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EBB A ND FLOW - A POLYBTIAN METAPHOR

Toivo Vilijamaa

The Greek historian Polybius' language and style may be described
by two characteristics: profoundness in proving things and abundance
in imagery. A typical example of his style is the passage, 6,10, where
he describes the Lycurgan constitution of Sparta. Lycurgus formed a
kind of "mixed state" in which the constitutional elements or forms,
royal, aristocratic and democratic, were balanced so that they counter-
acting each other prevented the state from corruption inherent in
single forms.

Polybius describes this equilibrium of forces of the Spartan
constitution using metaphors of the balance (Polyb. 6,10,6-7): pvu-
woUpyos oldyx &nAfiv o008€ povoelLdfi cuveotrdoato tAv moiivtelav, &AAd ndoag
duo% ocuvrh9porLge Tds dpetds xal Tdg LéiLdtnrag TV &ploTwv ToALTeupdTwy,

o . $ Ve [3 ~ . 2 3 .~ ~ b4 2 4
Lva pndev avEavouevov VNeEp TO HEOV €LS TAS CLUuQUeTC enTpe€rntal uaxtag,

Rw

vitorwu€vas 6€ tHs txdotou Suvdupews Vn’ SAAfAwv pundapol vedn uns’

Me

1t 1oA0 noatappény undév adtiv, GAX’ fooppomnoBv xal Tuyootatoluevov
ent moAV Stauévn nard tov TAs avrtumiofag Adyov &el td moAfTevna.

The last phrase of the cited passage (xatd 1dv Tfig dvtirniolag
Adyov) is problematic. However, due to the profoundness of Polybius'
diction, there is no doubt as for the sense of the phrase: Polybius
wants to say that the Lycurgan constitution had great stability
"thanks to the principle of reciprocity or counter-movement". Most
scholars agree to this interpretation.l But as to the kind of metaphor

and as to a more concrete meaning of dvtilniova there is no agreement.

1 Cf. F.W. Walbank, A Historical Commentary on Polybius, 2 vols.,
Oxford 1957/67, I, 661.
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The reason is evident. If we accept the reading of the manuscript
tradition we have to deal with a kZapax in ancient Greek and there-
fore the interpretation of the word is almost totally dependent on
this Polybian passage. Yet, the verb dvrtunielv is attested twice in
the manuscripts of Thucydides (1,50 and 1,54) as a varta lectio to
dvtenuvnielv and once in Pseudo-Phocylides (113 Bergk), but the va-
riqe lectiones in Thucydides are certainly errors made by the copy-
ists and in the Pseudo-Phocylidean passage the meaning of the verb
is too obscure to help the interpretation of dvtilnioira. Anyway, we
must take into account the fact that in those cases there is a verb
form with full verbal force, but in Polybius we have a verbal noun
which, for instance, does not assume activity performed by a personal
agent.

Hapax legomena are guite frequent in Polybius.2 This phenomenon
may be natural for the reason that Polybius is our first prominent
representative of scientific Hellenistic Greek. Almost everything
written before him in Hellenistic times after Aristotle is lost.
Therefore there is no a priori reason to suspect the status of a
hapax in Polybius. Of course, the problem could be solved supposing
that a copyist has made a mistake, but then we would be dealing with
speculations. The suggested emendations like t' dvtiundiov, tfig dvtL-
naAlag, 1hic dvtunvolas, tfic dvrinadelas seem to be satisfactory for
the sense of the phrase.3 In these suggestions, however, one question
remains to be answered: do they meet the requirements of the meta-
phorical diction in the passage? This is the reason why it seems
plausible to explain the metaphor as that of the water—level.4 But,
as Walbank notes (Commentary I, 661), the solution seems to be some-
what far-fetched and, moreover, there is no reason to think that a

word referring to the sea could be associated with the meaning of

2 See the word-list collected by J-A. de Foucault, Recherches sur la
langue et le style de Polybe, Paris 1972, 325-389.

3 See Walbank, Commentary I, 661.

4 Suggested by Hultsch in his Polybius edition, Berlin 1867-71, and
approved by C. Wunderer, Polybios Forschungen III: Gleichnisse und
Metaphern, Leipzig 1909, 41-43.
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a levelling instrument. Anyway, the most natural way of interpretation
is to connect the metaphor of dvrtinloira with the other metaphorical
expressions in the same passage, i.e. with the equilibrium which is
metaphorically described by the words tooppomnoUv and cuyootatoduevov.
It is interesting to note that according to Wunderer (p. 42 note)

and de Foucault (231) the latter metaphor (that of guyootatelv) is

new in Polybius (occurs also in 1,20,5). In fact, it is naturally

an indication of Polybius' striving for imagery.

