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The Iliad and the Discussion of the Will of the Gods


The Iliad is an epic poem that deals greatly with the interaction between the role of man and that of the gods.  Within the poem Homer depicts Zeus as being an almighty being having the power to bend anything to his will.  It seems, although, in other scenes, that Zeus is depicted as a feeble minded being able to be manipulated by a few words.  Throughout the course of the entire work the word fate shows up and it appears to the audience that the gods take it upon themselves whether or not to let fate be fulfilled.  The question that has been posed given the preceding statements is; how much do the gods have control over the events that occur off of Mount Olympus?



On page 17, Zeus decrees, “I’ll say yes to you by nodding my head,/ The ultimate pledge. Unambiguous,/ Irreversible, and absolutely fulfilled,/ Whatever I say yes to with a nod of my head.” (lines 556-560)  In this case, Zeus seems as though he is the all powerful and omnipotent.  This is the way that many of the mortals see Zeus; it isn’t just anyone who dares question Zeus’s authority.  The almighty does, however, seem to have one weakness as expressed by Homer’s story telling.  Zeus seems to be able to be manipulated by a few harsh words or simple actions.  Not frequently, but it does happen.  We see Zeus being threatened by his wife on page 18 of the epic prose, “Oh my.  The awesome son of Cronus has spoken./ …And I am pretty sure that you agreed to honor Achilles.” (lines 584, 591)  With these cutting words from his wife, Hera, he gets on the defensive and begins to threaten physical harm if she meddles in his business anymore.  Zeus obviously becomes flustered by the insinuations of his wife, because they both know the task he is about to take on may not be the wisest choice.  

Several books later there is another glimpse of how Zeus can be swayed by his peers.  In book 22 Zeus bemoans the situation that Achilles and Hector are in, “I do not like what I see, a man close/ To my heart chased down around Troy’s wall./ …Think you now, gods, and take counsel whether/ We should save him from death or deliver him/ Into Achilles’ hands, good man though he be.” (lines 191-192, 197-199)  Shortly after this statement Athena reprimands him, and he complies to her will, despite his empathy to Hector.


A recurrent theme throughout this literary work is the degree of choice available to the mortals.  When Zeus decides that he wants something accomplished, no human can successfully oppose him.  This point becomes evident on page 37 when Agamemnon was praying to Zeus for support during the battle between Paris and Menelaus.  After Agamemnon makes plentiful sacrifices and words of praise to Zeus, his actions are acknowledged by the statement on line 324, “But Zeus would not fulfill their prayers.”  The whole reason that the war raged on after Achilles’ mother plea for glory of her son is because of Zeus’ will.  Otherwise, it would have ended shortly after Agamemnon’s apology to Achilles.  Had Zeus no great influence on the will of the mortals, the outcome of the war and actions of the individuals would have been poles apart.  Zeus, according to the poem, has great control over the mortals’ lives.


When we look at all the evidence regarding the way Zeus likes to appear, it is easy to see that he likes to seem as though he is immovable regarding his decisions.  As a reader, it is also easy to detect that he can fall back on what he says easily with a stern word from a comrade, “Do it.  But don’t expect all of us to approve./ Listen to me…”  (91 lines 450-451)  Evidently Zeus’ state of mind can be altered, but not easily.  We also see that the will of Zeus is relentless when it comes to the fate of mortals, when he doesn’t even save his own son.  The role of the gods interactions with men is a very blurry one.  However, if the conclusion is based solely on the information and situations presented in the Iliad, then it is evident that men do not have much choice in the actions they can be held responsible for.  The role of gods on men is a significant one, however, it is not a definite and unchanging element.







