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In the proemium to the Odyssey, Homer asks his Fuse to tell
him about a versatile or wily man, who saw the cities of many men
and learned their mind, and who also suffered much in his heart in
his efforts to win both his own life and the homecoming of his cor-
rades. Homer encourages us, then, to admire Odysseus as a man who
combined unusual intelligence with a good and loy=l heart, =anid who
used his gifts both for himself, or to win his own life, and
also for the sake of others, or to bring his comrades safely horme
from Troy. Now it is true, as the proemium tells us, that Clvs=eus
failed to save his comrades, while he alone survived, and this fact
might arouse some suspicions about him, But the proemium alsc tells
us thzat the deaths of his comrades were not his fault, but if anw-
one's their own, since they were reckless or foolish enough to eat
the forbidden cattle of the Sun.

" This picture of Odysseus as a man who combined self-concern
with a just concern for others is further developed, and even
deepened in a sense, at the very beginning of the Kuse's responss
to the proemium. There we see Odysseus in the comp=any of the
goddess Calypso, but as a captive, and with such a desire for his
wife and home that, in Athena's words, "he yearns to die" (I 59).
We are thus already prepared for the later disclosure that he had
rejected Calypso's offer of unaging immortality if he would marry
her (V 136; VII 257). In other words, however much Odysseus wanted
to win his own life or survival, as the proemium suggests, he didn't
want to live, not even as an immortai, if this meant abandoning and
never seeing again his wife and home. In his longing to return
home, then, his wishes for himself and his sense of duty to others
are seen not merely as being present in him together, but as being
united in a single desire. And the Nuse's story as a whole is a

story of how Odysseus was able to satisfy this just desire of his heart.
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It is important to note,. in this conrection, that Cdys~-
seus required the help of the Olympien gods in order to €scare
Calypso's island and tc return home, ILater, he a2lso reliei
upon the gods to help him defeat the suitors who were courting

his

his wife agzinst her will and who hagd usurped control of
household znd his kingdom., This role ¢ thre gods, moreover, ics

not tangential to.the plot of the C vssey, btut belongs at itz

sation that they are responsitle for evils., Ks argusd that nen

alsu, by their own reckiessness, bring evils upon themzelves

beyond what is fated. Athena then rzised the question of (g4 s-

seus, whose captivity on Celypso's island, despite hiz sacrifices
to the gods while he had been at Troy, would seer. to be evidence
in support of men's original accusaticn., But Z=zus replied, in
part, that they should ncw arrange for Odysseus' homecoming,

and Athena proceeded to do so, A4ccor dingly, the story of the
Qdvssev comez to light from the beginning in the context of

Zeus' atitempt to vindicate the gods' goodness or j

their claim tc be the protectors of pious andg just men, At the
end of the poem, moreover, when Odysseus' father Laertes lezrne?
that his son had returned and tzken vengeance upon the suitcrs,
he expressed his joy in the following words: "Father Zaus," fre
said, "you are still gods on high Olympus, if the suitors have
truly paid the price for their reckless arrogance" (XXIV 35i-
352). 1In other words, it is not merely the belief in the gods'
justice,. but the very trust in their existence as gods that had
been in question for Laertes as a consequence of his family's

ordeals. And the culmination, in a sense, of the whole poen:
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is Laertes' reaffirmation of the genuine existence of those gods
without whose help Odysseus would not have succeeded in returning
home or in reestablishing justice in his kingdom.

This first impreésion, however, of the gods as defenders of jus-
tice must be supplemented or corrected by much evidence to the con-
trary from within the poem, Perhaps the most shocking exampls in this
regard is the fate of the Phaeacians, who were severely punished by
Poseidon, with Zeus' conzent, for their very generosity in bringing
Odysseus home, This punishment of Phaeacian generosity is sc dis-
tressing to contemplate that the Muse breaks off her narrative just
before telling of its final execution (XIII 128-187)., Now the Fhae-
acizns had, it is true, been warned of Poseidon's grudge sgsin-~t tren
for giving safe conveoy to zl11 men, andi theyv also were tols ithat he
hated Odysseus in particular, But while these facts may r=ire suss-
tions about the Phaeacians' prudence, they seem only to add to the jus~
tice and nobility of their behavior, and thus they help highlizht the
apparent injustice of their treatment at the hands of the gods.

Now Odysseus presumably knew nothing of the Phaeacians'
fate. Yet he was well-acquzinted himself with the gods' failure
to support justice, or at least to do so in a timely, consistent,
and intelligible mannsr. To take the most obvious example, he
became the object of Poseidon's wrath merely for having blinded
his son the Cyclops, i.e. for an action that was surely just, if
violence in defense against a cruel oppressor is ever just, This
wrath of .Poseidon, moreover, was a direct cause, unmentioned in
thé proemium, of the deaths of OAysseus' comrades, and it also
led to the long delay in his own homecoming (IX 526-636; cf, XI
112-120). For it was nearly ten years before any of the other
Olympians opposed Poseidon's will by trying to help Odysseus to

return home. Even previously, moreover, when he was first



setting out from Troy, a?é above all when he was trapped in the
Cyclops' cave, he received no help from the gods (cf. however
IX 339), not even from{Athené\ who had been his patroness throu~hout
the war (III 218-222). To be sure, Athena had her reasons for
not helping him. She was angry at the entire Achaean army,
since some of the soldiers had acted unjustly toward her in thre
aftermath of their victory at Troy (III 130-136; V 102-10G; I 326é-
327). Eut there is no indication that O<ysseus had any share in
these actions, and Athena's f=ailure to accuse him of any wrongdoinsr,
whan he later reproached her for her loneg absence (XIII 316-319,
339-343), suzgests that he was innocent. Now we readers.of the
Ciyssev may fail to appreciate the weight of this lonz, =2nd nearly
total, breach between O°ysseus and the Olympians, since Zeus'
daughter, the Muse, chooses to begin her tale precisely at the
moment of its healing, when the gods finally began to arrange
for Cdysseus' homecoming. BRut Odysseus himself first experienced
this breach as one that, for'all he knew, might never enrd, and
he had many years to reflect on the gods' absence and their
apparent injustice towards him.

