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Abstract. To understand the meaning and function of the ordinal numbers in the myth of 

the races it is essential to have a full grasp of how the myth is composed and its structure 

is supposed to be perceived by a listener or reader. There is a general silence among Hes-

iod scholars about the meaning and function of the ordinal numbers in the myth. A tacit 

agreement may be inferred from such a silence: the ordinal numbers are implicitly taken 

to merely express the chronological order of the races. In this article, I examine each and 

every one of the ordinal numbers that appear in Hesiod’s myth. I demonstrate that the 

ordinal numbers preserve their hierarchical dimension even in the cases in which this 

appears to be less convincing. 
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I 

To understand the meaning and function of the ordinal numbers in the myth of 

the five races it is essential to have a full grasp of the way in which Hesiod’s myth 
is composed and how its structure is supposed to be perceived by a listener or 

reader. In this article, I intend to develop a thorough and nuanced interpretation 

of the meaning and function of the ordinal numbers in the Hesiodic myth of the 

races. The main thesis of the article is that the ordinal numbers occurring in the 

myth bear both a chronological and an overall hierarchical sense. 

G. W. Most (1998, 109) claims that Hesiod’s myth does not have just one organ-
izing principle. He argues against the view that the only organizing principle of 

the myth is the ordinal numbers. My position differs from his for two reasons. 

First, Most does not think that the ordinal numbers occurring in the Hesiodic 

myth are hierarchical. Secondly, the perspective that will be developed in this 
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article is one according to which the ordinal numbers are just one of several or-

ganizing principles in Hesiod’s myth. Nevertheless, the richness of the way in 
which the myth is composed and communicated cannot be completely and ade-

quately grasped unless due attention is given to the role the ordinal numbers play 

(insofar as they have both a chronological and a hierarchical sense) in the struc-

turing of the myth of the races as a whole.1 

Throughout the article a lot will be said about the relative value of the races. 

I will favour the view that the whole Hesiodic account of the races and their suc-

cession reflects a general progressive degeneration. The article’s main thesis will 
be backed up by this view as one of its main points of support. Since the idea of a 

general progressive degeneration of the races still remains the most widely ac-

cepted view, I will try to be very brief on this question and will (for the most part) 

rely on the work done by previous scholars.2 A few more controversial points will 

nevertheless be the subject of a more detailed discussion. If, on the one hand, 

from the point of view of the demonstration of the article’s thesis, the description 
of each race confirms the chronological and hierarchical meaning of the ordinal 

numbers, on the other hand, from the point of view of the very composition and 

intelligibility of the myth, the ordinal numbers are precisely one of the things that 

structure and make perceivable the general progressive degeneration of the races. 

As a result, the presentation of the general degeneration of the races will not be 

satisfactorily grasped in its performance (insofar as performance refers to not on-

ly the poet but also the listener or reader: cf. U. Eco 1997, 33) until the chronology 

and hierarchy involved in the ordinal numbers are fully clarified. 

Up until now, the topic of the ordinal numbers in Hesiod’s myth of the races 
has not yet received the attention it deserves. Curiously, there is a general silence 

among Hesiod scholars about the question of what the meaning and function of 

the ordinal numbers in Hesiod’s myth are. J. Fontenrose (1974, 7) renders δεύτεροι 

                                                 
1 On the myth of the races having several organizing principles and not just one, see –

besides G. W. Most (1998) 109 – also T. M. Falkner (1995) 52. 
2 Cf. M. L. West (1978) 174: “It has long been recognized that the Heroes have been in-

serted (whether by Hesiod or a predecessor) into a system of four metallic races, each 

worse than the one before.” G. W. Most (1998) 105-8 offers a fairly complete overview of 

the reception of Hesiod’s myth (from Antiquity to modern scholarship) as one of degen-
eration. However, discussions about this topic are still going on – see L. Koenen (1993) 4; 

G. W. Most (1998) 119; J. S. Clay (2003) 81-2; R. Gagné (2010) 9. For the view that the suc-
cession of the races does not reflect degeneration, see F. Bamberger (1842) 534; W. Hart-

mann (1915) 19-20, 30, 58; F. J. Teggart (1947) 52; T. G. Rosenmeyer (1957) 269-77; J. Fon-

tenrose (1974) 8; P. Smith (1980) 145, 158; T. M. Falkner (1995) 63-5; G. W. Most (1998) 109; 

R. Gagné (2010) 9. 
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in 142 as “of second rank;” but he does not say a word about the meaning of the 
other ordinal numbers. Both L. Koenen (1993, 7) and J. S. Clay (2003, 95) suggest 

an opposition between a chronological and a hierarchical understanding of the 

order of succession of the races; but neither of the two relates this opposition to 

divergent interpretations of the meaning and function of the ordinal numbers. 

Nevertheless, a sort of tacit agreement may be inferred from such a strange si-

lence on the part of the commentators on Hesiod’s poem: the ordinal numbers 
are implicitly taken to merely express the chronological order of the races. A view 

such as this implies that it is considered fairly obvious and not worthy of any dis-

cussion that the ordinal numbers are in themselves neutral in terms of the hierar-

chy of the races (although it is undeniable that in the myth some races are supe-

rior or inferior to others). To my knowledge, only a very small number of scholars 

(briefly and very insufficiently) approach the subject of the meaning and function 

of the ordinal numbers in the myth of the races. G. Wakker (1990, 88), G. W. Most 

(1998, 108-9), C. Calame (2004, 73, 76, 80), R. Nünlist (2007, 39) and R. Gagné 
(2010, 9) understand the ordinal numbers in the myth chronologically. B. Gatz 

(1967, 34) speaks of an “Abstufung;” but this is basically all we get from him as far 
as the idea of a hierarchical meaning and function of the ordinal numbers is con-

cerned. 

I will examine each and every one of the ordinal numbers that appear in Hesi-

od’s myth, in order to determine whether or not they consistently possess both a 
chronological and a hierarchical meaning and function. Since the chronological 

meaning and function of the ordinal numbers in the myth seem to be either im-

plicitly or explicitly recognized by other scholars, the main focus of this article 

will therefore be placed on verifying that the hierarchical dimension of the ordi-

nal numbers is fairly consistently effective throughout the entire myth of the rac-

es. I will argue that even in the cases in which the article’s main thesis appears to 
be less convincing, the ordinal numbers preserve at least a quantum minimum of 

their hierarchical dimension. 

However, this is not the only way the present article intends to make a contri-

bution to our understanding of the Hesiodic myth of the races. In addition to 

showing that the ordinal numbers used by Hesiod in the myth of the races in-

volve both a chronological and a hierarchical sense, the article will also indicate 

how the ordinal numbers with a chronological and a hierarchical value are one of 

the linguistic resources that allow Hesiod to structure and effectively communi-

cate to his audience a myth intended to present a general degeneration of the 

races. Indeed, the ordinal numbers are one of the elements through which Hesiod 

introduces the description of each of the races in their chronological and overall 

hierarchical succession. Moreover, especially when the poet uses ordinal adjec-
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tives, the ordinal numbers play a defining role in terms of identifying the races. 

Finally, if we compare the structuring of the myth by means of the ordinal num-

bers with other ways of structuring it, we find that the ordinal numbers are pre-

served throughout the myth, whereas, for example, the reference to the metals, 

which is one of the fundamental organizing principles of the myth, is interrupted 

when the race of heroes is described. 

As regards Hesiod’s use of, inter alia, the ordinal numbers to structure and 
communicate the degeneration of the races there is a general pattern in the po-

et’s use of them in the myth. As we shall see, the pattern admits slight variations 
or deviations, which can be explained by the way Hesiod operates under the rules 

of Greek language in order to express the degeneration of the races while taking 

as his starting point material inherited from cultural tradition. Consequently, by 

means of the analysis of the use of the ordinal numbers in the Hesiodic myth of 

the races, the present article will focus on a particular example of how the com-

position of Hesiod’s Works and Days is carried out on the basis of the interaction 

between the message the poet intends to communicate in each context, the pre-

established rules of Greek language (as well as the expectations of the listener or 

reader insofar as they submit themselves to these rules in the process of under-

standing the poem) and the material inherited from cultural tradition both by the 

poet and the listener or reader.3 

II 

One of the possible functions of ordinal numbers in Greek is to express the rank 

of someone or something in a given hierarchy (cf. H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. 

