
The Unity of Horace Satires 1. 1 Revisited

Critics have long been bothered by what seems to be a major inconsistency in Satires 1. 1.  Horace begins the poem (lines 1-26) by presenting the problem of discontent (μεμψεμοιρία), but then he abruptly shifts to an examination of avarice (πλεονξία).  Fraenkel (91-100) sought to remove this problem by arguing that Horace was reproducing philosophical diatribes in which these two themes were directly linked through the idea that all discontent is caused by greed.  Freudenburg (12-14), also emphasizes the influence of diatribes, but unlike Fraenkel he argues that the lack of unity is intentional and that Horace is presenting a parody spoken through the persona of an inept preacher of popular philosophy 

Discussions about the structure of the poem to a large degree hinge on line 108, which has long been a source of difficulty.  Freudenburg argues that it shows the fictional Horace’s inability to make a coherent argument.  Fraenkel sees line 108 as confirmation that Horace is making the same link found in his sources.  He translates lines 108-09 as follows “It sounds absurd: can it be true that no greedy person is content with his own situation, but that (each) rather praises those who follow different lines?”  Fraenkel accepts the reading “illuc unde abii redeo.  nemon ut avarus/ se probet, ac potius laudet diversa sequentis?”  Most editors favor the reading reported in the Blandiius ms. (first advocated, it seems, by Haupt, 1879), “qui nemo, ut avarus/ se probet,” in which ut the equivalent of utpote.  Harrison’s interpretation is representative, “I return now to my starting point, how no one, through greed, [ut avarus] approves of himself, but rather praises those whose pursuits are the opposite of his own.” (Harrison 42) 

It is notable that all interpreters, including Freudenburg (192), agree with Fraenkel’s basic point that discontent is caused by greed, but the fundamental problem with these views is that they give undue weight to the theme of avarice and as a consequence fail to deal with the phrase “diversa sequentis.”  The people who are obsessed with greed in the poem do not want to follow those in other walks of life, and those who are presented as discontented in the opening lines are not unhappy because of avarice, a point made by Macleane (1881, on Sat. 1. 1. 28), but not pursued.  

In this paper I argue that people are not discontented because of greed, but because of perversity that arises from a lack of self-knowledge and that Horace presents greed as an extended example of this underlying theme.  In my view, a key but neglected point is the phrase “se probet” in line 109.  This looks back to the beginning of the poem, but it is not a rephrasing of “contentus” in line 3, as is often supposed (e.g. Rudd 13-14), nor unreflective self-approval, rather it describes an active self-examination and judgment.  People who avoid this invariably act in opposition to their stated interests.  Thus, Horace says that avari claim that they are being provident, like the ant (“hac mente laborem/ sese ferre, senes ut in otia tuta recedant,/ aiunt,” 30-32), but, as Horace points out, they do not do what they say and instead engage in a pointless competition with others for wealth (lines 38-60).  The misers in line 61-107 (who display a different type of greed) contradict themselves in a similar way (they are sordidus but dives, 65, 95-96); and this is the same perversity and self-contradiction that characterizes individuals in the opening lines of the satire.  They may say that others are more fortunate (“ait,” “laudat,” “clamat”) but when offered the chance to change places, and presumably to be happy, they refuse (18-19).

A proper understanding of “se probet,” in turn, suggests a more satisfactory interpretation of “ut avarus.”  Rudd (274-75) and Harrison, among others, argue that ut cannot mean “as,” or “in the case of a greedy man” believing this is contradicted by line 66, but the self-congratulation of the Athenian miser, and his consequent severing of social ties, in fact, illustrates the lack of self-reflection and perverse behavior that deprives him, and others, of the happiness.
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