This fuller picture of the gods' problem=tic relationship
to justice, while contradicting our first impression of the
Odyssey, does, however, prepare us to see an additional and
important aspect of Odysseus' intelligence. For he was intelligent

enough, in particular,



- to survive for many years with practically no sign of help from

the Olympian gods, And still more importantly, he was intelii=-

gent enocugh to reflect upon the evidence of the gods' unreliziiii+--
as supporters of justice. He not only registered such evidenc:,

as it forced itself upon him, but he made it his business %o

weigh it, and to exzmine how far divins support Tor justice richt
extend. Zarly in the course of his homecoming, for instar
it out of his way tc make trial of the Cyclopss in crder *o
learn, as he told his comrades, “"whether they are overbearing,
s2Vage, and unjust, or whether they love strangers and have -

d=fearing mind" (IX 175-176). 4n4 to test whether the Cy-

m
Q

clopes were just and god-fearing was also, and above all, tc tozt
viizther the gods were such as to have inspired pious fear by punishing

injus<ices amonz them. 30 sage
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auvestion that he put his own 1ife, and the lives of tweive o

best comrades, deliberstely 2t risk., TFor with little mors +v=n

te, Aas indeed he was,.a mighty savage who respected nzithar just
judgments nor laws (IX 213-215),. Polyphemus, of course, re-
jected with scorn Odysseus' request for hospitality, as wgll &as
his appeal in the name of Zeus the aveniger of suppliants and
strangers. And when he then proceeded to kill and devour two of
Odysseus' comrades, the prayers of Odysseus and his remaininrg
men for help from Zeus went unanswered. It is true that 1nter,
after Cdysseus had blinded Polyphemus znd escaped from his cave,
he called out to him that Zeus and the other gods had tzken

vVengeance on him for his cruel deeds (IX 475-479). But it is



unlikely that Odysseus fully believed these words even as he
said them, And at all events, this encounter with Polyphernu:z,
which led to his embtroilment with Foseidon, must have deepsrzd
his distrust of Zeus and the other gods as defenders of justics.

Osysseus' effortz to return home safely, in the face of

seemingly unjust oppozition from the seds, helped teach nir
something else about the gods, namely thzt despite their rzyiis~

ticon as being omnipotent, their power, both individusliy and
collectively, was quite limited, Hermes, for instance, onct
gave him a2 drug whose nature was such Rg 1o render +he soidecs

Circe powerless sgainsi him (X 281-32%)., 4nd as for the (ivmuizs

gods, Poseidon was wnntle to prevent C4yzseus' homecorin:, wihilsz
on the other hand, thes explicit reascn that thens gave tc =1
for not acting sooner to help bring him hore was her fezr of

<
Poseidon (XIII 341-342)., Cdysseus knew from Czlypsc, morecvar,
that even Zeus h=d consented to the deaths of 211 nis conmrsades,

who had killed, but under mo
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cattle of the Sun, out of zpparent fear of =Helius' threat trz%
ctherwise he would tzke his sunlight down to Hades (XII 377-

390; IX 526-536; ragarding the limits to Helius' power, consider
XI 109; XII 128, 323, 374-=376). Tinally, Odysseus knew *hot =211
the gods together would have been powerless to prevent his home-
coﬁing if his men hadn't opened the bag of winds theat he hnad teen
given by Aeolus (X €9 and context). Odysseus was indeed mis*alen,
as he soon learned, to reveal to the pious Aeoclus that he didn't
believe in the gods' omnipotence (X 72-79; compare X 27 ani 7¢
with X 68). But he was nevertheless intelligent and well-zivised

not to believe in it in fact.

During Athena's absence, Odysseus was of course compelled
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to rely on his own resourcefulness in order to survive (ef., IZ
420-423). Yet even after Athena and Zeus had resumed their
activity on his behalf, and on behalf of justice in Ithaca, he
did not give up his habdit of prudent distrust and self-relisrcc,
When Calypso told him, for instance, that he zould finally go

home, his first reaction was to suspect & trick ans to renuirg

her to swear that she wasn't planning to huri nim (V 173-27..
Socn afterwards, whern his rafi was Leing Tattered Ly Iossliing,

thz goddess Leucothea gzve him a veil with which, she said, Ls

should swim 1o shore. Yet CAysseus refused tc atanion nis ra
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or to rely on the goddess' veil until the contin
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eave him with no alternztive (V 356-384), A&and as for :ithean
in particuler, he never wholly relied on her promizes chce he
was back on Ithacz, Although she promised, for instonce, the

snhe would ensure his succe
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fend him against their zngry relatives, Cdysseus vzrs pruden
enough to make plans without her and to act on then {(¥III 372~
398, XX 36-55; ZVI 281-297, XXI 226=241, XXIII 117-1%:0), It is

true that when he first returned to Ithacz he tcld her

rning about the enemies in his householis had saved his 1ifc,

and he added that he would fisght against three hundrei men with
her at his side (XIII 383-391)., Eut his thanking her for her
warning was mere flattery, since he was already on his guara
agéinst the suitors, in part from having been warned previousi:
by the souls of Teiresias and Agamemnon. His talk about three
hundred men, then, can also be presumzsd to have been flatte ery,
designed to keep in her good graces and thus to get whatever

help he could from her. Indeed, Cdysseus' success in
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Athena through his flattery, and in ocutwitting her rorz gsnerally,
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despite her fame among the gods for shrevidness and sagscity,
iz a significant aspect of his cutstznding intelligence, It
even suggests that mortals can, in sorme important respectis, ie
wiser than the gods (XIII 2¢6-25G; cf. 299-302 and 318=323}.