Jones 1996, s.v. πρότερο̋ B.1.4). At the outset of Hesiod’s description of the golden 
race, in the very first occurrence of the ordinal numbers in the myth of the races, 

πρώτιστα (109) may be rendered as “first of all and as highest in rank.”4 Πρώτιστα 

                                                 
3 Cf. W. A. Johnson (2006) 232-3: “what we seek to recover is that set of conventions, 

often unconscious, shared between audience and poet and informing the […] response 
to the poetry.” 

4 Pace C. Calame (2004) 73, who maintains that πρώτιστα is merely “d’ordre 
chronologique.” For other occurrences of πρώτιστα in Hesiod, cf. J. Paulson (1962) s.v. In 
Th. 24, 116, the hierarchical sense of πρώτιστα is clear – see W. H. Race (1992) 22, 23: 

“Forms of πρῶτον occur four times in the proem to indicate starting-points (34, 44, 108, 

113), but the superlative πρώτιστα, which occurs only in lines 24 and 116 in the entire The-

ogony, designates the two beginnings of fundamental importance: 1) when Hesiod began 

his career as a poet, and 2) when the kosmos began from primal Chaos.” Op. 405 and 458 

are also cases of hierarchical πρώτιστα: the former passage points to the most important 

of possessions for Perses to be able to clear his debts and ward off famine, while the latter 

one refers to the most decisive moment when the plowing season begins. The Hellenistic 
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is an adverb and like the majority of adverbs it is formed from an adjective (see 

W. W. Goodwin 1971, 77-8). Πρώτιστα is formed from an ordinal adjective, which 

means that it is an ordinal adverb and may therefore include both a chronological 

and a hierarchical sense (cf. H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones 1996, 

s.v. πρώτιστο̋). My claim is that the superlative form of the adverb conveys the 

idea that the golden race is the first in time and the highest in rank of a series of 

races that are depicted in the various sections of the myth. Although the golden 

race appears at the very beginning of the myth, it already points to a whole de-

scending scale of races.5 

Why does Hesiod start off in this way? Why does Hesiod use an ordinal adverb 

here, instead of using an ordinal adjective, which is what he does when describ-

ing each of the subsequent races (cf. 127, 143, 157, 174)? I believe Hesiod wants to 

point out right from the start that the whole descending scale of the races is a 

creation of the gods. Hesiod shows this by resorting to an adverb (πρώτιστα), 

which gives some prominence to the verb ποίησαν (110) and consequently to one 

of the many creation acts of the gods in the myth (cf. 128, 144, 158). Hesiod might 

                                                                                                                              

poet Callimachus makes a similar use of πρώτιστον and πρώτιστα: cf. Aet. fr. 1.21 (Pfeiffer) 

(a decisive moment in the poet’s life), Del. 30 (the beginning of the narrative in contrast 

to previous uses of πρῶτον in 4, 6, 16, 22). However, πρῶτον and its cognates are also used 

hierarchically. Both πρῶτον and πρώτιστα determine the climax in priamels: cf. Hes. Th. 

116, h.Hom. 3.25, 214 – see W. H. Race (1982) 48, 53; W. A. Johnson (2006) 234. In Hom. Il. 

1.6, 16.113, Od. 8.268, h.Hom. 3.25, 214, πρῶτον and τὰ πρῶτα mark the importance of an 

event rather than an absolute priority in time. In Call. Del. τὰ πρῶτα (4) and πρώτη (6) 

designate qualitative and temporal priority. As W. H. Race (1992) 23-4 points out, πρῶτον 

and primus are used throughout classical literature to indicate “primary events for narra-

tion,” “truly significant starting-point[s]:” cf. Hom. Il. 1.6, Verg. Aen. 1.1, Prop. 1.1.1. The an-

cient Greeks considered their ancestors as better and closer to the gods than themselves 

(see notably Pl. Phlb. 16c7-8). In Arist. Pol. the πρώτη πόλι̋ is associated with τὸ καλόν 

(1291a16-8); πρώτη and ἀληθινή (1294a25), πρώτη and βελτίστη (1319a39) are coupled in 

hendiadys in the characterization of forms of government. Pericles funeral oration in Th. 

2.36.1 begins with the ancestors (Ἄρξομαι δὲ ἀπὸ τῶν προγόνων πρῶτον). In Pl. Hp.Ma. 

282a5-8 Hippias begins his speech by referring to the former generations for fear of the 

dead’s resentment; it is implied in the passage that this is a usual procedure both for the 

speaker and his audience. On the ancient Greeks’ positive evaluation of the past, see B. A. 

van Groningen (1953). 
5 Commenting on the use of πρῶτον in h.Hom. 3.19-25, 207-14, A. M. Miller (1986) 26 

indicates that the term signals the starting point for a longer discourse. With respect to 

the fact that the use of ordinal numbers might create in the mind of a reader or listener 

the expectation that a counting will go on, cf. Hom. Il. 22.208; see M. M. Willcock (1984) 

294; also N. J. Richardson (1993) 106, 125. 
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have felt the need to stress the idea that human beings were created by the gods 

right after proposing to speak of “how the gods and mortal human beings came 

about from the same origin” (108: ὡ̋ ὁμόθεν γεγάασι θεοὶ θνητοί τ’ ἄνθρωποι).6 I ar-

gue this since it is fairly clear that between the idea of human beings and the gods 

having a common origin and the fact that human beings were created by the 

gods, a conflict might arise, which as a result could cause confusion in the mind 

of a listener or reader.7 Moreover, by stressing the creation of the golden race by 

the gods, Hesiod might be intending to convey the idea that not even the highest 

of human races equals the gods in terms of rank in the cosmos as a whole. Hesiod 

is telling us that what follows is a chronological succession and at the same time a 

hierarchy (of which only the fourth race is partially excluded) of strictly human 

races. Right from their first appearance in the myth, the ordinal numbers seem to 

be conveying a clear message: that the golden race is of a supreme kind and is 

therefore placed at the very top of the chronology and hierarchy of men’s imper-

fect races. 

The superiority of the golden race in relation to the others is clearly pointed to 

by other indications throughout the myth. Multiple subsequent examples speak 

in favour of a hierarchical reading of πρώτιστα (I will call attention to only a few 

of these other indications): the fact that Hesiod defines the first race as “of gold” 

(109: χρύσεον)8 and the unambiguously positive characterization of the race of 

gold both before (112-20) and after (121-6) the death of its members.9 Hesiod’s 

characterization of the golden race is widely known. Hence there is no need to go 

into detail in this respect. For the sake of economy, I have referred to the content 

and internal structure of Hesiod’s description of the golden race in very general 

terms. 

III 

At the beginning of the description of the silver race, in the second appearance of 

the ordinal numbers in Hesiod’s myth, δεύτερον γένο̋ (127) means “a race that 

                                                 
6 For the use of the verb ποιέω to refer to the creation only of human beings, see C. 

Ramnoux (1959) 91; R. Sorel (1982) 26. Text, line numbers and translations of Hesiod –  

with the exception of translations of ordinal numbers – are from G. W. Most (2010). 
7 On how this conflict might be solved, see S. A. Nelson (1998) 64: “As the gods, or 

Zeus, are said in this myth to ‘make’ each successive generation, Hesiod can only mean 

by ‘springing from the same beginnings’ that gods and human beings once lived alike.” 
8 On the positive meaning of χρύσεον in 109, cf. M. L. West (1978) 178-9; W. J. Verdenius 

(1985) 79-80. For the symbolism of gold in general, see also J. Dillon (1992) 24; A. S. Brown 

(1998) 392-7. 
9 Commentators generally agree that the description of the golden race is entirely 

positive; but see J. S. Clay (2003) 87-8. 
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comes second and is second in rank.”10 Hesiod is now resorting to an ordinal ad-

jective (δεύτερον) as one of the fundamental ways of introducing and characteriz-

ing the silver race, which indicates that the connection between δεύτερον and the 

noun (γένο̋) is such that the very identity of the γένο̋ at issue here is also deter-

mined by the fact that it is second both in time and rank; the same holds true mu-

tatis mutandis for τρίτον in 143 and πέμπτοισι in 174 (the case of τέταρτον in 157 

should be dealt with more carefully). 

