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Abstract (English):  

There appears to be a worrisome contradiction in Njáls saga. On one hand, characters live in a 

fatalistic universe where it feels like very little is within their control. On the other hand, the 

characters seem to act of their own volition despite an awareness of these external controlling 

forces. However, these two competing views might be able to operate together. Compatibilism 

is the philosophical view that free will can exist within a deterministic world. This thesis will 

explore the extent to which the characters in Njáls saga demonstrate a compatibilist framework. 

To operationalize free will, this paper will focus on Aristotle’s theory of voluntary action. 

Although Aristotle does not likely fit the definition of modern compatibilism, his views on 

voluntariness are compatible with some forms of fatalism. After coming to a clear definition 

of Aristotelian voluntary action, this paper will then explore the extent to which Aristotle’s 

ideas may have been present in medieval Iceland. Then, this paper will apply the voluntary 

action framework to the characters’ actions in Njáls saga. Ultimately, this thesis will conclude, 

compatibilism provides a useful way to understand how the characters in Njáls saga operate.  

 

 

Abstract (Icelandic, translated by Karl Ólafur Hallbjörnsson and Vigdís Hafliðadóttir): 

Í Brennu-Njáls sögu (oft kölluð Njáls saga eða Njála) virðist vera að finna einkum ankannalega 

mótsögn. Sögupersónurnar lifa annars vegar í heimi örlagatrúar, þar sem fátt virðist vera undir 

þeim sjálfum komið. Hins vegar breyta þær þó út frá eigin vilja þrátt fyrir að vera meðvitaðar 

um þessi ytri stjórnandi öfl. Þessi tvö sjónarhorn geta þó unnið samstíga. Sáttarhyggja (e. 

compatibilism) er heimspekileg afstaða sem heldur því fram að frjáls vilji geti verið til í heimi 

nauðhyggju. Markmið þessarar ritgerðar er að rannsaka að hvaða leyti sögupersónur Njáls sögu 

hegða sér í samræmi við hugmyndafræði sáttarhyggju. Í ritgerðinni mun hugmyndin um 

frjálsan vilja byggja á  kenningu Aristótelesar um sjálfviljuga breytni. Enda þótt Aristóteles 

falli líklegast ekki undir skilgreiningu á nútíma sáttarhyggjumanni, þá samrýmast kenningar 

hans um sjálfviljuga breytni ákveðnum gerðum örlagahyggju. Í ritgerðinni verður kenning 

Aristótelesar um sjálfviljuga breytni útskýrð og í kjölfar þess kannað hvort hugmyndafræði 

hans hafi verið þekkt á Íslandi á miðöldum. Því næst verður kenningin um sjálfviljuga breytni 

mátuð við hvernig persónur Njálu hegða sér.. Loks verður sú niðurstaða leidd í ljós að 

sáttarhyggja gefi nytsamlegt sjónarhorn til þess að skilja breytni sögupersóna Brennu-Njáls 

sögu. 
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Section I: Introduction 
  

 Flosi is standing, with his followers, outside of Njáll’s house. Caught up in a vicious 

cycle of revenge, counter-revenge, and escalation, he has found himself at a point where he 

must take action. The fighting is going nowhere, and he is left with two options: turn back (a 

decision that will lead to a great loss of honor and likely death) or burn down Njáll’s house. 

Meanwhile, Njáll and his family are inside. At various points, characters have the option to 

leave, but most choose to remain in the house.1 Both sides have been driven to this point, when 

a nearly unspeakable action is about to occur. At this moment in the saga, we must ask 

ourselves: Are any of the characters acting voluntarily? 

When reading the Íslendingasögur, and Njáls saga in particular, it is easy to identify 

fate as a recurring theme. There is a strong sense that the events which unfold are in some way 

predetermined by an external force. Moreover, the characters themselves appear to exhibit 

minimal control, as they are often forced to act in certain ways as a function of the social system 

within which they operate. But there is another, seemingly contradictory, aspect of the sagas: 

the characters do not resign to fate. Rather, they do quite the opposite, fighting to achieve honor 

and prove themselves. Initially, these two components of the sagas do not make sense together. 

After all, why try to do anything at all when everything is already fated to turn out in a pre-

established way? But perhaps this question is unfair. To understand this claim, it is useful to 

turn to some modern views on the subject. 

 Fatalism, while currently out of fashion in philosophy, is an instance of a larger idea 

known as determinism: a theory which holds that everything that occurs, occurs necessarily. In 

contemporary standards, the view taken most seriously is scientific determinism, which states 

that everything that happens is necessarily determined by prior causes, specifically the laws of 

physics. Initially, the truth of determinism seems to rest in the hands of scientists—they are the 

ones who will figure out whether the world operates in this way. However, there is still an 

important task for philosophers because if determinism is true, we must evaluate what this 

means for human agency. Put differently, we must consider that if the world operates 

deterministically, down to the thoughts and decisions of individuals, there might not be room 

for genuine voluntary action. Thus, the free will problem emerges. 

 
1 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, ed. and trans. Robert Cook (London: Penguin Classics, 2002), chap. 129. 



 2 

People who accept determinism can be loosely classified into two groups. 

Incompatibilists, also known as hard determinists, believe not only that determinism is true, 

but also that determinism is incompatible with free will. Thus, they reject the existence of free 

will. Compatibilists, also known as soft determinists, on the other hand, still accept that 

determinism is true. But, they believe that determinism is compatible with free will. Thus, they 

accept both free will and determinism. This thesis will not dive into the philosophical merits 

of each view, as there is an extensive debate on this topic which spans the history of modern 

philosophy.2 Instead, these views will be useful in framing how a belief in fate is represented 

in the sagas. 

The difference between scientific determinism and fatalism is simply that in the former 

scientific rules govern all events in the universe, whereas in the latter some notion of 

impersonal fate or destiny serves this function. In many regards, fatalism is given an 

undeservingly negative reputation. We tend to think about examples like Oedipus, who is 

doomed in such a way that no matter what he does, he is forced by the powers that be to kill 

his father and marry his mother. But to take this view of fate is to assume that fatalists are 

inherently incompatibilists. This is not necessarily the case. Just as it is conceptually possible 

to accept both scientific determinism and free will, so too is it conceptually possible to accept 

both fatalism and free will. We must then be charitable to fatalism and take it seriously as a 

worldview in the context of medieval Icelandic thought. We must look closely at the real 

implications for free will rather than falling back on preconceived notions about agential 

control (or lack thereof).  

A logical starting point is to consider the philosophical knowledge present in Iceland 

during the time at which the sagas were written. This task, however, is not as straightforward 

as it might seem. There is no concrete evidence that Icelanders had access to the philosophical 

texts that were floating around Europe at this time. However, Aristotle’s prominence in 

medieval European thought, combined with the fact that Icelanders had access to European 

education via travel, gives us good reason to wonder whether medieval Icelandic views of free 

will were consistent with Aristotelian thought (which is often referred to as a starting point for 

compatibilism).    

 
2 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter Millican, Oxford World’s Classics 
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Gary Watson, ed., Free Will, 2 edition (Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003); Bernard Berofsky, ed., Free Will and Determinism, 1st edition (Harper & Row, 
1966); A. J. Ayer, “Freedom and Necessity,” in Philosophical Essays (Palgrave Macmillan UK, 1972); Harry G. 
Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” The Journal of Philosophy 66, no. 23 (1969): 829–
39, https://doi.org/10.2307/2023833. 
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This thesis will not focus on how fate was understood during the time of the events of 

the sagas. Nor will it focus on which elements were pre-Christian versus post-conversion. 

Many scholars have previously addressed these topics.3 Instead, this thesis will be limited to 

the confines Njáls saga. Specifically, it will address the following question: Are the characters 

in Njáls saga compatibilists? Section II will focus on Aristotle. After considering scholarly 

views and Aristotle’s texts, I will conclude that while Aristotle cannot accurately be called a 

determinist (and thus cannot be accurately called a compatibilist), his views on voluntary action 

are logically consistent with a certain form of fatalism. Section III will then explore how 

Aristotle can be linked to medieval Iceland. I will argue that there is reasonable evidence that 

Icelanders had access to Aristotelian ideas by studying abroad, particularly at the time when 

Njáls saga was written. Section IV will then attempt to apply the Aristotelian framework to 

Njáls saga. As the analysis will show, Aristotle’s conditions for voluntary action apply well to 

the characters’ actions in Njáls saga, and the framework is useful for understanding how 

characters operate freely within a determined world. Section V will offer a conclusion and 

avenues for future research. 

 

Section II: Aristotle’s “Compatibilism” 
 

Understanding Aristotle is no easy task. While some scholars take for granted that 

Aristotle was the first compatibilist,4 classifying him as such is not so simple. Because Aristotle 

did not directly address questions of free will and determinism, some interpretation of his work 

is always required. This has led to vastly different views regarding Aristotle’s stance on the 

issue. Questions arise over whether he can be truly classified as a compatibilist. Recall that in 

modern terms, compatibilism is defined as the belief that free will can exist even if determinism 

is true. In other words, compatibilists hold that free will is compatible with determinism. We 

can ask a simple question: Can we call Aristotle a compatibilist? To this question, we get a 

 
3 Stefanie Gropper, “Fate,” in The Routledge Research Companion to the Medieval Icelandic Sagas, ed. Ármann 
Jakobsson and Sverrir Jakobsson (New York: Routledge, 2017), 198–209; Anthony Winterbourne, When the 
Norns Have Spoken: Time and Fate in Germanic Paganism (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2004); Karen 
Bek-Pedersen, The Norns in Old Norse Mythology (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2013); Åke Ström, 
“Scandinavian Belief in Fate,” Scripta Instituti Donneriani Aboensis 2 (January 1, 1967): 63–88, 
https://doi.org/10.30674/scripta.67008; William Sayers, “Ethics or Pragmatics; Fate or Chance; Heathen, 
Christian, or Godless World? (Hrafnkels Saga),” Scandinavian Studies 79, no. 4 (2007): 385–404; Nicolas 
Meylan, “Fate Is a Hero’s Best Friend: Towards a Socio-Political Definition of Fate in Medieval Icelandic 
Literature,” Viking and Medieval Scandinavia, August 18, 2015, https://doi.org/10.1484/J.VMS.5.105216. 
4 Peter Singer and Maya Eddon, “Problem of Moral Responsibility,” in Encyclopedia Britannica (Britannica, Inc., 
2018), https://www.britannica.com/topic/problem-of-moral-responsibility. 
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simple answer: no. As we will see, this answer comes largely from the fact that Aristotle did 

not have a clear grasp on determinism as a coherent concept or description of the world. 

However, the more important question is: Are Aristotle’s views consistent with compatibilism? 

To this, we can answer that they are. Even if Aristotle himself did not support determinism or 

free will as we define it, his arguments do fit into a compatibilist framework for understanding 

voluntary action. 

 

1.1 Evaluation of Scholarly Views 
 

Aristotle’s contributions to the history of science and philosophy are far reaching.5 At 

the time of his writing, however, the free will vs. determinism debate had not been fully 

addressed or conceptualized as a concrete topic in philosophy. As such, some scholars deny 

that Aristotle was even aware of a problem of free will. Bobzien, for instance, argues that the 

free will problem did not emerge until Alexander of Aphrodisias in the second century, 

hundreds of years after Aristotle.6 Her reluctance to attribute any view on this topic to Aristotle 

stems from the fact that Aristotle does not “give a philosophical definition” of certain key 

terms, including that which “depends on us,”; and he never addresses causal determinism in 

the sense of whether the same causes lead to the same effects and whether individuals are free 

to do otherwise.7 As a result, Bobzien claims that Aristotle does not have a coherent view of 

free will on the grounds that he fails to directly engage with the subject.  

 Overall, Bobzien identifies a problem of vagueness in Aristotle. She does not claim, 

however, that Aristotle’s views are incompatible with determinism. In fact, she concludes that 

his definitions could be consistent with both determinism and indeterminism. She notes, “For 

Aristotle, it is the fact that the agents (including their ends, awareness of alternative options, 

deliberation and choice) are causally responsible for what they do that makes their actions and 

the foreseeable consequences voluntary – not that their actions or choices were causally 

undetermined.”8 In other words, Aristotle’s concern for voluntariness is independent of the 

 
5 David C. Lindberg, The Beginnings of Western Science: The European Scientific Tradition in Philosophical, 
Religious, and Institutional Context, Prehistory to A.D. 1450, 2 edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2008). 
6 Susanne Bobzien, “The Inadvertent Conception and Late Birth of the Free-Will Problem,” Phronesis 43, no. 2 
(January 1, 1998): 133–75, https://doi.org/10.1163/15685289860511069. 
7 Bobzien, 144. 
8 Susanne Bobzien, “Choice and Moral Responsibility (NE Iii 1–5),” in The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics, ed. Ronald Polansky, 1st ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2014), 124, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9781139022484. 
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overarching framework of the universe. According to Bobzien, the world could either be 

causally determined or causally undetermined, and this would have no impact on what is 

considered a voluntary action on Aristotle’s definition.  

 Broadie’s evaluation is similar in that she does not identify Aristotle with a particular 

view about free will. According to Broadie, when Aristotle claims that something is voluntary, 

he is only concerned with “those things which the person himself is the cause and origin.”9 This 

definition does not utilize any notions of necessitation via antecedent causes, thereby leaving 

the question of causal determinism open. Broadie rejects that Aristotle’s view is inherently 

indeterministic, as his picture of voluntariness is not threatened by determinism.10 

Simultaneously, she is reluctant to classify Aristotle as a compatibilist. Her view is that 

“Aristotle no more denies universal determinism than he asserts it.”11  

 Importantly, Broadie does hold that Aristotle’s account is incompatible with fatalism. 

Her argument is twofold. First, she claims that fatalism leaves “no room for [a person] to make 

a difference.”12 That is, because fatalism entails all future events being necessitated, an agent 

himself is unable to alter the outcome. Second, she claims that fatalism does not allow for “the 

voluntary agent appealing to other voluntary agents, on the assumption that what they do, and 

their moral attitude to what they do, is not fixed independently of such appeals addressed to 

each by others of their kind.”13 In other words, she claims that a fatalistic universe rules out 

interaction between voluntary agents in which they can meaningfully influence and judge each 

other. This critique will be important when considering whether the conception of fate in the 

sagas is prone to these objections. Broadie may be understanding fate in a different way than 

it is represented in medieval Icelandic literature. As we will see, the saga characters do make a 

difference in the events of the saga, and they do appeal to other agents via advice-seeking and 

social ties. 

 Like Bobzien, Frede also identifies the idea of free will as originating with the Stoics 

rather than with Aristotle.14 The criticism here is slightly different, though. Frede denies 

Aristotle a notion of free will because Aristotle does not identify any concept of a will at all, 

let alone a will which can freely act. On Frede’s definition, the belief in a will implies “the 

 
9 Sarah Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 124. 
10 Broadie, 129–30. 
11 Broadie, 156. 
12 Broadie, 172. 
13 Broadie, 172. 
14 Michael Frede, A Free Will: Origins of the Notion in Ancient Thought, ed. A. A Long (Berkeley; London: 
University of California Press, 2012). 
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notion of our ability to make such choices or decisions which make us act in the way we do.”15 

According to Frede, Aristotle does not meet this standard in his consideration of voluntary 

actions. For Aristotle, what is important is the fact that an action depends on the agent—not 

whether the agent freely chose to perform the act.16 The presence or absence of a will is thus 

irrelevant for Aristotle.  

 This argument, however, need not be overly concerning. We may, in fact, accept 

Frede’s assertion that Aristotle had no notion of a will. But this does not rule out that Aristotle’s 

views are consistent with compatibilism. This is because compatibilism does not depend on a 

strong notion of a will in the sense that there is some internal, choice-making mechanism which 

is free to act. Rather, compatibilism requires a concept of voluntary action which can be 

reconciled with a worldview in which everything is determined by external forces. In focusing 

on a specific definition of free will, Frede leaves the question of whether Aristotle can be 

interpreted in a compatibilist framework unanswered. 

 Perhaps the most worrisome challenge to this view is Sorabji’s argument that Aristotle 

is an indeterminist. Sorabji accurately distinguishes necessitation and causation. Moreover, he 

claims that Aristotle only denies the former.17 On this view, it is not the case that human action 

is uncaused. It is furthermore not the case that voluntary action cannot be traced back via causal 

chains. But it is also not the case that this kind of action was “necessary all along.”18 This is 

what Aristotle means when he claims that these actions are up to us. Meyer supports this view, 

stating that “Aristotle implies causal responsibility” but not necessitation.19 In other words, 

voluntary action—while not uncaused—must be inherently contingent. 

According to Sorabji, this contingency commits Aristotle to an indeterminist theory. If 

it is true that Aristotle’s definition of voluntary action is incompatible with things having been 

necessary all along, then this poses a serious problem for determinists and fatalists. But even 

if Aristotle does have an indeterministic stance against necessitation, it is not clear that his 

resulting view on voluntariness is incompatible with determinism. Put differently, it is possible 

that, per Bobzien’s view, Aristotle’s view can apply to both an indeterministic and a 

 
15 Frede, 8. 
16 Frede, 26, 94. 
17 Richard Sorabji, Necessity, Cause, and Blame: Perspectives on Aristotle’s Theory (Cornell University Press, 
1983), 26. 
18 Sorabji, 233. 
19 Susan Sauvé Meyer, “Aristotle on the Voluntary,” in The Blackwell Guide to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 
ed. Richard Kraut, 1st ed. (Malden; Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), 138. 
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deterministic structure. A problem only arises if his view on voluntary action requires 

indeterminism and rules out determinism.  

For Chappell, Aristotle’s definition of voluntary action does exclude determinism. He 

interprets Aristotle as upholding that for an action to be voluntary, the agent must have the 

ability to do otherwise.20 The contrapositive is thus true as well: if an agent does not have the 

ability to do otherwise, then the action is involuntary. Accordingly, Chappell claims, 

determinism cannot be true because it would imply that all action is involuntary because agents 

never have the ability to do otherwise.21 Before we accept this conclusion as a logical part of 

Aristotle’s view, we must consider what is actually meant by the term ‘ability to do otherwise.’ 

Daigle makes precisely this point when she applies two versions of an ability to do 

otherwise to Aristotle’s texts. In the strong sense, an ability to do otherwise requires that given 

the same conditions, an agent could have performed an act other than that which the agent did 

perform. In the weak sense, an ability to do otherwise requires that given slightly different 

conditions, an agent could have performed an act other than that which the agent did perform.22 

She explains: 

But while taking Aristotle to attribute the strong ability to do otherwise to agents would 

render Aristotle’s view incoherent, taking him to attribute the weak ability to them does 

not. One can claim that agent A’s -ing was sufficiently caused prior to its occurrence 

while still ascribing to A the weak ability to do otherwise than , since having the weak 

ability to do otherwise than  is compatible with being sufficiently caused to . The 

sensible captain, for example, had the weak ability to do otherwise than dump the goods 

during the storm if, on a pleasant day, she wouldn’t have.23 
 

Moreover, a weak ability to do otherwise is compatible with determinism. If we accept some 

form of determinism, then a strong ability to do otherwise is impossible. This is because 

determinism, purporting necessitation of everything, rules out any event to occur differently 

under the same exact circumstances. Yet a weak ability to do otherwise is perfectly consistent 

with determinism because it regards ability as a general capacity to act differently in similar 

circumstances.  

 In fact, contemporary compatibilists use a similar notion of ‘ability to do otherwise’ to 

reconcile free will with determinism. As Kane explains, an ability to do otherwise implies “that 

no constraints or impediments would have prevented you from doing otherwise, had you willed 

 
20 Timothy D. J. Chappell, Aristotle and Augustine on Freedom: Two Theories of Freedom, Voluntary Action, and 
Akrasia (Houndmills, Hampshire: Macmillan [u.a.], 1996), 42. 
21 Chappell, 43. 
22 Jennifer Daigle, “Aristotle, Determinism, and Moral Responsibility” (MA Thesis, Georgia State University, 
2015), 10. 
23 Daigle, 14. 



 8 

to do so. In other words, ‘you would have done otherwise, if you had willed (desired or chosen 

or tried) to do otherwise.’”24 For instance, per determinism, it might be necessary that I wear a 

red shirt tomorrow. However, I am able to do otherwise in the sense that if I had wanted to 

wear a green shirt, I would have worn a green shirt. Kane summarizes this view such that “if 

the freedom to do otherwise has such a conditional or hypothetical meaning, it would be 

compatible with determinism.”25 If Aristotle’s definitions fit this description, then his criteria 

for voluntary action can apply even in worldviews where everything is necessitated.   