Odysseus' awareness that the gods could net always be re-
lied on as defenders of Jjustice seers tc have had a furthsr
consesuence, however, than merely tezching him to e rore irizo-
rerdent of them., It also seers T2 have helped werken wiz cun
zttachment to justice or notility, and S have relss-e3 in "1t
a tzndency 1o unscrupulous behavicr., Ey this I 92 not mezn
rerely the gul that he uzed against such wicked ensmies ==z
Tolyrhemus cr the suiters of Penclops, Tor even apnrt from such
deviocusness, which was apparently necessary for the sazve of Juztic
{Fysseus wat zlsc capatle of Yelins remariztly sclifisn, Iridzzd,
he seems to have been alrezdy sowewhat selfish evern tzfovr: iz
war at Troy, 23 we see from tha fact that fAgarevnon had o -7
time persualing hir tc go there {XXIV 116),

.+ Eut

after the wnr, and after his harsh experiences with Athenz zrxd

the triere were occasions wher C

other gxis,

Ays3eus seriously negicote

his own comradés,.even going so far as deliberately to subject ther

an increased risk of death in order to lessen
Now before giving evidence in support of

must first take a step back and respond to an

well a2rise in connection with it.

For one might suppose th

the .risk to himself.
this last claim, =

ocbjecticn that might

at a

good man would not act selfishly under any circumstances =-- no

matter what, in particular, the gods did or didn't do -- and tint
if Odysseus was in fact so selfish as I c¢lsim, he is unworthy of

our serious attention,

If I am right, however, Eomer did give

2
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serious attention to such a man. And I think we csn begin to see

i

his reasons for doing so if we remind ourseives of Achilies, Fomeor

<

other main hero, and a man as dedicated as any among the schzeans

Q]

to the life of virtue (ef. Iliad XI 783-784). For even hchilles, =:
we learn from the Ili=sd, was once tempted by the kind of seifisrrac-z
I am attrituting tc OAysseus. To understand this temptaticn, Izt u-
first recall that Achilles' fate, as it was foretold to him ty inis

mother, was either to live a short but gloricus 1ife, if re

at Troy, or a long btut ingloriocus one at horme, Now his dedicmtion

to virtue is evident from the fact that he went tc Troy, denplile
tis foreknowlecdge of an early death, =nd that he fought withcout

itation for more than nine years., Eut there came =z

[9)]

spparent he:

roment when he auit the fighting, and was tempted tc do sc for zoo7,

ct

hat I want fto dwell on.

Agamenrion's refusal to give up his captive mistress to her :itae-,
who was a priest of Apollo. MNoved by the army's distress, ichilles
called an assembly, in which he spoke out firmly agninct

. +

Agamemnon's seifishness. 4gamemnon did finally consent tc give up

s mistrezs, but he also retaliated against Achilles by roboving

j-1e

h
him of his own mistress Briseis, and no one in the army intervene:s

to defend him against this outrage. In his anger, Achilles withdrew
frem tre fighting and prayed to Zeus for vengeance agrinst Agzmcmnon

and the rest of the army.

Now Zeus was a bit slow in showing Achilles that his prayer
had been answered, After a while, he did turn the tide of battlie
against the Achaeans, but darkness fell tefore tre Trojans

could win a decisive victory. ©Now during this time of fear



among the Achaeans, but while Zeus' responze to Achillesc' prayer wac
still somewhat unclear, Odysseus came to Achilles on an embassy o

offer lavish gifts from Ag=memnon if he weould rejoin the figktir:,

Achilles refused this offer, as we might have expected, but ceams

of the reasons that he gnve for doing =c¢ are surprizing, =04 e

i'\)

raveal the new tempiations thzt ke was facing., 'hat he =234, i
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the first place, was thot there
without respite 2grinst the enemy. He 2dded that the crne 5o
fights most receives an ecual portion as the one who st=ys bahin®,
that the ba3i man znd the good mzn are held in esual honor, =ns,
nost importantly, that death comes equally tc the idle men ang

the one who does much (Iliad IX 316-320), In *he ligh
nsult, then, that he had suffered from Agame~non and

and even more, in the lizht of Zeus' fzilure to give clezr Sugpmort

- V-».n.‘.

to his claims 25 a2 man of virtuz, Achilles bscame more powerfull:

aware ¢f his ovn impending deat snd he was nc longer convinoo
that it made any difference, in the end, whether or not ons ;=2

lived virtuously. Achilles also told Odyssesus that he received
no advantage from having always risked his life in war, znd ke
compared his fighting on behzlf of Kennlaus and Agamemnon 1o tho
activity of a mother bird who gives her foo? to her chicks, whils
things go badly for her herself. Now i+ may be true, as Achilles
went on to acknowledge, that he could still lock forwa“d to immor-
tal glory as his reward for rem=ining in the war., But with ks
new doubts about virtue, and his heightened awareness of impending
death, he was no longer convinced that even lasting glory would
be a sufficient compensation for the loss of his 1life. 4ngd wha
he had previously regarded as the life of virtue he now sypoike of

