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Loyalty Conflicts Caused by Separation of Oikos and Polis


True loyalty is being prepared to give a life for the cause.  What and whom loyalty is given to has changed over the centuries.  Loyalty was once given to the family and the government as one, because the two were one, then it progressed into loyalty to the government, or polis, and today everyone is loyal to his or her own beliefs.  The separation of oikos and polis will be examined and the resulting loyalties will then be analyzed.  


Society of the late eighth, or early seventh century B.C. did not have a strong distinction between family and the polis.
  Therefore, loyalty to one assembly was the same loyalty to the other.  During this time period, the great poet, Homer, wrote the epic, The Odyssey.  This poem tells of the hardships that Odysseus, the main character, faces as he struggles to return home to his wife, Penelope and his son, Telemachus.  There was no primary legal system as we are familiar with today; instead, a king ruled over an area, but while Odyssey was away, each family was left to hold its own authority.  As Odysseus fought to return home he was concurrently displaying loyalty to his family and to the polis.


Telemachus took action to reinitiate the polis by calling an assembly.  The king usually called for an assembly
 to be held, but Telemachus eventually took the role while Odysseus was fighting at Troy.  That assembly was the first that had been called in twenty years, since Odysseus had left.  Assemblies served the purpose of giving the king the sentiment of the community; no vote or decision was made.  The king did not have to listen to what the assembly said, but then he always faced not having their support.  Only the nobles of high standing were allowed to talk at the assemblies.  It was against themis
 for commoners, or people of the demos,
 to speak their minds and they were refrained from doing so by not passing the sceptre to them.  Holding an assembly was a sign of an established community, like Ithaca.  Groups, such as the Cyclops, did not hold assemblies because they had no household or kinship communities. 

Telemachus had control of the household while Odysseus was gone, but he was not the basileus
 of Ithaca.  Thus, his calling an assembly was questioned by Aegyptius, but the assembly continued as normal.  Telemachus wanted to discuss the issue of the suitors in his house who were diminishing the fortunes of Odysseus.  Under normal conditions this would be a matter of oikos, and acted on privately, but because the suitor that Penelope chose would be the next king, it became a matter concerning the public as well.  This was highly unusual to have a female be this active in an activity dealing with the public, but because her father lives outside of Ithaca, he would not have power to choose a new king, and Telemachus did not have the right either.  The usual activity of the community was on the subject of defensive war, while social, justice, religious and other relations were left to the oikos. 

The Greek word, iphi,
 shows the restrictions of the parallel between the head of the household and the king of a community.  Kings wanted to extend the parallelism so that their sons automatically followed to their position, like in oikos, but this was not the tradition.  The phrase that would be used in monarch systems of today is, “The king is dead!  Long live the king.”  But the phrase that matches their system would be, “The king is dead!  The struggle for the throne is open.”
  The issue of how Odysseus gained the throne from his father, Laertes, is not addressed in The Odyssey, nor is Laertes ever looked to for advice while Odysseus is absent.  There is only one time in the poem where Laertes is ever recognized as being “the old king.”
  He may have lost the iphi needed to control a community, even though there were kings older than him who still ruled. 

Oikos gained recognition based on the gifts they gave their guests, among other ways.  The hospitality code was a highly esteemed process of themis.  Guests remembered the treatment they received while at other kings’ estates and returned the favor when that king visited them.  The gifts exchanged were signs of wealth and created guest-friends.  Guest-friends were important to have as they helped to create an identity around the world.
  The seriousness of the hospitality displays the great importance of oikos.  Less concern would have been shown for the gifts given if oikos had not been as greatly cared about as it was during this time.  

Families compromised the legal system that was in use in Athens between the eighth and sixth centuries B.C.  The oikos began to combine to gain more power, because the leaders of the most important families, judged by prosperity and age, ruled over the four tribes.  Each tribe in Athens was made of three hundred and sixty families or clans.  Slowly, this system eventually evolved into the beginning of a democracy. 
  Members of an assembly were elected, and kinship ties were even less important to reign of power.

By the fifth century B.C., a division between the polis and the family was evident.  In Sparta, each citizen was to hold the polis as the highest power – to give it the most loyalty.  In Athens, the view was a little different.  It wanted each person to perform his or her best in the family, which in turn allowed the greatest performance of the community.  Athens had developed an explicit system for electing officials to Councils and Assemblies.  They used the system to create laws to govern the city.  The establishment of this system created the groundwork for conflicts between loyalty to the government and to the family.
  

During this transition to separation of family and government, Sophocles wrote many popular, tragic plays, a few of which are still known today.  Two of those, Antigone, and Oedipus the King, present a conflict based on loyalty. The conflicts are traditional Greek tragedies that present a person with a dilemma that has two valid resolutions, but both resolutions have equally bad affects.  

In Oedipus the King, Oedipus faces a decision of banning himself from his kingdom to save the city, or to remain king and let the city fall to the plague.  He is caught between his loyalty to the polis, and the loyalty to his family, or more specifically, to himself.  If he is loyal to the polis, he will be a hero by saving the city from the plague, but it will leave him with nothing and he will become a man without a home.  If instead, Oedipus decides to stay as the king of the city, he will retain his kingly treasures, but at the cost of losing the citizens of his kingdom.  In this conflict, the loyalty to the polis triumphs over the loyalty to his family, as Oedipus resigns his reign and blinds himself.