 Everson, while crediting Aristotle’s view to adhere with compatibilism, rejects the need 

for an ‘ability to do otherwise’ criterion of voluntariness. He writes: 

The difference between a voluntary and a compelled action does not rest upon the fact 

that in the case of the first, but not of the second, the agent could have acted other than 

he did. I have suggested that his own way of signaling the difference, that the agent 

contributes causally to voluntary but not to compelled actions, is best understood as 

meaning not that compelled actions do not have causes which include the agent’s 

beliefs and desires (otherwise he could not be said to be an agent at all) but that the 

occurrence of those states is not to be explained by anything particular about the agent 

himself but by human nature itself.26 
 

On his interpretation, so long as the agent is the cause of an action, it is considered voluntary, 

regardless of whether the agent was able to do otherwise. Moreover, this voluntariness can be 

transitive along the causal chain. For instance, suppose that event C was necessitated by event 

B, which was necessitated by event A. So long as event A is considered voluntary, the resulting 

events are voluntary as well.27 Compatibilists will have no problem with either of these claims.  

 Ultimately, we are left with several potential interpretations of Aristotelian 

voluntariness and whether it can be reconciled with a deterministic world. To find the most 

plausible account, we must turn to the texts in which Aristotle addresses these topics.   

 

1.2 Aristotle’s Texts  
 

 Let us now look at Aristotle directly. We can recall that compatibilism involves the 

acceptance of two claims: (1) determinism is true; and (2) determinism is compatible with free 

will. It is important to first explore whether Aristotle affirms either of these premises.  

 
24 Robert Kane, “Introduction: The Contours of Contemporary Free-Will Debates (Part 2)”,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Free Will: Second Edition, ed. Robert Kane, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 12, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195399691.001.0001. 
25 Kane, 12. 
26 Stephen Everson, “Aristotle’s Compatibilism in the Nicomachean Ethics,” Ancient Philosophy 10, no. 1 
(1990): 97–98, https://doi.org/10.5840/ancientphil199010134. 
27 Everson, 96. 



 9 

 In De Interpretatione 9, Aristotle seems to deny that determinism is true. Specifically, 

he considers and ultimately rejects the notion that everything occurs necessarily. The question 

arises when he considers the logical implications of making claims about the future. The 

principle of non-contradiction is a pillar of logic which states that X and not-X cannot both be 

true. But when we apply this to the future, it seems as though for this principle to hold, 

everything must already be fixed. That a future event will occur must either be true or false—

it cannot be neither true nor false or both true and false. This could lead to the conclusion that 

everything which occurs must necessarily occur. However, according to Aristotle, this 

reasoning is not sound. He claims, “everything necessarily is or is not, and will be or will not 

be; but one cannot divide and say that one or the other is necessary.”28 He uses an example: “it 

is necessary for there to be or not to be a sea-battle tomorrow; but it is not necessary for a sea-

battle to take place tomorrow, or for one not to take place—though it is necessary for one to 

take place or not to take place.”29 Here, Aristotle is essentially saying that there are at least 

some events which are contingent. Human voluntary action, as we will see, falls into this realm. 

 This interpretation of this passage is highly debated,30 particularly with regard to 

whether it commits Aristotle to indeterminism or allows him to affirm some form of causal 

determinism. But suppose we bite the bullet and embrace Aristotle’s denial of a strong form of 

determinism in which everything happens necessarily. This much appears to be true given his 

assertion that some states of affairs are contingent on human decision. So, suppose we grant 

that Aristotle is not a compatibilist at all, that he accepts neither (1) nor (2). We are still left 

with a separate but important question: Can compatibilists accept Aristotle’s theory of 

voluntariness? To answer this question, we must explore what Aristotle actually says about 

voluntary action.  

 Aristotle introduces an account of voluntariness in the Eudemian Ethics II. His first 

definition focuses on humans as ‘starting-points’ of certain actions:  

So it is clear that all those actions that man is a starting-point of, and controls, are 

capable of coming about or not, and, with those things at least that he controls whether 

they are or not, it is in his own power whether they come about or not. All those things 

 
28 Aristotle, Categories and De Interpretatione, ed. J.L. Ackrill and Lindsay Judson, trans. J.L. Ackrill, Clarendon 
Aristotle Series (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 53. 
29 Aristotle, 53. 
30 Michael J. White, “Fatalism and Causal Determinism: An Aristotelian Essay,” The Philosophical Quarterly 
(1950-) 31, no. 124 (1981): 231–41, https://doi.org/10.2307/2219112; Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle; Bobzien, 
“Choice and Moral Responsibility (NE III 1–5)”; Gail Fine, “Truth and Necessity in De Interpretatione 9,” History 
of Philosophy Quarterly 1, no. 1 (1984): 23–47. 
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that are in his own power either to do or not to do he himself is the cause of, and all 

those things that he is the cause of are in his own power.31 
 

The mark of the voluntary, on this account, is that people have control over whether a particular 

outcome occurs or does not occur. The person’s decision is the cause, and this cause is not 

necessitated by, but rather contingent upon, prior events, such that the decision meaningfully 

be said to be up to the agent. Aristotle later provides a direct definition of the voluntary along 

these lines: “So whatever a man does – not in ignorance, and through his own agency – when 

it is in his power not to do it, must be voluntary.”32 

 This definition is expanded upon in the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle begins by 

defining involuntary action: “Those things, then, are thought involuntary, which take place by 

force or by reason of ignorance; and that is forced of which the moving principle is outside, 

being a principle in which nothing is contributed by the person who acts—or, rather, is acted 

upon, e.g. if he were to be carried somewhere by a wind, or by men who had him in their 

power.”33 After giving this negative definition, he then provides a positive account of what 

counts as voluntary action: “Since that which is done by force or by reason of ignorance is 

involuntary, the voluntary would seem to be that of which the moving principle is in the agent 

himself, he being aware of the particular circumstances of the action.”34 And slightly later, he 

writes that voluntary action occurs when “it is in our power to act.”35 

 From these definitions, we can develop a theory of voluntary action—and this resulting 

framework need not necessarily conflict with determinism.  

 

1.3 A Framework for Voluntary Action   
 

 To evaluate whether the saga characters act voluntarily, it is useful to compile a list of 

features of Aristotelian voluntariness. Then, when considering specific actions, we can test 

whether they fit these criteria. According to Aristotle,  we can set the definition of voluntary 

action.  

 Voluntary Action: An action is voluntary if, and only if, all four conditions hold: 

(1) The agent is the cause of the action. 

 
31 Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics: Books I, II, and VIII, ed. J.L. Ackrill and Lindsay Judson, trans. M. J. Woods, 2nd ed, 
Clarendon Aristotle Series (Oxford; New York: Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1992), 22. 
32 Aristotle, 28. 
33 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, ed. Lesley Brown, trans. W. D. Ross (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 38. 
34 Aristotle, 41. 
35 Aristotle, 46. 
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(2) It is within the agent’s power to act or not to act. 

(3) The action is not forced. 

(4) The agent is not ignorant of the particulars. 

Let us take each condition in turn. 

 First, for an action to be voluntary, the agent must be the cause of the action. While this 

criterion might seem obvious, it gets complicated based on how we define causation. On 

Aristotle’s view, there are four types of causes: material cause (what something is made out 

of), formal cause (the form or structure of something), efficient cause (the main source of 

change), and final cause (the end for which something is done).36 In the case of voluntariness, 

the relevant notion of causation is that the agent is an efficient cause of an action. Aristotle 

defines this type of cause as “that from which the first origin of alteration or rest [proceeds], as 

for instance one who planned something is its cause and as a father is of his child and in general 

what produces of what is produced and the alterer of what alters.”37    

 It is important for both us and Aristotle that causes are differentiated from beginnings 

or origins. For instance, suppose John intentionally slaps someone in the face. One might 

attempt to make the argument that actually, John was not the cause of his action, as John would 

not even exist if it weren’t for his parents. Thus, John’s parents would be the cause of John 

slapping someone in the face—and the reasoning can continue back to a long or even infinite 

chain. The definition of an efficient cause rules out this type of explanation. What is important 

for voluntary action in terms of causation is that the agent is the primary or most important 

cause. This caveat means that the first condition of voluntary action is perfectly compatible 

with determinism. For determinism does not exclude agents from being efficient causes of 

actions—it merely excludes that agents are ultimate causes or beginnings of actions. Causal 

chains are not a problem for Aristotelian voluntariness in this sense.  

 Second, for an action to be voluntary, it must be within the agent’s power to act or not 

to act. This condition captures the idea that it is ‘up to us’ whether to perform an action or 

refrain from performing an action. Initially, the requirement might appear too strong to be 

compatible with determinism. After all, this condition implies that actions must be contingent, 

while determinism holds that all events must be necessary. However, as noted by previous 

 
36 Aristotle, Metaphysics: Books [gamma], [delta], and [epsilon], trans. Christopher Kirwan (Oxford; New York: 
Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1993); Andrea Falcon, “Aristotle on Causality,” in The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, January 11, 
2006), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/aristotle-causality/. 
37 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 28. 
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scholars, different interpretations of this idea lead to different implications for determinism. 

On the harshest definition, contingency would be viewed as metaphysical contingency. This 

means that for an action to be voluntary, the agent must be able to choose between options that 

are genuinely possible to perform. It must not be the case that the action will occur regardless 

of what the agent wants or does. Yet, on a weaker view, the contingency need not be deeply 

metaphysical. It could, for instance, refer to a hypothetical contingency such that if the agent 

had wanted to do otherwise, the agent would have done otherwise. Similarly, it could refer to 

a general ability to do otherwise in the sense that people have the capacity to act differently. It 

is not clear which interpretation of this criterion is correct. There will be some senses in which 

an action is up to the agent and some senses in which it is not up to the agent. Whether these 

actions fit the third criterion will also depend on how strong determinism is in a worldview.  

Third, a voluntary action must not be forced. Aristotle has a very narrow definition of 

when an action can be considered forced. He writes that an action is forced “when the cause is 

in the external circumstances and the agent contributes nothing.”38 Thus, the bar is set very 

high. Aristotle even claims that in the case of a captain who throws his cargo overboard during 

a storm, the action is mostly voluntary. The reasoning is that the captain still makes the choice 

to throw the cargo overboard, even if no reasonable person would choose differently in that 

case.39 On this view, only the most extreme circumstances can be classified as being forced. 

So long as the agent contributes in some way, the action can be considered voluntary. 

Resultantly, this condition does not clash with determinism. Even if all actions are necessitated, 

the agent does contribute something to the action in many cases, and this fact alone means that 

the agent is not forced. 

Fourth, for an action to be voluntary, the agent must not be ignorant of the particulars. 

In this definition, Aristotle makes several distinctions. He differentiates between acting “by 

reason of ignorance” and acting “in ignorance.”40 The latter case, according to Aristotle, can 

still be voluntary if the action is the result of a previous cause—for instance, when an agent 

gets drunk and then acts unknowingly.41 Thus, Aristotle limits the involuntary to actions done 

by reason of ignorance. Moreover, Aristotle claims that an action is only involuntary by reason 

of ignorance if the agent is ignorant of the particulars rather than the universals. By particulars, 

 
38 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, 39. 
39 Aristotle, 38. 
40 Aristotle, 40. 
41 Aristotle, 40. 
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Aristotle means “the circumstances of the action and the objects with which it is concerned.”42 

He uses the example of a man who gives someone a drink intending to save his life, but the 

drink turns out to kill him.43 In cases like this, the agent is said to act involuntarily. For an agent 

to act voluntarily, then, he must not be ignorant of the particular circumstances surrounding a 

given action. 

Ultimately, these four conditions provide a systematic way for evaluating whether an 

action is voluntary on Aristotelian terms. These criteria will be the basis for an analysis of free 

will in the sagas.  

 

Section III: Aristotle in Iceland? 
 

 While comparing Aristotle’s views on voluntary action to those depicted in Njáls saga 

would be interesting in its own right, the comparison is more warranted and promising if we 

have reason to believe that medieval Icelanders actually had access to these ideas. While there 

is no direct evidence of Aristotle being read and discussed in thirteenth-century Iceland, there 

is still a tenable connection between Aristotle and medieval Iceland. 

 

2.1 No Manuscripts? 
 
 Simply put, there are no extant manuscripts from medieval Iceland that reference 

Aristotle. Some scholars take this lack of immediate source material to mean that the saga 

writers must have had no access to Aristotle’s writings. Faulkes, for instance, claims, “There 

is no likelihood that Aristotle was available in Iceland in the thirteenth century.”44 However, 

this dearth of direct evidence does not necessarily imply that Aristotelian thought had failed to 

make its way to Iceland during this time. Some scholars have provided evidence against 

Faulkes’ claims by finding manuscript evidence of Aristotelian influence. Etheridge, for 

instance, observes influence from Arab astronomers on scientific writings in medieval Iceland. 

This connection provides a potential link from Aristotle to medieval Iceland, as Aristotle was 

a major influence on medieval Islamic science—particularly through Averroes, a famous 

 
42 Aristotle, 40. 
43 Aristotle, 40. 
44 Anthony Faulkes, “The Sources of Skáldskaparmál: Snorri’s Intellectual Background,” in Snorri Sturluson: 
Kolloquium Anläßlich Der 750. Wiederkehr Seines Todestages, ed. Alois Wolf (Script Oralia, 1993), 6. 
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Aristotelian commentator in the twelfth century.45 There are additional reasons to doubt 

Faulkes’ claim. For starters, many manuscripts have been lost over the years. While it is 

difficult to estimate the proportion of manuscripts which have survived, the evidence suggests 

that we have less than 15% of the total Icelandic manuscripts from the Middle Ages, and many 

are fragmentary.46 Hence, it is not obvious that a failure to find manuscripts about Aristotle 

should lead us to wholly reject any connection to medieval Iceland. 

 Moreover, medieval Icelanders were not in the habit of engaging with philosophical 

ideas in the typical way. That is, they were not writing treatises, lectures, and books on specific 

topics in philosophy as scholars in continental Europe were doing. As Ross points out, 

“religious and philosophical concepts were primarily expressed through mythic narratives, 

which tend to particularise and personalise abstractions, at least on the surface.”47 If this is the 

case, then the absence of Aristotelian sources should not be surprising. In fact, the sagas are 

precisely where we should be turning to determine whether Aristotle’s ideas can be found in 

Iceland. If these modes of thinking are prevalent in the sagas, we will have some reason to 

believe that Aristotle was, at least to some extent, known in Iceland during the thirteenth 

century. At the very least, these reasons provide a solid basis for exploring Aristotelian notions 

in the saga literature.  

 Of course, even if using the sagas as evidence, we still need a link between Aristotle 

and medieval Iceland in order to assert that Aristotelian ideas were actually transmitted. 

Otherwise, it will remain possible that coincidentally similar ideas emerged on their own in 

Iceland. For this connection, we must look to the academic development of medieval Iceland, 

particularly the extent to which Icelanders were intellectually engaging with the rest of 

medieval Europe.  

 

2.2 Icelanders Studying Abroad 
 
 Universities did not emerge in any of the Scandinavian countries until the fifteenth 

century. Before then, traveling abroad was necessary for a university education.48 Icelanders, 

 
45 Christian Etheridge, “The Evidence for Islamic Scientific Works in Medieval Iceland,” in Fear and Loathing in 
the North: Jews and Muslims in Medieval Scandinavia and the Baltic Region, ed. Cordelia Heß and Jonathan 
Adams (Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co KG, 2015), 53. 
46 Matthew Driscoll, Overview of Medieval Icelandic Manuscripts, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=156&v=z9A3QRvePtE. 
47 Margaret Clunies Ross, “Medieval Icelandic Textual Culture,” Gripla 20 (December 20, 2009): 173. 
48 Gunnar Harðarson, “Old Norse Intellectual Culture: Appropriation and Innovation,” in Intellectual Culture in 
Medieval Scandinavia, c. 1100–1350, ed. Stefka Georgieva Eriksen, vol. 28, Disputatio (Turnhout: Brepols 
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thus, did engage with the intellectual culture of medieval Europe, even if they were not learning 

this material in their home country. As Bagge points out, many important medieval Icelandic 

bishops including Bishops Ísleifur, Gissur, Jón, and Þorlákr studied in continental Europe in 

the early twelfth century.49 There is ample evidence of Icelanders continuing to study abroad 

through the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and while there exists information on 

Scandinavian travelers during this time, it remains unclear which particular universities 

Icelanders in particular most frequently attended and what their attendance rates were.50  

 In order to attend these European universities, knowledge of Latin was essential.51 For 

learned Icelanders, this was not a barrier. Ross describes medieval Scandinavians as having a 

“debt to Latin literature,” indicating that Icelandic sources do show a pattern of engagement 

with ancient ideas.52 Despite producing texts primarily in the vernacular (Old Icelandic), the 

saga writers, as members of the intellectual elite in medieval Iceland, had the capacity to engage 

with other languages. Sørensen concurs that it is reasonable to assume that learned Icelanders 

could read Latin.53 Thus, we cannot rule out that medieval Icelanders had the academic 

backgrounds and capabilities to study abroad.  

Moreover, as Gunnar Harðarson describes, the Icelandic approach to academia was 

distinct in that Icelanders seemed to bring back new ideas and transform them into their own 

culture:  

Unlike Danish and Swedish intellectuals, the Norwegians and Icelanders did not 

contribute directly to European Latin culture, even if they had received their education 

at French, English, German, or Italian universities or institutions. Their work was based 

to a large extent on European common culture. However, their intellectual productions 

were not intended as contributions to this common culture, but as something of their 

own, made for their own purposes.54 
 

The Icelanders, therefore, took what they learned from mainland European intellectual culture 

and applied it in their own way—for instance, in the form of the sagas.  

 
Publishers, 2016), 43–44; Stefka Georgieva Eriksen, “Introduction: Intellectual Culture and Medieval 
Scandinavia,” in Intellectual Culture in Medieval Scandinavia, c. 1100–1350, ed. Stefka Georgieva Eriksen, vol. 
28, Disputatio (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2016), 14. 
49 Sverre Bagge, “Nordic Students at Foreign Universities until 1660,” Scandinavian Journal of History 9, no. 1 
(January 1, 1984): 4, https://doi.org/10.1080/03468758408579030. 
50 Bagge, 5. 
51 Dominik Waßenhoven, Skandinavier Unterwegs in Europa (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2006); Gunnar 
Harðarson, “Old Norse Intellectual Culture,” 43–44. 
52 Clunies Ross, “Medieval Icelandic Textual Culture,” 173. 
53 Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, “Social Institutions and Belief Systems of Medieval Iceland (c. 870-1400) 
and Their Relations to Literary Production,” in Old Icelandic Literature and Society, ed. and trans. Margaret 
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54 Gunnar Harðarson, “Old Norse Intellectual Culture,” 68. 
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 Similarly, it is important to realize that the intellectual culture of medieval Europe was 

more than merely the tenets of the major universities. As Wei explains, “there was much more 

to Parisian academic discourse than grand normative assertions. Equally characteristic were 

ambivalence, inconsistency, understatement, implicit shifts not articulated clearly, tensions 

between different positions, and failures to resolve differences.”55 There was a high degree of 

nuance, and this is certainly important when considering the extent of Aristotelian thought. 

Aristotle himself was often unclear and difficult to interpret, so his influence in the Middle 

Ages cannot always be traced clearly by looking for specific arguments or references. A more 

fruitful approach would be to look for overarching ideas that would have been pervasive in 

medieval ways of thinking. 

 It becomes clear, then, that medieval Icelanders were not confined to their own 

intellectual bubble. They traveled abroad, sometimes for university education, and thus 

engaged in the general European academic environment. They then took the new ideas they 

learned in this broader intellectual culture and produced works within their own unique 

domestic tradition. The question still remains, however, of whether they were likely to 

encounter Aristotle in their learnings.  

 

2.3 Aristotle in Medieval Continental Europe 
 
 The extent to which Aristotle was studied in medieval Europe is difficult to discern, at 

least until the middle of the thirteenth century.56 But in evaluating Aristotle’s prominence 

throughout medieval Europe, it is helpful to consider three key time periods: before, during, 

and after the ban on Aristotelian teachings at the University of Paris. In 1210, the bishop of 

Paris prohibited the teaching of Aristotle. Before this time, however, Aristotle was starting to 

become more prevalent. Aristotle’s work—at least on logic—was already well-known before 

this point. John of Salisbury, for instance, mentions in his Metalogicon that Aristotle was 

known as “the Philosopher,” indicating how prominent he must have been in the twelfth 

century.57 Moreover, new translations of Aristotle into Latin had begun to surface by the 1180s, 

 
55 Ian P. Wei, “Intellectual Culture in Medieval Paris: Academic Discourse, Marriage, and Money,” in 
Intellectual Culture in Medieval Scandinavia, c. 1100–1350, ed. Stefka Georgieva Eriksen, vol. 28, Disputatio 
(Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2016), 77. 
56 Bernard G. Dod, “Aristoteles Latinus,” in The Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy: From the 
Rediscovery of Aristotle to the Disintegration of Scholasticism, 1100–1600, ed. Norman Kretzmann et al. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 72. 
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Arts of the Trivium, ed. and trans. Daniel D. McGarry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1955), 110. 
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making his teachings accessible to new European audiences.58 Importantly, from a 

commonsense perspective, it is reasonable to assume that in order for a ban to be put in place, 

Aristotle’s ideas must have reached a certain degree of popularity. After all, it is useless to 

consider a prohibition on something that people are not engaging with or is not deemed a threat. 