as a throwing away of his own life, in the interests of otherz,



rather than enjoying that life, or living it, for himsel?f,
Achilles did, to be sure, tell CAysseus to warn the arry
of his intention to leave the war, and in the end, of course,
he did not yield to the temptation to do so. For despite his
anger at the Achaean army for its failure to support him agsi.zt
Agamemnon's violence, he still cared for his fellow soldier:z,
and he could not bring himself to abandon them in their distrcrz,
Loreover, that very distress finally convinced him thzt
answered his prayer for vengeance, thus restoring his cenvicticn
that men of Vvirtue are not forgotten by ths gods {(Ilimg VI 23%4-
238; ef. I b11-412), But even in Achilles' case, we sez2 *hrt ihe
dedication tc virtue and unselfish nobility wes bound up wizih =
hope for rewards, indeed for rewards so great as to be 2 con-
solation in the face of death, As a result, thic dedication
could be shzken, znd was shaken, once 4chilles lost his confi-
dence that the geés were sufficiently concerned with virtue to
prcvide those grezt rewards. So if Odysseus yielded, as I clzim
he ¢id, to the temptations of selfish self-protectivenezs, these
tempiztions were at least not unknown to Achilles., iiccordingly,
and in the light of the Cdvssev's harsher suggestions about the
gods' justice, there is some reason to pay attenticn to Cdysseus'
selfishness, And all the more is this the case once we learn
from the Odyssev what Achilles' soul told Odysseus in Kades. For
by saying that he would rather be a hireling to a poor man orn
earth than rule over all the dead (XI 488-4G1), Achilles' soul
suggested that he might have been better advised to leave the
war, and his Achaean comrades, in order to prolong his own life,

To return now to Odysseus, perhaps the most striking eviden

[$]

c
of his selfish concern for his own survival, and of his being at least



1og1ectful

of
A

his men, is his behavior at the land of the lastrygconizns, Thers
he allowed eleven of his twelve chips tc anchor in the harter,
while keeping his own st distnance, =nd moreover, the scouts
that he sent out were appsrently chesen from the main body of
ships (cf. X 117). rAg =z result, wnen the Lasirygonisn hing
killed, without warning, one of the cceouis, =znd thse cther T
flzd towzsri the shins, 07ysseus anj his crew were ~hlc 1o eccape
safely while the Iasirygonicnz wers occouplaol with ihs pman In 10
harbor, &1l of whon they killed, I+ is only bty ignorins tlis
incident, cr bty limitirs his attention to the men from G rzso
o ship, that Homer can sugzest, in the proemium, thet O prseus

+¥ -~ £ Lhnmns =2l rmdtan +3- A I Y e wrerer 21 aismemeed $ae
¢ CESE DI 7Tne3g¢ ZALTNIUES, Whe Proemium 1§ wrerhT 1N ZUgfLuslig
<1 L Na XL RPN 2 P R P o~ ~ -~ L .
that C8ysseus disd 211 he might have done tc save ther, 3 e

ticular, he . them the explicit v

the soul of Teiresias ani

the cattle of the Sun, even though

tc the prophecy, who were sure to die

(XI 104-115; XII 127-141, 261-278). Evide

n
g8pair in the aftermath,. in case they should

him from sharing it with

o

warning, prevented

lezst plausible thzt what he moszt feared wes nct the danger

them, but the danger to himself, and ic his own prospzscts of

returning home, from the despzir that they might come to feel

)

in those circumstances, Odysseus di< indeed try to protect iz

-

comrades by havinsg them swear an oath not to harm the forbidlen

sheep or cattle, but then later, at a time when extreme hunger

was tempting them to break that oath, he went off by hime=z1lf to
And

an iscl=zted part of the island. 1though the reason-le
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alleged for going off was to pray for help from the gods, it
is at least enually likely thet he wanted to give the men &z
chance to bresk their oath, as he feared they would do at 211

ny violencs

i
v}

events, without first threatening or cemmitting
» O
I

against him, ndeed, in his story to the Thue=cian=, he even

. ' . . .
snoke of himself as having "escaved from his comrades”" on that
3~ T z 113 3 ~ Far = ~ 1. 3 - 3 -~ g 2 5.
cecasicn (AIT 333)., His zoing off sione, then, is correirlic
<+ R 1.2 ~_m o ~ 4 - m . ., LA L.
strong evidence cf Mls zeilichness in alicuing fezr Tor ni-~ own
LD P . A N e S £ - 3 o4 - F. ) d08
szfetly to outwelgh his concern for his comrades., And tc Tiis

B 3 2 p P o L - an -~ 2 -~ .
we might ad” <that after 2 men hesd killed ihe catt

FE TN

S~r -~ e 5 L ~reanl e 3+ L.
soon as Cdysseus gmzliled the burning fat, he complained to ihs

2 L 2 ga ~ -~ <Y, er Yo ] 2 aAA s ~ o S = O
cods =- just in case ther hodn't noticed his absenee from the
jand .

t
scene of ths crime -- for having iulled him to slecr whila Iis

mev, were pl=annins the deed (XII 370 ff,).

Odysseus' selfishness was evident not only in his “resirent
of his comrzdes, bhut alss in relation to his wife and fanily,

-

for he was unizithful to Fenelope, even to the extent of being
inconstant in his dezire for heome. KHe remsired willingly with

the goddess Cires for an entire year, 2nd he didn't rezurc Iis
journey home until his comrades fin=1ly begged him to do sc (X 4Lé4-
486), Thers was a tims, moreovVer, when he was glad to be st-y-

ing with Calypso (V 153), Ve don't know how long this pericg
lasted, since the MNuse beging her story well zfter it was over,
but at all events, these dalliances with Circe aﬁd Calypso arec

both instances of disloy=lty to his

.

vife and family. <nc
Odysseus' selfishness, towards his family =25 w21l as his ccmrzdes,
allows us to see added significance to Homer'e words in the

proemium that he was “seeking to win his own 1ife and the homecorirg

of his comrades.” For w2 now csee the conflict tetween these t0
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desires, and the suggestion even arises that w‘at Cdysceus

[
<l

wanted above 211 was not the homecoming that he sought aleng =
his comrzdes, but rather his own life, 2 life that need nou te
lived, at least not entirely, at home.