In Hesiod’s depiction of the δεύτερον γένο̋, there are yet further aspects which 

clearly indicate that this race is of an inferior nature in comparison with the pre-

vious one and therefore help to support a hierarchical interpretation of δεύτερον. 

The second race is also introduced and characterized as one “of silver” (128: 

ἀργύρεον); and silver is unarguably less valuable than gold (see R. Roth 1860, 11; V. 

Goldschmidt 1950, 34; F. Solmsen 1960, 182; E. R. Dodds 1973, 3; J. Fontenrose 1974, 

2; J. Dillon 1992, 23; L. Koenen 1993, 4; G. W. Most 1998, 126; J.-P. Vernant 2007, 

264). Hesiod explicitly refers to the silver race as “much worse” (127: πολὺ 

χειρότερον) than that of gold. The fact that in 127 Hesiod states that the silver race 

is πολὺ χειρότερον does not make a hierarchical use of δεύτερον redundant. In fact, 

πολὺ χειρότερον refers to the way the silver race is worse than the previous one. If 

δεύτερον already conveys to a reader or listener that the silver race is worse than 

the golden one, πολὺ χειρότερον, on the other hand, communicates the idea that 

the former is not merely worse but much worse than the latter. In 129 Hesiod 

states that the silver race is “like the golden one neither in body nor in mind” 

(χρυσέωι οὔτε φυὴν ἐναλίγκιον οὔτε νόημα). Here ἐναλίγκιον involves, by virtue of 

the connection between natural constitution and position in a hierarchy of races, 

the sense of “of similar rank” (see West 1978, 173, 184). The understanding of 

ἐναλίγκιον as having to do with similarity of rank can find support in the meaning 

of φυήν and νόημα. Φυήν and νόημα involve a positive distinctiveness in terms of, 

respectively, physical constitution and moral sentiment.11 

                                                 
10 On δεύτερο̋ in the sense of “second (place or prize),” cf. Lexikon des frühgriechischen 

Epos s.v.; H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones (1996) s.v. A.1-3. Δεύτερο̋ πλοῦ̋ is a proverbi-

al phrase in which the meaning of δεύτερο̋ as “second best” very clearly appears – cf. 

Corpus Paroemiographorum Graecorum 1.359-60, 2.24-5 (Leutsch-Schneidewin). See also 

Pl. Phd. 99c9-d1, Phlb. 19c2-3, Plt. 300c2. For occurrences of δεύτερον in Hesiod, cf. J. Paul-

son (1962) s.v. In Op. 34, δεύτερον is in clear contrast with the superlative value of Zeus’ 

judgements. I will consider the meaning of δεύτεροι in 142 later in this section. The Hesi-

odic passages where δεύτερον appears in the framework of a purely chronological se-

quence (Th. 47, 310 and 901) will be discussed in section VII. 
11 According to H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones (1996) s.v., φυή – in Homer and Hes-

iod – can be rendered as “noble stature;” cf. W. J. Verdenius (1985) 88. For νόημα Verdeni-
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Up to this point, Hesiod’s presentation of the silver race is entirely negative. 

The silver race is manifestly worse than the race that precedes it and so far noth-

ing in Hesiod’s description even suggests that it can be better than any of the rac-

es that will exist thereafter. The second part of Hesiod’s presentation of the silver 

race, however, will change this perception. 140-2 is the key passage in this respect. 

I will briefly indicate a couple of its important points. As Hesiod states in 141, after 

their death the members of the silver race “are called blessed mortals under the 

earth” (τοὶ μὲν ὑποχθόνιοι μάκαρε̋ θνητοὶ καλέονται).12 We are told in 142 that alt-

hough the members of the silver race “come second and are second in rank” 

(δεύτεροι), “all the same honor attends upon these as well” (ἀλλ’ ἔμπη̋ τιμὴ καὶ 

τοῖσιν ὀπηδεῖ).13 Through Hesiod’s reference to the τιμή of the silver men in the 

afterlife, it becomes clear that the silver race is superior to the race of bronze in 

this respect.14 In spite of a certain similarity between the race of silver and that of 

bronze – both races are characterized by ὕβρι̋ (cf. 134-5, 145-6, 152; also J. S. Clay 

2003, 82 and J.-P. Vernant 2007, 294-5) – the members of the latter “went down 

                                                                                                                              

us proposes “way of thinking.” L. Koenen (1993) 3 gives the following paraphrase of 129: 

“lesser both in their physical appearance and in their morality.” 
12 The claim that the second part of Hesiod’s presentation of the silver race is a posi-

tive one is dependent upon the positive meaning of μάκαρε̋ here. M. L. West (1978) 186 

clearly points to the positive meaning of μάκαρε̋, even when the term is applied to the 

silver race: “They are μάκαρε̋ in the way that specially favoured mortals can be, after 

death, even without going to the μακάρων νῆσοι.” See also U. v. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 

(1962) 57. However, J. S. Clay (2003) 89-90 thinks otherwise; she takes the meaning 

of μάκαρε̋ “to be euphemistic and apotropaic” and says that “The honor these evil spirits 

or ghosts receive resembles not the honor of cult […] but the honor paid to the bad Eris 

[…], that is, in recognition of their power to harm, a power which is mitigated by calling 

them makares.” Clay makes an interesting point here; but it does not affect the claim that 

in 141 μάκαρε̋ bears a positive meaning in terms of the silver race’s rank in the hierarchy 

of the races. For although the power of the silver race’s members is harmful – as Clay 

maintains – they are nevertheless powerful; in other words, they are of a high rank and 

therefore worthy of reverence. 
13 Cf. W. J. Verdenius (1985) 93: “τιμή does not refer to the fact that they are wor-

shipped by men, but to the fact that they have a special function, a privilege.” The privi-

lege (or special function) is due to them because of their high rank and intrinsic value. As 

Verdenius says, “we should not try to show that their afterlife is an appropriate answer to 

their life on earth” – a kind of reward for their (in fact inexistent) good deeds. 
14 Pace T. G. Rosenmeyer (1957) 270; J. Fontenrose (1974) 8; C. W. Querbach (1985) 3; 

J. S. Clay (2003) 82; J.-P. Vernant (2007) 261, 294. Cf. M. L. West (1978) 173: “Some scholars 

have doubted whether the Bronze men were conceived to be inferior to the Silver, but 

this is certainly implied by their fate after death: they dwell in Hades, nameless and un-

sung.” 
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nameless into the dank house of chilly Hades” (153-4: βῆσαν ἐ̋ εὐρώεντα δόμον 

κρυεροῦ Ἀίδαο, / νώνυμνοι).15 In a society which values fame and posterity as being 

absolutely central, the lack thereof reflects an enormous decrease in value.16 

One might argue that chronology suffices to explain the meaning of δεύτερον 

in 127, for the silver race is also chronologically second. The fact that δεύτερον in-

volves a chronological sense is clear; however, explaining it simply by means of 

chronology amounts to understanding only part of the meaning implied in the 

term. In other words, it is not a matter of what suffices to explain δεύτερον, but 

rather a question of grasping the whole meaning that the term seems to involve 

in virtue of both its organizing function and its embedment in Hesiod’s depiction 

of the silver race. If we leave aside the hierarchical dimension of δεύτερον because 

the term is explainable merely by way of chronology, we will be dealing only with 

one of the layers of meaning included in the ordinal adjective; the same is true of 

all the ordinal numbers in the myth. 

Let us now take a more careful look at δεύτεροι in 142; it is a particularly signif-

icant passage for several reasons. To begin with, it insists on the idea, which Hes-

iod has already and emphatically stated at the very beginning of 127, that the men 

of silver are members of a γένο̋ characterized as δεύτερον.17 The fact that δεύτεροι 

is in the plural means that Hesiod is explicitly referring to the members of the 

second race instead of simply referring to them collectively through δεύτερον 

γένο̋. Secondly, in combination with the subsequent adversative phrase – ἀλλ’ 

ἔμπη̋ – δεύτεροι carries an unmistakably hierarchical sense (see F. A. Paley 1883, 

24; V. Goldschmidt 1950, 39; J. Fontenrose 1974, 7; M. L. West 1978, 187; W. J. 