The ban itself thus provides strong evidence that Aristotle was a prominent intellectual figure 

by the start of the thirteenth century.  

 Between 1210 and 1255, the ban on Aristotle was in full force. However, it is important 

to note that the ban was only on Aristotle’s scientific teachings, largely due to their conflict 

with the Church’s views. It did not apply to the Ethics and Aristotle’s work on logic.59 This 

means that while those studying in Paris at this time did not learn about Aristotle’s metaphysics 

or scientific views on how the world operated, they did have access to his ideas on voluntary 

action. Regarding the Nicomachean Ethics in particular, Wei notes that even though the 

entirety of the text was not translated from Greek until the 1240s, translations from Arabic 

were circulating before then, and “it would seem that parts were known in Paris [even] 

earlier.”60 Moreover, while the ban was in effect in Paris, it did not extend to universities across 

Europe. There is evidence of Aristotle being taught at Oxford as well as Toulouse while his 

works were banned in Paris.61 Knowledge of Aristotle and attention to his works were 

increasing throughout this period. Even William of Auvergne, the Bishop of Paris from 1228 

to 1249, was teaching and writing on Aristotle’s works in the mid-thirteenth century.62 In 1252, 

Albert the Great began his attempt to paraphrase all of Aristotle’s known works.63 Scholars 

were clearly engaging with Aristotle’s texts, even if the theological elements conflicted with 

the mainstream Christian narrative. 

 In 1255, the ban on Aristotle was finally lifted in Paris. Dod describes Aristotle as 

already being “firmly established at Paris” at this point.64 The Arts Faculty’s statutes indicate 
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that many of Aristotle’s works, including the Ethics, were now being mandated as part of the 

curriculum.65 Thus, this transition to Aristotelianism after the ban was not gradual. Wei 

explains, “In 1255 the arts faculty issued a statute requiring that all Aristotle’s known works 

be studied, almost certainly reflecting what had been the practice for some time.”66  

It is important, however, to not conflate discussion of Aristotle with acceptance of 

Aristotle. Some of his claims, particularly those concerning theology, were still criticized. In 

1277, for instance, Stephen Tempier, Bishop of Paris, put another ban on some of Aristotle’s 

works.67 During the Middle Ages, Aristotle was a contentious figure. There has always been 

disagreement and debate surrounding Aristotle’s views regarding not only whether his claims 

are correct, but also how to interpret his work in the first place. This discourse continued even 

during the time at which most of Aristotle’s works were banned in Paris. Lifting the ban, 

therefore, seems to have been a response to the already-evolving perspective. Aristotle had 

already become major figure in medieval European thought, and removing the ban bolstered 

his prominence. By the mid-to-late thirteenth century, it is difficult to deny that Aristotle was 

a key intellectual figure in continental Europe.  

 

2.4 Implications for Njáls Saga 
 
 Absent any direct textual evidence of Aristotle being known in medieval Iceland, all 

potential connections remain, to some degree, speculation. But in considering which of the 

Íslendingasögur would have been most likely influenced by Aristotelian ideas on voluntary 

action, Njáls saga is a strong candidate. First, Njáls saga is dated to around 1280.68 This 

corresponds to the time at which Aristotle was reaching his peak in medieval continental 

Europe. If these ideas were circulating in Iceland during this time, they probably would have 

made their way into the manuscripts. Second, Njáls saga is often referred to as a saga about 

fate.69 Hallberg even goes so far as to say that “Njáls can be regarded as a decided tragedy of 
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fate.”70 The characters seem to be moving pieces in a heavily controlled universe. Naturally, 

questions about voluntary action are well-suited to this type of story. It is important to 

disentangle the extent to which the characters have meaningful control over their actions.  

 Additionally, there has been recent scholarly attention to Aristotelian concepts in 

medieval Icelandic thought. Gunnar Harðarson, for instance, refers to Aristotle’s categories in 

his analysis of the Prose Edda’s explanation for the creation of earth.71 He also uses Aristotle’s 

system for the division of philosophy to evaluate a diagram of philosophy in a medieval 

Icelandic manuscript.72 Van Nahl applies a similar approach in using Aristotle to frame his 

analysis of contingency in the kings’ sagas.73 Thus, there is an emerging tradition of at least 

using Aristotelian thinking as a tool or framework for approaching medieval Icelandic texts. 

 

Section IV: Njáls Saga 
 

Having solidified the intellectual framework of Aristotelian voluntariness and the 

academic environment accessible to the saga writers, we can now turn to Njáls saga. The goal 

of this section is to evaluate the extent to which, according Aristotle’s four conditions, 

characters in the saga act voluntarily within their seemingly fated or predetermined universe.  

 

4.1 Methodology  
 
 To properly analyze this question of voluntary action, it is important to read Njáls saga 

with a focus on how the characters are meeting Aristotle’s criteria. As seen in the table attached 

as Appendix 1, I recorded each event in Njáls saga which could be deemed an action. For each 

action, I determined whether each condition for voluntary action was satisfied (S) or unsatisfied 

(U). Then, I classified each action as voluntary (Y) or not voluntary (N). Specifically, an action 
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is only voluntary if all four criteria are satisfied; if at least one criterion is unsatisfied, the action 

is deemed not voluntary. Asterisks indicate categorizations which are ambiguous and require 

further analysis—and many of these borderline cases will be discussed in more detail in the 

following sections. The notes column includes additional relevant information regarding each 

action. Lastly, when relevant, I attached codes to indicate recurring themes throughout the 

event analysis: foresight, dreams, advice, honor, obligation, power, law, deception, 

supernatural, and women. These categorize will help organize the analysis of some larger 

trends which relate to voluntary action.  

 To illustrate this method, consider a straightforward example. In chapter 3 of Njáls 

saga, Gunnhildr offers to assist Hrútr upon his arrival. Gunnhildr’s action clearly satisfies all 

four criteria. First, Gunnhildr is the cause of the action, in that she is the origin of the decision 

to offer assistance. Second, it is within Gunnhildr’s power to act or not to act, as she could just 

as easily have decided not to offer help (or even to threaten harm). Third, the action is not 

forced, in that the cause of the action is clearly Gunnhildr rather than some external force. 

Fourth, Gunnhildr is not ignorant of the particulars, as she understands what her offer of 

assistance will entail. In sum, all four conditions are satisfied (S), meaning that the action can 

be deemed voluntary (Y). There are no ambiguities in this example and thus no need for any 

asterisks.  

 As the chart indicates, when actions are considered as individual self-contained events, 

they are overwhelmingly performed voluntarily. That is, the vast majority of the actions in 

Njáls saga meet all four conditions of Aristotelian voluntary action. There are, however, certain 

caveats. For starters, not all actions are performed voluntarily. This admission, however, does 

not threaten the use of the Aristotelian framework (Aristotle does not claim, nor does he need 

to claim, that human actions are always voluntary). After all, the reason Aristotle addressed 

this topic is to help distinguish voluntary from non-voluntary actions, and applying this 

structure to Njáls saga can help us understand these two classes of actions. For our purposes, 

it is relevant to consider whether non-voluntary actions are not voluntary because of some 

systematic metaphysical reason (i.e., fatalism), or rather if they are mere ordinary violations of 

certain conditions for voluntary action.  

 Subsection 4.2 will focus on whether knowledge about the future—in the form of 

dreams, foresight, and advice—threaten the characters’ capacities for voluntary action. It will 

focus on (a) whether the obtention of this information about the future is voluntary, and (b) 

whether the existence of this information hinders others from acting voluntarily. This 

subsection will conclude that specific awareness of the future does not imply that characters 
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are necessitated to act in certain ways. Instead, this kind of knowledge is treated as information, 

something that actually strengthens the satisfaction of fourth condition of voluntary action: that 

an agent not be ignorant of the particulars of the action.  

 Subsection 4.3 will consider whether certain forms of societal pressure—coming from 

power dynamics, honor, obligations, and the law—restrict the characters in such a way that 

they cannot act voluntarily. Particularly, it will attempt to argue against the notion that because 

the characters live in a world with strong social structures, they are therefore unable to freely 

exert their agency. This subsection will conclude that while there are many social forces at play 

in Njáls saga, characters can still meaningfully be said to act voluntarily because they meet the 

four Aristotelian conditions for voluntary action.  

 Subsection 4.4 will take a closer look at certain non-voluntary actions which stem from 

violations of Aristotle’s conditions. Specifically, it will look at cases of deception as well as 

cases of supernatural interference. In these instances, characters can genuinely be said to lack 

certain features of voluntary action. However, they do not threaten the agential control of 

agents in a general or systematic way; they only reduce agency in specific situations. 

 Subsection 4.5 will evaluate how characters directly respond to the notion of fate. 

Specifically, it will attempt to understand whether the characters themselves see fate as a threat 

to their agency. This interaction is important because it will help us solidify how the characters 

understand themselves in the context of broader controlling choices. This subsection will lead 

us to the conclusion that for the most part, the characters in Njáls saga are operating with a 

compatibilist mindset.  

 

4.2 Knowing the Future  

  
 From a commonsense perspective, the ability to know the future seems to rule out 

genuine voluntary action. As van Nahl notes, it also rules out the potential for contingency or 

randomness to occur.74 After all, if the future is set in stone, then the actions which lead to it 

must necessarily take place. And if the actions are necessitated, then its performance will be 

neither up to the agent nor the result of chance. In Njáls saga, characters are often able to see 

or accurately predict the future, and this is a potential threat to voluntary action. In the 

Eudemian Ethics, Aristotle actually makes a brief note about prophecies. He writes, “even 

those who are possessed with divine inspiration, and utter prophecies, though they produce a 
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work of thought, we say that it was not under their control to say what they said or do what 

they did.”75 That is, the actual act of prophesizing is not voluntary. But there are two important 

points to note. First, Aristotle addresses prophecy solely in the form of divine intervention—

and it is not clear that this is how the characters in Njáls saga are obtaining their information 

about the future. Second, even if the act of prophesizing itself is not voluntary, a deeper 

question remains regarding whether those events predicted by the prophecy occur through 

voluntary action.  

 

4.2.1 Dreams  
 
 Absent the divine intervention component, the act of dreaming in Njáls saga closely 

resembles what Aristotle is talking about. Having a dream is not voluntary. In fact, the actual 

event of dreaming, if it can even be considered an action, fails to satisfy any of Aristotle’s 

conditions. First, the agent is not the cause of the dream. Of course, the agent is the dreamer, 

but there is no element of causation from the dreamer to the dream. Second, it is not up to the 

agent to dream or not to dream. The dreamer has no control over whether he dreams. Third, 

the dream is forced. The dreamer contributes nothing—at least actively—to the dream. Fourth, 

the agent is ignorant of the particulars of the dream. Clearly, the dreamer is not ignorant 

regarding the events of the dream. But particularly in Njáls saga, the dreamer is often ignorant 

of the meaning of the dream, and when the dream does foretell the future, it often requires 

interpretation or external information. As Crocker notes, “dreams are an important element in 

the public arena, and it is within and in relation to this arena that they usually derive their 

perceived function of meaning.”76 For instance, when Hǫskuldr dreams about a big bear and 

two cubs going to Hrútrssaðir, he is only able to interpret the dream after talking to one of his 

men. He comes to realize that the dream was telling him that Gunnarr had gone to Hrútrssaðir.77 

The dreams are not always straightforward, illustrating some degree of ignorance about the 

particulars. Thus, when considering the act of dreaming itself, the conditions of voluntary 

action are unsatisfied. When characters have dreams with predictive powers, they are not 

voluntarily obtaining this information about the future.  

 
75 Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics: Books I, II, and VIII, 27. 
76 Christopher Crocker, “To Dream Is to Bury: Dreaming of Death in Brennu-Njáls Saga,” The Journal of English 
and Germanic Philology 114, no. 2 (2015): 256. 
77 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, chap. 23. 
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 Yet while the dreams themselves are not voluntary, characters act voluntarily when 

they decide how to respond to the dreams—and these decisions are often what ultimately lead 

to the fulfillment of the dreams. For example, when Flosi is garnering support for the Alþingi, 

he convinces Þorkell and Þorvaldr to join him. Upon hearing this, Yngveldr reveals that she 

had a dream in which Þorvaldr was suffering while wearing a red tunic that was sewn to his 

body. The dream, supposedly, was an indication of Þorvaldr’s impending death. Þorkell and 

Þorvaldr, however, do not take this dream seriously. They decide to ride to the Alþingi, where 

the dream is fulfilled as Þorvaldr  is killed.78 It is not the case that the dream itself necessitated 

Þorvaldr’s death. Þorkell and Þorvaldr still act voluntarily by going to the Alþingi. They could 

have done otherwise—namely, they could have chosen to stay home instead of going to the 

Alþingi with Flosi. The dream does not force the event to happen. Rather, the dream only 

comes true as a result of voluntary action.  

 Even when dreams are taken seriously, they tend to operate as self-fulfilling prophecies. 

To take a smaller example, after Kolr kills Svartr, he reveals to Hallgerðr that before he 

performed the slaying, he had a dream which indicated that his actions would lead to his 

death.79 But this dream, while certainly providing him with information about the future, does 

not stop Kolr from taking action. Kolr knows what will happen if he chooses to go through 

with the killing, yet he voluntarily kills Svartr regardless, opting to accept the consequences 

that follow. The dream does not necessitate that Kolr will die independent of what he decides 

to do. Kolr’s own voluntary action causes his death. The dream merely provides him with some 

additional information about the likely outcome. As Cochrane notes, dreams raise “the question 

as to whether it is best to let dreams and superstition govern one’s action.”80 Each character 

who confronts a dream must grapple with this question and voluntarily decide how to proceed.  

We see a similar case regarding Hjǫrtr’s death. One night, Gunnarr has a dream in 

which he is attacked by wolves alongside Kolskeggr and Hjǫrtr, and in the dream Hjǫrtr dies. 

Gunnarr tells Hjǫrtr of this dream and even advises him to turn back. Hjǫrtr, however, decides 

to stay with Gunnarr and fight alongside him.81 In this instance, Hjǫrtr is essentially bringing 

this dream about through his voluntary actions. If we take a closer look at Aristotle’s four 

conditions, we see that they are all satisfied. First, Hjǫrtr is the cause of the action. Even if the 
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dream indicates that some overarching fatalistic source is the original or ultimate cause of his 

action, Hjǫrtr himself is still the efficient cause because he is the agent of change (recall that 

for Aristotle, the efficient cause is most relevant to this criterion). Second, it is up to Hjǫrtr 

whether or not to act. It is completely within Hjǫrtr’s power to ride back, as Gunnarr suggested, 

or go ahead towards the fight. Third, Hjǫrtr’s action is not forced. The cause of the action is 

not external to Hjǫrtr, and Hjǫrtr certainly contributes something—the main decision point—

to the action. Fourth, Hjǫrtr is not ignorant of the particulars of his action. In fact, Hjǫrtr can 

almost be said to be hyper-aware of the particulars. He knows precisely what will happen to 

him if he goes with Gunnarr, and access to this type of knowledge about an action is rare. 

In the examples discussed so far, we took for granted the fact that the characters chose 

to share their dreams. But it is also important to note that the characters also act voluntarily 

with respect to whether they disclose the contents of their dreams. Before the climactic Alþingi 

meeting, Flosi has a dream which, as Ketill helps him interpret, reveals which of his followers 

will die at the Alþingi. Flosi and Ketill decide not to tell anyone else about the dream.82 The 

collectively perform a voluntary action in concealing the information. The act of dream-telling 

itself is voluntary, as characters always have the option to reveal the dream or keep it for 

themselves.  

Regarding this example, Crocker claims that “Flosi’s dream paints the latter part of the 

saga in a powerful shade of eventuality and inescapability, at once informing his forestalling 

tactics but also continually undermining their utility.”83 This comment brings up an interesting 

point about dreams. While characters do still act voluntarily in their reactions to dreams, the 

dreams themselves create a sense of fatalism in the saga. Lönnroth describes this phenomenon 

as “the tendency of dreams to make us perceive hidden existential and metaphysical patterns 

in an apparently realistic saga narrative.”84 Turville-Petre draws a conclusion about the 

metaphysical views of the medieval Icelanders: “The future, therefore, is not something 

unformed, but it is a state which exists already.”85 But as we have seen, the characters are able 

to exercise voluntary action in spite of these fatalistic overtones. The dreams themselves do 

not necessitate characters’ actions—the actions are performed voluntarily, at least according to 

Aristotle’s criteria. 
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 Overall, then, dreams are treated as sources of information about the future rather than 

indications of some predominant force which constrains human agency. The dream is a mere 

means through which information can travel. And while characters do not voluntarily come to 

possess this information, they can decide whether and how to use it. As Cochrane explains, 

“Although the dreams add greatly to the theme of fate running through the saga, they do not 

present everything as being preordained. Rather they stress the way in which the choices made 

by men will inevitably lead to certain outcomes.”86  The knowledge gained by dreams is unique 

in that it concerns the future, but this fact does not seem to bear much additional weight 

compared to other sources of information. Miller sums this point up well when he writes, “Even 

in a culture in which people believe in the prophetic value of dreams and visions, not many of 

them will act without ancillary and confirming factual evidence.”87 

 

4.2.2 Foresight 
 
 While the act of dreaming comfortably fits into the category of non-voluntary action, 

instances of foresight are more difficult to classify. In some cases, examples of foresight mirror 

dreams in that there is no plausible explanation of how the characters could come to obtain this 

information about the future. Helgi, for instance, exhibits a unique ability referred to as ‘second 

sight,’ in which he is able to see events occur that he should not have access to. When staying 

with earl Sigurðr, Helgi is somehow able to know that the Scots had been stirring up trouble 

for the earl, a prediction which is soon thereafter confirmed.88 This act of foresight is not 

voluntary, as Helgi has no control over whether to access the information presented to him in 

this way. The only difference between this instance and a dream is that in this case, Helgi does 

more clearly satisfy the fourth condition for voluntary action. There is no apparent ambiguity 

or interpretation required of his vision. In other words, he is not ignorant of the particulars. But 

even with this admission, Helgi‘s second sight fails to satisfy the other conditions of voluntary 

action. But as in the case of dreaming, there is still ample room for voluntary action in how 

Helgi decides to proceed with this information (in this instance, disclosing what he has learned 

to the earl) and how the characters act on this evidence (in this case, the earl sends his men to 

investigate the claim).  
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 It is implied that Helgi‘s knack for second sight is inherited from his father. There are 

certainly cases in which Njáll is able to access seemingly unknowable bits of information. This 

ability is exemplified when Njáll provides a detailed prophecy for Gunnarr. He tells Gunnarr 

that if he kills more than once within the same bloodline and then breaks a settlement, he will 

die shortly thereafter. This level of specificity in the prophecy implies that, as in the case of 

dreaming and second sight, Njáll is not voluntarily obtaining this information. While the actual 

source of the prophecy and the mechanism through which it reaches Njáll are unknown, this 

information must have come from some external source, loosely defined. Njáll does not 

voluntarily have the capability to see into the future; he is merely a medium through which the 

information travels. He is neither the cause nor the controller of his prophecy. Again, we can 

admit that Njáll is acutely aware of the particulars of his prophecy, but the remaining conditions 

for voluntary action are left unsatisfied.  

 Interestingly, however, the acceptance of this prophecy does not preclude characters 

from acting voluntarily. Instead, it is treated as a fact that people can utilize in making 

decisions. Mǫrðr, in fact, uses this prophecy when he advises Þorgeirr to make Gunnarr kill 

twice within the family.89 The prophecy itself, if it is connected to fate, is merely a rule. It is, 

for all intents and purposes, a conditional statement akin to the claim, “If I drop a pen, then it 

will hit the ground.” In order achieve the intended result of the pen hitting the ground, I must 

ensure that the antecedent event occurs. Likewise, if Þorgeirr wants to bring about Gunnarr’s 

death, he must make sure that Gunnarr kills multiple people in the same bloodline and breaks 

a settlement afterwards. Thus, if the characters, via their own voluntary actions, can get 

Gunnarr to fulfill the first half of the prophecy, the conclusion will come as a result. There is 

no contradiction or limitation on the characters’ abilities to act as voluntary agents within the 

broader context of the prophecy.  