This last sugsestion, however, is emphzaticzlly conirmniiciel

by CAysseus' rejection of Czlyrso's offer of immori-1it

—
=3

ty rejscting it, he showed in a most npowerful way th~t thers won
ng more imporisnt to him than his owm l1ife cr =zurviv-l,
:2s doesn't necessarily menn that he was acting uncelfishi;

Sti11, the auvestion must arise, a2t this point, of why a man zZo

e
o
[
-4
b
o
W
<
®
ct
C
n]
o
D
X
Qu
o}

gelfish as we have secen Odysseus to be ¢
immortality with a goddess and chosen instead tc iive =n? die
with his aging wife, Yas he simply rejecting the tedium of
with Calypnsc in favor of the pleasures, however short-lived, th=t
e could howe to enjoy 2t home? Or did thzat very tedium with
C2lypso remini him of the wrongness, as viell as the emrtincce,
of 1living only Tor himself, and thereby deepen his desire for
home and give him the strength to resist her beguiling offer?
This question can be answered, I think, through indirect
evidence, which showvs that the Cdysseus who returned from Calyrso
islard was not the kind of man who would choose to subtordinate
all considerations of honor or duty to his self-in*erest. Tor
after leaving Calypsc &nd coming to the land of the Phaeacizns,
he tolé his hosts the story of his 1life since Troy, including in
particular the crucial fact of Poseidon's anger against hinm,
even though the Phaeacian king had revealed that Poseidon was
already threatening to punish them for giving safe convoy to 21l
men (VILI 564-571), Despite the urgency 2nd depth of Cdysseus'

_-w1sh to return home, then, he put his homecoming in jecpard)
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rather than allow his hosts tc be ignorsnt of the spzcisl risk
they would run in giVing convoy to him, Now it is true thot
he presumzbly expected, and rightly, as it turns out, that i:
generous and naive Phaeacians would not withdraw the offer tlay
had already given to tzake him home, But he could not havs tzen
sure of this, Indeed, it appears that the influentinl ~ucen
:rete even hinted, after hearing of Poseidon's znger sgrsins
jysseus, that trey should detain him (XI 33% 2n3 context). (o
it must have been something desper than mere calculation that
led him tc take the risk of bteing so truthful, =2nd it

L] o=

reason thst this deeper sense of honor was alsc at weri in
resistznce to Celypso's offer, In this connecticn, it may =1-¢
be relevant 1o note C:ysseus' respcnse to tae
Demodocus' song atout the binding of Ares and Aphrodite, This
song ridiculed the tvio of them for being cauvght in the zct of

adultery, and exposed together before the male gods, by &ph

dite's husband Hephzestus. But Hermes' azide to Apcllc -- i

before a1l the goddesses, as well zs the gods, if only he night
sleep bezide golden Aphrodite -- points to the song's truer
meaning, which is to celebrate this act of illicit love

and to ridicule the powerless cuckold Hephzestus, Ncu Cdyssous
enjoyed this song, to be sure, but he did not praise

it, as he praised Demodocus' singing atout the sad fate of the
Achaeans, or even as he praised the two young Fhaeacians wiio

threw a ball back and forth as they leapt and danced (VIII 347-

—
oy
p.

36G, 370-384, 487-408; cf. 250-253)., And the lukewarmness of
response suggests, among other things, genuine respect on hics

part for the laws of marriage,
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Even before he left Calypsc, in fact, Ciysseus wa~ na* s¢ A
simply selfish as I have suggested. For example, when ncarly
half of his men faziled to return from Circe's house, he insisted on

going back to try to rescue them, and he even added to his dovisce

53
F.l-
=
1))
3
)
3
(9]

by going off alone, without compelling the one return
the criginal party to accompany him. Iater, morecover, alfter Ti.n
had told him that Scylla would kill six of his comr=des, ard tint
there was no defense agzinst her, since she was an imrmort=zl, lc
nevertheless armed himself, and stccd conspicuously in the Tront
of his ship, in order to try to protect his men zzsins+ ker, Zc
while Odysseus would sometimes put his men a additional risk in
order to protect his own life, there were also times wihen he <24
the opocsite. Indees, on the two occasions I “ava Just citel, %z
risks that he took on his men's rehalf seer ever to have Lean ir-

prudent or irrespcnsible in a commander. For when re wert cfT

(B}

alone, to try toc rescue the men who hagd disappesred on Circe's lzlart,
was risking not only his own life, but also, and more than he had to, the
lives cf the remaining men, who probably could not have rmsde it hore ‘
without him, And his making himself such a conspicucus tarzet
Tor Scylla is open to the same otjection. Now we have to worter
how a man who could be so selfishly self-protective could =zlsc Fave
taken such great, and even irresponsible, risks. And with regzri
to the incident on Circe's island, which follows immediately
after he had allowed the great majority of his men to be kiliz?
by the Lastrygonlqns, the suspicion arises that what cloufed his

judgment was partly the desire to persu=de himself that he waz 1ot

a selfish coward (cf. Iliad XI 408 ff.)., But however we inter et
Odysseus' complexity, the simple fact remains that he was zcting,

on both these occasions, primarily out of concern for LEis men, or



-17 =
out of his sense of what he owed to them in justice (cf. XII 245-25¢G),
Another sign of Odysseus' attachment to justice is his

o)

anger, above 21l his anger against the suitcrs of Fenslope =znd

[}

their accomplices. Anger is so characteristic ¢f him, in fact,
that a word for anger is at the root of his name, a name-he ed
received from his maternal grandfather Autclycus as a remindcr

of his owr anger against many men and womsn thriughout the world
(7IY 406-405), And whatever the relistion may te in genorsi ie-

