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Entering the Agon: Dissent and Authority in Homer, Historiography and 
Tragedy 
ELTON T. E. BARKER 
Oxford University Press, Oxford. 2009. 
Pp. xiii + 433. Hardback (ISBN 978 0 19 954271 0), £70.  
 

Review by Michael Lloyd (University College Dublin) 
 
Elton Barker defines the agon as ‘the scene of debate in which, with varying 
degrees of formalization, characters confront each other with opposing views’ (p. 
3; cf. p. 366), and discusses it in epic (Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey), historiography 
(Herodotus and Thucydides), and tragedy (Sophocles’ Ajax and Euripides’ 
Hecuba). He believes that earlier work on debate in Greek literature has been 
limited by a focus on individual genres or authors, and has therefore ‘failed to 
grasp both the range of forms of debate and how it [end of p. 95] functions 
differently in varying cultural contexts or even within a particular genre’ (p. 6). 
The book’s subtitle signals a further, and (B. hopes) related theme, that of 
institutional dissent, ‘by virtue of which authority is challenged and alternative 
views are not only tolerated, but also somehow incorporated, managed and 
utilized’ (p. 5). Thirdly, he is interested in ‘the creative tension between the 
narrative frame and the alien voices incorporated within it’ (p. 20). The 
representation of debate introduces opinions other than those of the author, and 
transfers the burden of assessing them onto the reader. These are three very 
different subjects, and B. has difficulty both in keeping them individually in 
focus and in relating them coherently to each other. 
 In the Iliad, B. identifies four Achaean assemblies (in books 1, 2, 9, and 19), 
three assemblies of the gods (in books 8, 20, and 24), and four Trojan assemblies 
(in books 2, 7, 8, and 18). The institutional framework is made explicit both to the 
audience or reader and to the characters in the poem (p. 35). It is not a ready-
made system, and the assembles are ‘part of a series of struggles that 
progressively explore the possibility for, and value of, dissent in the community’ 
(p. 84). B. thinks that Achilles is doing something distinctively new in the 
assembly in Book 1, although the way in which it is introduced suggests 
something familiar (Il. 1.54, 57). Diomedes later says that dissent is the ‘custom’ 
(themis) in the assembly (Il. 9.33), which B. has difficulty reconciling with his 
view that ‘the assembly does not simply exist as institutionally a place where 
disagreement is allowed’ (p. 63). He argues that dissent becomes only gradually 
institutionalized in the Achaean army (e.g. pp. 39, 66), but the evidence does not 
support his argument for a progressive development of this kind and he 
underestimates the exceptional challenge to the army posed by the quarrel 
between Achilles and Agamemnon in Book 1. There are similar strains in his 
argument for a development in the assembly of the gods, e.g. his false opposition 
between personal motives and regard for justice (p. 77). He rightly (following 
Hilary Mackie’s Talking Trojan [Lanham, Md., 1996]) contrasts the failure of the 
Trojans to develop any institutional framework for dissent from the royal family. 
He draws a blank in his lengthy discussion of the Odyssey, admitting ruefully 
that ‘the Odyssean assembly is shown to be incapable of managing dissent 



 