 When Gunnarr eventually fulfills the prophecy, he does so through his own voluntary 

action. Gunnarr chooses to stay in Iceland rather than go abroad, even though he knows that 

remaining in Iceland will lead to his almost immediate death. The reasoning behind his decision 

is ambiguous,90 as the saga explains that he was influenced by the beauty of the surrounding 

hillside.91 To the modern reader, Gunnarr seems to act irrationally—but voluntary action does 

not require rational decision-making. His act of staying in Iceland fully satisfies all four 
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conditions for voluntary action: Gunnarr is the cause of his action, performing the action is up 

to him, he is not forced, and he is not ignorant of the particulars. As Njáll explains, Gunnarr 

has to viable choices: he can go abroad and life a long and honorable life, or he can remain in 

Iceland and die soon.92 With all of that in mind, Gunnarr voluntarily stays at his home. In 

understanding Gunnarr’s decision, Tulinius explains, “The foreknowledge of one’s death, as it 

has been predicted by somebody like Njáll who has the gift of prophecy, means that in some 

way one accepts it.”93 While Gunnarr accepts that he will die if he stays home, he is still able 

to act voluntarily within the confines of that prophecy. He may not, for instance, be able to 

voluntarily stay home and live to an old age. But he can voluntarily choose between staying 

home to die or going abroad to live.  

 While Gunnarr‘s prophecy is treated as a conditional statement, Njáll has another 

insight about the future that is more definitive. For a large portion of his life, Njáll appears to 

be aware of his impending death. The first hint of Njáll‘s foreknowledge occurs when he tells 

Gunnarr that he will die in an unexpected way.94 Then, as the cycle of revenge continues, he 

repeatedly acknowledges that these events will lead to the death of himself and his family.95 

We can assume that Njáll’s awareness of his future does not come to him voluntarily, but his 

response to it is wholly voluntary. In some regard, Njáll is accepting the inevitability of his 

future horrible death. Yet simultaneously, Njáll is able to act voluntarily within those confines. 

For example, Njáll chooses not to stop his sons from going after Þráinn, even with the 

knowledge that allowing them to continue the escalation will lead to his death.96
 Njáll does not 

fight against his prophecy, nor does he let it impede his voluntary actions.  

 Njáll’s capacity for voluntary action is exemplified during the burning itself by the mere 

fact that Njáll chooses, despite multiple decision points in which he could have left, to stay in 

his house to die. He satisfies all of the conditions for voluntary action. Njáll is the cause of his 

act of staying inside—he is the decider. It is also up to Njáll whether to remain or to leave, 

especially considering the fact that Flosi gives him the option to leave.97 Njáll has his own 

reasons for de-prioritizing his life and allowing himself to burn, and even if it seems illogical 

to choose to burn to death given an opportunity to escape, Njáll’s decision does not indicate a 
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lack of control over his actions. Knowledge about his future does not impede his voluntariness 

as an agent. He has access to a wide scope of information, which he uses as he deems fit.  

 When Njáll experiences these prophetic visions, they are so precise and unambiguous 

that they must come about non-voluntarily. However, in many other cases of foresight, the 

emerging predictions about the future are actually voluntary actions. To put this point 

differently, foresight can sometimes be explained as educated guesses and extrapolations based 

on a character’s knowledge. Miller makes a similar point when he writes, “Many prophecies 

are little more that astute predictions; most of Njáll’s manifestations of second sight are as 

adequately explained by his intelligence, his unsurpassed knowledge of his own culture’s 

dispute-processing mechanisms as by any supernatural gift.”98 Making a prediction, in these 

circumstances, is then just an exercise of brainpower. Consider, for instance, Helgi’s foresight 

after the Njálssons and Kári go after Þráinn. When Skarpheðinn is considering whether or not 

to kill Grani Gunarsson, Helgi foresees that if Skarpheðinn lets Grani go, he will later regret 

not having killed him.99 This glimpse into the future is not beyond understanding in the same 

way as the aforementioned prophecies. Instead, Helgi’s foresight is speculation about the likely 

result of  Skarpheðinn’s decision. Helgi acts voluntarily by choosing to consider what might 

happen if Grani lives in terms of the escalating cycle of violence and strict honor codes 

prevalent throughout society. Moreover, Skarpheðinn acts voluntarily when he chooses not to 

kill Grani despite Helgi’s warning. And later, when Grani participates in the burning of Njáll 

and his family, he is not acting because of some fated outcome that Helgi had access to. He is 

also acting voluntarily as a result of his agency—and the outcome was foreseen by Helgi 

because of his understanding of the societal forces. 

 Even Hrútr, who becomes known for his foresight, does not act beyond the realm of 

voluntary action. His insights reflect a level of emotional intelligence such that he can predict 

how people will act. And while these predictions are accurate, they do not necessitate the events 

which follow. The saga opens with Hrútr claiming that Hallgerðr has the eyes of a thief.100 This 

remark itself is voluntarily made by Hrútr. He is not speaking from a place of specific 

knowledge about the future externally obtained. Instead, he is using his observation about 

Hallgerðr’s appearance and personality and extrapolating into the future. His foresight is a sign 

of intelligence, not a limitation on his ability to voluntarily speculate about the future. Hrútr 
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satisfies the conditions of voluntary action when he makes this statement. He is the cause of 

the action in that he is choosing to speculate about Hallgerðr’s future, it is up to Hrútr whether 

or not he engages in this type of personality evaluation, he is not forced to act, and he is not 

ignorant of the particulars of his observation. Moreover, Hrútr’s prediction does not imply that 

stealing is beyond Hallgerðr’s control. She acts voluntarily when she orders Melkólfr to steal 

cheese from Otkell.101  

 Like dreaming, foresight is ultimately treated as a piece of information. The means 

through which a character comes to gain this knowledge can be voluntary or non-voluntary, 

but the existence of these facts about the future do not infringe on an agent’s ability to act 

voluntarily. A glimpse into or educated guess about the future does not imply that the future 

has always been determined or necessarily unavoidable, but rather that certain events may 

come to unfold as a result of the voluntary actions of actors.  

 

4.2.3 Advice 
 

 As we have seen, dreams and foresight are often connected to advice. Unsurprisingly, 

asking for and giving advice are always examples of voluntary action—even if some of the 

details informing the advice are obtained non-voluntarily. Importantly, whether a character 

follows the given advice is also voluntary, and these instances provide  some of the clearest 

examples of voluntary action in Njáls saga. When a character gives advice honestly (i.e., not 

for the deliberate purpose of deception, which will be discussed later), it often guides the 

advisee to the most beneficial outcome. Conversely, this means that when characters do not 

follow this advice, trouble tends to follow. But what is most important is that the characters 

themselves exercise voluntary action when they choose how to act after getting advice. 

 Responses to advice about marriage highlight the ability of characters to act voluntarily. 

On one hand, we see some characters accepting advice on whom to marry. To name a few 

examples, Kári heeds the advice of Grímr and Helgi when he decides to marry Helga,102 and 

Hǫskuldr follows Njáll’s advice to marry Hildigunnr.103 Both of these marriages turn out well 

in the sense that marital problems do not arise. On the other hand, we also see men choosing 

to marry women despite advice against the decision. Þorvaldr, for instance, asks to marry 
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Hallgerðr despite concerns raised from both his father and Hǫskuldr.104 Even after the death of 

Hallgerðr‘s first two husbands, Gunnarr still decides to marry her—still after Hrútr advises 

Gunnarr that he could find a much stronger match.105 All of Hallgerðr’s marriages lead to 

trouble for her husbands, but they all still act voluntarily in marrying her. The men are the 

causes of their marriages, it is up to them whether or go forward with the betrothal proceedings, 

they are not forced, and they are not ignorant of the particulars—the advice actually serves to 

clarify the particulars.  

 Hallgerðr is a fascinating character for many reasons, one being that characters tend to 

disregard advice about her. As we have just seen, her husbands do not listen to advice against 

marrying her. Nor do they listen to advice about her. Glúmr, for instance, is advised by Þórarinn 

to avoid letting Þjóstólfr stay with them for too long. Yet, Glúmr opts to give into Hallgerðr’s 

request for Þjóstólfr to live with them. This then leads to an argument when Þjóstólfr causes 

trouble, which leads to Glúmr slapping Hallgerðr, which then leads to Þjóstólfr killing 

Glúmr.106 The correctness of Þórarinn’s advice does not constrain Glúmr’s actions. Further 

along in the saga, Gunnarr warns Sigmundr not to get caught up in Hallgerðr’s dealings, a piece 

of advice which he repeats on several occasions.107 Yet Sigmundr chooses not to listen and 

continues to follow Hallgerðr’s suggestions, and this decision ultimately leads to his death after 

he insults Njáll. While there are certainly trends involving Hallgerðr’s raising tensions between 

characters and men ignoring advice about her, the characters are still making their decisions 

voluntarily. They approach the advice not as an instruction on what must necessarily happen, 

but instead as an insight into potential information about the actions they might take.  

 On the topic of advice, there is one more relevant example to consider. When Gunnarr 

consults with Njáll about reclaiming Unnr’s property from Hrútr, Njáll advises Gunnarr in the 

form of a very detailed plan.108 Njáll provides this plan voluntarily. Although there might be 

elements of his descriptions that point to some degree of foresight, he is able to predict how 

characters will act because he has an understanding of human psychology and behavior. 

Gunnarr follows this plan precisely, and the events unfold exactly as Njáll predicted.109 For 

each of his decision points, Gunnarr acts voluntarily. He satisfies all the criteria in that he 

causes each of his actions, it is up to him whether or not to act, he is not forced, and he is not 
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ignorant of the particulars. Gunnarr has the option to disregard Njáll’s plan, but he adheres to 

it because he trusts Njáll and believes that these particular actions will bring about his intended 

outcome. From the accurate fulfillment of the plan, it might be tempting to conclude that the 

other characters involved are not acting voluntarily. That is, if Njáll can foresee how they will 

respond to certain situations, it seems that they are acting out of necessity rather than voluntary 

choice. This, however, is not the case given Aristotle’s conditions. Each character, while acting 

predictably, acts voluntarily.  

 Advice, therefore, can be understood as a tool used by characters to predict the future. 

Some characters are better at giving advice than others, and that is largely because these 

characters have an understanding of how people in the saga society tend to think and interact. 

Both following advice and ignoring advice are voluntary actions. Moreover, the fact that advice 

tends to be correct does not mean that the future is pre-determined or unchangeable. 

Predictability does not limit voluntary action. Knowledge about the future tends to strengthen 

the satisfaction of the fourth criterion of voluntary action while failing to disqualify the others. 

 

4.3 Societal Pressures 
 
 As the previous section alluded to, it is often evident—to both the saga characters and 

the saga readers—how certain events will unfold in the future. This predictability is, in large 

part, due to the patterns of behavior that emerge in response to society’s strong social norms 

and incentive structure.110 There is no denying that in light of these social determinants, the 

characters are not free to do as they please without consequence. We must consider, however, 

whether these constraints on action are severe enough to prohibit characters from satisfying the 

four conditions of voluntary action. In particular, the criterion that is most relevant is the third 

condition, as it is possible that social pressure forces characters to act. 

 

4.3.1 Law 
 
 As most readers will notice, law plays a major role in Njáls saga. Miller even classifies 

the sagas as indicating a “cultural obsession with the law.”111 Ármann Jakobsson underscores 

the importance of the law when he observes that “the saga as a unity still reveals a 

preoccupation with law, lawsuits and legal thought, and perhaps not least legal heroes, 
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indicating that the law should be regarded as a major agent in the saga from the outset.”112 In 

viewing the law as an agent, Ármann Jakobsson highlights not only the importance of law as a 

theme, but also the ability of the law to actively interact with and influence the characters.  

As in any society, the law in Njáls saga provides guidelines for action. The law limits 

what people can do, but only in the sense that if a character commits an act that is illegal, he 

will face certain consequences as a result of those actions. While the law is aimed at regulating 

actions by providing incentives to avoid particular decisions, the law itself does not limit the 

characters in their ability to act voluntarily. The law is merely one mechanism for settling 

disputes. When Gizurr, for instance, starts a suit against Gunnarr for the killing of Þorgeirr, 

both sides present their case at the Alþingi, and they ultimately agree to arbitration and reach 

a settlement.113 The law serves as a rulebook on how to fairly reach an agreement. This is why 

it is considered a sign of intelligence to have a thorough understanding of the law—and this is 

partly why Njáll is so highly respected. However, all of the characters must still voluntarily act 

throughout the legal process, especially when deciding whether to agree to a proposed 

settlement.  

Because there is no overarching enforcement mechanism, characters also act 

voluntarily in choosing whether or not to abide by the law. Gunnarr, for instance, breaks his 

settlement by remaining in Iceland (which, as previously mentioned, is a voluntary action). 

This allows Gizurr to declare him an outlaw, meaning that he can be legally killed.114 Gizurr 

has a wider range of options open to him in terms of getting justice. While he could have always 

voluntarily chosen to attack Gunnarr, he can now do so with legal protection. But even with 

the legal protection, he must muster enough support to actually enforce this law—which turns 

out to be a difficult task.115 After Gunnarr’s death, Njáll notes that it is not possible to file a 

suit against Gizurr and his men for their actions. The law restricts the characters’ actions in this 

sense. But, as Njáll mentions, there are still opportunities for voluntary action outside of the 

law.116 Choosing to perform an action, thus, carries legal consequences—but the law does not 

make characters act non-voluntarily.  

Perhaps the most exciting legal case in Njáls saga is that which occurs after the burning 

of Njáll. The legal proceedings consist of a cycle: Mǫrðr presents his suit, Eyjólfr attempts to 
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dismiss witnesses, Þórhallr sends advice to help Mǫrðr save the case, and then the process is 

repeated.117 Each side attempts to exploit small details in the legal code to convince the panel 

of their peers that they deserve to win the case. While they are being driven and directed by the 

law, each character must continuously perform voluntary actions—starting with both Eyjólfr 

and Mǫrðr agreeing to represent their respective sides of the case, to devising their legal 

strategies and choosing how to react to advice. In Eyjólfr’s final move, however, he invalidates 

the case because there are too many people on the panel.118 Legally speaking, Eyjólfr is 

successful. Yet the legality of his actions is not enough to stop Mǫrðr from seeking justice. 

When Þórhallr realizes that the law provides him with no other options, he decides to turn to 

violence instead.  

When the fighting dies down, largely as a result of prior allegiances and plans made by 

both sides, the characters attempt to reach a settlement. Everyone agrees to the settlement 

except for Þorgeirr and Kári. They voluntarily choose not to agree to peace with Flosi and the 

Sigfussons because they value blood vengeance over legal justice in this case. To them, the 

law is only one consideration. But they have other considerations when deciding to act such 

that they owe it to Njáll‘s family to avenge their deaths in the most primal way. By refusing to 

settle, Kári gives himself the opportunity to go after the Sigfussons in the future without 

becoming a settlement-breaker. The law does not force Kári to act. It does, however, help him 

understand the potential consequences of his actions, especially in terms of how he will interact 

with other characters in the future.  

Jesch takes a strong stance on the inefficacy of law in Njáls saga. She writes, “For there 

is no doubt that in Njáls saga the law is presented as a failure.”119 Jesch is correct in identifying 

the limitations of law in two regards. First, she notes that the law does not always help reach a 

just decision. Second, she observes that the rulings which come out of the legal system will 

only be implemented if they are supported by physical force.120 Miller concurs with these 

points when he claims that the law “is only slightly distinguishable from the violence and spirit 

of unmediated vengeance-taking.”121 The law, then, is not some overarching and all-powerful 

mechanism that threatens voluntary action. Instead, the legal system merely provides some 
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legitimacy for characters’ actions and interactions. Characters can still act freely within and 

against this system. 

 

4.3.2 Power 
 
 Power dynamics between characters often influence actions in the saga. Power is 

attained and reinforced through various interpersonal mechanisms. Power is political in that it 

outlines particular rules regarding how people ought to treat others depending on how much 

power they have.122 For Miller, social status—and the power that comes with it—is key for 

understanding medieval Icelandic culture.123 Viðar Pálsson identifies the role of feasts and gift 

exchange in defining power within relationships between characters.124 Power dynamics, 

therefore, are present in almost every interaction and certainly shape the ways in which 

characters act.  

The role of power can often be seen when Icelanders interact with foreign kings, 

queens, and earls. Towards the beginning of the saga, Hrútr travels to Norway, where he is 

taken in by Gunnhildr and the king. Gunnhildr is in a clear position of power over Hrútr, as she 

has many resources as well as influence over the king.125 So, when Hrútr agrees to accept 

Gunnhildr’s support and ultimately ends up sharing a bed with her, it is reasonable to ask 

whether her position of power made Hrútr unable to act voluntarily. Upon an Aristotelian 

analysis, however,  Hrútr still acts voluntarily. When he arrives to Norway and receives word 

of Gunnhildr’s offer of support, he must decide whether or not to accept. Ozurr tells Hrútr that 

if he accepts her support, she will be very helpful; but if he refuses, she will force them out. 

Given this information, Hrútr voluntarily accepts Gunnhildr’s offer. Her degree of power limits 

his options, but he still has viable choices and the control to pick his preferred path.  

The same reasoning applies when Hrútr sleeps with Gunnhildr. Hrútr satisfies the 

conditions of voluntary action. At most, Gunnhildr’s power would threaten the third condition 

of voluntary action, but Gunnhildr’s power does not force Hrútr into one particular action—he 

still makes a voluntary choice. Moreover, the voluntariness of Hrútr’s actions is also seen by 

the benefits he receives from his decisions. In agreeing to develop a relationship with 

Gunnhildr, he is able to quickly get into the good graces of the king, initially by becoming one 
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of his followers.126 Afterwards, when Hrútr asks for the king’s permission to sail to Denmark 

and later to return to Iceland, the king is supportive because of Gunnhildr’s advice.127 Hrútr 

and Gunnhildr are both able to act voluntarily to achieve their desired ends.  

In some cases, however, power does make certain actions non-voluntary—or at least 

very close to non-voluntary. When Mǫrðr and Gizurr plot to kill Gunnarr, they get Þorkell to 

assist them by taking Gunnarr’s dog. However, they tell Þorkell that his alternative to helping 

them is death.128 They have complete power over Þorkell, and as a result Þorkell cannot truly 

be considered to be acting voluntarily. He does fulfill the first, second, and fourth conditions 

for voluntary action: he is the cause of the action of taking Gunnarr‘s dog, it is up to him 

whether or not to perform the action (after all, Mǫrðr and Gizurr do give him a choice), and he 

is not ignorant of the particulars of his action. However, the third condition is not satisfied. 

When the alternative is death, Þorkell is essentially forced to perform his action. The power 

held over him by the other characters makes his action non-voluntary.  

We see a similar case when Melkólfr steals from Otkell. Hallgerðr threatens to have  

Melkólfr killed if he does not comply with her orders, and Melkólfr believes that she will follow 

through on this.129 Melkólfr thus fills the conditions for voluntary action in the same way as 

Þorkell in that his action falls into the category of being forced. It is important, though, to recall 

that Aristotle‘s threshold for this condition is very strict. For both Þorkell‘s and Melkólfr‘s 

actions, it is not the case that the agent contributes nothing to the action. Thus, on some 

interpretations, their actions might still be considered voluntary. Even though most reasonable 

people would choose any alternative to death, these characters do still have options. Thus, they 

are not obviously non-voluntary, but instead fall into the category of being ambiguously non-

voluntary actions.    

The role of women in influencing characters’ decisions deserves (and has received) 

thorough analysis in its own right.130 But in evaluating power in Njáls saga, it is difficult to 

overlook the power that Hallgerðr and Bergþóra seem to have over the men they ask to carry 
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out vengeance. Tulinius provides a solid explanation of the revenge taken by these male 

characters are voluntary: “They all know what their involvement in the killings will bring upon 

them, but they nevertheless submit to the will of the women. This does not mean that they do 

not defend themselves when it comes to the actual fighting; however, it was within their power 

to avoid being in this situation in the first place.”131  Even when women use their power to 

goad men, the men still agency in choosing how to act.  

Power is not always a limiting force on voluntary action. After Kári kills Gunnarr 

Lambason, the earl orders for Kári to be seized and killed. The earl is clearly in a position of 

power. However, none of his men follows the order. Because the earl‘s followers knew and 

liked Kári, they did not let the earl use his power to force them to act against their desires. As 

a result of their voluntary action (or in this case, voluntary inaction), Kári is ultimately able to 

walk away unscathed. Thus, the existence of power dynamics itself does not rule out the 

possibility of voluntary action. In some cases, when power is used to its extreme, a character 

may be forced to act. More often than not, however, the characters can still make choices and 

act voluntarily. Power may limit a character’s options, but it usually does not take away his 

agency altogether.  