) . s 3 o3 At~ ! Ao e T L s
tweern anger arnd trhe concern for justice, Ciysscus’ snfair on IThnz

- 2 2R 3 . 2 - PR - Tt '}
¢ had to remwind himself, in z2ll seriousnezs, that he hzd crdirl’

worse in the Cyclops' cave (XX 6-21; cf. YXXII 164-177)., The ccn-
cern for justice, moreover, helped nourish his anger against

suitors themselves, as is perhaps mest clearly evidsnt wher he

reioiced, on the mornirg of the battle, at an omen from S-uz, in

the belief that "he had punished the sinners" (XX 120-121),

That Odysseus' anger was nourished by a concern for justics
does nct mean, to te sure, that it was alwaye just., For instance,
after all the other suitors had been killed, their soothsayer
- Leiodes clasped him by the knegs and begged for his life, seyirg
that he had never spoken or acted wantonly with any of the
serving-women, and thzt he had tried to stop the cther suitors

frem doing so. The Muse herself confirms this claim, by telling

us that Leiodes was the one man among the suitcrs who hated



their wantonness and that he was indignant at them a1l
147). Odysseus, however, was unmoved by Leiodes' plez, Ne xiilel
him at once, after replying, with an angry liook, that as a zc¢zii-
sayer among the suitors Leiodes must have often prayed for himn
never to return home, and for Penelope to marry him instezd anid

to be

Y

r him children (XXII 310-329). Yet is it reasonziblie or

just for a husband whc haz been absent from howms Tor twenty

3

}—lo
(0]

years, and miszsing without a traces for ten of thew -- in prze,
rorzover, because of his own dalliancs =-- to kill z harmalezs r=n
on these grounds? DNow (CAysseus' cruelty on at least thic ccemgiv:n
suggests a certain shallowness in his concern fcr justice, &an
this is hardly a surprising suggestion, given what we know of
his selfish behavior on other occasions. Eut the fact rereinz
that the concern for justice was present in him, strengiraning
both his attachment to his home and his anger agzinst those who
would deny him what he regarded zs his righiful rlace there,
O4ysseuz, then, while caring less for justice than it &a
appeared at first, was nonetheless more attached to it than it
might have seemed from a merely second look. iorecver, an? in
keeping with this, his distrust of the gods' justice wrs zlss
less complete than I suggested earlier, This is clezr, for
instance, from the omen that he asked for and received from
Zeus, which made him believe, on the morning of his battle agrinzt
the suitors, that he had already punished the sinners (ecf., XiI L13-
415), But a still more revealing instance of his hope for c¢ivine
justice occurs when he first érrived on Ithaca, after his con-
veyance home by the Phaeacians., Athena had disguised the land's
appearance so that he failed to recognize it, and for s moment

he thought that the Phazeacians hzd deceived him 2n? tsken hnir
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elsewhere. In his distress, he spoke aloud to himself, accu-

L1 % 1

sing the Phaeacians of injustice, and he added, "May Zeus thre

god of suppliants punish them, inzsmuch as he also watches over

2 - -

other men and punishes whoever transgresses" (YIII 209-21¢&).

Now this przyer may seem surprisingly naive for Ciysseus, tut
the apparent anomaly c=n be explained, I ihink, in itsrms o©
are, for him, the somswhat ancmzlous circurmstancez. The vrunlliy

czgey and self-protective Cdysseus nad Jjust trRikan the conzlideratle

risk of telliing the Fhaeacians about roseidon's anger against ii-,
and this generouz Trankrness on his own part 1ed him to believe
X R

that he dessrved an enually generous response from thz-, dasy

the riszks to themseslves., ‘'hen it =2ppeared, however, tiat thay

had dsceived him, he had no one to turn to but Zeus in crder %2

even the score. And since, morecver, it was his own justice or

generosity that had apparentiy gotten him into this troutie, he

felt entitled to ask Zeus to intsrvene (cf. XIV L01=40%), In

other words, his hope for justice from the gods wac rooted pri-

marily in his own attachment to justice, which contritvuted boih +to Li:z
seeming neec¢ for divine casre and to his belief that he deserved

s Lelie?l

[

it. 4And at lezst on this occasion, this need and in

3

9]
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cutweighsd whatever experience had led him in the pa:

distrustful of Zeus' support for justice.

v

1.
hae-

O*ysseus® belief that he deserved generosity from the
acians in return for his own generosity toward them suggests
that his concern for justice was not simply divorced from self-
concern. Indeed, we see as much from the mere fact that his
hope to punish the suitors was also, and nct so incidentally, a
hope to recover for himself his household .and his kingdom (cf. I 40-41),

But the connection betweén Odysseus' concern for. justice and his



self-concern ccmes more fully to light if we examine a prz~angs
in which he expressed a hope still deeper then the hope 1o

resume his 1ife on Ithaca. He spoke of this hope, even thouzi Lz ssers

M-

not to -have. been fully conscious of its presence, in a remsri
Nausicas immediztely after his arrival =t
acians, T

thrown me ashore here, sc¢ the=t here
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was to te dead, did nov desutroy in him the nhope that he wou
- | EpE. - 2 1 2 3 » JUEGE NN . - - e e e
somehow he gpared the Tinml evile that aw=lt other men., Foriny
) R o P4 - r - Y . -
he thought of himself as another Keracies, whom he met

oniv in the form c¢f 2 phantorw, since Esrzcles himsel’, as Ciyescus
+ ’ ?

