The Language of Benefaction in the Writings of Libanius

This paper examines how the fourth-century Antiochene rhetor Libanius uses terminology associated with benefaction, specifically terms involving the base euerg-. The main aim is to delineate the semantic field in which these terms are operating. Investigation of this field, once established, reveals that, while the parameters of what constitutes a benefaction are fairly transparent, Libanius is consistently less articulate about the nature of the relationships predicated on such acts. This disparity between the act and the relationship is mirrored by a stark distinction in his use of the words euergesia “benefaction” and euergetēs “benefactor.” The latter appears in a hyperbolic or overtly sarcastic context in nearly forty-percent of the passages where it appears. Instances of euergesia, on the other hand, are universally positive and usually unambiguous. Since euergetēs has a closer connection to the idea of a relationship, the greater flexibility of this term should be considered in conjunction with Libanius’ tendency to be notably less articulate about the relationship between benefactor and beneficiary. The coincidence of these two phenomena suggests that the parameters of the relationship restricted the precise articulation of its dynamics. Since selflessness is fundamental to the idea of benefaction, it is unsurprising to find that once a relationship has been established by benefaction both parties are restricted in their ability to express expectations in the future. Mutual obligation and reciprocity were understood, but the very dynamic of the relationship required delicacy and tact in its execution. Libanius’ use of benefaction terminology reflects this state of affairs, while also revealing his skill at navigating the complex contours of socio-political power in the Eastern Roman Empire during the fourth-century.  
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