 

4.3.3 Honor 
 
 The societal structure depicted in Njáls saga is heavily influenced by a code of honor.132 

Characters seek to improve and defend their honor, and threats to one’s honor will often lead 

a character into a difficult situation. Miller describes honor as a “zero-sum game,” in which 

honor can only be gained at the expense of someone else.133 As a result, it often seems that 

characters are have no other option than to defend their honor. We see this clearly in cases 

where a person’s reputation is at stake. For example, when Egill agrees to help Starkaðr in his 

plan to attack Gunnar, Egill agrees and attempts to get Þórir to join him. Þórir initially declines, 

but when Egill‘s wife calls him a coward, he changes his mind and agrees to go, knowing that 

he will likely die as a result of his decision.134 Here, it is not the case that Þórir is acting non-

voluntarily. He satisfies all four conditions of voluntary action in that he is the decisionmaker 

and thus the cause, it is up to him whether or not he joins Egill, he is not forced by anyone, and 

he is not ignorant of the particulars. When his character is being threatened, he chooses to 
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prioritize his honor over his life (a reflection of the societal value system), and this is a choice 

he makes voluntarily. Because honor is so important, this mechanism of spurring characters 

into action is repeated throughout the saga. We see a similar case when Guðbrandr lets Hrappr 

into his service. Guðbrandr initially refuses, but Hrappr reminds him that he has a reputation 

for always taking in those who ask.135 Guðbrandr decides that upholding his reputation is more 

important than the trouble Hrappr will cause for him.   

 This relative importance of honor explains why insults spark such decisive action. As 

Hallberg explains, “This easily wounded pride, this anxiously guarded honor is thus to a high 

degree socially conditioned. The people of the sagas are by no means unconcerned about what 

their fellow men think and say about them.”136 In a clear example, when Solvi insults Hallbjǫrn 

by calling him a coward, Hallbjǫrn responds quickly and efficiently by killing him on the 

spot.137 Insults also lead to the breakdown of arbitration between Flosi and the Njálssons. Just 

when an agreement seems promising, Flosi insults Njáll, prompting Skarpheðinn to insult Flosi 

(to defend his family’s honor), which leads Flosi to refuse the peaceful settlement.138 But as 

with the previous cases, there is a clear difference between influencing action and forcing 

action. Hallbjǫrn is not forced to kill Solvi, Skarpheðinn is not forced to return Flosi‘s insults, 

and Flosi is not forced to scrap the arbitration altogether. These characters voluntarily act 

because it is within their power to respond in various ways to threats against their honor.  

Cycles of revenge exemplify the role of honor in the characters’ decision frameworks. 

Consider a pivotal moment in the saga: when the Njálssons leave to kill Sigmundr and Njáll 

does not attempt to stop them.139 Interestingly, the immediate lead-up to this event is the fact 

that Sigmundr insulted Njáll for his lack of a beard. Of course, the context is much broader in 

that Njáll’s family has been caught up in an escalating series of revenge-killings as a result of 

an argument between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra. Thus, there is more at stake in terms of honor 

than the mere insults. And admittedly, there is intense social pressure on the Njálssons to assert 

their strength and dominance in response to the damage inflicted on them. Revenge is an 

appropriate and expected response to the events that have happened. But the characters are still 

acting voluntarily. The Njálssons are not forced to take action; they decide that killing 

Sigmundr will produce the best outcome for them. Njáll is not forced to remain silent and feign 
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obliviousness. He understands his options, as evidenced by the fact that he has chosen to curb 

his sons’ temptation for blood vengeance in the past by making settlements.140 

Furthermore, we can see that honor does not force agents to act because sometimes 

characters choose to lose their honor instead of defending it. Early in the saga, we see two 

parallel events at successive Alþingi meetings. First, when Hrútr challenges Mǫrðr to a duel in 

response to Mǫrðr‘s claim against him, Mǫrðr refuses to fight Hrútr—losing not only the case, 

but also honor.141 Second, when Gunnarr later challenges Hrútr to a duel, Hrútr refuses—also 

losing both honor and the suit.142 In these examples, we see that characters are not always 

forced or required to defend their honor. Doing so is a choice. And while honor does certainly 

provide good reasons to act in a certain way (either at the time when one‘s honor is threatened 

or at a later time when the affront to one‘s honor is remembered and finally avenged), the 

characters can still act voluntarily in how they respond to this social pressure and expectation. 

Gunnarr and Hrútr are both strong and honorable characters, but even they will sometimes 

align their actions with other values, including their own lives. Even Þorkell Bully, who as his 

name implies has a reputation for ruthlessness, backs down from Skarpheðinn and sacrifices 

his honor for his life.143  

Honor, thus, is simply one reason for action among many. The act of burning, for 

instance, is not an honorable act. Gizurr refuses to burn Gunnarr because of this144, while Flosi 

chooses to burn Njáll in spite of this145. Moreover, it may actually be crucial that these 

honorable actions are voluntary. If the actions were forced, then they wouldn’t be honorable. 

The whole point of gaining honor is that a character is choosing to act in accordance with 

certain values and norms. If we take away the role of voluntary action, then honor itself means 

nothing.  

 

4.3.4 Obligations 
 
 Obligations, while closely connected to honor, are distinct in that they link particular 

characters to each other. If a character is bound to act as a function of his social ties to other 

characters, there might a limitation on his ability to act voluntarily. Family obligations, in 

 
140 Anonymous, chap. 43. 
141 Anonymous, chap. 8. 
142 Anonymous, chap. 24. 
143 Anonymous, chap. 119. 
144 Anonymous, chap. 77. 
145 Anonymous, chap. 128. 



 39 

particular, are often responsible for characters’ decisions. As Miller explains, “What practical 

kinship meant above all else was making claims on others using the idiom of kindship 

obligation.”146  Gunnarr, for example, agrees to take on Unnr’s case against Hrútr—he doesn’t 

want to do so, but when Unnr reminds him of their familial relations, Gunnarr agrees to help 

her.147 But Gunnarr is still acting voluntarily. He is the cause of his action in that he is the 

deciding factor in starting a suit against Hrútr. It is up to Gunnarr whether or not to assist 

Unnr—if it weren’t up to him, Unnr would not have given him the option. Gunnarr is also not 

forced to take on the case, as he is convinced to do so instead. And as with most actions, 

Gunnarr is not ignorant of the particulars. Though he is heavily swayed by his responsibilities 

as a family member, he is still acting voluntarily.  

 Family ties create reasons, not requirements, for characters to act in certain ways. In 

difficult situations, characters must choose whether or not to honor their obligations. When 

Hrappr is faced with an opportunity to kill Þrándr, he refuses to do so because he has 

impregnated Guðrún, thus creating familial relations between the parties in question.148 

Clearly, the presence of this family connection does not necessitate action, as Guðbrandr 

continues to go after Hrappr despite the fact that they are technically related (or, at least, they 

are both related to the future child of Hrappr and Guðrún).149 This same obligation is considered 

by both characters, and one chooses to honor it while the other chooses to ignore it. This 

difference highlights the voluntary nature of their actions and their genuine ability to consider 

competing reasons and choose among viable alternatives. Because of their reason-giving 

power, obligations are sometimes created as tools to secure future support and loyalty. When 

Mǫrðr and Flosi form an agreement of support, they decide that Mǫrðr´s daughter will marry 

Flosi‘s nephew.150 While this move does not force Mǫrðr and Flosi to always act in mutual 

support of each other, it does provide a high level of assurance that they will do so. Because 

family ties create such a strong reason, it would take a lot to convince a character to override 

that obligation.  

But family ties are not the only types of obligations. Njáll and Gunnarr have a famously 

strong friendship that is continually cemented over the years through, as Viðar Pálsson 

summarizes, “regularized feasting and gift-giving” as well as mutual favors.151 This strong 
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social link prompts Njáll and Gunnarr to support each other, even when mutual respect is made 

difficult by their feuding wives. We also see the strength of obligations in the form of oaths. 

Mǫrðr Valgardsson, Þorgeirr, and Kári swear oaths to bind themselves to each other until Kári 

releases them from this obligation.152 This strong social tie does not force the characters to act, 

but in making the promise they create a high degree of certainty—especially given the fact that 

oaths are linked to one’s honor.153 Moreover, the act of entering the obligation is voluntary. 

Thus, even if the characters’ resulting actions are close to being necessitated, they do stem from 

an initial voluntary choice.  

 Prior to the burning, we also witness another important oath. Flosi and his follows swear 

that they will not abandon their cause to kill the Njálssons. This creates a problem for Ingjaldr. 

On one hand, Ingjaldr is a participant in this oath, thus tying him to Flosi. On the other hand, 

Ingjaldr also has some form of obligation to Njáll because Njáll helped him escape outlawry 

on several occasions.154 In this case of competing obligations, Ingjaldr must exercise his 

capacity for voluntary action in order to make a decision. In deciding what to do, he ends up 

considering both of his responsibilities. He decides not to tell Njáll about the impending attack, 

but he also does not join the group in taking action against Njáll. He does his best to still honor 

his oath to Flosi while also refusing to go against his obligation to Njáll. Of course, in doing 

so, Ingjaldr is essentially binding himself to the supporters of Njáll, as Flosi and his men will 

later take vengeance on Ingjaldr, who then joins Kári.155 While his contradicting obligations 

seem to paralyze Injgaldr, they actually end up providing a unique opportunity for voluntary 

actions, as he is free to choose the lesser of two evils.  

 Like honor, obligations therefore do not necessitate action. Social ties, formed through 

familial obligation or other mechanisms, create strong motives for characters to act in 

accordance with those they are obliged to. They can also be used pragmatically to ensure 

loyalty. Characters are still, however, able and required to act voluntarily in deciding whether 

to bind themselves to certain characters and whether to honor those obligations when facing 

difficult circumstances. 

 

4.4 Instances of Non-Voluntary Action 
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 We have already seen two potential cases of non-voluntary action in the discussion on 

power. In those examples, the third condition of voluntary action (the agent is not forced) is 

violated. This section will consider instances in which the fourth (the agent is not ignorant of 

the particulars of the action) and first (the agent is the cause of the action) criteria are violated 

by looking at examples of deception and supernatural occurrences, respectively.  

 

4.4.1 Deception 
 
 When characters are deceived, it can be unclear whether they are acting voluntarily in 

the Aristotelian sense. Someone who is being deceived is ignorant about the particulars of their 

actions. Consider Sigmundr Ozurarson’s decision to take Unnr to the Alþingi. When Unnr 

requests that Sigmundr escort her, Sigmundr says he will only do so if Unnr agrees not to plot 

against himself or Hrútr. Unnr assures him that this is not her intent, and so Sigmundr takes 

Unnr.156 Thus, it is not clear that Sigmundr is acting voluntarily. He is not aware that Unnr is 

planning on complaining to Mǫrðr about Hrútr, and presumably if he were informed about this, 

he would not have agreed to take Unnr. Otkell encounters a similar problem when he decides 

to take advice from Skammkell. Falling prey to Skammkell’s deception, Otkell initially refuses 

to grant Gunnarr self-judgment and later starts a suit against him.157 Otkell is ignorant of several 

important particulars. First, he is not aware that Skammkell has bad intentions and is 

misleading him. Second, Otkell is not aware that Gizurr and Geir advised him to go 

immediately back to Gunnarr and try to get him to accept self-judgment. Thus, neither 

Sigmundr nor Otkell is in a position to satisfy the fourth condition of voluntary action. 

 However, an event which occurs later in the saga might cast some doubt on the 

simplicity of this conclusion. Mǫrðr devises a plan for revenge on the Njálssons which involves 

pitting the Njálssons and Hǫskuldr against each other. After befriending the Njálssons, Mǫrðr 

attempts to create hostilities by claiming that each party has slandered the other. When Mǫrðr 

tries to convince Hǫskuldr that the Njálssons have been speaking negatively about him, 

Hǫskuldr does not believe him. Hǫskuldr demands proof and interrogates Mǫrðr before 

reaching the conclusion that Mǫrðr is lying. However, when Mǫrðr goes to the Njálssons and 

lies about Hǫskuldr’s actions, the Njálssons come to believe him, and this prompts the 

Njálssons to agree to kill Hǫskuldr.158 Initially, we might suspect that the Njálssons are not 
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acting voluntarily. After all, much like Sigmundr and Otkell, they are ignorant of the particulars 

in virtue of the fact that they have been deceived by another character.  

Yet the difference between how Hǫskuldr acts and how the Njálssons act indicates that 

there might be some voluntary component to the action. All of these characters are ignorant of 

the particulars in the sense that they don’t know that Mǫrðr is stirring up trouble. However, 

how they respond to this ignorance could be considered voluntary. After all, people must 

always evaluate information and determine what is reliable. In this sense, characters might be 

partially responsible for choosing to trust certain sources. The Njálssons, for instance, choose 

to trust their new friend Mǫrðr over their conviction that Hǫskuldr is loyal to them. Depending 

on the threshold for what qualifies as ignorance, the Njálssons could be acting voluntarily. 

Given Aristotle’s criterion, however, we should be reluctant to classify an action performed 

under false pretenses to be voluntary. Thus, it seems as though these examples of deception 

should be considered non-voluntary actions on the part of the deceived. But even if we grant 

that actions performed under deception are not voluntary, the notion of voluntary action in the 

saga is not threatened because the existence of deception does not constitute a metaphysical 

threat to human agency.  

 

4.4.2 Supernatural Occurrences 
 
 Per Aristotle’s first condition, for an act to be voluntary, the agent must be the efficient 

cause of the action. There is a class of events, though occurring rarely, which violate this 

criterion, resulting in non-voluntary action. These cases involve supernatural elements. For 

example, towards the beginning of the saga, Gunnhildr puts a curse on Hrútr such that he and 

his wife will not be able to sexually satisfy each other.159 When Hrútr and Unnr have marital 

troubles as a result of this curse being fulfilled, we cannot accurately say that intimacy 

problems are the result of voluntary actions. This is because the first condition for voluntary 

action is not satisfied: the efficient cause is not Hrútr, but rather Gunnhildr. Hrútr himself is 

not the reason for the sexual inadequacies, and thus he cannot be said to be acting voluntarily. 

The use of magic is the true cause, and the spell prohibits characters from voluntary actions. 

Of course, the characters can still act voluntarily around the issue—for instance, Unnr acts 

voluntarily when she appeals to her father for help to divorce Hrútr. But when considering the 

specific (in)action of sexual struggle, we must conclude that it is non-voluntary.  
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 Supernatural interference also occurs in relation to Christianity. First, we see 

Þangbrandr kill Þorkell in a duel by holding up a crucifix.160 Þangbrandr does not voluntarily 

kill Þorkell because the cause of his action is the implied religious power of the crucifix itself. 

Þorkell is killed by the power of the cross, not by Þangbrandr‘s voluntary choice to kill him. 

Shortly thereafter, Þangbrandr miraculously survives Galdra-Heðinn‘s attempt to kill him via 

heathen magic.161 The implication of intervention from the Christian god implies that 

Þangbrandr‘s escape from the chasm was not caused by Þangbrandr himself, but rather by an 

external force or guardian.   

 Another relevant case occurs when Ámundi kills Lýtingr. After appealing to the 

Christian god, Ámundi temporarily goes from being blind to being able to see. In considering 

just this instance, it is clear that Ámundi does not voluntarily become sighted. He doesn’t seem 

to satisfy any of the four conditions for voluntary action, and he especially does not fulfill the 

first condition. Although he did pray to God for assistance, Ámundi is clearly not the cause of 

this unexplainable phenomenon in which his blindless is momentarily healed. However, the 

voluntary action occurs when Ámundi decides how to use his vision. He immediately kills  

Lýtingr, after which he returns to being blind. In a very short window of time between two 

non-voluntary actions (the transition from blindness to sightedness and vice versa), Ámundi is 

able to exercise his agency. This episode exemplifies the fact that while supernatural 

occurrences do make some specific actions non-voluntary, the characters are still, on the whole, 

free to perform voluntary actions around these limitations. And again, because these instances 

are so rare in Njáls saga, they do not pose a meaningful threat to the notion of voluntary action 

in general.  

  

4.5 Attitudes Towards Fate 
 

There is still one potential systematic threat to voluntary action in Njáls saga: we must 

consider whether references to fate make the second condition of voluntary action unattainable. 

In other words, it is important to evaluate whether the existence of fate makes characters think 

that performing any action is not up to them. The characters only directly reference fate a 

handful of times, and it is thus worth taking a close look of how they react to the concept of 

fate as a controlling force. 

 
160 Anonymous, chap. 101. 
161 Anonymous, chap. 101. 
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Recall that Aristotle’s second criterion for voluntary action, that a voluntary act is 

within the agent’s power to perform or not perform, can be interpreted in a strong sense or a 

weak sense. In the strong sense, an act can only be up to the agent if from a strict metaphysical 

interpretation, the agent really can choose to act or not to act—if human action is necessitated, 

then it cannot be voluntary. On this view, if the characters accept fatalism, no action can satisfy 

this criterion and all actions will be non-voluntary. In the weak sense, however, actions need 

only be contingent in a hypothetical sense such that if an agent had chosen to act otherwise, he 

could have done so.  

Sometimes, appeals to fate are trivial references to the unknown that threaten neither 

the strong nor the weak sense of the second condition. For example, when Gunnarr decides to 

leave Denmark, the king predicts that Gunnarr will never return. In response, Gunnarr says, 

„Auðna mun því ráða, herra“162 (“Fate must decide that, my lord”163). This appeal to fate does 

not threaten the concept of voluntary action because there is no implication that Gunnarr’s 

future actions are already necessarily predetermined. Gunnarr’s response indicates that he sees 

hypothetical situations in which he could or could not end up back in Denmark. The existence 

of these viable alternatives disqualifies this reference to fate from interfering with Gunnarr’s 

ability to act voluntarily. We see a similar attitude when Helgi and Grímr want to kill the earl, 

and Kári replies, “Ekki mun þess auðit verða”164 (“Fate will not allow that”165). This appeal to 

fate does not give us reason to believe that the characters have a strict metaphysical 

commitment to fatalism. Rather fate is being used as an explanatory device to external sources 

which limit certain actions.  

Other references to fate should be taken more seriously threats to voluntary action. 

During the cycle of revenge between Hallgerðr and Begþóra, Þórðr has a vision of a goat 

covered in blood. Njáll interprets this as meaning that Þórðr is in danger. But when Njáll 

advises him to remain vigilant, Þórðr replies, “Ekki min mér þat stoða, ef mér þat ætlat”166 

(That won’t do me any good, if my fate is sealed”167). This statement heavily implies that 

Þórðr’s life is not in his own power—it is not up to him whether he lives. Þórðr is claiming that 

this metaphysical fatalistic force has necessitated that he dies, and thus nothing he does 

voluntarily can stop it. This attitude is repeated in several other cases. When Kolskeggr warns 

 
162 Anonymous, Brennu-Njáls saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 2010), 82. 
163 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, 51. 
164 Anonymous, Brennu-Njáls saga, 222. 
165 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, 151. 
166 Anonymous, Brennu-Njáls saga, 107. 
167 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, 69. 
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Gunnarr about the Þorgeirrs’ impending attack, Gunnarr replies, “Koma mun til mín feigðin, 

hvar sem ek er staddr, ef mér verðr þess auðit”168 (“Death will come to me no matter where I 

am, if that is my fate”169). When Flosi reminds Ketill of his prophetic dream outlining who 

would die at the Alþingi, Ketill responds by saying, “Allt mun þat fram ganga um aldr manna 

sem ætlat er, en gott gengr þér til vǫrunar þinnar“170 (“All things in the lives of men will come 

to their fated end—but your warning is well meant”171). These remarks about fate cast doubt 

on whether the strict interpretation of the ‘up to the agent’ condition can be met. The references 

to fate create an overtone that all of the saga events and actions are metaphysically necessary 

or predetermined.  

However, on the weak view, characters can satisfy the second condition for voluntary 

action because they still have genuine decisions to make—and these actions are at least 

contingent in a hypothetical sense. At the most basic level, the characters must choose how 

they respond to their fate. In all of the cases in Njáls saga, the characters accept their fate while 

also refusing to resign to it. Þórðr, for instance, does not hide or flee or change his plans in a 

significant way. He voluntarily rides to the Alþingi, knowing that it is a risky endeavor and 

that he is likely to die soon. Gunnarr does not back down from a potential fight because he is 

afraid of death. In accepting his fate, he actually opens himself up to act voluntarily by 

continuing to display his strength and honor in the face of an attack. Ketill voluntarily acts 

when he does not inform the others of their impending deaths, even though a scenario is 

definitely possible to imagine in which Ketill warns them or tries to help them avoid dying. 

Looking at the situation in broad terms, it might not make sense that fate can metaphysically 

bind characters while still leaving them open to act voluntarily. However, when we look at 

these specific examples of how characters react to fate, we see that they did not see the 

necessitation of their deaths interfere with their agential capacities while they are alive.  

