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Old Soldiers Never Die, They Just Get Insecure


Lies, tricks and stories crafted from his imagination allow Odysseus to survive many of the trials he faces.  Throughout the epic, Odysseus uses trickery to evade conflicts and save himself from people who he knows can be dangerous to him.  Odysseus’ trickery reveals his insecurities about the loyalties of people to him, which Homer utilizes in his Odyssey to reveal that all people have insecurities.


  Odysseus misleads the Cyclops to believe that “Nobody is [Odysseus’] name,” which causes the Cyclops to be denied help by his fellow Cyclopes when he exclaims  “Nobody is killing me by force of treachery” after Odysseus sticks a pike through Polyphemus’ eye (Book IX, ll, 366, 408).  Odysseus knows that the stone door is too heavy for his men to roll, meaning that he must get the giant to do it for him.  With this trick, he forces his men to place trust in him.  His men are tested for their loyalty to him.    Odysseus tricks the Cyclops one more time when he escapes from the cave “fastened under the breasts of [Polyphemus’] fleecy/ sheep,” using his cunning once again to escape death (Book IX, l, 443-444).  Odysseus knows that his men are already faithful to him now, but must test them again under an even more testing circumstance.  The exploitation of this shows that Odysseus’ mind is full of resourcefulness.


In order to conceal his true identity and save himself from potential enemies, Odysseus uses his intelligence to make up a tale of a completely new person, creating a façade to hide behind and test the loyalties of people who do not know him.  When Odysseus finally returns to Ithaca, he makes no move to go to his palace, instead he asks Athena, who is in the guise of a young man, where he is, but Odysseus cleverly invents a tale:  “I heard the name of Ithaka when I was in wide Crete… was left behind here” to ensure that nobody who is hostile to him will learn of his identity (Book XIII, l, 256-286).  He does this to deceive all who would be hostile to him.  He does this to force the swineherd to make a comment about his master.  Odysseus is unconfident in his own followers.  Athena describes him as needing a “sharp one, and a stealthy one, who would ever get past [Odysseus]/ in any contriving; even if it were a god against you,” which shows the favor of the goddess towards him (Book XIII, ll, 291-292).  He attempted to trick her because he is not confident in revealing himself to anybody, even to people of his own kingdom.  Even when talking to Eumaeus, his loyal swineherd, he does not reveal his identity; instead he creates a tale:  “I announce that my origin is from Crete, a spacious… so now, life is still my portion” (Book XIII, ll, 199-359).  Even in the land of his fathers Odysseus cannot reveal his identity.  Odysseus constantly wages a war between revealing himself and accepting his supporters as being loyal and giving in to his own personal cautions.


Odysseus uses disguise to mask his psychological uncertainty with physical concealment. Helen mentions to Telemachus that during the Trojan War Odysseus has taken the guise of a beggar:  “So he crept into the wide-wayed city of the men he was fighting… but in his likeness crept into the Trojans’ city”(Book IV, ll, 246-249).  Odysseus goes to great lengths to conceal his identity from his friends.  He trusts no one when he is in disguise.  He uses his disguises to seek information, not only on his enemy, but also on his allies. When Odysseus goes to his loyal swineherd’s house, he is thought to be a vagabond, but is treated well because of what Eumaeus believes of vagabonds:  “Stranger, I have no right have no right to deny the stranger, not even/ if one came to me who was meaner than you.  All vagabonds/ and strangers are under Zeus”(Book XIV, ll, 56-58).  Eumeaus mourns for Odysseus right in front of him, but Odysseus is still unsure of whether to trust him fully.  Odysseus refuses to place any trust on other people with the exception of his son because he fears betrayal.  He has enough wits to protect himself from such a fate, so disguised as a beggar he can maneuver through enemy territory.  Using disguise as a mask, the clever hero masquerades through both friend and foe to see who is truly trustworthy.


Throughout The Odyssey, Odysseus resorts to using trickery to conceal his identity and figure out whether the person he is talking with is loyal to him or not.  Not only does this reveal his insecurity, but also his curiosity.  Even though he has been gone for over twenty years, he still cannot help but exploit his servant’s trusting character to try and see if Ithaca is still the same place it has always been.  Even with his wife’s everlasting grief for her husband, Odysseus still must use tricks to conceal his identity to determine whether Penelope truly cares for him or for the suitors.  Even if he can conceal his identity, purpose and origin from virtually anybody, Odysseus still is unsure of himself, a trait shared by anybody in the world.