The circumstances behind this conflict of loyalty have issues separating the family and the polis.  Oedipus was sent away as a baby to be killed because of the prophecy that he was fated to kill his father and marry his mother.  Instead, another couple of royalty ends up keeping him, and raises him as their own, in a family important to the polis.  Later in his life, Oedipus learns of his fate and runs away to prevent him from killing his father.  Little does he know that when he leaves his family he makes the prophecy come true because he unknowingly kills his natural father, marries that man’s wife and becomes king.  His end is brought when he searches for the murderer of the previous king, and he was the killer.  The division of family and polis created problems for Oedipus because it was family that he ran from, but also ran to and became a prominent citizen of polis.  It was the conflict between the two that caused him to blind himself and leave the city.

The conflict in Antigone has another aspect because the loyalty to the gods is also a concern along with loyalty to the family and the polis.  Both the family and the polis see the gods to defend their opinion.  Creon has issued a ruling that the body of Polynices is not to be buried, and if it is, a punishment will be issued.  His niece, Antigone, is bound by her loyalty to the family and to the gods to give her brother’s body a proper burial.  She completes this task and forces Creon to make a decision.  He can uphold his decree to punish anyone disobeying his verdict, and therefore be loyal to the polis; or he can choose to understand the loyalty to the family and not punish Antigone.  Creon would face the crowd’s disapproval if he kills Antigone, who was left under his care from Oedipus, but he could also be seen as a weak ruler if he allowed a woman to go unpunished after disobeying him.  The struggle between family and polis is evident.

Antigone thinks that she must follow the gods’ wishes for proper burial before obeying Creon’s orders, as she says to her sister, Ismene:  

I will bury him myself.  And even if I die in the act, that death will be a glory.  I will lie with the one I love and loved by him – an outrage sacred to the gods!  I have longer to please the dead than please the living here: in the kingdom down below I’ll lie forever.  Do as you like, dishonor the laws the gods hold in honor.

Ismene does not wish to dishonor the gods, yet she cannot disobey Creon, therefore, she has more loyalty to the polis than to the gods.

Creon thinks that he is remaining loyal to the gods through his loyalty to the polis, because he sees gods as the high rulers of the city, so loyalty to the polis leads to loyalty to the gods.  Yet, at times, Creon’s loyalty to the polis is more to give himself greater power.  Haemon says to Creon, “It’s no city at all, owned by one man alone.”
  Creon responds, “What?  The city is the king’s – that’s the law!”
  Creon is loyal to his polis until he is persuaded to take back his death sentence for Antigone, but by that time it is too late, because Antigone has taken her own life.

Those who put their primary loyalty to the gods do so because they say that the gods’ rule is the oldest.  The gods’ rules were in existence before there was an alphabet in which to write them.  As Antigone said to Creon after she buried Polynices’ body, 

Nor did I think your edict had such force that you, a mere mortal, could override 

the gods, the great unwritten, unshakable traditions.  They are alive, not just today 

or yesterday: they live forever, from the first of time, and no one knows when 

they first saw the light.

The traditions were passed down through time verbally until there was a written language to record them.  The gods have existed since the beginning of time, and thus, in some people’s opinion, loyalty should be shown first for them.  

Many who believe that loyalty to the gods is most important follow that loyalty through to oikos.  Families were the source of government before any other system was established.  Religious traditions and other customs were followed from one son to the next.  A person without a family history would be lost without knowledge of what to do.  People see that even at a time of trouble in the polis, there should always be a family that one can belong to, and therefore, loyalty to the oikos should be held in the highest regard.

Yet, others think that the polis should receive the most loyalty because the polis is what holds the city together.  The polis works to maintain order and to protect its citizens and without it, people would only be individuals without a common cause.  Citizens need to have loyalty for their polis to the extent of being willing to die for their polis, so loyalty should be given to polis without question.

Gender may play a role in what structure individuals give the most loyalty.  Females have usually been seen to stand strong with the family while the man leaves to fight for the polis.  Females want to follow the gods’ commands while on earth, so that they will have a better afterlife.  Males are more concerned with doing what is best for the polis and having the power and good life while they are alive.  This was seen in Antigone because Creon supported the polis while Antigone followed the rituals of the gods for her family.  Creon could not think of letting a woman go unpunished for disobeying his law:  “Therefore we must defend the men who live by law, never let some woman triumph over us.  Better to fall from power, if fall we must, at the hands of a man – never be rated inferior to a woman, never.”
  The idea that someone would go against Creon was enough to cause a punishment, but Creon’s anger grew when that person was of the female gender.

Sophocles did not reach any certain understanding as to who should receive the greatest amount of loyalty.  From Antigone, one might think that he feels loyalty should be to the family rather than to the polis, but Oedipus the King contradicts that idea when Oedipus is loyal to the polis.  Sophocles mainly brings the issue to light so that individuals can decide for him or herself as to which establishment they believe deserves the most loyalty.

The conflict of whom to give the most loyalty will never be resolved to one definite answer accepted by everyone.  Even at the present time, disagreements could arise that would question who should come first, family or the government.  As citizens of the United States, we are obligated to inform authorities of any knowledge that we may have concerning a crime under investigation.  The question then arises, what if your brother was the culprit who committed the crime, would you turn him in, support him, or remain neutral?  Depending on the severity of the crime, I would most likely stay neutral.  Although, staying neutral has a negative side to it because it means not showing loyalty to the government or to the family, but, in the same since, you do not act against your loyalty to either group.  I think that the government needs to have loyalty because without support from citizens, the government means little.  Yet, as long as keeping loyalty to my family does not cause harm to others, I will be loyal to them also.

The difference caused by the separation of oikos and polis can be seen by the comparison of Homer and Sophocles’ works.  The difference then created a difficulty in the issue of loyalty.  While the two were one, anyone could be loyal to both at the same time with no conflicts.  Then a division was seen as a government system was developed and kinship ties no longer played a part in government.  
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� Greek word showing the might that the king has.
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� Page 63, lines 85 – 92 of Antigone.
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