Consider Skarpheðinn’s reaction to the burning. Before Flosi and his group arrive, 

Sæunn warns Skarpheðinn that the chickweed will be used to make the fire to burn down the 

house, so she advises him to move it. Skarpheðinn, however, refuses to take the chickweed 

inside claiming, „því at fásk mun annat til eldkveykna, þótt hon sé eigi, ef þess verðr auðit“172 

(“for if this is not here something else will be found to start the fire, if that is what’s fated”173). 

 
168 Anonymous, Brennu-Njáls saga, 168. 
169 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, 114. 
170 Anonymous, Brennu-Njáls saga, 427. 
171 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, 287. 
172 Anonymous, Brennu-Njáls saga, 320. 
173 Anonymous, Njal’s Saga, 214. 
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Skarpheðinn accepts that his own death is beyond his control, yet he voluntarily keeps the 

chickweed where it is. Moreover, Skarpheðinn makes a series of voluntary actions throughout 

the burning. He stays in the house despite his impending death out of respect for Njáll. He and 

Grímr continue to fight the attackers and attempt to stomp out the fire, even though the attempts 

are futile because it is not possible for Skarpheðinn to survive the night.174 At all of these 

decision points, Skarpheðinn could have done otherwise, but he voluntarily accepts his fate. 

The existence of fate, therefore, does not leave the second criterion for voluntary action 

perpetually unsatisfied. Whether or not to act, particularly in regard to how to react to one‘s 

fate, is still up to the agent. According to the characters, there is plenty of room for voluntary 

action within this grand fatalistic scheme.  

 

Section V: Conclusion 
 

 So now we can return to the pivotal scene: the burning of Njáll. We can reconsider the 

question of whether any of these characters, at this point in the story, can really be said to act 

voluntarily. And we are left with the—albeit somewhat surprising—answer that actually, yes: 

all of the characters are acting voluntarily. The characters are the cause of their actions, it is 

within their power to act or not to act, their actions are not forced, and they are not ignorant of 

the particulars of their actions. And beyond this example, the characters in the sagas 

consistently and systematically fulfill the conditions for voluntary action. 

Njáll and his fellow characters are thus, for all intents and purposes, compatibilists. On 

one hand, they accept that their lives operate according to a deterministic world setup. On the 

other hand, they demonstrate that this fatalism is compatible with human agency. Fate takes its 

course not in spite of, but because of characters’ voluntary actions. McCreesh, in an attempt to 

explain the full devastation of fatalism, writes, “In Icelandic literature…nothing can change 

fate. The best Icelandic wise men and women can do is keep quiet about tragedies they have 

foreseen, give good advice, and hope.”175 But McCreesh is missing the point. It is precisely 

because characters can do these things in reaction to fate, that they can act voluntarily.  

The Aristotelian framework turns out to be extremely useful and applicable to Njáls 

saga because it helps us understand how characters can act freely—and have relevant 

 
174 Njál’s Saga, chapter 129, 130. 
175 Bernadine McCreesh, “An Examination of the Prophecy Motif in Old Icelandic Literature,” in Scandinavia 
and Christian Europe in the Middle Ages, 2003, 363–64. 
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personality traits which require voluntary action (such as honor and responsibility)—within a 

fated universe. Given Aristotle’s pervasiveness in medieval Europe, it is likely that the saga-

writers had access to his ideas. That his system of understanding voluntary action is upheld in 

Njáls saga provides further evidence of Aristotle’s influence in medieval Iceland specifically.  

Of course, it would be premature to draw any definitive conclusions about medieval 

Icelandic metaphysics and how it relates to Aristotelianism. For such a broad statement to be 

supported, more research is necessary. For starters, this analysis of Aristotle’s conditions for 

voluntary action should be tested in other sagas. Moreover, alternative compatibilist 

frameworks should also be considered. It might be the case that the sagas are consistent with 

multiple interpretations of free will. However, as this thesis shows, Aristotle’s definition of 

voluntary action is a strong candidate for illustrating how the saga characters understand life 

under the overarching and often restrictive system of fate. 

Ultimately, we need to stop being uncharitable to fatalism and assuming that it crowds 

out free will from a metaphysical perspective. The kind of fatalism represented in the sagas 

should not be written off as unrealistic or misguided—even if we can safely rule out the way 

in which it worked (I am not claiming, for instance, that we should take the nornir seriously as 

an explanation of how determinism functions). Instead, we should look at the saga fatalism as 

a potential precursor to compatibilism: it is a view in which fate (or determinism) restricts and 

sets boundaries for, but does not rule out, genuine voluntary action. This different way of 

viewing the world can help us understand not only how the medieval Icelanders were thinking, 

but also the history of philosophical thought more broadly.        
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Appendix 1: Njáls saga Event Analysis 
 

Description Chapter (1)  (2)  (3)  (4)  Voluntary Notes Codes 

Hrútr claims that 

Hallgerðr has eyes of 

a thief. 1 S* S S S Y* 

Hrútr voluntarily 

makes this statement, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Hrútr, Hǫskuldr, and 

Mǫrðr come to the 

agreement that Hrútr 

will marry Unnr. 2 S S S S Y 

The act is not 

voluntary for Unnr. Women 

Hrútr and Mǫrðr 

agree to change the 

betrothal agreement 

so that Hrútr can sail 

to Norway and claim 
his dead brother's 

wealth. 2 S S S S Y 

Hrútr is advised by 

his brother. Advice 

 Gunnhildr  offers to 

assist Hrútr. 3 S S S S Y   

Women; 

Power 

Hrútr agrees to 

accept  Gunnhildr's 

offer. 3 S S S S Y 

Hrútr takes the 

advice of Ozurr. 

Advice; 

Power 

Hrútr visits the king 

and asks to be a 

bodyguard. 3 S S S S Y 

Hrútr is advised and 

assisted by  

Gunnhildr . Advice 

The king allows 

Hrútr to be a 

bodyguard. 3 S S S S Y 

The king consults  

Gunnhildr . Advice 

Hrútr sleeps with  

Gunnhildr. 3 S S S S Y 

 Gunnhildr  clearly 

has some power over 

Hrútr (given her 

influence with the 

king), but Hrútr 

knows that he will 

get good treatment in 

return. Power 

Hrútr sails to 

Denmark to go after  

Sóti for the 

inheritance. 4 S S S S Y 

Hrútr gets the 

permission and 

assistance of  

Gunnhildr  and the 

king. Power 

Hrútr kills Atli in 

battle. 5 S S S S Y     

Hrútr decides to 

return to Iceland. 6 S S S S Y     

The king allows 

Hrútr to return to 

Iceland. 6 S S S S Y 

Gunnhildr  advises 

the king. 

Advice; 

Power 

 Gunnhildr  puts a 

spell on Hrútr that he 

will have a bad 

marriage. 6 S S S S Y   

Supernatural; 

Women 

Hrútr and Unnr 

struggle with 

intimacy. 6 U* U* U* S N* 

This seems to be 

caused by  

Gunnhildr's curse. Supernatural 

Unnr goes to the 

Alþingi to see Mǫrðr. 6 S S S S Y 

Hrútr gives his 

permission and takes 

her there. 

Power; 

Women 
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Unnr does not bring 

charges against 

Hrútr. 6 S S S S Y 

She had the 

opportunity to do so. Women 

Sigmundr Ozurarson 

takes Unnr to the 

Alþingi. 7 S S S U* N* 

Unnr lied to him and 

told him that she 

would not plot 

against him or Hrútr. 

Deception; 

Women 

Unnr tells Mǫrðr that 

she wants to divorce 

Hrútr. 7 S S S S Y   Women 

Mǫrðr comes up with 

a plot for Unnr to 

divorce Hrútr. 7 S S S S Y   Foresight 

Unnr declares herself 

and Hrútr legally 

divorced. 7 S S S S Y 

Things unfold 

exactly as Mǫrðr 

predicted. Women 

Mǫrðr makes a claim 

against Hrútr at the 

Alþingi. 8 S S S S Y   Law 

Hrútr responds by 

challenging Mǫrðr to 

a duel. 8 S S S S Y   Law 

Mǫrðr refuses to 

fight Hrútr, losing 

honor. 8 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr is influenced 

by advice and 

rationality. 

Advice; 

Honor 

Hrútr gives a gold 

ring and warning to 

the boy who made 

fun of him. 8 S S S S Y Hrútr gains honor. Honor 

Þorvaldr asks to 

marry Hallgerðr. 9 S S S S Y 

Þorvaldr ignores the 

advice from his 

father and Hǫskuldr. Advice 

Hǫskuldr betroths 

Hallgerðr to 

Þorvaldr. 9 S S S S Y 

The act is voluntary 

for Hǫskuldr and 

Þorvaldr. The act is 

not voluntary for 

Hallgerðr. Women 

Þjóstólfr tells 

Hallgerðr that she 

will have a second 

marriage, in which 

she will have input. 10 S* S S S Y* 

Þjóstólfr voluntarily 

makes this statement, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Hrútr predicts that 

the marriage will be 

bad for both Þorvaldr 

and Hallgerðr. 10 S S S S Y 

Hrútr voluntarily 

makes this statement, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Hallgerðr invites 

Svanr to the wedding 

and sends Þjóstólfr to 

bring him. 10 S S S S Y   Women 

Þorvaldr strikes 

Hallgerðr. 11 S S S S Y 

Þorvaldr was 

provoked by 

Hallgerðr.   

Þjóstólfr kills 

Þorvaldr on 

Hallgerðr's behalf. 11 S S S S Y   

Women; 

Honor 

Hallgerðr helps 

Þjóstólfr flee to 

Svanrshol. 12 S S S S Y   

Women; 

Honor 
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Svanr uses magic to 

protect himself and 

Þjóstólfr from 

Ósvífr's men. 12 S S S S Y   Supernatural 

Ósvífr's men are 

unable to reach Svanr 

and Þjóstólfr. 12 U* U* U* S N* 

This action seems to 

be caused by Svanr's 

magic. Supernatural 

Ósvífr asks for 

compensation for 

Þorvaldr's killing. 12 S S S S Y    
Hrútr arbitrates the 

case between 

Hǫskuldr and Ósvífr. 12 S S S S Y 

Both parties agree to 

arbitration.   

Glúmr wants to 

marry Hallgerðr. 13 S S S S Y     

Hrútr, Hǫskuldr, 

Þórarinn, Glúmr, and 

Hallgerðr come to an 

agreement that 

Glúmr will marry 

Hallgerðr. 13 S S S S Y 

The act is voluntary 

for Hallgerðr as well. Women 

Glúmr takes over the 

farm at Varmalækr. 14 S S S S Y 

Glúmr does so at the 

request of Þórarinn.   

Þórarinn refuses to 

change farms with 

Glúmr. 14 S S S S Y     

Glúmr agrees to let 

Þjóstólfr stay with 

them so long as he 

doesn't start trouble. 15 S S S S Y 

Glúmr grants 

Hallgerðr's request 

and ignores 

Þórarinn's advice that 

things will end badly.   

Glúmr strikes 

Hallgerðr. 16 S S S S Y 

Glúmr was provoked 

by an argument he 

and Hallgerðr were 

having over Þjóstólfr.  Women 

Þjóstólfr kills Glúmr. 17 S S S S Y 

Þjóstólfr ignores 

Hallgerðr's request 

that he not take 

revenge.   

Þjóstólfr goes to 

Hrútr. 17 S S S U* N* 

Þjóstólfr is following 

Hallgerðr's advice. 

Advice; 

Deception 

Hrútr kills Þjóstólfr. 17 S S S S Y     

Hrútr and Hǫskuldr 

give Þórarinn 

compensation for 

Glúmr's death. 17 S S S S Y    
Gunnarr agrees to 

take up Unnr's case 

against Hrútr. 21 S S S S Y 

Unnr persuades 

Gunnarr because of 

family ties. Obligation 

Njáll provides a 

detailed plan for 

Gunnarr. 22 S S S S Y   

Foresight; 

Friendship 

Gunnarr follows 

Njáll’s plan 

precisely. 23 S S S S Y    Deception 

Hǫskuldr has a 

prophetic dream. 23 U U U U N* 

Dreams are not 

voluntary. Dreams 

Gunnarr brings a suit 

against Hrútr and 24 S S S S Y   Law 



 55 

challenges him to a 

duel. 

Hrútr refuses to duel 

with Gunnarr, and 

Gunnarr wins the suit 

for Unnr's dowry. 24 S S S S Y   Honor 

Hrútr predicts that 

bad things will come 

to Gunnarr and that 

vengeance will come, 

but not from him and 

Hǫskuldr. 24 S* S S S Y* 

Hrútr voluntarily 

makes this statement, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Unnr agrees to marry 

Valgarðr. 25 S S S S Y 

Unnr marries him 

without consulting 

her kin, even though 

Gunnarr and Njáll do 

not approve. Women 

Skarpheðinn, Grim, 

and Helgi all get 

married but continue 

to live with Njáll. 25 S S S S Y 

Njáll assists with the 

betrothal processes.   

Gunnarr decides to 

go abroad. 28 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr consults 

Njáll, who advises 

him to go. Advice 

Gunnarr and 

Hallvarðr go to meet 

Ǫlvir. 29 S S S S Y     

Ǫlvir gives Hallvarðr 

and Gunnarr more 

ships. 29 S S S S Y 

Ǫlvir is a kinsman of 

Hallvarðr. Obligation 

Gunnarr and 

Kolskeggr defeat 

Vandill and Karl. 30 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr chooses to 

go after 

Hallgrímr/Kolskeggr 

and try to earn Tófi's 

treasure. 30 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr kills 

Hallgrímr and 

Kolskeggr. 30 S S S S Y     

Tófi leads Gunnarr to 

the treasure. 30 S S S S Y 

Tófi is keeping an 

earlier promise. 

Honor; 

Obligation 

Gunnarr stays with 

King Haraldr 

Gormsson in Hedeby, 

Denmark. 31 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr decides not 

to settle down in 

Hedeby. 31 S S S S Y     

The king predicts that 

Gunnarr will not 

return to Denmark. 31 S* S S S Y* 

The king makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Gunnarr visits Earl 

Hákon. 31 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr returns to 

Iceland. 32 S S S S Y     
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Njáll predicts that 

Gunnarr will face 

more trouble in the 

future. 32 S* S S S Y* 

Njáll makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Gunnarr goes to the 

Alþingi. 33 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr heeds the 

advice of Kolskeggr 

and Hallvarðr. Advice 

Gunnarr wants to 

marry Hallgerðr. 33 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr decides to 

pursue her even after 

Hrútr gives him 

honest advice that he 

can do better. Advice 

Hrútr, Gunnarr, 

Hǫskuldr, and 

Hallgerðr agree that 

Gunnarr will marry 

Hallgerðr. 33 S S S S Y 

The act is voluntary 

for Hallgerðr as well. Women 

Njáll predicts that 

Hallgerðr will cause 

Gunnarr much 

trouble. 33 S* S S S Y* 

Njáll makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Þráinn declares 

himself divorced 

from Þórhildr. 34 S S S S Y     

Þráinn, Gunnarr, 

Hǫskuldr, Hrútr, and 

Njáll come to an 

agreement that 

Þráinn will marry 

Þorgerðr. 34 S S S S Y 

The act is not 

voluntary for 

Þorgerðr. Women 

Gunnarr decides to 

go home after 

Hallgerðr and 

Bergþóra argue. 35 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Hallgerðr asks Kolr 

to kill Svartr. 36 S S S S Y   Women 

Kolr kills Svartr. 36 S S S S Y 

Kolr is influenced by 

Hallgerðr. 

Power; 

Women 

Hallgerðr tells Kolr 

she will look after 

him. 36 S S S S Y 

Hallgerðr is unable to 

fulfill this. Women 

Kolr references a 

dream in which he is 

killed. 36 U U U U N 

Dreams are not 

voluntary. Dreams 

Gunnarr grants Njáll 

self-judgment for the 

slaying of Svartr. 36 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Atli agrees to work 

for Bergþóra. 36 S S S S Y 

Atli understands that 

Bergþóra might ask 

him to kill someone.   

Bergþóra asks Atli to 

kill Kolr. 37 S S S S Y   Women 

Atli kills Kolr. 37 S S S S Y     

Njáll grants Gunnarr 

self-judgment for the 

slaying of Kolr. 37 S S S S Y 

The compensation 

for Kolr is the same 

as that for Svartr. 

Friendship; 

Compensation 

Atli decides to stay 

with Njáll even 38 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 
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though Hallgerðr will 

likely take revenge. 

Hallgerðr sends for 

Brynjólfr to stay with 

them. 38 S S S S Y   Women 

Hallgerðr asks 

Brynjólfr to kill Atli. 38 S S S S Y   Women 

Brynjólfr kills Atli. 38 S S S S Y 

Brynjólfr is heavily 

goaded by Hallgerðr. 

Women; 

Honor 

Gunnarr grants Njáll 

self-judgment for the 

slaying of Atli. 38 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Bergþóra asks Þórðr 

to kill Brynjólfr. 39 S S S S Y   Women 

Þórðr kills Brynjólfr. 39 S S S S Y     

Njáll grants Gunnarr 

self-judgment for the 

slaying of Brynjólfr. 40 S S S S Y 

The compensation 

for Brynjólfr is the 

same as that for Atli. Friendship 

Sigmundr and 

Skjǫldr agree to stay 

with Gunnarr. 41 S S S S Y 

Sigmundr agrees 

even with Gunnarr's 

warning. Advice 

Gunnarr warns Njáll 

about Hallgerðr's 

plan to avenge 

Brynjólfr. 41 S S S S Y     

Þórðr has a prophetic 

vision. 41 U U U S* N 

Prophecies are not 

voluntary. Foresight 

Þráinn refuses to kill 

Þórðr on behalf of 

Hallgerðr. 41 S S S S Y 

Þráinn knows that 

doing so will lead to 

Njáll's sons taking 

revenge. Women 

Sigmundr, Skjǫldr, 

Þráinn, and Hallgerðr 

devise a plan to kill 

Þórðr. 41 S S S S Y 

Þráinn changes his 

mind with the 

condition that he 

does not directly take 

part in the killing. 

Honor; 

Obligation 

Sigmundr, Skjǫldr, 

and Þráinn kill Þórðr. 42 S S S S Y 

Þráinn is aware that 

they have done 

something bad that 

will lead to negative 

consequences.   

Gunnarr grants Njáll 

self-judgment for the 

slaying of Þórðr. 43 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Skarpheðinn agrees 

not to break the 

settlement. 43 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Gunnarr reproaches 

Sigmundr and 

advises him to stop 

listening to 

Hallgerðr. 44 S S S S Y   Advice 

Sigmundr says 

malicious verses 

about Njáll and his 

sons. 44 S S S S Y 

Hallgerðr prompts 

Sigmundr. Women 

Gunnarr reproaches 

Sigmundr for failing 

to listen to his advice 44 S S S S Y   Advice 
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and for insulting 

Njáll. 

The itinerant woman 

tells Bergþóra what 

Hallgerðr and 

Sigmundr said about 

Njáll and his sons. 44 S S S S Y 

The woman knows 

Bergþóra will reward 

her. Women 

Bergþóra urges her 

sons to take revenge. 44 S S S S Y   Women 

Njáll does not try to 

stop his sons from 

taking revenge. 44 S S S S Y 

Njáll knows that they 

are going to slay 

Sigmundr. Honor; 

Njáll's sons kill 

Sigmundr and 

Skjǫldr. 45 S S S S Y   Honor 

Gunnarr does not do 

anything about the 

slaying of Sigmundr 

and Skjǫldr. 45 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Njáll grants Gunnarr 

self-judgment for the 

slaying of Sigmundr 

and Skjǫldr. 45 S S S S Y 

The compensation of 

Sigmundr is the same 

as that for Þórðr. Friendship 

Njáll and Gunnarr 

agree that they will 

always settle all of 

their matters between 

them as friends. 45 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Melkólfr tells Otkell 

he would like him to 

be his master. 46 S S* S S Y* Melkólfr is a slave.  Power 

Otkell buys Melkólfr 

from Hallbjǫrn.  46 S S S S Y 

Otkell disregards 

Hallbjǫrn's warning. Advice 

Otkell refuses to sell 

Gunnarr food. 47 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr refuses to 

rob Otkell. 47 S S S S Y   Honor 

Gunnarr buys 

Melkólfr from Otkell. 47 S S S U* N* 

Otkell withholds 

information.   