If we assume that by the phrase xatd tdv tfis dvrtiniolas Adyov
Polybius wants to give similar associations as by the metaphors of
the balance, then the idea must be that of a state in continuous
wavering where the stability is sustained by the principle of equal
forces weighing each in turn.

What is the natural phenomenon that can be compared with a
balance and can be referred to with the word &dvti¢nioua? The phenom-
enon must be connected with the sea, as the verb nxetv and its de-
rivatives in -mioog and -nioua are connected. In my opinion, this
phenomenon is the counter-movement of the sea, the ebb and flow, which
is also often used by Greek philosophers, especially by the Stoics,
to demonstrate the sympathy of natural forces.5 The mentioning of
the tides in Cicero is particularly illustrative; it is the constancy
and the stability that is stressed by him: Quid Chaleidico Euripo in
motu identidem reciprocando putas fieri constantius ... Quid aestus
maritimi vel Hispanienses vel Britanniceil eorumque certis temporibus
vel accessus vel recessus sine deo fieri nonne possunt? (nat. deor.
3,24).°

No doubt the metaphor of the ebb and flow is most appropriate
in connection with the metaphors of the balance to describe the
Lycurgan constitution. In fact, in the Aristotelean writing Meteoro-
logica (354 a 8-11) we find the continuous movement of the ebb

5 See L. Edelstein and I.G. Kidd, Posidonius I: Fragments, Cambridge
1972, No 214-220. For relevant literature, A.S. Paese, M. Tulli
Ciceronis De natura deorum libri II et III, Cambr. Mass. 1958,
ad nat. deor. 2,19.

6 Cf. Cic. nat. deor. 2,19 and div. 2,34.
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and flow compared with the balance (16 tolaviedeoSol H TardvTtwolg).

Now we must answer another question, which probably is more
difficult: what is the concrete, non-metaphorical meaning of dvrt(i-
TAoLa? Can it denote the counter-movement of the sea? The scholars
who want to keep the reading of the manuscript tradition unchanged
explain the word either as rowing into the wind or luffing to the
wind (see Walbank, Commentary I, 661 and II, 646).’7 I agree with
Walbank in that those procedures are not sensible here. It is dif-
ficult to connect the idea of sailing or rowing against the wind
with the idea of equilibrium.

It is interesting that in the Polybian passage under discussion
there is before the tfig dvruniotas the word dvruvonwpévng that can
involve in the reader's mind the idea of the ebb and flow. In Greek
doxographic and etymological writings the verb dvrtiondv and the noun
dvrtionaopds are used to explain the etymology of durnwtis (ebb) or the
causes of the tide phenomenon. To illustrate this I shall quote three
passages from the doctrine &g dundtides ylvovtat xat mAdupupats:

"AprotoTéing nal ‘Hpaureldng ... mpowlovudvnv dvoudelv
v “Atiavtirnv SdiaTTtov xal uataoxevdZerv TNV TAdppvpav,
rataAnydvtwyv 6° dvtimeptotwpévny UToBalveELY, Omep elLval
Thv duntwTuLy.

MNidtwy én¢ thv oaldpav ¢épetar tov V&6dtwv. elvatr ydp TLva
pvouniv aldpav dud TLvos €yyetlou Tphuatos mepLpépovoav TRV
railpporav, Ve’ f¢ dvtixvpalveoSar Td merdyrn .

Kpdtng & ypappoatuuds T0v dvtionaopudy tiic Sardoong alTLdToL.
(Aetii placit. philos. III 17 §§ 1,5,7; Diels, Doxographi
Graeci, 382-83).

Besides the words dvrtimepronwpévny and dviivonaopdv occurring in the
passages one may also observe the word dvtixvuaiveodar describing
the tides, the word which easily can be imagined as a synonym of the

9 rd
CVTLTAOLO.

7 Cf. also the Latin translation of Diibner, Polybii historiarum re-
liquiae, Paris 1839: Quemadmodum in navigando servatur navis, dum
nimius ventorum impetus opposita vi remorum temperatur.
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Navigation is a peculiar procedure in the sense that the
"object" of the activity is the ship but the "agent" is either
the navigator or the sea. The double character of the activity is
exemplified, for instance, by the Latin navigare (the agent is the
sailor) and the Greek nietv (the agent is the sea). In my opinion,
the commentators of Polybius have too much adhered to the idea of
an activity verb nietv, although the verb, in fact, is stative "to
rest on the sea, float". P. Chantraine (Dictionnaire &tymologique
de la langue grecque, 915-16) gives the following characterization:
"les sens de 'naviguer' important en grec et naturel dans un peuple
de marins, résulte d'un développement particulier, le radical signi-
fiant originellement 'étre dans l'eau, flotter, étre inondé&' or
‘inonder', etc."