Verdenius 1985, 93; A. Ballabriga 1998, 322). Insofar as it insists on the same idea 

that we find right at the beginning of 127 and as it also bears a clear hierarchical 

sense, δεύτεροι suggests that all the other ordinal numbers within the myth point 

to the relative hierarchical position of the races as well. Οtherwise, we would 

have to admit that Hesiod is using the ordinal numbers inconsistently; it would 

be particularly strange to have two different uses of δεύτερον in the description of 

the same race. Accordingly, though the meaning of δεύτεροι in 142 is manifestly 

                                                 
15 On the sense of νώνυμνοι, see W. J. Verdenius (1985) 98: “This does not mean that 

they [the members of the bronze race] do not get an honourable title like the two pre-

ceding races (which in fact is true), but that their name does not live on either in their 

fame […] or in their posterity […].” 
16 U. v. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1962) 59 makes a sharp contrast between the two 

races from the point of view of their renown or lack thereof: “Dieses Geschlecht [the 

bronze one] ist ab und tot; niemand weiß von ihm, während das silberne doch die Ehre 

hatte, als μάκαρε̋ θνητοί fortzuleben.” 
17 See C. Calame (2004) 77: “deúteroi, au vers 142, en écho annulaire avec le vers 127.” 
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hierarchical, the chronological sense is nonetheless present; δεύτεροι is connected 

with δεύτερον in 127 and therefore with the fact that the silver men are also sec-

ond in time. The fact that the verb is in the present tense does not mean that 

δεύτεροι is purely hierarchical, for Hesiod is describing the nature of the silver 

race in the framework of what is also a chronological sequence of the races. Hesi-

od uses the present tense because he is referring to the present function of the 

men of silver, but the function they perform in the present cannot be disconnect-

ed from their nature in the past. Thirdly, δεύτεροι is in an emphatic position: it is 

placed at the very start of 142. The placing here should call our attention to its 

importance and consequently to the importance of the remaining ordinal num-

bers in situating each race in the chronological and hierarchical scale of the myth. 

Finally, it should be noted that the idea that the men of silver are only second 

best is picked up again in order to establish a clear relationship between the rank 

of the silver race on the one hand and its destiny in the afterlife on the other. 

Since the men of silver are only second best—and therefore inferior to the men 

of gold—they will consequently have a second best (or inferior) destiny in the 

afterlife (although nevertheless an honourable one). 

 

IV 

In their fourth occurrence, the ordinal numbers still involve both a chronological 

and a hierarchical sense; the “third […] race” (143: τρίτον […] γένο̋) is that which 

comes third and is third in rank.18 Let us look at the way in which the content of 

the Hesiodic description of the bronze race is able to back up a hierarchical read-

ing of τρίτον. 

To begin, I will briefly point out a couple of characteristics of the bronze race 

which show that the bronze race is inferior to both the golden race and the silver 

race. The quality of the metal that defines the bronze race – the bronze race is 

characterized precisely as “of bronze” (144: χάλκειον) – testifies to its inferiority in 

comparison with the two previous races. The fact that the race of bronze is of less 

value than the silver race – and a fortiori of less value than the golden race – is 

confirmed in 144, where Hesiod states that the race of bronze is “not similar to the 

silver one at all” (οὐκ ἀργυρέωι οὐδὲν ὁμοῖον).19 As in the case of δεύτερον, so also 

                                                 
18 On the hierarchical meaning of τρίτο̋, cf. H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones (1996) 

s.v. A.1. Apart from Op. 143, none of the references given by J. Paulson (1962) s.v. to the 

use of τρίτον in Hesiod involves a hierarchical meaning. Plato is one important example 

in Greek literature of the use of τρίτον in the context of hierarchical orderings: see Phlb. 

66c8-9, Lg. 728c9-d4, 739a1-e7; also sch. Pl. Grg. 451e. 
19 On the meaning of ὅμοιο̋ as “of the same rank,” cf. H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. 

Jones (1996) s.v. A.2; M. L. West (1978) 187: “a cramped counterpart of 129.” W. J. Verdeni-
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here it could be argued that οὐκ ἀργυρέωι οὐδὲν ὁμοῖον in 144 makes the hierar-

chical use of τρίτον redundant. However, οὐκ ἀργυρέωι οὐδὲν ὁμοῖον does not simp-

ly convey the idea of inferiority but a sort of intensified expression thereof. Οὐκ 

ἀργυρέωι οὐδὲν ὁμοῖον thus adds something to what is involved in τρίτον, since it 

points to the fact that the bronze race is not simply worse but much worse. 

However, Hesiod does not intend to draw an absolutely negative picture of the 

bronze race. In other words, Hesiod is not implying that the race of bronze does 

not possess any relatively positive characteristic and is therefore at the very bot-

tom of the hierarchy of the races. According to Hesiod’s description, the bronze 

race seems to be more valuable than at least the race of iron. 150-1 shows this very 

clearly; in this passage bronze appears in a positive light, in contrast to what Hes-

iod calls “black […] iron” (151: μέλα̋ […] σίδηρο̋). 

Let us examine more closely what kind of superiority bronze has in relation to 

iron. Is it a monetary or a symbolic kind of superiority? In terms of the relative 

monetary value of the metals gold is the most precious and silver the second 

most precious of the four metals referred to in Hesiod’s myth of the races (see 

G. W. Most 1998, 126). However, there is no sufficient evidence for even starting a 

debate on the relative monetary value of bronze and iron in the Geometric and 

Archaic periods (see M. Y. Treister 1996, 96). Therefore, up to the race of bronze 

the idea of a hierarchy of the races can be backed up by what is historically 

known about the relative monetary value of the metals that qualify each race; but 

from the bronze race on, the way in which the metals might reflect a hierarchy of 

the races has to be explained otherwise. In fact, in the myth of the races the rela-

tive value of the metals does not necessarily have to be measured in terms of 

price. Apparently, Hesiod thought of bronze as more valuable than iron simply in 

                                                                                                                              

us (1985) 94 makes a pertinent observation: “Called by We. ‘a cramped counterpart of 

129’, but Maz. (I), 62, rightly observes that Hes. emphasizes the fact that there is a gradual 

difference (127 χειρότερον) between the golden race and the silver race, but a fundamen-

tal difference (οὐδὲν ὁμοῖον) between the silver race and the bronze race.” I agree with 

Verdenius that 144 is not merely a “cramped counterpart of 129,” but I do not think – and 

in this I disagree with Verdenius and Mazon – that the use of οὐδέν is intended to convey 

that the difference (of rank) between the silver race and the bronze race is more funda-

mental (or more radical) than the difference between the golden race and the silver race. 

In using οὐδέν instead of a comparative construction Hesiod seems to be simply referring 

to a difference of a similar kind – but in more emphatic (or more vehement) 

terms. On ὁμοίιο̋ (182) used as a synonym of ὅμοιο̋, see M. L. West (1978) 199; W. J. 

Verdenius (1985) 109; L. Koenen (1993) 9. For a similar use of ἐοικότα, cf. 235: τίκτουσιν δὲ 

γυναῖκε̋ ἐοικότα τέκνα γονεῦσιν. 
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symbolic terms.20 Indeed, bronze could easily be associated with earlier times, 

when human beings were supposedly bigger and stronger than today.21 Bronze 

must have been the most used metal in the days before the Homeric heroes were 

even born, for the ancestors of the Homeric heroes are unlikely to have become 

acquainted with iron.22 

The present interpretation of the relative value of the bronze race in the con-

text of Hesiod’s myth of the races is able to support a hierarchical reading of 

τρίτον, according to which the third race is inferior to both the first race and the 

second race and superior to at least the fifth race. 

However, before examining the fifth occurrence of the ordinal numbers in 

Hesiod’s myth, let us briefly consider an important objection. Hesiodic scholar-

ship has recently proposed the superiority of the bronze race in comparison with 

the silver one (see J. S. Clay 2003, 84-5, 91; also P. Smith 1980, 145, 158 and T. M. 