Njáll provides 

Gunnarr with food. 47 S S S S Y 

Bergþóra gave Njáll 

the idea. Women 

Hallgerðr orders 

Melkólfr to steal 

butter and cheese 

from Otkell and burn 

down the shed. 48 S S S S Y   Women 

Melkólfr does as 

Hallgerðr requests. 48 S S U* S N* 

Melkólfr believes 

that Hallgerðr will 

have him killed if he 

refuses. Power 

Gunnarr slaps 

Hallgerðr. 49 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr refuses to 

serve the stolen food.   S S S S Y   Honor 

Hallgerðr tells 

Gunnarr she will pay 

back the slap. 49 S S S S Y   Women 
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Otkell and 

Skammkell pay 

Mǫrðr to investigate. 49 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr goes to 

Otkell to make 

amends for 

Hallgerðr's actions. 49 S S S S Y   Honor 

Otkell refuses to 

grant Gunnarr self-

judgment. 49 S S S S Y 

Otkell consults with 

Skammkell. 

Advice; 

Deception 

Otkell allows 

Skammkell to visit 

Gizurr the White and 

Geir the Goði on 

Otkell's behalf. 49 S S S U* N* 

Skammkell is being 

manipulative. Deception 

Gizurr the White and 

Geir the Goði advise 

that Otkell take 

Gunnarr's offer. 50 S S S S Y   Advice 

Skammkell lies and 

tells Otkell that 

Gizurr the White and 

Geir the Goði have 

advised him to take 

up a suit against 

Gunnarr and 

Hallgerðr. 50 S S S S Y   Deception 

Otkell makes a 

summons to Gunnarr 

and Hallgerðr. 50 S S S U* N* 

On one hand, Otkell 

believes Skammkell. 

But Hallbjǫrn also 

tells Otkell that it 

was probably a lie. Deception 

Njáll offers his 

support to Gunnarr at 

the Thing. 50 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Hrútr comes up with 

a plan for Gunnarr. 51 S S S S Y 

Hrútr has family ties 

to Gunnarr. Obligation 

Gizurr and Geir offer 

Gunnarr self-

judgment. 51 S S S S Y 

Gizurr and Geir 

attempt to make 

things right after 

finding out about 

Skammkell's lie. Honor 

Gunnarr accepts 

Gizurr and Geir's 

offer. 51 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr is reluctant, 

but he heeds Njáll's 

advice. Advice 

Gunnarr and Otkell 

reach a settlement. 51 S S S S Y     

Otkell hits Gunnarr 

with his spur. 53 S U U U N 

This action is 

accidental.   

Gunnarr tells 

Kolskeggr and his 

neighbors about 

Otkell's actions. 53 S S S S Y 

This is a strategic 

action advised by 

Kolskeggr so that 

Gunnarr has future 

witnesses. Advice 

Skammkell speaks 

maliciously about 

Gunnarr. 53 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr goes to fight 

Otkell. 54 S S S S Y   Honor 
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Hallbjǫrn fights 

Gunnarr. 54 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr says that he 

doesn't want to fight 

Hallbjǫrn, but 

Hallbjǫrn is Otkell's 

brother. Obligation 

Gunnarr kills 

Hallbjǫrn, 

Skammkell, and 

Otkell - and he and 

Kolskeggr kill others. 54 S S S S Y     

Mǫrðr refuses to 

break up the fight. 54 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr feels that he 

has no obligation to 

intervene. Obligation 

Geir starts a suit 

against Gunnarr. 55 S S S S Y 

Geir and Gizurr drew 

lots to decide who 

would start the suit. 

Obligation; 

Law 

Njáll prophesizes 

about Gunnarr's 

future and his own 

death. 55 U* U* U* S* N* 

Njáll makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Geir and Gunnarr 

decide to settle the 

suit by arbitration. 56 S S S S Y 

Geir and Gunnarr get  

advice from wise 

people. Advice 

Starkaðr allows the 

brothers to challenge 

Gunnarr to a horse-

fight. 58 S S S S Y 

Starkaðr makes the 

brothers agree not to 

play any tricks on 

Gunnarr. Deception 

Gunnarr agrees to a 

horse-fight. 58 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr warns the 

brothers not to try to 

shame him. 58 S S S S Y   Honor 

Njáll predicts that the 

horse-fight will lead 

to deaths and 

hostility. 58 S* S S S Y* 

Njáll makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Gunnarr does not 

allow Skarpheðinn to 

prod his horse. 59 S S S S Y     

Þorgeirr and Kolr 

attempt to get 

Gunnarr to fall. 59 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr pushes back, 

causing Þorgeirr and 

Kolr to fall. 59 S S S S Y     

Þorgeirr strikes 

Gunnarr's horse. 59 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr hits Þorgeirr 

with his stick. 59 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr is provoked 

by the brothers. Honor 

Gunnarr has his horse 

killed so that it will 

not live maimed. 59 S S S S Y     

Þorgeirr refuses to 

make peace with 

Gunnarr. 59 S S S S Y   Honor 

Gunnarr assists 

Ásgrímr in his case 

against Ulf at the 

Alþingi. 60 S S S S Y     
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Ásgrímr pledges 

loyalty to Gunnarr. 60 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Gunnarr rides to 

Tunga without Njáll's 

sons. 60 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr goes against 

Njáll's advice 

because he doesn't 

want to drag Njáll's 

sons into trouble. 

Advice; 

Friendship 

Starkaðr plans to 

ambush Gunnarr. 61 S S S S Y     

Þórir and Þorgrímr 

refuse to come with 

Egill. 61 S S S S Y     

Þórir decides to go 

with Egill after 

Egill's wife calls him 

a coward. 61 S S S S Y 

Þórir knows he will 

die. 

Women; 

Honor 

Gunnarr has a 

prophetic dream. 62 U U U U N 

Dreams are not 

voluntary. Dreams 

Hjǫrtr chooses to stay 

with Gunnarr. 62 S S S S Y 

Hjǫrtr knows that he 

will die if he stays. Honor 

Gunnarr's dream 

comes true, as he is 

attacked. 63 S* S S* S Y*     

Þorgrímr agrees to 

stay in Iceland and 

marry Guðrún. 64 S S S S Y 

Þorgrímr knows that 

if he stays, Gunnarr 

will kill him.   

Njáll devises a plan 

to help Gunnarr. 64 S S S S Y   

Foresight; 

Friendship 

Gunnarr follows 

Njáll's plan. 64 S S S S Y     

Valgarðr and Mǫrðr 

help Þorgeirr. 65 S S S S Y 

Þorgeirr pays 

Valgarðr and Mǫrðr.   

Mǫrðr and Gizurr 

reach an agreement 

for Mǫrðr to marry 

Þorkatla. 65 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr and Gizurr act 

voluntarily. Þorkatla 

does not act 

voluntarily. Women 

Þorgeirr starts a suit 

against Gunnarr. 65 S S S S Y   Law 

Ǫnund starts a suit 

for the slaying of 

Egill and Egill's sons. 65 S S S S Y 

Ǫnund is urged by 

Þorgeirr. Advice; Law 

Njáll devises a plan 

to help Gunnarr. 65 S S S S Y   

Foresight; 

Friendship 

Gunnarr follows 

Njáll's plan. 65 S S S S Y     

Óláfr agrees to 

support Gunnarr. 66 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr agrees to 

peaceful arbitration 

in return for Hjalti's 

friendship. 66 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Mǫrðr advises 

Þorgeirr to get 

Gunnarr to fulfill 

Njáll's prophecy 

(breaking a 

settlement and killing 

twice within the same 67 S S S S Y 

The prophecy is 

treated like a 

conditional: if the 

premises can be met, 

the conclusion will 

be met 

Advice; 

Foresight 
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bloodline will lead to 

his death). 

The Þorgeirrs agree 

to attack Gunnarr. 68 S S S U* N* 

The Þorgeirrs were 

misled by Mǫrðr into 

believing that 

Gunnarr had broken 

the settlement. Deception 

Njáll has a vision 

about Gunnarr's 

enemies. 69 U U U S* N 

Prophecies are not 

voluntary. Foresight 

Njáll helps Gunnarr 

scare off the 

Þorgeirrs. 69 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Njáll mediates a 

settlement between 

the Þorgeirrs and 

Gunnarr. 70 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Óláfr gives Gunnarr a 

dog which will bark 

at his enemies. 70 S S S S Y     

Mǫrðr devises a new 

plan for the Þorgeirrs 

to attack Gunnarr. 71 S S S S Y     

Þorgeirr Otkelsson 

seduces Gunnarr's 

kinswoman. 71 S S S S Y     

The Þorgeirrs 

ambush Gunnarr. 71 S S S S Y     

Blood appears on 

Gunnarr's halberd, a 

sign of a battle to 

come. 72 U U U U N   Supernatural 

Þorgeirr Otkelsson 

goes after Gunnarr. 72 S S S S Y 

Þorgeirr is egged on 

by the other Þorgeirr. Honor 

Þorgeirr Starkaðarson 

and the remaining 

men flee. 72 S S S S Y     

Gunnarr decides not 

to chase after the 

remaining men. 72 S S S S Y 

Gunnarr acts against 

the advice of 

Kolskeggr. Advice 

Njáll warns Gunnarr 

and pledges his 

support. 73 S S S S Y   

Friendship; 

Foresight 

Gizurr charges 

Gunnarr with 

outlawry. 73 S S S S Y   Law 

Njáll helps Gunnarr 

reach a settlement 

with Gizurr. 74 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Njáll warns Gunnarr 

not to break the 

settlement and gives 

a prophecy about 

what his life will be 

like either way. 74 S* S S S Y* 

Njáll makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Gunnarr and 

Kolskeggr decide to 

go abroad. 75 S S S S Y     
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Njáll predicts that if 

Grímr and Helgi go 

abroad, it will lead to 

both honor and 

trouble. 75 S* S S S Y* 

Njáll makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Grim and Helgi 

decide to go abroad. 75 S S S S Y 

Grim and Helgi are 

aware of Njáll's 

prediction.   

Gunnarr decides not 

to go abroad. 75 S* S S S Y* 

This reason for this 

decision is unclear.    

Kolskeggr leaves 

Gunnarr and goes 

abroad. 75 S S S S Y     

Gizurr declares 

Gunnarr an outlaw 

and proposes to 

attack him. 75 S S S S Y   Law 

Hjalti refuses to take 

part in attacking 

Gunnarr. 75 S S S S Y 

Hjalti is keeping a 

promise he 

previously made to 

Gunnarr. Obligation 

Gunnarr refuses the 

assistance of Njáll's 

sons. 75 S S S S Y   Friendship 

Þorkell joins Mǫrðr 

and Gizurr to take 

Gunnarr's dog. 75 S S U* S N* 

Þorkell's alternative 

is death.  Power 

Gunnarr shoots the 

enemies with their 

own arrow. 77 S S S S N 

Gunnarr does so 

because it will bring 

them shame, even 

though his mother 

advises him against 

it. 

Advice; 

Honor 

Gizurr refuses to 

burn Gunnarr to 

death. 77 S S S S Y   Honor 

Hallgerðr refuses to 

give Gunnarr her hair 

to form a new bow, 

citing when he 

slapped her. 77 S S S S Y   Women 

Gunnarr defends 

himself well until his 

death. 77 S S S S Y   Honor 

Rannveig gives land 

to Gizurr to bury 

their dead. 77 S S S S Y     

Gizurr orders his men 

not to steal or destroy 

anything. 77 S S S S Y   Honor 

Geir stays in the 

south. 77 S S S S Y 

Gizurr and Geir drew 

lots. Obligation 

Gunnarr appears to 

recite a verse from 

his mound in an 

apparition. 78 U U U U N 

Apparitions are not 

voluntary. Supernatural 

Hǫgni and 

Skarpheðinn decide 

to avenge Gunnarr. 79 S S S S Y 

Hǫgni and 

Skarpheðinn are 

influenced by the Honor 
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apparition of 

Gunnarr. 

Hǫgni and 

Skarpheðinn kill 

Hróaldr, Tjǫrvi, 

Starkaðr, and 

Þorgeirr. 79 S S S S Y   Honor 

Mǫrðr offers full 

reconciliation. 79 S S S S Y     

Hǫgni accepts self-

judgment with 

Mǫrðr. 79 S S S S Y     

Njáll helps Hǫgni 

with his settlement 

and betrothal. 79 S S S S Y 

Njáll promised 

Gunnarr that he 

would look after 

Hǫgni. Obligation 

Kolskeggr gets 

baptized, travels to 

Constantinople, and 

becomes a leader in 

the Varangian guard. 81 S S S S Y 

Kolskeggr is 

prompted to do so by 

a dream. Dreams 

Þráinn stays with 

Earl Hákon. 82 S S S S Y 

Earl Hákon agrees 

partly because Þráinn 

is a kinsman of 

Gunnarr. Obligation 

Kolr kills Hallvarðr 

and Sóti . 82 S S S S Y     

Þráinn kills Kolr. 82 S S S S Y     

Earl Hákon treats 

Þráinn very well for 

killing Kolr. 82 S S S S Y   Honor 

Þráinn stays with 

Earl Hákon after 

hearing about 

Gunnarr's death. 82 S S S S Y 

Earl Hákon does not 

want Þráinn to return 

to Iceland. Power 

Helgi declares that 

the merchants will 

defend themselves. 83 S S S S Y 

The merchants aren't 

given much choice. Power 

Kári  agrees to help 

Grímr and Helgi in 

the battle. 84 S S S S Y     

Grim and Helgi agree 

to go to Earl Sigurd. 84 S S S S Y 

Kári  assures them 

that they will be 

treated well. Advice 

Earl Sigurd offers 

Grímr and Helgi to 

be his followers. 84 S S S S Y     

Helgi gives a second 

sight prophecy. 85 U* U* U* S* N* 

Prophecies are not 

voluntary. Foresight 

Grim and Helgi help 

the earl in battle. 85 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Grim and Helgi go to 

Norway. 86 S S S S Y     

Kolbeinn takes 

Hrappr on board. 87 S S S U* N* 

Kolbeinn doesn't 

know that Hrappr 

would take food and 

not pay him for the 

passage. Deception 
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Guðbrandr lets 

Hrappr into his 

service. 87 S S S S Y 

Guðbrandr is 

defending his 

reputation of always 

taking in those who 

asked. Honor 

Guðbrandr tells 

Guðrún to stop 

talking to Hrappr. 87 S S S S Y   Advice 

Guðrún continues to 

talk to Hrappr. 87 S S S S Y 

Guðrún does so 

despite Guðbrandr 

warning her not to. 

Women; 

Advice 

Guðbrandr assigns 

Ásvarðr to look over 

Guðrún. 87 S S S S Y     

Hrappr kills Ásvarðr. 87 S S S S Y 

Hrappr acts in self-

defense.   

Hrappr tells 

Guðbrandr about 

killing Ásvarðr and 

sleeping with 

Guðrún. 87 S S S S Y   Honor 

Tófi allows Hrappr to 

stay with him. 87 S S S* S Y* 

Hrappr threatens to 

reveal Tófi's location 

if he does not allow 

Hrappr to stay.   

Hrappr burns down 

the temple owned by 

the earl and 

Guðbrandr. 88 S S S S Y     

Hrappr does not kill 

Þrándr. 88 S S S S Y 

Hrappr respects his 

in-laws. Obligation 

Helgi and Grímr 

refuse to assist 

Hrappr. 88 S S S S Y     

Þráinn helps Hrappr 

escape. 88 S S S S Y     

Helgi refuses to tell 

the earl where Hrappr 

went. 88 S S S S Y 

Grim and Helgi 

disagree, but Helgi 

makes the decision. Advice 

Þráinn denies that 

Hrappr was there. 88 S S S S Y     

Þráinn continues to 

hide Hrappr. 88 S S S S Y     

The earl predicts that 

the friendship 

between Þráinn and 

Hrappr will lead to 

both of their deaths. 88 S* S S S Y* 

The earl makes this 

statement voluntarily, 

but it is unclear how 

he knows. Foresight 

Earl Hákon orders his 

men to go after Helgi 

and Grim. 89 S S S S Y     

Helgi and Grímr 

defend themselves 

instead of 

surrendering. 89 S S S S Y   Honor 

The earl orders Helgi 

and Grímr to be 

killed. 89 S S S S Y 

The earl disregards 

Sveinn's opinion. Advice 
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Kári  helps Helgi and 

Grim. 89 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Helgi and Grímr 

accept a settlement 

from Eiríkr. 89 S S S S Y Kári  helps mediate. Advice 

Kári , Helgi, and 

Grímr go raiding and 

then to Iceland. 89 S S S S Y     

Kári  is betrothed to 

Helga. 90 S S S S Y 

Grim and Helgi give 

advice. Kári  acts 

voluntarily. Helga 

does not act 

voluntarily. 

Women; 

Advice 

Njáll advises the 

Njálssons on how to 

deal with Þráinn. 91 S S S S Y   

Foresight; 

Advice 

Kári  agrees to visit 

Grjótá.   S S S S Y 

Kári  is following 

Njáll's advice. Advice 

The Njálssons visit 

Grjótá. 91 S S S S Y 

They are following 

Njáll's advice. Advice 

Þráinn refuses to pay 

compensation to the 

Njálssons. 91 S S S S Y    
Þráinn refuses to 

make peace with the 

Njálssons. 92 S S S S Y 

Þráinn cannot be 

convinced by Runólfr 

and Ketill. Advice 

Njáll does not try to 

stop his sons from 

going after Þráinn. 92 S S S S Y   Honor 

The Njálssons kill 

Þráinn and Hrappr. 92 S S S S Y   Honor 

Helgi predicts that 

Skarpheðinn will 

regret not killing 

Grani. 92 S* S S S Y*   

Foresight; 

Advice 

Skarpheðinn does not 

kill Grani and 

Gunnarr. 92 S S S S Y   Advice 

Njáll predicts that the 

events will result in 

the death of one of 

his sons or worse. 92 S* S S S Y*   Foresight 

Ketill of Mǫrk 

spearheads a 

settlement with Njáll 

over Þráinn's death. 93 S S S S Y 

Ketill is motivated by 

conflicting loyalties 

to both Njáll and 

Þráinn. Obligation 

Ketill offers to foster 

Þráinn's son 

Hǫskuldr. 93 S S S S Y 

Part of the agreement 

is that Ketill avenge 

him if he is killed and 

contribute to his gift 

when he is married.   