In addition, it is important to bear in mind that we are deal-
ing with a verbal noun, not with a personal verb form. Verbal nouns
usually do not assume such grammatical relations as the subject or
the object. In the Greek word system the "nouns of action” ending in
-og and -a (eva, ota) are opposed to other nouns of action (ending
-t¥g, -oiLg) just because they do not presuppose an agent or a subject
which is affected by the action.

J. Gagnepain (Les noms grecs en -os et en -a, Paris 1959, 57-
59) discusses the semantics of these nouns and shows that, in general,
there is a radical difference between them. The opposition is that
of particular (intense) and generic (extense). In other words, the
nouns in -a are more abstract and their meaning is more vague. The

difference can also be seen in the comparison of Greek compound nouns

» 1

povd, vuntl, oud, npwtd, tTayyd

. . . 8
ending in -nloog {(-mnloug) and -mtiovo (-tAotn):
9 »’ ? ’, rd ’ ” »”
ava, and, O6LEu, SLa, €LG, €n
4 2 ’ rd ’ rd 2 ‘T[)\OOS
ent, natd, napd, nept, npd, npdo
” 3 -t' L4 2
&, dvrt¢, duvc (dvomioin), €U, el9y
-TAoLQ

8 The nouns are collected from LSJ and Kretschmer~Locker, Rickldufiges
Worterbuch der griechischen Sprache, G&ttingen 1963.



174 Toivo Viljamaa

Except two cases of later Greek (4dndrioira in Libanius and elon)rova

in Etymologicum Magnum) there is no overlapping: in composition

these two nouns have different prefixes. The prefixes of -nioocgs are
more concrete and denote the direction or the place of the act. For
instance, the word elomnloos can have the following three interpre-
tations (LSJ, s.v.): "sailing in", "right of entry", "entrance of

a harbour". It is also typical of nioog-compounds that the act they
denote can be spatially or temporally measured, compare Herodot. 2,
4,3 ..., é¢ 1iv dvdnroog &nd Sardoong émtd Nuepfwv €otl dvd TovV moTa-
ndv.

The prefixes of the niota-compounds, on the other hand, delin-
eate the quality of the phenomenon. Considering this distinction, it
seems that the Greek expression corresponding to the suggested in-
terpretations "sailing or rowing against" (cf. above) should be
dvtendnroos not dvtilniova.

Due to the generic vague meaning the simple nlouva does not
occur, while the simple rAdog quite frequently occurs in Greek texts.
Gagnepain (58) describes the difference of -o¢ and -3 -nouns with the
opposition "Essence : Acte" (-og) versus "Existence : Efficience" (-a).
Because an act can be seen totally, but an existence partially, it
follows that a nioog¢ is in opposition to another act (e.g. neptrioog
opp. mepltodog) but a mroira is in opposition to another nioiLa (e.g.
elniora opp. dniota). This means that in nlova—compounds the prefix
has the informative emphasis. It is also characteristic of -a@ ~nouns
that they are easily used figuratively (Gagnepain, 59) because the
phenomenon they denote is only circumstantially defined. So, for
instance, dnlova can be "the time or the place in which the navigation
is impossible" or "the wind or other natural force that makes the
navigation impossible".

According to the considerations about the semantics of niova-
compounds the expression dvrtlnioLa can be imagined as a time, or a
place, or a situation which is associated with the movement of the
sea (rioiva) and defined by the quality 4évt(¢ ("reciprocally, mutually,

counter") .
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It is regrettable that a great part of Hellenistic prose has
been lost. And therefore, it is often very difficult to understand
an expression occurring in a text preserved to us, but not attested
elsewhere. In order to get a clear idea of its meaning one must
(1) make a close inspection of the written context of the word,

(2) examine the synonymic expressions, and (3) study the semantic
properties of the word. In my mind, a study carried out along
these principles leads to the conclusion that the men of Polybius'
time associated the word é&vtinloua with the ebb and flow phenomenon.
Of course, I admit that it is not easy to imagine oneself in the

place of a reader of ancient times and adopt his intuitions.