properly’ (p. 92) and that Odysseus’ attitude to dissent is represented by his 
decapitation of Leiodes in mid-speech (pp. 126–7, discussing Od. 22.326–9).  
 B. argues that the Greeks fail to debate effectively in Herodotus, and that 
‘debate fails to play a decisive role in the story of Greek self-determination’ (p. 
151). He finds a paradox in the possibility of effective dissent at the Persian court 
(e.g. p. 181). He criticizes views that Herodotus is ‘dialogic’ in the sense of 
reproducing freedom of speech in his text, and argues that he sees his role (and 
that of the reader) as resembling that of individuals in the narrative (e.g. 
Themistocles) who are products of an institutional tradition of debate but operate 
outside the institutional context of the assembly (p. 200). He challenges Ober’s 
view (in Political Dissent in Democratic Athens [Princeton, 1998]) that Thucydides 
makes a clear distinction between his own authoritative narrative and the 
inadequacy of the public debates which he describes (e.g. in the Athenian 
assembly), and argues rather that he [end of p. 96] challenges the reader to 
engage critically with the arguments (i.e. ‘enter the agon’): ‘he reproduces for his 
reader the arguments with which the Athenian demos had to grapple’ (p. 237).  
 B.’s discussion of the agon in tragedy focuses on Sophocles’ Ajax and 
Euripides’ Hecuba, ‘primarily because they have been considered problem plays, 
especially with regard to the role of the agon’ (p. 278). The old-fashioned term 
‘problem play’ signals a lack of appreciation of the quality and range of recent 
scholarship on these two plays. He writes of Ajax that we should ‘pause before 
dismissing the second half of the play as an irrelevance or lacking in drama’ (p. 
311), but one need look no further than A.F. Garvie’s edition (Warminster, 1998, 
p. 9) to find an account of the play’s ‘carefully planned and highly satisfactory 
dramatic unity’. B. justifies this rather limited scope in terms of wanting ‘to fully 
contextualize the agon-scenes and analyse the theme of dissent as it functions 
within each play’ (p. 278 n. 51). He sometimes writes as if he is working with a 
more restricted idea of the agon than that quoted at the beginning of this review 
(e.g. pp. 310, 336–7), even applying the term ‘near-agon’ to a scene in Hecuba (e.g. 
p. 328). It is essential to his argument that the institutional context should be 
unambiguous, and therefore odd that he never offers an explicit definition of the 
agon in tragedy to replace those he describes as ‘arbitrary’ (p. 272 n. 24) and 
‘preconceived’ (p. 340).  
 He is aware that debate in tragedy is ‘is not restricted to a particular 
discrete context; it is part of the very fabric of the form itself’ (p. 272). In 
particular, dissent is a central theme in Ajax, but is not particularly confined to 
the agon scenes. B. puts great emphasis on the development of the chorus ‘from 
an epic people to a quasi-political group’, and argues that ‘in the impasse at the 
climax of the agon the Chorus take the lead by inviting Odysseus to mediate’ (p. 
284). The argument seems to hang on the couplet which the chorus addresses to 
Odysseus when he enters (1316–17), and B.’s appeal to ‘the standards of 
consistent characterization’ (p. 316) underestimates the flexibility of the chorus as 
a dramatic instrument. Contrast the more nuanced discussion of the chorus in 
Ajax by Felix Budelmann (The Language of Sophocles [Cambridge, 2000], pp. 231–
45). B. thinks that Odysseus’ address of the chorus as ‘men’ (andres, 1318) in his 
reply connotes ‘citizens’ (pp. 316–17), but passes rather swiftly over an obvious 
counterexample in Sophocles (Philoctetes 974) and overlooks the authoritative 
discussion by Eleanor Dickey (Greek Forms of Address [Oxford, 1996], pp. 177–82). 



 

 B. remarks in his prologue that ‘the general notion of dissent or 
disagreement may be gainfully employed to think about a wide variety of 
situations’ (p. 13), which is doubtless true if perhaps rather broad as the subject 
of a book. In the first two parts of the book, B. focuses on formal debate in 
institutional contexts (e.g. the assembly) which are recognized as such by the 
participants (e.g. pp. 13–14, 22, 35). He treats the agon in Hecuba in similar terms, 
writing (e.g.) ‘Agamemnon had set up the agon in order to contain violence and 
manage dissent’ (p. 352), and ‘In a bid to control the acts of terrorism that have 
broken out under his watch, the leader of the Greek coalition forces sets up a 
debate’ (p. 353). B. thinks that [end of p. 97] Agamemnon’s attempt fails: 
‘Euripides tests the agon as an institution that can accommodate extreme 
differences of opinion, and finds it wanting’ (p. 328). B.’s mind seems to be on 
Afghanistan or Iraq rather than on Euripides. Agamemnon would have no 
difficulty in controlling the situation by force, but chooses to make a decision 
based on justice after he has listened to both sides (1129–31). B. confuses two 
completely different types of structure. The agon is a formal feature of 
Euripidean tragedy, recognizable as such to the audience (e.g. because they have 
seen other plays by Euripides). Within the fictive world of the play, the debate is 
an ad hoc arbitration with only the most minimal institutional context. B. is in 
general uncomfortable with Euripides’ formalism, apparently assuming that 
references to it are necessarily critical (e.g. pp. 273 n. 25, 295 n. 55), and is ill-
equipped to assess the function of the agon in its dramatic context. The 
coherence of the book would have been better served by a focus on assemblies 
such as that of the Greek army in Hecuba or the Argive demos in Orestes, which 
would correspond more closely to the institutional assemblies discussed earlier.  

 
 
 