reioices in festivities arong the imrorinl

not so implausikle that he might have hoped Tor a fate as rire
and as blessed as the one he believed that Keracles enjoyed. ZIu
there is also, I think, & desper root of his hope for a rele=mssc
from evils, snd this deepcr roct emsrges when we consider tlhe
context of his remark to Nausicar. O“ysseus had recently leflx
Calypso's island, where he had again rejected, fcr one last timc,
her offer of unaging immortality. HEe had just completed, t:en;

his greatest act of renunciation, his renunciation of the desire
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to save his own life. And this act of renunciation, in ry view, iz

the immediate source of his hope for a relezse from evils Tor 4

Qs

helped assure him that he was, fundamentally -- and despite his
checkered past, we might add -- a just man. As z result, he le~
lieved that he deserved a releazse from evils, and since he tcliisved
that he deserved it,. he was able to look forward to it with hrcoue,
just as he was alsc atle to believe in gods who weuld fulTill th=i
hopes, Toc be sure, Cdysseus had been so miserzble with Clclyico +rat

he may well not have regarded his re

LaT Tered 3 . = H
her immortal hustznd a2s a clear sacri

rrofit, Yet* he could hardly have hoped, even in thc half-turic”?
wzy that he seems to heve done sc¢, for the rswerd ¢f a release Trs
evils i1f he hzd not telieved that his justice invelve:sd =t
least the willingness to make grezt sacrifices, &iwd hiz =ovn-
ciation ol immortality must surely have strengthened that 1:1:i1c7

was not so grent as the reward that he hoped for or expectad In
return, After 211, &n uliimate release from evils iz a greaier
goo? than any that he cculd have dreamed of
the gzin that he looked forward to in the end was greater than
sny loss, what he regarded as szscrifice in the name of justice o
alsc be seen =-- and I would even say, seei test -- ot as sacri
but primzrily as a means to this hcoped-for end,

The self-concern that was bound up with Cdysseus' atincimen
to justice was not necessarily, of course, an enlichtensd seclf-
concern, and the behavior connected with his piéus hopes was ncot
necessarily always prudent. For not to repeat what has alrezdy
been indicated, his confident hope that the gods would support what
he regarded as his just cause on Ithaca seems to have led to
several yncpéfécteristic blunders in his plot agzinst the suitors.

Tor instance, he was so moved, as it seems, by ithera's shining
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presence while he and Telemachus were secretly removing weajpous

from the main hall of the palace that he forgot his own plan of

.

leaving two sets of arms available for them to fight with

(XIX 31-4%; cf. XVI 295-297 and context). KNow this mistake wer

P
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not a fatal one, as it turned out, btut it was serious, sinc
need to send Telemachus, in the midst of battie, to get armor
from the sicreroom, along with Telemachus' negligence in izzvi:,.-
the storeroom door ajar, zllowed some cf the suitors %o et

!, - . Detar - -~ - - e o
armor for themselves, £nd &s a2 result, Cdrsseus was for z rorent

(%

o~ e

extremely frightened, and the ensuing tattle was much more 4if-
ficult for him thsn it would otherwise have been (¥AII 05-153),

Another serious error on Odysseus' part is his aliowins Telemzchus

Cs

directly home, alone zn

Y]

in the daytime, from Zum=eus' hut in

L

oy

ar

§

the country, where he gone =zt first after his visit to Dzctor

1 =

and lenelaus. For as Cysseus knew, the suitors hmdé alre-dy

¥

tried to kill Telemachus on his Vvoyage back tc Ithnaca, ani he

had also heard from Eumaeus that

their attempt to keep Telemachus' return a secret from the suitors
had failed (XVI L64-469; cf. 130-134, 328-337). Now Cdrsseus’
lack of caution, in this instance, is not explicitiy tied to

his hopes from the gods, but it does presuppose a trust in tie
strength of justice that seems unreasonable in the absence cf

just gois. To be sure, the suitors did not try again to kill
Telemachus, either on his way home from the country or afterwards,
for they were unwilling to do so without a sign of Zeus' approvai,
and they received no such sign. Zeus may have even sent an omen,
on the day after Telemachus héd arrived safely at the palace,
signifying his disapproval of an attack on him. Yet the fzct
remzins that the suitors were at least considering another attermyp:

to kill him. Antinous, one of their leaders, had propczed to

to go
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ambush and kill him on his way home from the country, ansd he hnd

given strong arguments, from the suitors' poin* of view, in fnoaw-

of his proposzl (XVI 343-406; XX 241-247), Foreover, it is hord
to see how Telsmachus could have escaped such an ambush, and sc
the mere fact of his survival does not mezn that Cdysseus!
trusztfulness had been weoll-zdvised,

And yet -- it wil

gods' role in securing these outcores may hzVe beer rel=tivelw
small, it was nevertheless sufficient for the ocecasions (ef,

XXII 234-238). So while these instances do rzise doudbts zbout

U)

C3ysseus' prudence, they by no means rrove thsot ke was serisusly
unwise in the degree of his reliance on the gods ~nd their fi:-

tice. The morz important gquestion, =&
visdom of nis deeper hops for a relezse from evils. How
lluse never tells us explicitly whether he gi“
this ultimate reward, but even ir ignorance =bcut the godz, and
atout Cdysseus' fate, should frustrate one's wish for certzi-+
on this matter, the mature OAysseus might still zppear =5 a kingd
of model cf wisdom or of human wisdom. For quite apart from his
cunning and versatility, the Odysseus who retur homz from
Calypso's island seemsz to hzve learned the secret of 2z good
human life, a life of contentment with his fate and of wholehcsz~
communion with his wife and family.

