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One important theme in Homer’s Odyssey is morality, justice, proper behavior, and compliance or the lack of it with the mores of the time.  “((((” (“diké”) in the Greek.  Contrasting the view of (((( that comes out of the poem with today’s views on what’s right or correct shows some similarities, of course, but also some interesting differences -- perhaps.  

Odysseus is very much a man who cares about, and succeeds in, doing the right thing.  Even though the epithets that Homer applies to him include several that might point in a different direction – e.g. a “bottomless bag of tricks,” the “lord of all the tricks of war,” and perhaps most tellingly a “master of subtle ways and straight,” Odysseus could not have survived and overcome the difficulties he faced without the help of the gods – Athena and others – and Homer makes it clear that the gods would not have helped him if he did not behave properly.  Homer says:

“Yet all the gods had pitied Lord Odysseus…” 

and Athena addresses Zeus with:

 “Are you not moved by [Odysseus’ longing to return home], Lord of Olympus:  Had you no pleasure from Odysseus’ offerings…?”
  

In the climactic battle with the suitors (Book 22) Athena gives Odysseus and his son Telemachos crucial assistance, but would not have done so had not Odysseus been ready to do the deed and take the risks himself.  After Odysseus and Telemachos have already killed several suitors but find themselves dangerously exposed, face to face with four of the remaining ones, Athena materializes beside them and challenges Odysseus: 

“Where is your valor, where is the iron hand that fought at Troy for Helen, pearl of kings, no respite and nine years of war?  How many foes your hand brought down in bloody play of spears?  What stratagem but yours took Priam’s town?  How is it now that on your own door sill, before the harriers of your wife, you curse your luck not to be stronger?”

She loves him and will aid him because of the valor and skills he displayed in the past, but only if he displays the same valor and skills in the current situation.

Just what are the ways in which Odysseus does the right thing, by the standards of Homer and his time?  Many of them are recognizable in our own times and place, for example:

· Humility, which is mainly respect for and adherence to social standards, in contrast to hubris which is a defiance or lack of respect for those standards.  He is rightly proud of his accomplishments,
 but he seldom forgets that proper behavior and respect for social standards are required.  On perhaps the only occasion when he forgets this, and gratuitously taunts the Cyclops, he is severely punished for it. 

· A “take-charge” approach to his problems.  He is definitely not a victim.  He is brave, and a man of action.

· Wisdom and street-smarts.  He doesn’t just charge ahead “bravely;” rather he is cautious in his bravery, thinks about how to proceed.  He is “the great tactician,” “the strategist,” “the lord of all the tricks of war.”

· Hospitality to the stranger who comes in peace.  Odysseus, a wanderer throughout the poem, is not able to practice this virtue but examples of it, and praise for them, abound throughout the story.

But many of Odysseus’ approved behaviors are very different from our own ideals:

· We say we prize a “take charge” approach to life, but to a much greater extent than earlier societies we are prepared to support those who do not take care of themselves.  In Homer’s world, the gods help those who help themselves.  In our world “the standard of a just society is how well it takes care of its poor.”
   In Homer’s world individuals stand or fall on their own merits as measured by their achievements and behavior.  There are no programs of affirmative action or special help for the disadvantaged. 

· We reward wisdom and street smarts, and many of us admire it, but most of us disparage people who bend the rules, who sometimes lie to get their way – as Odysseus does routinely.  He lies to his crew to keep them with him.  Telling the truth is not such a big value to Homer; in one passage (Book 13) Odysseus in disguise tries to fool Athena (who herself is in disguise) and she ends the charade by discarding her disguise, caressing him, and saying to him -- admiringly:

“Whoever gets around you must be sharp and guileful as a snake; even a god might bow to you in ways of dissimulation.  You!  You chameleon!  Bottomless bag of tricks!  Here in your own country would you not give your stratagems a rest? … Two of a kind, we are, contrivers both…”

· Odysseus is praised as a “raider of cities” – even attacking cities whose citizens and government have done him no wrong.  In Book 14 he boasts:

“Each to his own pleasure.  Before we young Akhaians shipped for Troy I led men on nine cruises in corsairs to raid strange coasts, and had great luck, taking rich spoils on the spot, and even more in the division.”

Surely not admirable behavior today.  

· Neither the gods, nor Odysseus, are big on mercy.  In the climax of the poem (Book 22), when Odysseus reveals his identity and confronts the suitors, he scorns forgiveness, negotiation, compromise, and mercy.  He alone decides what their fate will be, and he imposes it.  As prosecutor, judge, jury and executioner he tells them:

“You yellow dogs, you thought I’d never make it home from the land of Troy.  You took my house to plunder, twisted my maids to serve your beds.  You dared bid for my wife while I was still alive.  Contempt was all you had for the gods who rule wide heaven, contempt for what men say of you hereafter.  Your last hour has come.  You die in blood.”

