
2.1 Fundamentals: An Agonistic Culture 41

“Asians” (i.e., the peoples of the Near East)? His answer: the Greeks, unlike Asians, are 
constantly at war with each other, so they have developed aretē. It should come as no 
surprise that visual depictions of Greeks in battle generally show them nude (with the 
exception of armor, of course) or that Odysseus was a great athlete, at one stop on his 
travels triumphing over local champions at throwing rocks.

War, then, was not just a way of getting advantage for one’s people or even of acquiring 
power; it was a way of demonstrating aretē and so of gaining honor. For this reason, victory 
in battle depended not just on killing the enemy or chasing him from the battlefield but 
on the enemy’s acknowledgment that he was defeated. The way to get this recognition 
was to be sure to take possession of the enemy dead; beaten opponents showed they were 
beaten by asking for the bodies. Stripping the enemy dead of their armor was another 
way for a soldier to demonstrate victory and gave him a tangible marker of it. Prizes in 
the form of booty were one indication that aretē could not be savored until it was recog-
nized. The tendency to point out one’s superiority over others was another. Even potters 
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Map 2.1: Greek cities
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