Falkner 1995, 63-5). According to this view, the members of the bronze race (who 

are older and physically stronger than those of the silver one) are superior to the 

members of the silver race. The objection is extremely interesting; but the ques-

tion to be asked in the present context is whether age and physical strength are 

the most fundamental principles according to which the myth of the races was 

composed and its structure as a whole should be perceived. From my point of 

view, they are not the most fundamental principles according to which the whole 

Hesiodic myth of the races was structured. In a myth intended to explain the 

origin of evil and the necessity of work and justice in human society (see S. A. 

Nelson 1998, 48), the principle of progressive degeneration – conceived of as a 

general structuring principle – should prevail over the principles of age and phys-

ical strength. Due to their complexity, the composition and structure of Hesiod’s 

myth can be understood from several points of view (such as those of age and 

physical strength); but these are secondary structuring principles in comparison 

with the primary structuring principle of general progressive degeneration. 

V 

In the fifth occurrence of the ordinal numbers, τέταρτον (157) seems to be used 

simply in a chronological sense. The fourth race is of a higher rank than at least 

                                                 
20 Cf. B. Gatz (1967) 44-5; F. Lämmli (1968) 20; W. J. Verdenius (1985) 97; T. M. Falkner 

(1995) 67; G. W. Most (1998) 113: “Hesiod was […] committed […] to a highly negative 

symbolic interpretation of iron.” 
21 Cf. sch. Hes. Op. 174 (Pertusi), where the scholiast refers to the members of the 

bronze race as the Giants; see also G. W. Most (1998) 121-2. 
22 On the historical significance of bronze, cf. J. G. Griffiths (1956) 112-4; B. Gatz (1967) 

44-5; L. Koenen (1993) 25; G. W. Most (1998) 122-3, 124. For the use of metals in the Ho-

meric world, see also R. J. Forbes (1967) 15-35. 
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the previous and the subsequent race.23 In other terms, the meaning of this par-

ticular ordinal number seems to have been impoverished through elimination of 

its hierarchical dimension, since the content of the description of the fourth race 

in terms of its relative value is apparently not able to back up a hierarchical read-

ing of τέταρτον.24 

The race of heroes, both in life and the afterlife, testifies to the fact that this 

race is superior to at least the bronze and the iron races. Hesiod tells us that the 

fourth race is “more just and superior” (158: δικαιότερον καὶ ἄρειον),25 “a godly race” 

(159: θεῖον γένο̋),26 which consists of “demigods” (160: ἡμίθεοι);27 after their death 

at least some of the heroes become “happy heroes” (172: ὄλβιοι ἥρωε̋).28 Although 

some of the heroes were destroyed by “evil war” (161: πόλεμό̋ τε κακό̋), some of 

                                                 
23 On the inferiority of the race of heroes in relation to all the previous races in the 

myth, see M.-C. Leclerc (1993) 218-9; S. A. Nelson (1998) 70-4. A. Ballabriga (1998) 324 

speaks of the “face noire de l’héroïsme.” On the “dark side of heroism,” see also A. Brelich 
(1958) 225-83. 

24 With the sole exception of Op. 157, all indications in J. Paulson (1962) s.v. as to the 

use of τέταρτο̋ or τέτρατο̋ in Hesiod point to a purely chronological meaning of the 

terms. For the use of τέταρτο̋ in the framework of a hierarchical classification, cf. Pl. Phlb 

66c8-9, sch. Pl. Grg. 451e and Plu. Alc. 11. 
25 Δικαιότερον καὶ ἄρειον should perhaps be rendered as follows: “more just and there-

fore superior” – for the meaning of καί here, cf. W. J. Verdenius (1985) 99; on the connec-

tion between δικαιότερον and ἄρειον, cf. M. L. West (1978) 190: “δίκη is ἀρίστη.” The heroic 

race is δικαιότερον because its members – as West puts it – “have the concepts of θέμι̋ 

and δίκη;” see also G. Nagy (1979) 155. 
26 Cf. M. L. West (1978) 191: the heroes “were descended from gods, and themselves 

θεοείκελοι, θεοειδέε̋, θεῖοι;” also Verdenius (1985) 99: “the heroes, although mortal, are 

θεοείκελοι (θεοειδέε̋, ἀντίθεοι, ἰσόθεοι).” 
27 See M. L. West (1978) 191: “the word refers to their parentage.” W. J. Verdenius (1985) 

99-100 does not agree with this: “in Homer […] and Hes. the heroes are not said to be of 

semi-divine descent, and in the epic tradition this certainly was not the rule. The original 

meaning of the word seems to be ‘almost gods’ […] apart from the immortality of the 

gods there was no sharp dividing-line between the gods and men, but only a gradual dif-

ference […] Just as the gods in their actions and feelings may sink to the human level, 

prominent men may conversely rise to the level of the gods […].” Despite appearances, 

therefore, there is no real inconsistency between θεῖον [γένο̋] and ἡμίθεοι: the heroes are 

members of a “divine [race]” because they are “almost gods” in the way they behave. 
28 See W. J. Verdenius (1985) 104: “[The word means] ‘Happy on account of god-given 

abundance.’” 
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them fought for apparently good causes.29 An example of this would be those that 

fought at Thebes and Troy (cf. 167-73). Though nothing is said about the reason 

why some of the heroes went to the islands of the blest and others did not, it is 

likely that moral behaviour was the decisive factor.30 The fact that the heroes 

fought in war, and that at least some of them died in war, can be seen as a sign of 

their moral inferiority (especially because this is a characteristic of the bronze 

men as well; cf. 145-6 and 161-5). Moreover, it should be borne in mind that not 

all heroes went to the isles of the blest – which is a negative aspect that must be 

taken into account when assessing the place of the heroic race in the hierarchy of 

the races. Nevertheless, all in all, Hesiod draws a generally positive picture of the 

heroic race – a picture in which the heroic race is superior to the bronze and the 

iron races. By introducing the heroic race into the myth, Hesiod therefore con-

veys the idea of a broken degeneration of the races. 

Up to the introduction of the race of heroes, the use of the ordinal numbers, 

both in a chronological and a hierarchical sense, is one of the organizing princi-

ples in the presentation (on the part of the poet) and understanding (on the part 

of a reader or listener) of the succession of the races. So much emphasis is given 

to it that Hesiod continues to resort to the ordinal numbers even when a race su-

perior to the previous one is at stake and consequently the content of the descrip-

tion of this race does not apparently admit an interpretation of the respective 

ordinal number as being hierarchical too. We may speak of an impoverishment in 

157 in the sense that τέταρτον seems to lack a hierarchical dimension and there-

fore half of the total richness of meaning possessed by the other ordinal numbers 

in the myth. The impoverishment occurs here because Hesiod happens to decide 

to introduce a race that is higher in value than the preceding one, and in this way 

wishes to follow the Homeric tradition of praising the heroes of a somewhat dis-

tant past and to be faithful (from at least the fourth race on) to a certain (partly 

legendary) chronology of Greek history.31 

                                                 
29 Cf. 166-7: τοὺ̋ μέν […] τοῖ̋ δέ (“some of them […] but upon others”)—for this read-

ing of τοὺ̋ μέν […] τοῖ̋ δέ, see M. L. West (1978) 192; L. Koenen (1993) 5; J. S. Clay (2003) 

93. M. L. West (1978) 192 does not agree with Solmsen that 166 is an interpolation. 
30 See N. J. Richardson (1974) 314, 316. However, W. J. Verdenius (1985) 102 says that 

Hesiod “does not specify their names [the names of the heroes], for that would have in-

volved him in the difficulty that some morally outstanding heroes, such as Patroclus and 

Hector, did not escape death.” 
31 On how the order in which the metals are presented in the myth of the races mir-

rors the chronology of Greek history according to archaeological data, see J. G. Griffiths 

(1956) 112, 113. G. W. Most (1998) 121-2 argues that the bronze race might have been in-

spired by the ancestors of the Homeric heroes and therefore suggests that even the 
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However, the fact that there is an impoverishment does not invalidate the 

main thesis of this article. First, the impoverishment does not affect all the ordi-

nal numbers in the myth but, at least so far, only one. Second, the hierarchical 

dimension of the ordinal numbers is only momentarily lost or put on standby. In 

fact it becomes effective again a short time afterwards at the very moment when 

the next race is introduced, for the fifth men are inferior to the members of all the 

four previous races. The position of the fourth race in relation to the fifth indi-

cates that τέταρτον partially retains its hierarchical function, since the fourth race 

is superior to the fifth. It can therefore be claimed that only a partial or limited 

impoverishment is at stake in 157. 