They plead for mercy.  They admit that they have wronged him.  They offer to make restitution.  He kills every single one of them.  And when he’s finished, for good measure he cruelly executes, in cold blood, all the serving women who have slept with them.  Homer has Odysseus catalog for us the sins of the suitors, and the final one is “... contempt…for the gods, contempt for what men say of you…”  They broke the rules, and they broke them without shame.  The penalty for this aggravated transgression is bloody death.

Homer’s heroes were not exactly paragons of virtue as we practice it, much less as we preach it, today.  It might be said that Homer’s world had its standards of “political correctness” – but they were very different from ours.  A bit more practical and down-to-earth?  If a simple summary is possible, it could be said that Odysseus earns the protection of the gods, and the admiration of the poet (and presumably of the listener), because he does what he needs to do to accomplish his objectives.  He takes responsibility for himself, he deals with his own problems without denial, complaint or blaming others. He is brave, cunning, resourceful, perseverant, and effective.  That makes him a hero.  No matter that he does not love peace, truth, or mercy.

But perhaps this argument has a fatal flaw.  The Odyssey was, presumably, made up as entertainment.  Perhaps the ideals it seems to approve should be contrasted not with those of today’s society generally, but rather with those shown in our own current entertainments.  How different from Odysseus is, say, the caricature “Arnold” characters who unflinchingly face long odds, kill their enemies (almost always bad guys), and triumph in the end?  What about the scene in which Arnold seizes a bad guy and holds him over the edge of a cliff in order to extract information?  The bad guy caves in and gives up the information, after which Arnold tells him that he’s going to get dropped anyway.  The deceived bad guy protests that Arnold had promised to spare him; Arnold famously replies “I lied” and lets him fall to his well-deserved death.  Probably Homer would have loved it.

We don’t have to go as far as the Arnold characters, or rely solely on them; other examples abound.  Some of the best are the Clint Eastwood characters in the “spaghetti westerns” such as “A Fistful of Dollars.”  What about “Seven Samurai” or the heroes of many early Elmore Leonard books such as “Mr. Majestyk” or “Fifty-Two Pickup?”  All these characters operate outside the legal system, taking charge of their lives, dealing with their problems.  As Odysseus does, and surely would do in the same situations, often these modern heroes prevail by using combinations of trickery and superior wisdom against more practiced and apparently much more powerful opponents.  For sure, they don’t expect the police or the courts to resolve their problems.  They don’t even have an Athena to help them!  Could that be because the authors who created these modern  stories aren’t quite sure that their heroes are doing the right thing?

So we have to admit that we are unsure of the extent to which the ideals epitomized in The Odyssey accurately reflected the mores of its time and place  – as opposed to showing exaggeratedly heroic behavior for the sake of the entertainment .  It is also hard to decide the extent to which the outlaw and somewhat amoral behavior of many of today’s movie heroes can, or cannot, be taken as more accurate representations of current mores than what we’re taught in school, in church, and presumably in many homes as we grew up.  There is much to admire in the heroes of both ages: their cleverness, their bravery, their self-reliance – and based on these traits, their effectiveness.  It’s intriguing to think about an ancient society in which such behavior was less deplored than in our own times.  Did it exist?  Does it today?  Should it?
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� This short essay is completely my own work, but I must acknowledge a debt to an internet-based course I took on the poem, given by a now-defunct institution called the Alliance for Lifetime Learning, designed by Professor Richard Martin and taught by Instructor Micah Myers, both of Stanford University.  Any and all mistakes, questionable interpretations, and unconvincing or incomplete arguments are mine, while much of whatever insight about The Odyssey is in this essay was gained from the course.


� Book 1, Odyssey, tr Robert Fitzgerald, Anchor Books 1963.  This and all other excerpts from the poem in this essay are from Fitzgerald’s translation.


� See how he addresses King Alkinoos, who has received him as a shipwrecked unknown:  “I am Laertes’ son, Odysseus.  Men hold me formidable for guile in peace and war; this fame has gone abroad to the sky’s rim.”  (Book 9)  No false modesty here.  This is not hubris, but justified pride.


� Can’t recall the exact quote or even where it comes from.


� [Footnote added in December 2008]  Two years after writing this essay I encountered a similar argument in Hall, Edith, The Return of Ulysses, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 2008, page 37.
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