bruno Snell, The Discovery of the Mind in Ancient Greek Thought.
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