An ordinal number also occurs in 160. Here προτέρη γενεή seems to mean 

simply “the generation before our own” (cf. F. A. Paley 1883, 27; T. A. Sinclair 1932, 

21; U. v. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1962, 59; M. L. West 1978, 191; W. J. Verdenius 

1985, 100; G. W. Most 1998, 101). However, it might not be totally lacking in a hier-

archical sense. Indeed, it might mean that the heroes not only precede us but are 

also superior to us (that is, to the iron race); in this case, it would express the su-

periority of the heroes in relation to the iron men. If this is correct – and main-

taining that the heroic race is superior to at least the bronze one and that Hesi-

od’s myth is therefore presenting a momentarily interrupted degeneration of the 

races – then the degeneration from the heroic to the iron race forms a smaller 

descending scale within a larger overall descending scale from the golden to the 

iron race. 

Among Hesiod scholars there is some discussion about the meaning of γενεή in 

160. G. W. Most (1998, 112-3) argues that γενεή refers to a subset of a γένο̋, which 

implies that both the heroes and the members of the race of iron belong to one and 

the same γένο̋.32 However, apart from the fact that the heroes and the iron men are 

defined as different γένη (cf. 156, 176, 180), γένο̋ and γενεή, as Most himself points 

out, are sometimes synonyms. R. Gagné (2010, 10) maintains that “The fact that 

πέμπτοισι […] ἀνδράσιν, in line 174, does not include the word γένο̋ is of no conse-

quence” for the question of the distinction between γένο̋ and γενεή. According to 

his view, such a fact cannot be presented as evidence that γένο̋ and γενεή bear dif-

ferent senses in Hesiod’s myth, nor therefore as evidence that the heroes and the 

                                                                                                                              

bronze race might belong to a (legendary) understanding of the chronological order in 

Greek history. For the relationship between Hesiod’s metals and Greek history, see also 

F. Bamberger (1842) 525; V. Goldschmidt (1950) 34; R. Nünlist (2007) 50. 
32 See especially G. W. Most (1998) 112: “In early epic […] a γενεή is a subset of a γένο̋; 

the term distinguishes from one another members of two subgroups who all belong to 

the same γένο̋ but who differ from one another by being born earlier or later and hence 

belong to different generations.” 
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iron men belong to different subgroups of one and the same γένο̋. Furthermore, S. 

A. Nelson (1998, 75) argues that “Hesiod makes no attempt to establish any continu-

ity between the ages.” The significance behind this theory is that γενεή may not 

necessarily imply that the heroes and the men of iron are more closely related than 

any other pair of γένη. I believe that, for the above-mentioned reasons, when Hesi-

od uses προτέρη γενεή in 160, he is not intending to convey anything essentially dif-

ferent from the idea of a πρότερον γένο̋: of a distinct race that existed before our 

own (iron) race and was therefore also superior to it. 

Προτέρη γενεή also occurs in Arat. Ph. 16. The importance of this passage in the 

present context is twofold. First, it is borrowed from Hesiod’s Works and Days, 

and second, it bears a clearly hierarchical sense. Much discussion has taken place 

among Aratus scholars about the meaning of Arat. Ph. 16 (see D. Kidd 1997, 172-3; 

H. van Noorden 2015, 169). D. Kidd (1997, 173) indicates that Aratus is referring to 

“the race of gods as opposed to the human race.” According to Kidd, “A[ratus] 

here may be seen to have updated Hesiod by eliminating the ἡμίθεοι of Op. 160 

and promoting Hesiod’s phrase to the divine level.” K. Volk (2012, 225) argues that 

Aratus is pointing to the golden race. Kidd seems to be right on this matter; but in 

either case, the passage in Aratus shows that προτέρη γενεή is adopted as a way of 

referring to a race that is superior to the one that lives in the present. Not only is 

it natural to conceive of the race of the immortals or that of the golden men as 

the most superior races, but it is also the case that in the Aratus passage προτέρη 

γενεή occurs in a context of praise and reverence before divine greatness (which 

may concern either the immortal gods or the divine race of the golden men). As it 

is borrowed from Hesiod and seems to possess a hierarchical dimension, the pas-

sage in Aratus shows that it is likely that the passage in Op. 160 involves a hierar-

chical sense. 

VI 

In 174 πέμπτοισι is used as an ordinal number in its full sense, as is the case at 

least in the first four occurrences of the ordinal numbers (109, 127, 142, 143). 

Πέμπτοισι refers both to the fact that the iron race is the fifth race in order of ap-

pearance and to the fact that it is fifth in rank.33 

In 174-5 Hesiod does not use the phrase “fifth race.” Hesiod speaks rather of 

“the fifth men.” However, this does not mean that he conceives of these men oth-

erwise than as members of a race (cf. 176 and 180, where Hesiod uses the term 

“race” in the context of the description of the time in which the fifth men live); if 

                                                 
33 No indication of hierarchical πέμπτο̋ in J. Paulson (1962) s.v. apart from Op. 174. 

H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones (1996) s.v. πέμπτο̋ do not refer to it either, but the 

term occurs in Pl. Phlb 66c8-9 with a hierarchical meaning. 
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the fifth men are members of a race, the race to which they belong can be called 

the fifth race. 

Why then does Hesiod deviate from the general pattern (γένο̋ in conjunction 

with an ordinal adjective) that he usually applies when introducing a new race 

(cf. 127, 143, 156-7)? Why in 174-5 does Hesiod use πέμπτοισι ἀνδράσιν instead of 

πέμπτον γένο̋? In this passage Hesiod continues to use an ordinal adjective—as is 

the case in the introduction of the three previous races—but changes the noun 

accompanying it. What is the meaning of ἀνδράσιν here? Why is the term used in 

(violent) enjambment?34 If the term is placed in such an emphatic position, it is 

likely to be carrying a new, important meaning for our understanding of the myth 

and in particular of the character of the iron race. Hesiod’s choice of the term, 

and consequently the above-mentioned change of pattern, would then be quite 

justified. 

In order to answer these questions, I will first try to determine what the mean-

ing of ἀνδράσιν in 175 might be. Ἄνδρε̋ can be used to refer to men as opposed to 

either the gods or monsters (see M. Hofinger 1978, s.v. ἀνήρ 1; H. G. Liddell, R. 

Scott & H. S. Jones 1996, s.v. ἀνήρ A.2).35 Ἄνδρε̋ can also point to men insofar as 

they live in societies and cities (see T. W. Allen, W. R. Halliday & E. E. Sikes 1936, 

222; H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones 1996, s.v. ἀνήρ A.2). In other words, ἄνδρε̋ 

can express both the hierarchical position of human beings in the cosmos (that is, 

the idea that human beings occupy an intermediate place between the gods and 

other living creatures in the hierarchy of the cosmos as a whole) and the fact that 

human beings live together in organized communities. 

