Disruptive Flowers and Apportioned Lands: A Vegetal Origin for the Nómos/Phúsis Dichotomy

The dichotomy of nómos (“custom”) and phúsis (“nature”) is central to Classical Greek thought, yet scholars have thus far failed to provide a satisfactory account of its origins. Previous attempts to do so (Heinimann 1945, Wallace 2007) have left two questions unanswered: why is the dichotomy so rare before the late 5th century; and why are the individual lexemes nómos and phúsis almost entirely absent from the earliest Greek literature? A solution to both problems can be found if we place the two lexemes in the context of their respective roots (cf. studies of nómos by Patzer [1993] and phúsis by Pohlenz [1948]), and if we consider the implications of West’s recent reconstruction (2001) of Homeric Hymn 1: we can trace the origin of the nómos-phúsis dichotomy to a contrast between the roots nom-/nem- and phu- in Homeric poetry, a contrast between disordered and orderly vegetation.

The root nom-/nem- in Homer denotes ordered lands and the ordered vegetation on those lands. The verb némō is used of the distribution of agricultural fields (Od. 11. 185) and of the exploitation of such fields once they have been distributed (Il. 12. 314). It can also refer to the use of lands for pasturage (Od. 9. 232-3), a sense equivalent to the nouns nomós (pasture) and nomeús (herdsman). Pasture is vegetation that herdsmen have apportioned, shared out between themselves, the most orderly demarcation of land in pastoral societies (Gigante 1956, Martin 1989). Such ordered lands are threatened by the encroachment of wild vegetation. When Aphrodite arrives at Ankhises’ hut in her Homeric Hymn, his pastures (nomoí) are described as “grassy” (78). Just after they make love, however, those same pastures are referred to as “flowery” (169). The growth of flowers on these lands seems to suggest the breakdown of both human and cosmic order. Aphrodite’s wild power has weakened Ankhises’ control over his environment (Ory 1984). On the cosmic level, the relationship between gods and men has been fundamentally altered: this is the last mortal/immortal coupling (Clay 2006). 

Elsewhere in Homer such associations of spontaneous flowers and cosmic disruption are expressed by the root phu-. In the Hymn to Demeter, Gaia sends up (phûse, 8; éphus’, 428) the narcissus that breaches the previously impassable barrier between the upper and lower worlds (Rudhardt 1978). In Iliad 14, the earth sends up flowers (phúen, 347) as Zeus takes Hera in his arms. These flowers mark her success at seducing him and thus neutralizing his control over the cosmos.

Until recently we lacked evidence for the direct juxtaposition of the roots nom- and phu- with vegetal connotations in Homeric poetry. However, West’s reconstruction of Homeric Hymn I provides just such evidence. In the hymn vegetation sprouts up (phúen, 14) at Dionysus’ birthplace, including lovely pastures (nomoí, 22). This would seem an unmitigated blessing, were it not for the complete absence of civilized order in the scene. The term nomoí seems almost ironic: the vegetation of these “ordered lands” is the very reverse of order. 

The importance of the vegetal nómos/ phúsis dichotomy in the hymn appears to be confirmed by a later work. Euripides’ Bacchae may well to respond to the hymn  ̶  it explores Dionysus’ contradictory powers in similar terms. The god is revealed in spontaneous vegetation: he “causes the vine to sprout” (phúei, 651). His worshipers, however, praise good order: “that which is lawful (nómimon).../ Ever having existed (pephukós) in essence (phúsei)” (894-5). Euripides thus breaks down the rigid fifth-century distinction between nómos and phúsis (Seaford 1996). By referencing the Homeric contrast nom-/phu- and its vegetal connotations, he suggests that order (nómos) and wild spontaneity (phúsis) can be reconciled in the cult of Dionysus. 
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