Hǫskuldr agrees to be 

Njáll's foster-son. 94 S S S S Y     

Hǫskuldr agrees to 

marry Hildigunnr. 97 S S S S Y 

Hǫskuldr is advised 

by Njáll. Advice 

Hildigunnr says that 

she will not marry 

Hǫskuldr unless he 

gets a godord. 97 S S S S Y   Women 
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Njáll proposes to set 

up a new court 

district. 97 S S S S Y     

Njáll sets up a 

godord for Hǫskuldr. 97 S S S S Y     

Grani, Gunnarr, and 

Lambi refuse to go 

after Hǫskuldr 

Njálsson and break 

the settlement. 98 S S S S Y 

They avoided being 

egged on by Lýtingr. Honor 

Lýtingr kills 

Hǫskuldr. 98 S S S S Y     

Bergþóra goads her 

sons into taking 

revenge. 98 S S S S Y   Women 

Njáll's sons attack 

Lýtingr. 99 S S S S Y   Honor 

Hǫskuldr agrees to 

try to make a 

settlement between 

Lýtingr and Njáll's 

sons. 99 S S S S Y     

Njáll decides the 

terms of the 

settlement between 

Lýtingr and Njáll's 

sons. 99 S S S S Y    
Njáll says that he will 

support the new 

religion. 100 S S S S Y     

Þorleifr and Ketill 

forbid men from 

trading with 

Þangbrandr and 

Guðleifr (who are 

there to preach the 

faith). 100 S S S S Y     

Síðu-Hallr invites 

Þangbrandr to stay 

with him and offers 

to help him find a 

market for his goods. 100 S S S S Y     

Síðu-Hallr is 

baptized. 100 S S S S Y     

Þangbrandr kills 

Þorkell with a 

crucifix in the duel. 101 U U U U N   Supernatural 

Þangbrandr survives 

Galdra-Heðinn’s 

attempt to kill him. 101 U U U U N   Supernatural 

Njáll and his 

household accept 

Christianity. 102 S S S S Y     

Ulf refuses to go 

after Þangbrandr. 102 S S S S Y     

Gestr agrees to 

Þangbrandr's fire test. 103 S S S S Y   Supernatural 
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The berserker will 

not go through 

Þangbrandr's fire. 103 U U U U N   Supernatural 

Gestr agrees to 

accept Christianity. 103 S S S S Y 

Gestr is upholding 

his promise. Obligation 

King Óláfr orders all 

Icelanders to be 

seized. 104 S S S S Y     

Gizurrr and Hjalti 

offer to preach the 

faith in Iceland. 104 S S S S Y     

King Óláfr agrees to 

the terms and 

releases the 

Icelanders. 104 S S S S Y     

Þorgeirr decides that 

Christianity will be 

the law in Iceland. 105 S S S S Y   Law 

Lýtingr refuses to 

pay compensation to 

Ámundi. 106 S S S S Y    
Ámundi temporarily 

goes from being 

blind to being able to 

see. 106 U U U U N 

There is a religious 

element of appealing 

to God. Supernatural 

Ámundi kills Lýtingr. 106 S S S S Y   Supernatural 

Njáll helps reach a 

settlement between 

Ámundi and 

Lýtingr's kinsmen. 106 S S S S Y    
Mǫrðr and Valgarðr 

create a plan for 

revenge on the 

Njálssons. 107 S S S S Y     

Valgarðr refuses to 

accept Christianity 

and breaks Mǫrðr's 

holy objects. 107 S S S S Y 

Valgarðr does die as 

a result. Supernatural 

The Njálssons 

become friends with 

Mǫrðr. 108 S S S U* N*   Deception 

Hǫskuldr does not 

believe Mǫrðr's 

slander against the 

Njálssons. 109 S S S S Y   Deception 

The Njálssons 

believe Mǫrðr's 

slander against 

Hǫskuldr. 109 S S S U* N   Deception 

Hǫskuldr refuses to 

leave. 109 S S S S Y   Honor 

Skarpheðinn and 

Mǫrðr agree to kill 

Hǫskuldr. 110 S S S U* N* 

The Njálssons are 

acting on false 

information. Deception 

Skarpheðinn kills 

Hǫskuldr. 111 S S S U* N*   Deception 

Njáll predicts the 

death of himself and 

his family. 111 S* S* S* S* Y*   Foresight 
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Ketill trusts Mǫrðr 

and agrees to let 

Mǫrðr give notice of 

the slaying. 111 S S S S Y 

Ketill has torn 

allegiances to 

Hǫskuldr and Njáll. Obligation 

Mǫrðr pretends he 

did not take part in 

the slaying. 111 S S S S Y   Deception 

Flosi gathers a large 

following for the 

Alþingi. 115 S S S S Y     

Hildigunnr heavily 

goads Flosi into 

taking blood-

vengeance. 116 S S S S Y   Women 

Flosi and Mǫrðr 

agree that Mǫrðr's 

daughter will marry 

Flosi's nephew. 117 S S S S Y 

Flosi is attempting to 

secure loyalty. Obligation 

Njáll goes to the 

Alþingi. 118 S S S S Y   Honor 

Ásgrímr pledges 

support to Njáll. 118 S S S S Y     

Gizurr pledges 

support to Ásgrímr. 119 S S S S Y 

Gizurr is bound by 

family relations. Obligation 

Guðmundr refuses to 

give full support. 119 S S S S Y     

Þorkell Bully backs 

down from 

Skarpheðinn. 119 S S S S Y   Honor 

Guðmundr the 

Powerful gives 

support to Njáll. 120 S S S S Y     

Ásgrímr, Gizurr, 

Hjalti, Einar, and 

Þórhallr keep secret 

the fact that the suit 

is invalid. 121 S S S S Y   Advice 

Flosi agrees to 

arbitration. 122 S S S S Y     

Snorri proposes that 

Hǫskuldr require 

triple compensation.  123 S S S S Y    
Flosi insults Njáll. 123 S S S S Y   Honor 

Skarpheðinn insults 

Flosi. 123 S S S S Y   Honor 

Flosi refuses to 

accept the peaceful 

settlement. 123 S S S S Y   Honor 

Njáll predicts that 

something very bad 

will happen. 123 S* S* S* S* Y*   Foresight 

Guðmundr decides 

not to take back his 

money, and everyone 

else follows suit. 123 S S S S Y   Honor 

Flosi and his 

followers swear an 

oath not to abandon 124 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 
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the cause of slaying 

the Njálssons. 

The Sigfússons select 

Flosi as their leader. 124 S S S S Y 

Flosi knows that he 

will likely die.   

Kári  decides to stay 

with Njáll. 124 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Hróðný attempts to 

goad Ingjaldr into 

telling Njáll about the 

plot. 124 S S S S Y   Women 

Ingjaldr refuses to 

tell Njáll but agrees 

not to take action 

against him. 124 S S S S Y 

On one hand, 

Ingjaldr owes Njáll 

because Njáll saved 

him from outlawry 

several times. On the 

other hand, Ingjaldr 

swore an oath to 

Flosi. Obligation 

Sæunn warns 

Skarpheðinn that the 

chickweed will be 

used to burn down 

the house. 124 S* S* S* S* Y*   Foresight 

Skarpheðinn refuses 

to take the chickweed 

inside. 124 S S S S Y     

Grim and Helgi 

return home after 

hearing news that 

Flosi is on his way. 127 S S S S Y     

Bergþóra predicts 

that this will be the 

last night she serves 

food to her 

household. 127 S* S* S* S* Y*   Foresight 

Njáll sees the table 

and food covered in 

blood. 127 U U U U N 

Apparitions are not 

voluntary. Foresight 

Flosi leads his men to 

Njáll’s house. 128 S S S S Y     

The Njálssons agree 

to stay in the house. 128 S S S S Y 

Skarpheðinn knows 

that Flosi will burn 

the house, but he 

stays out of respect 

for Njáll. 

Honor; 

Obligation 

Kári  plans not to 

separate from 

Skarpheðinn. 128 S S S S Y     

Kári  and 

Skarpheðinn agree to 

avenge each other if 

one survives. 128 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Flosi decides that 

they will burn the 

Njálssons. 128 S S S S Y 

Flosi acknowledges 

that he has two bad 

options (turn around 

or burn down the 

house). Honor 
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Flosi and his men 

start a fire with the 

chickweed. 129 S S S S Y 

This was predicted 

by Sæunn.   

Flosi allows the 

women, children, and 

servants to leave. 129 S S S S Y     

Helgi attempts to 

escape by dressing as 

a woman. 129 S S S S Y     

Njáll decides to 

remain inside and 

burn. 129 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Bergþóra decides to 

remain inside and 

burn. 129 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Þórðr decides to 

remain inside and 

burn. 129 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Skarpheðinn, Kári , 

and Grímr continue 

to fight by throwing 

back spears and 

pieces of wood. 129 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Kári  decides to 

escape. 129 S S S S Y     

Skarpheðinn tries to 

escape, having 

allowed Kári  to go 

first. 129 S S S S Y     

Grímr and 

Skarpheðinn try to 

stomp out the fire 

and fight back until 

they die. 130 S S S S Y   Honor 

Flosi invites the 

Sigfússons to stay 

with him. 130 S S S S Y 

Flosi knows that 

great actions will be 

taken in response to 

the burning and that 

many people will die. Obligation 

Flosi scolds Móðólfr 

for boasting about the 

burning. 130 S S S S Y     

Flosi advises 

everyone to leave 

quickly, and they do. 130 S S S S Y   Advice 

Flosi and his men 

decide to go after 

Ingjaldr. 130 S S S S Y     

Flosi offers Ingjaldr 

self-judgment. 130 S S S S Y     

Ingjaldr refuses self-

judgment. 130 S S S S Y   Honor 

Ingjaldr and Flosi 

have an exchange of 

throwing spears. 130 S S S S Y   Honor 

Ingjaldr escapes. 130 S S S S Y     

Flosi proposes a plan, 

and the men follow. 130 S S S S Y   Advice 

Ingjaldr joins Kári . 131 S S S S Y     
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Þorgeirr promises 

full support to Kári . 131 S S S S Y     

Mǫrðr promises to 

support Kári . 131 S S S S Y     

Flosi advises his men 

not to return home 

and to all stick 

together, and they do. 131 S S S S Y   Advice 

Flosi does not boast 

about the burning. 131 S S S S Y     

Kári  and Hjalti go to 

look for Njáll's 

remains. 132 S S S S Y     

Ásgrímr offers to 

Kári  that he stay 

with him. 132 S S S S Y     

Kári  agrees to stay 

with Ásgrímr for the 

year. 132 S S S S Y     

Ásgrímr pledges full 

support to Kári . 132 S S S S Y     

Flosi has a prophetic 

dream about what 

will happen at the 

Alþingi. 133 U U U U N 

Dreams are not 

voluntary. Dreams 

Flosi and Ketill 

decide not to tell 

anyone else about the 

dream. 133 S S S S Y     

Síðu-Hallr supports 

Flosi. 134 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Hallbjǫrn supports 

Flosi. 134 S S S S Y     

Hrafnkell supports 

Flosi. 134 S S S S Y 

Hrafnkell tries to find 

a way out but can't. Obligation 

Hólmsteinn supports 

Flosi. 134 S S S S Y     

Sǫrli does not 

support Flosi. 134 S S S S Y     

Þorkell and Þorvaldr 

support Flosi. 134 S S S S Y 

Þorkell and Þorvaldr 

initially refuse but 

agree after payment.   

Yngveldr reveals that 

she had a dream 

about Þorvaldr 

wearing a red tunic. 134 U U U U N 

Dreams are not 

voluntary. Dreams 

Þorkell and Þorvaldr 

do not take the dream 

seriously. 134 S S S S Y   Dreams 

Bjarni supports Flosi. 134 S S S S Y 

Bjarni refuses 

money. Honor 

Þorkell supports 

Flosi. 134 S S S S Y     

Síðu-Hallr advises 

Flosi. 134 S S S S Y   Advice 

Gizurr advises Kári  

to make Mǫrðr take 

over the suit against 

Flosi for the slaying 135 S S S S Y   Advice; Law 
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of Helgi, using anger 

if necessary. 

Kári  follows Gizurr's 

advice. 135 S S S S Y   Advice 

Mǫrðr agrees to take 

over the suit against 

Flosi. 135 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr is only 

convinced when 

Flosi threatens for 

Gizurr to take back 

his daughter. Law 

Mǫrðr begins the 

legal proceedings. 135 S S S S Y   Law 

Mǫrðr, Þorgeirr, and 

Kári  swear oaths to 

bind themselves to 

each other until Kári  

says otherwise.  135 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Flosi and his men 

ride to Ásgrímr. 136 S S S S Y     

Ásgrímr prepares the 

house and food for 

Flosi and his 

followers. 136 S S S S Y   Honor 

Ásgrímr attacks 

Flosi. 136 S S S S Y 

Ásgrímr's attack is 

unsuccessful. Obligation 

Flosi says that no one 

should harm 

Ásgrímr. 136 S S S S Y 

His reason is that 

they have already 

cased Ásgrímr too 

much harm, and he 

showed that he was 

bold. Honor 

Flosi and Ásgrímr 

come close to 

fighting at the start of 

the Alþingi but do 

not. 137 S S S S Y     

Flosi consults Bjarni. 138 S S S S Y   Advice 

The Ljósavatn men 

agree to support 

Flosi. 138 S S S S Y 

Flosi is very 

persuasive.   

Eyjólfr agrees to take 

over the defense for 

Flosi. 138 S S S S Y 

Eyjólfr initially says 

no but is convinced 

after Flosi gives him 

a bracelet.   

Gizurr joins Ásgrímr 

to find support. 139 S S S S Y     

Skafti refuses to give 

support to Gizurr. 139 S S S S Y     

Snorri gives support 

to Gizurr by planning 

to help them fight. 139 S S S S Y     

Guðmundr gives 

support to Gizurr. 140 S S S S Y     

Mǫrðr, Þorgeirr, 

Kári, and Þorleifr 

present their suits 

well. 140 S S S S Y   Law 

Eyjólfr devises a plan 

for Flosi to switch 

districts. 141 S S S S Y 

This would mean that 

the suit was brought Deception 
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up in the wrong 

court. 

Mǫrðr names his 

witnesses. 142 S S S S Y   Law 

Eyjólfr dismisses two 

witnesses (due to 

their relationship 

with Mǫrðr). 142 S S S S Y     

Þórhallr sends advice 

to Ásgrímr and 

Mǫrðr. 142 S S S S Y   Advice; Law 

Mǫrðr invalidates the 

dismissals. 142 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr uses Þórhallr's 

advice. Advice; Law 

Eyjólfr dismisses two 

witnesses (due to the 

fact that they are not 

property owners). 142 S S S S Y   Law 

Þórhallr sends advice 

to Ásgrímr and 

Mǫrðr. 142 S S S S Y   Advice; Law 

Mǫrðr invalidates the 

dismissals. 142 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr uses Þórhallr's 

advice. Advice; Law 

Eyjólfr dismisses 

four witnesses (due 

to the fact that there 

were others closer to 

the scene of the 

action). 142 S S S S Y   Law 

Þórhallr sends advice 

to Ásgrímr and 

Mǫrðr. 142 S S S S Y   Advice; Law 

Mǫrðr saves the 

prosecution. 142 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr uses Þórhallr's 

advice. Advice; Law 

The panel of 

neighbors finds Flosi 

guilty. 142 S S S S Y   Law 

Eyjólfr provides the 

objection that Flosi 

switched districts and 

thus the case was 

prosecuted in the 

wrong court. 143 S S S S Y   Law 

Þórhallr sends advice 

to Ásgrímr and 

Mǫrðr. 144 S S S S Y   Advice; Law 

Mǫrðr summons 

Flosi and Eyjólfr 

twice for violations. 144 S S S S Y 

Mǫrðr uses Þórhallr's 

advice. Advice; Law 

The panel finds Flosi 

and Eyjólfr guilty. 144 S S S S Y   Law 

Eyjólfr invalidates 

the suit because there 

are too many men on 

the panel. 144 S S S S Y   Law 

Þórhallr stabs 

himself? 145 S S S S Y     

Þórhallr kills Grímr 

the Red.  145 S S S S Y     
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Kári  and Ásgrímr 

decide to attack. 145 S S S S Y 

They are motivated 

by Þórhallr's actions. Honor 

Flosi and his men 

retreat. 145 S S S S Y     

Síðu-Hallr asks Ljótr 

to help keep the two 

sides apart. 145 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Snorri instructs his 

men to drive Flosi 

away. 145 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Hallbjǫrn kills Solvi 

for calling him a 

coward. 145 S S S S Y   Honor 

Kári  kills Eyjólfr. 145 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Hall and Snorri 

attempt to break up 

the fight. 145 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Truce is declared for 

the duration of the 

Alþingi. 145 S S S S Y     

Kári  refuses to settle. 145 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Síðu-Hallr urges the 

men to make a 

settlement. 145 S S S S Y 

Síðu-Hallr is willing 

to let his son's death 

go uncompensated.   

Snorri urges the men 

to make a settlement. 145 S S S S Y     

Flosi agrees to a 

settlement. 145 S S S S Y    
Everyone except 

Þorgeirr and Kári  

make a settlement. 145 S S S S Y   Obligation 

The women tell Kári  

about where the 

Sigfússons are going. 146 S S S S Y   Women 

Þorgeirr and Kári  go 

after the Sigfússons. 146 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Kári  and Þorgeirr 

wake up the men and 

wait for them to arm 

themselves before 

attacking. 146 S S S S Y   Honor 

Kári  does not chase 

after Ketill of Mǫrk. 146 S S S S Y 

Kári  has family ties 

with Ketill. Obligation 

Síðu-Hallr advises 

Flosi to settle with 

Þorgeirr. 146 S S S S Y 

Síðu-Hallr predicts 

that it will lead to 

Flosi's death if he 

does not settle. Advice 

Kári  refuses to settle. 147 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Þorgeirr agrees to 

settle. 147 S S S S Y 

Þorgeirr only does so 

after Kári  urges him 

to. 

Advice; 

Obligation 

Kári  gives Þorgeirr 

his property. 148 S S S S Y 

This way Kári 's 

adversaries cannot 

claim it.   

Bjorn agrees to take 

Kári  in. 148 S S S S Y     
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Bjorn's wife warns 

Kári  that Bjorn 

might not be reliable. 148 S S S S Y   Women 

Flosi helps the 

Norwegian and buys 

his ship. 149 S S S S Y     

Bjorn gets 

information from the 

Sigfússons and tells 

Kári  about their 

movements. 149 S S S S Y     

Bjorn's wife tells 

Bjorn not to come 

back if she lets Kári  

down. 150 S S S S Y   Women 

Kári  and Bjorn 

attack the Sigfússons. 150 S S S S Y     

Bjorn fights but 

mostly stays behind 

Kári  where he can't 

be hurt. 150 S S S S Y   Honor 

Bjorn devises a plan 

to trick the 

Sigfússons. 151 S S S S Y     

Bjorn chooses to stay 

with Kári  and defend 

himself. 151 S S S S Y 

Bjorn knows that 

others will not speak 

well of him if he 

leaves. Honor 

Kári  does not kill 

Ketill of Mǫrk. 151 S S S S Y 

Kári  has family ties 

with Ketill. Obligation 

Kári  speaks well of 

Bjorn to his wife. 152 S S S S Y   Honor 

Þorgeirr agrees to 

give Bjorn 

protection. 152 S S S S Y     

Kolbeinn the Black 

invites Kári  to stay 

with him. 152 S S S S Y     

Flosi goes abroad. 153 S S S S Y 

Flosi is honoring the 

terms of the 

settlement.   

Flosi decides to go to 

the earl of Orkney. 153 S S S S Y 

Flosi knows he is in a 

difficult situation, as 

Helgi Njálsson was a 

follower of the earl.   

The earl seizes Flosi 

and his men after 

Flosi admits to 

killing Helgi. 153 S S S S Y   Power 

Þorsteinn (son of 

Síðu-Hallr) requests 

that the earl spare 

Flosi's life. 153 S S S S Y 

Þorsteinn has family 

ties to Flosi. Obligation 

The earl agrees to 

settle with Flosi and 

his men. 153 S S S S Y 

The earl is reluctant 

but agrees after many 

good men stand up 

for Flosi. Power 

Flosi becomes a 

follower of the earl. 153 S S S S Y   Power 
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Kári  and Kolbeinn 

go abroad to search 

for the other burners. 154 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Gunnarr Lambason 

tells an embellished 

story of the burning 

to the earl at 

Christmas. 155 S S S U* N* 

Gunnarr doesn't 

know that Kári  is 

listening outside. Honor 

Kári  kills Gunnarr. 155 S S S S Y   Honor 

The earl orders Kári  

to be seized and 

killed. 155 S S S S Y   Power 

No one follows the 

earl's orders. 155 S S S S Y 

Kári  had served as a 

follower and was 

well liked. Honor 

Flosi says that there 

is not a reason to kill 

Kári . 155 S S S S Y   Honor 

Kári  leaves, and no 

one follows him. 155 S S S S Y     

Flosi accurately tells 

the story of the 

burning. 155 S S S S Y   Honor 

The earl agrees to 

join King Sigtryggr 

in battle against King 

Brian in exchange for 

marrying Sigtryggr's 

mother and becoming 

king of Ireland. 155 S S S S Y   Power 

King Sigtryggr offers 

Bróðir to marry his 

mother and rule 

Ireland in exchange 

for his support in 

battle. 155 S S S S Y 

The earl agrees 

despite many people 

trying to prevent him 

from doing so. Power 

Bróðir and Óspakr 

disagree and divide 

their forces. 155 S S S S Y     

It is implied that 

Óspakr performs 

some type of magic 

to kill some of 

Bróðir's men. 156 S S S S Y 

Óspakr voluntarily 

performs the magic. Supernatural 

Bróðir and Óspakr 

pledge peace. 156 S S S S Y     

Óspakr interprets the 

events that have 

occurred. 156 S S S S Y   Supernatural 

Bróðir plans to kill 

Óspakr. 156 S S S S Y     

Óspakr leaves, 

accepts Christianity, 

and goes to King 

Brian. 156 S S S S Y     

The earl does not 

allow Flosi to come 

because he hasn't 157 S S S S Y   Power 
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made his pilgrimage 

to Rome. 

Flosi gives some of 

his men to go with 

the earl. 157 S S S S Y     

Bróðir performs 

sorcery to figure out 

how the battle will 

go, and he decides 

that they should not 

fight before Friday. 157 S S S S Y   Supernatural 

Bróðir kills King 

Brian. 157 S S S S Y     

Flosi decides to make 

his pilgrimage to 

Rome. 157 S S S S Y     

Kári  decides to go to 

Wales to find Flosi 

and his men. 158 S S S S Y     

All of Kári 's men 

agree to go with him 

despite having the 

option to leave. 158 S S S S Y   

Honor; 

Obligation 

Kári  kills Kolr. 158 S S S S Y   Obligation 

Flosi does not speak 

harshly of Kári . 158 S S S S Y     

Flosi makes his 

pilgrimage to Rome 

and receives 

absolution from the 

Pope. 158 S S S S Y     

Flosi returns to 

Iceland, having 

fulfilled the terms of 

his settlement. 158 S S S S Y     

Kári  begins his 

pilgrimage and gets 

absolution. 159 S S S S Y     

Kári  returns to 

Iceland. 159 S S S S Y     

Flosi and Kári  make 

a full reconciliation. 159 S S S S Y   Honor 
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