Among the possible meanings of ἄνδρε̋, the idea of a hierarchical position and 

that of life in society are crucial for us to understand what Hesiod is trying to 

convey when he changes from γένο̋ to ἀνδράσιν. Hesiod is saying that the fifth 

men are distinct and separated from the gods (and indeed far more distinct and 

separated from the gods than any one of the previous four races; cf. 112, 141-2, 145-

6, 158-60, 170-3). Hesiod is also saying that the fifth men are present-day men liv-

ing with each other in communities very much like the ones we ourselves live in 

(with all the vices and all the hardship that come with it). In other words, in 175 

Hesiod prefers not to use a noun (γένο̋) that is neutral as to whether or not the 

                                                 
34 On violent enjambment, cf. G. S. Kirk (1976) 146-82, especially 148-50. On enjamb-

ment and its function in Homer and Hesiod, see also G. S. Kirk (1965) 24; G. P. Edwards 

(1971) 93-9, 191; M. Parry (1971) 251-65; G. S. Kirk (1985) 30-7; M. van Raalte (1986) 65-7, 

388. 
35 Pace C. Calame (2004) 80, who states that ἄνδρε̋ refers specifically to “hommes qui 

partagent […] avec les dieux une part de leur divinité originaire.” The use of ἀνδράσιν in 

175 strongly speaks against Calame’s understanding of ἄνδρε̋ in the myth of the races. 
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fifth men have anything to do with us, both in terms of nature and way of life, and 

decides instead to use another noun (ἀνδράσιν) that can evoke the injustice and 

the suffering of our race. Hesiod uses ἄνδρε̋ once in the context of the description 

of the heroic race (164). The meaning behind this is that the heroes and the iron 

men share a relatively similar nature, although in the final analysis they belong to 

different races (see W. J. Verdenius 1985, 105; S. A. Nelson 1998, 75; R. Gagné 2010, 

10; pace G. W. Most 1998, 112-3). In other words, the heroes seem to be exposed to 

the same kind of injustice and suffering as the iron men, but, unlike the latter, the 

former are able to excel in terms of the quality of their deeds and end up being 

rewarded with a better destiny in the afterlife than that which awaits the iron 

men during their lifetime (cf. 174-201). However, the fact that in 175 the ἄνδρε̋ are 

labelled as fifth makes it clear that Hesiod does not mean the heroes but the iron 

men. As to the rest of the races, Hesiod never applies the term to them. Πέμπτοισι 

ἀνδράσιν therefore clearly indicates that Hesiod is now going to talk about our 

own race and especially about its wretched character. 

Nevertheless, a question remains: why does Hesiod not use ἄνθρωποι instead of 

ἄνδρε̋? The answer might be that ἄνθρωποι is a more general and abstract term, 

which occurs in the description of all the races (cf. 108, 109, 123, 137, 143, 167, 180, 

195, 199, 201) and cannot therefore distinctively refer to the race of iron as our 

own race.36 Be that as it may, insofar as the ἄνδρε̋ are members of a race (namely 

the iron race, which is our race: see sch. Hes. Op. 174 Pertusi; F. A. Paley 1883, 28; 

W. J. Verdenius 1985, 105), the change in the aforementioned pattern does not in 

the least affect the claim that the ordinal numbers generally function as a hierar-

chical positioning of Hesiod’s races. 

Let us now see whether or not the description of the iron race speaks in favour 

of the presence of a hierarchical dimension in πέμπτοισι. The description should 

confirm whether or not πέμπτοισι points to the fact that the iron race is fifth in 

rank and therefore worse than all the previous four races. According to Hesiod’s 

description, the iron race is indeed the worst of the races. Of all the metals in the 

myth “iron” (cf. 176: σιδήρεον) is symbolically the least valuable.37 A relationship 

exists, for instance, between the physical appearance of iron and iron as a metal 

                                                 
36 On ἄνθρωπο̋ as a broader term, see M. Hofinger (1978) s.v. 1; H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & 

H. S. Jones (1996) s.v. Α.1.2-3. Ἄνθρωπο̋ can designate women (H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. 

S. Jones 1996, s.v. A.2); whereas ἀνήρ is sometimes used in opposition to γυνή (M. Hofin-

ger 1978, s.v. 2). When ἄνθρωπο̋ is applied to individuals it usually expresses irony, pity or 

contempt (H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones 1996, s.v. A.1.4-6). It can also serve as a way 

of addressing slaves (H. G. Liddell, R. Scott & H. S. Jones 1996, s.v. A.1.7). 
37 For a summary account of the relative value of the metals in the myth of the races, 

see V. Goldschmidt (1950) 34; M.-C. Leclerc (1993) 221-3; A. S. Brown (1998) 395. 
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symbolizing a gloomy state of affairs (cf. 150-1).38 However, the most powerful tes-

timony to the inferiority of the iron race is to be found in 174-5, when Hesiod ex-

presses his escapist wish: “If only then I did not have to live among the fifth men, 

but could have either died first or been born afterwards!” (μηκέτ’ ἔπειτ’ ὤφελλον 

ἐγὼ πέμπτοισι μετεῖναι / ἀνδράσιν, ἀλλ’ ἢ πρόσθε θανεῖν ἢ ἔπειτα γενέσθαι.) 

In favour of the superiority of the iron race in comparison with the other races 

depicted in the myth (especially the race of silver and that of bronze), it could be 

argued that in the iron race “good things will be mingled with evil ones” (179: 

μεμείξεται ἐσθλὰ κακοῖσιν).39 In other words, the objection is that in the iron race 

there are good things (even though they are “mingled with evil ones”), whereas in 

the silver and bronze races, there seem to be no good things at all. However, I be-

lieve 179 does not refer to a state of affairs in the present but to one desired for 

the future.40 In my perspective, μεμείξεται (on the one hand) and the futures in 

the rest of the section on the iron race (on the other hand) do not point to the 

same state of affairs. The futures in the section on the iron race (with the excep-

tion of the future in 179) are, as T. G. Rosenmeyer (1957, 276-7) puts it, instances of 

a “deterministic future,” in the sense that what results from the way in which the 

members of the iron race behave is “bound to occur, and will continue to occur 

for some time, as long as men remain iron.”41 As to μεμείξεται in 179 it refers to a 

possible state of affairs in the future, in which the iron men start to behave more 

justly. According to this view the present state of affairs, which Hesiod calls the 

iron race, is an evil one. The fact that it can become better is not a legitimate ar-

gument against the claim that Hesiod’s characterization of the present state of 

affairs in the iron race is a most negative one. 

                                                 
38 See G. W. Most (1998) 125 on πολιό̋ associated with iron. For the relationship be-

tween πολιό̋ and old age, cf. T. M. Falkner (1995) 67, 278. 
39 See M.-C. Leclerc (1993) 222: “Le bronze est le métal connoté le plus négativement 

chez Hésiode. Même le fer se trouve en quelques emplois neutres, de même que les 
hommes de la dernière race voient présentement quelques biens mêlés à leurs maux.” 

40 Cf. Verdenius (1985) 108: “The optimistic note of 179 seems to be based on Hes.’s 

self-confidence as a moral preacher: the preceding story has shown a degeneration in the 

development of mankind, but also the possibility of escaping divine punishment. The 

permanent order of the world established by Zeus ties up the present to the past, but 

leaves open a margin of human choice which may modify the future. Accordingly, Hes. is 

convinced that his argument might save his contemporaries from further degeneration, 

and he proleptically includes this perspective in his gloomy picture […].” 
41 Although W. J. Verdenius (1985) 106-7 criticizes Rosenmeyer, I do not find that 

Rosenmeyer’s interpretation of the sense of the future tense in the section on the iron 

race is incompatible with Verdenius’ idea that Hesiod “regards his own lifetime as the 

beginning of a period in which matters will become worse and worse.” 
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However, even if Hesiod’s entire description of the iron race might be taken to 

refer to a present state of affairs, there can hardly be any doubt as to the negative 

character of the iron race as a whole. For although the mingling of good and bad 

things might refer to a present state of affairs, Hesiod’s description of the iron 

race makes it clear that, overall, bad things prevail over good ones. Indeed, in the 

entire description of the iron race, 179 is actually the only time a partially positive 

characteristic can be found (in the sense that good things are referred to precisely 

as apparently always mingled with bad ones). According to the assessments of 

the silver and the bronze races, their positive characteristics are not only purely 

positive ones but also refer to clearly defined topics and matters of greater reli-

gious and mythological importance—they have to do with issues such as being 

favoured by the gods (cf. 141), destiny in the afterlife (cf. 142), the symbolism of 

the metals (cf. 144 and 150-1), bodily strength and physical constitution, whereas 

in the description of the iron race what the good things exactly amount to re-

mains undetermined. 

In conclusion, it may be said that the content of the description of the iron 

race speaks in favour of the hierarchical reading of πέμπτοισι. Hesiod’s descrip-

tion of the iron race does indeed show that it is the worst of all the races in the 

myth and that it is placed at the very bottom of the whole hierarchy of the races. 