This impression, however, of Odysseus as a wise man ccri-
tented with his fate and at one with his family is called into
question by several jarring details, details which also rais
the 0ld questicn about the depth of his justice or concern for

others., The most conspicuous of these details occurs ir tre

.l.
v
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final scene of the whole poem, In this 1ast scens Cdysceun weg
so caught up in the heat of battle zsgainst the relztives of ihe
defeated suitors th=t he failed to heed Athenz's call tc sicxn

pursuing his victory cver them, znd he thus almost lost the c¢:-
portunity to make a lasting peace for his kingdom. I+ reatired
& thundertolt from Zeus, and a further warning Tros Ather-, 1o
persuade him to zct sensitly on kis own tehzif anﬁ/ihat of »i=

k¥irgiom, This incident, then, makes us wonder whether Odysseus

could ever have becorme fully reconciled to the life cof vpozce o0

s . o~ o : -y R4 R I T
nrosperity that waos ahezd of him at home (XXIV L88-L%Z4),  Luge+ioo:

his puzzlinz decisicn to test his Tather Iser
and bty not revealing his own iderntity when he Firzt approrched

hir (XXIV 235-240

It is true that he broke down and avirsgas

)

2ertes lovinzly once he saw how much he still grieved for ni-,

But the cruelty of nis initisl =~pproach suggestis, noneihelenrs,
a2 lzck of dzpth to his lovz, and it makes us doubt thet he cculd

ever become fully at home with his father., I might almo werticn,
in this regard, the remarkably grudging exhortation that

he gave to his son Telemachus just before thsir finnl tatile
agzinst the suitors' rel=tives. Although the ccmpetitivenszs
between Odysseus ani his son on this occasion was reiz

t
and even gave delight to the old Laertes, it suggests the rcz-
g : &8 1S

0]
C

sibility of more serious discord in the future, and it makes us
wonder again how well Cdysseus was going to age (XXIV 505-515),

A further indication of Odysseus' inadeguacy for the life

[y

that awaited him at home occurs zt a moment of particularly high
emotion, just after Penelope has finally recocnized him with

certainty and they have embraced one another in z long zrd
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tearful reunion. After they had cezsed weeping, C3yssaus szid
to Penelope that they still hmad troubles ahead of them, since

the soul of Teiresiszs had foretold to him in Fades that he would

ren=slcps revlied that his bed was reziy whenever rsz wishod, Tul
=Y e 12 o8 <+ = Yn oy ISR -~
*e alsc asked hirm first to t¢ll her somewhat moere Ut w1

futire ordeal. Now 0O8ysseuszs, thcugh he 434 of courszs grent his
wife's request, begsn by expressing some mild irritation =zt it

(Z¥I11 26k £f,). And it is surﬁrisina that a man zs decent ac

Clysseus would show this irritation at what was surely a resnonatle
uecst, in the circumstances, from the wife he loved, EKEic ir-

z2*te hcw muc* zhe ncefed e

H.

g
ritation, or his fallure to Aaprrec

of 2 happy marri=ge in the future.
Odysseus' homecoming, it now appears, was not the tegin-
ning of 2 life of wise and just contentment in hearwony wiih nis

family. It is true thzt he hzd znother lorng journsy zhead of

him, a journey that may not have been so entirely unwelcors %o

him as he told Penslope that it was (Compare XXIII 267 with XI 12,

and consider Odysseus' addition to the prophecy.és*he had report:=d

it to the Phaeacians. e¢f. I-3; Also compare XII 160 with XII 49). Yet
there is no reason to believe that further travel could ever

supply the contentment he was not going to find at home. In

articular, there is no reason to believe th=zt further travel
]

alone could ever resolve the nuestion, which was surely still
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alive in him, of the extent of the gods' supvort for justicc,

But what Odysseus still lacked or needed at the time of his hnro-
coming was more than mere contentment or even knowledge abcut
the gods; he lacked wisdom in the largest senss., Ané wisd-n
this large sense had been a more or less cornscious object of ii=m
nuest all along, as Homer indicates, I belisve, in *he proeriu-,
when he telis us thatl CAysssus was "ceesxing to win nis owm
life." Previously, to be sure, I have treated this phrasze as if
it were merely equivalent tc the guest for survivai, = ~uezt ihot
Cdyszeus had renounced, or rather seemed to rencuncs, in his

rejection of Calypso's offer of immortzlity. Yet elsewhera in

ct

orer
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he word translated as "to win" always mezns tc acnuire

l.lo

ometh

m

nz one doec not yet pcssess, rather than preserving scorg-
thing one already has., #And so by saying that Odysseus wz

r . . Yo,
nomer means, aLlve

seeking to win his own iife, or his own soul,
all, that he was seeking to win it for the first time, to win 1%,
in other words, as his own, or to acquire it as his own pcssezzi-rn,
And this possession of one's own life is the core, I think, of

what Homer means by wisdom, Now it is besyend the scope of

this lecture for me tc try to characterize more fully what cuch
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wisdom might be, other than to suggest that it wsuld have
Odysseus to live contentedly, at home or even elsewhere, ZIut

at all events, Olysseus failed, it seems to me, to attain this
wisdom, and he would contine to fail, despite his evident ccn-

cern for his own 1life, and even; in a sense, because of it.

For the shallowness of his concern for justice, or the ease with
which he persuaded himself that he was basically just, closed him off

from access to true self-knowledge, and all the more from the at-
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tainment of his true life. Homer, by contrast, who was wise,
seeks to nourish the concern fcr justice in us his listenerc,
most massively by focusing his or his Muse's story, noct on
Odysseus' travels, but on his edifyirg punishment of the suitor:,

And Homer points to the kinship between the simple ccncern

~

AN leemmp -

D

for justice and wisdom at its highest by addressing ths

[}

to the just and rious swineherd Zumaeus, the only charzcter in
the poem that he or his MNuse ever speaks to directly a3 "youi"
(XIV 55, 185, 360 eic.). v encouraging our sense of the
seriousness of justice, as we listen to the

fascinating story of Cdysseus, Homer points the way toward the

life of wisdom that even Cdysseus fziled *to attzin.



