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Fate and Retribution:

Justice in Beowulf
A major theme contained in the epic poem Beowulf is the proper administration of justice and the balancing of divine preordination with deserved retribution. In the poem, two distinct codes of justice are discernable. The first can be described as “the law of man” which operates on the fundamental principle of reciprocity – that the actions of each individual should be “repaid in kind.” This idea is articulated many times in the poem, notably by Beowulf when he recounts that by killing Grendel he “repaid / the terror of the land for every life he took / and so won credit for you, my king” (ll. 2093-5). The implication is that that killing of Grendel was totally justified by the horrific murders perpetrated by the monster and this administration of retribution reflected well on the king, who is ultimately responsible for seeing that the justice of man be done. There is also a second system of justice the narrator alludes to occasionally that operates simultaneously, but transcends simple retribution. “G-d’s law” or fate appears in the poem to be an omnipresent and inescapable factor in all of human affairs, but, in contrast to the law of man, seems to operate on a arbitrary basis. The narrator asserts that G-d’s decisions are inscrutable and that “what G-d judged right would rule what happened / to every man” (ll. 2858-9). Interestingly, in the poem, this judgment is not based on the righteousness or wickedness of the parties on which it is bestowed. The narrator states that Grendel was defeated because “the Lord was weaving / a victory on His war-loom for the Weather-Geats / Through the strength of one they all prevailed / they would crush their enemy and come through / in triumph and gladness. The truth is clear / Almighty G-d rules over mankind and always has (ll. 696 – 702). The narrator prefaces the heroic victory of Beowulf by saying that he won because of divine preordination, with no mention of why he or the Geats deserved such favor. Conversely, the narrator often undercuts the joyous atmosphere when the Geats are triumphant with a foreshadowing of their eventual reversal of fortune. The narrator concludes the description of completion of the majestic Heorot with the premonition that it is “awaiting / a barbarous burning” (ll. 82-3). This “horizon of doom” shows a preordination of destruction without any explanation or justification. The narrator merely declares that the great hall is destined to be destroyed in a great fire, and this is its unenviable fate.
 A notable exception to this rule is the description of descendants of Cain with whom Grendel had resided. They lived in misery because “for the killing of Abel / the Eternal Lord had exacted a price” (ll. 107-8). Even though this seems to run counter to the established trend of G-d’s judgment being inscrutable, in this case the unexplained aspect is the fact that Cain’s descendants remain cursed even though they themselves had committed no crime. Indeed, the Bible itself has no mention of G-d punishing Cain’s descendants (Genesis 4:11-16).  Thus, G-d’s eternal condemnation of Cain’s offspring is itself an unquestionable decree.
One major consequence of this dialectic between the law of man and the law of G-d is that while the administration of human law requires justification and is open to debate, fate is not. When describing Grendel’s hard feelings towards mankind, the author mentions all the good G-d had done for men that Grendel cannot benefit from. This succor seems to be totally unearned by the humans, just as Grendel’s original wretchedness is not explained by any wrongdoing on his part, but again, G-d has no need to justify His decisions in this poem.  This is why it is significant that Grendel kills one of Beowulf’s men immediately before the hero engages the monster. Despite the repeated atrocities previously committed by Grendel, the reader might still harbor some ambivalence towards Beowulf’s decision to slay him. Since the Geats invoke the law of men to justify their decision to kill the monster, this judgment can only be totally accepted when Grendel horrifically dismembers a man before the eyes of Beowulf. The narrator himself helps the Geat’s case by mentioning that Grendel “would never / parley or make peace with any Dane” (ll. 153-154). Thus, Beowulf has no choice but to mete out Grendel’s deserved punishment of death. 
However, man’s justice can sometimes run into ambiguous situations. This is the case with the slaying of Grendel’s mother, who might have had a legitimate grievance. While Beowulf was unquestionably justified in killing Grendel, it is unclear whether the law of reciprocity would empower Grendel’s mother to seek revenge for her son, since Beowulf himself says “It is always better / to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning” (ll. 1384-5). This reveals a major weakness in a system predicated on tit-for-tat, namely, that once a blood-feud is started, it may continue indefinitely in a cycle of killing. It is fortunate for Beowulf that Grendel’s mother is the last of their clan, otherwise the violence might never end.
In conclusion, while the law of man may seem logical in comparison to the inscrutable law of G-d, it is not without its flaws as it is subject to interpretation and can lead to unending cycles of violence. In contrast, G-d’s law is decisive and final, but it usually comes without any explanation.