The meaning of πέμπτοισι in terms of hierarchy is precisely that of “fifth” in the 

sense of “worse than the preceding four” or “the worst of five.” 

 

VII 

Overall the ordinal numbers found in the myth of the races bear both a chrono-

logical and a hierarchical sense. On two occasions (109-10, 174-5) Hesiod slightly 

deviates from a general pattern that consists in the use of an ordinal adjective 

together with γένο̋ (cf. 127, 143, 156-7) when he introduces each race. The slight 

deviations from the pattern can be explained by (among other things) the con-

text of each of the passages and the specific message Hesiod is conveying to his 

public on each of these occasions. However, both are indeed only slight devia-

tions, which are in fact totally in agreement with the idea of a generally descend-

ing scale of races structurally framed by a series of ordinal numbers (mainly an 

ordinal adjective in conjunction with a noun specifically referring to certain types 

of human nature and world, and in only one instance an ordinal adverb in con-

junction with a verb of creation). 

The ordinal numbers do not just come in isolation but in conjunction with 

terms that seem to point to a more purely chronological understanding: μὲν 

πρώτιστα (109), δεύτερον αὖτε (127), τρίτον ἄλλο (143), αὖτι̋ ἔτ’ ἄλλο τέταρτον (157), 

μηκέτ’ ἔπειτ’ […] πέμπτοισι […] / ἀλλ’ ἢ πρόσθε θανεῖν ἢ ἔπειτα γενέσθαι (174-5). 
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However, the fact that such terms involve a chronological sense does not mean 

that the hierarchical one is not present, for the latter is closely linked to the for-

mer in the sense that what comes first or before is superior. 

A few passages in the Hesiodic corpus present a series of interrelated ordinal 

numbers that are purely chronological: Th. 43-52, 309-15, 886-921. These passages 

are significantly different from the overall hierarchical scale of the myth of the 

races. All of them occur in contexts where an account of the relative value of 

what is being chronologically listed is absent: 43-52 indicates the chronological 

order in which the Muses glorified the gods with their song; 309-15 chronological-

ly enumerates Typhon’s children with Echidna; 886-921 lists in chronological or-

der Zeus’ wives or sexual partners up to his marriage with Hera. The linguistic 

similarities and parallelisms between these passages and the ordering of the myth 

of the races are merely partial and do not point to an identity of meaning. The 

chronological sequence of Th. 43-52 is marked by two ordinal numbers in the 

form of adverbs and a non-numerical temporal adverb: πρῶτον (44; cf. Op. 109: 

πρώτιστα), δεύτερον αὖτε (47; cf. Op. 127: δεύτερον αὖτε γένο̋), αὖτι̋ δ’ (50). In 309-

15 the chronological sense of the enumeration is made plain by a sequence of 

three ordinal adverbs: πρῶτον (309), δεύτερον αὖτι̋ (310), τὸ τρίτον (313; cf. Op. 143: 

τρίτον ἄλλο γένο̋). In 886-921 Hesiod introduces the first two among Zeus’ mates 

by means of ordinal numbers: an ordinal adjective (886: πρώτην ἄλοχον) and an 

ordinal adverb (901: δεύτερον) (after 901 the enumeration continues without any 

use of ordinal numbers). A comparison between the chronological markers in the 

Theogony passages and the ordinal numbers in the myth of the races demon-

strates that for the most part they are fundamentally different in terms of linguis-

tic construction and function. None of the passages in the Theogony shows a con-

sistent chronological ordering by means of ordinal numbers. When ordinal 

numbers are used in these passages, they mainly occur in the form of ordinal ad-

verbs (with the single exception of 886, the meaning of which is strictly chrono-

logical). The connection between ordinal adjectives and nouns designating enti-

ties with relative hierarchical value, which is one main element indicating the 

hierarchical dimension of the ordinal numbers in the myth of the races, is lacking 

even in Th. 886. Δεύτερον αὖτε in Th. 47 is not exactly a parallel to δεύτερον αὖτε 

γένο̋ in Op. 127: while in the former passage δεύτερον is an adverb with a purely 

chronological sense, in the latter one δεύτερον is an adjective defining the identity 

of a γένο̋ that Hesiod describes as being second in rank. In the only case in the 

myth of the races where an ordinal adverb occurs (109), πρώτιστα bears a hierar-

chical sense in contrast to the purely chronological meaning of πρῶτον in Th. 44 

and 309. By virtue of these differences, the purely chronological sense of the or-
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dinal numbers in the Theogony passages does not invalidate that those occurring 

in the myth of the races involve a hierarchical dimension. 

In Pl. Grg. 451e3-5 Socrates quotes three lines of a well-known anonymous 

scholion. As E. R. Dodds indicates in his commentary (1959, 200), “The fourth 

item is omitted by Plato, since it does not depend on any τέχνη,” which is the 

main subject of discussion between Socrates and Gorgias at this point in the dia-

logue. The full four-verse scholion can be found in sch. Pl. Grg. 451e2 (Green). It 

consists of a hierarchical ordering of a set of values, the origin of which is aristo-

cratic, but which seem to be widespread and shared by the ancient Greek com-

munity in general, at least in the classical period (see E. R. Dodds 1959, 200). The 

hierarchical ordering in the scholion is structured mainly by means of ordinal 

numbers, with the sole exception of the very first line: “Health is best for a mortal 

man; second to be born fair in nature; third to be rich without deceit; and fourth 

to be young with his friends.” (ὑγιαίνειν μὲν ἄριστον ἀνδρὶ θνητῷ, / δεύτερον δὲ φυὰν 

καλὸν γενέσθαι, / τὸ δὲ τρίτον πλουτεῖν ἀδόλω̋, / τέταρτον δὲ ἡβᾶν μετὰ τῶν φίλων.)42 

The scholion is worth mentioning because the fact that this kind of compositions 

is usually sung at symposia, and is either traditional or extemporized, indicates 

that the ancient Greeks are familiar with poetic displays of, and disputes on, 

scales of values.43 The ordinal adverbs in the scholion are deeply embedded in its 

evaluative content and bear an unmistakably hierarchical sense (especially by 

virtue of their being preceded by the superlative ἄριστον). As in the case of the 

myth of the races, the evaluative context in which the ordering occurs, is one de-

cisive aspect determining the hierarchical meaning of the ordinal adverbs. Such a 

context is totally absent from the Theogony passages considered above, which is 

one of the reasons why the ordinal numbers in these passages are purely chrono-

logical.44 The fact that the scale in the scholion begins with ἄριστον and not with 

an ordinal number such as πρώτιστα is not relevant in terms of the similarity be-

tween the hierarchical ordering of the scholion and that of the myth of the races. 

Πρώτιστα in Op. 109 and ἄριστον in the first line of the scholion are two superla-

tives with a marked and similar evaluative sense. In light of the affinities between 

                                                 
42 The translation is by T. Irwin (1979) 115. 
43 The well-attested form of the priamel shows various ways in which these conten-

tions are displayed in ancient Greek literature: cf. Hom. Il. 2.760-70, Tyrt. fr. 12 (West), 

Sapph. fr. 16.1-4 (Lobel-Page), Pi. O. 1.1-7, Pl. Ly. 211d7-e8, Grg. 448c3-9, Smp. 211b7-d1, 

221c2-d6, Phdr. 240a9-c1; Lg. 661a4-c5 represents an interesting case in which a numerical 

hierarchical scale of values partially merges with the form of the priamel. On the priamel 

in classical literature, see notably W. H. Race (1982). 
44 This is also the case with two numerical priamels in Callimachus: Ap. 72-6 and Dian. 

119-22. 
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the hierarchical scales in the myth of the races and in such a usual kind of poetic 

composition as the scholion, it seems natural for Hesiod to create, and for his au-

dience to be able to perceive, an overall hierarchical scale such as that of the 

myth of the races by consciously or unconsciously resorting to the ordinal num-

bers. One of the powers of the ancient Greek language, which it shares with other 

languages, is precisely to build and make perceivable hierarchical scales of cul-

tural material by means of linguistic resources such as ordinal numbers. 
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