Albert Stimson 

Great Conversation 

Groton

Odyssey Response Paper:  Morals in the ancient world.

While reading the Odyssey, I kept on finding myself disappointed in the hero, Odysseus, and I soon discovered the reason for this.  The Greek concept of what a hero is differs greatly from our current definition.  


There are many examples of what by our standards would be wrong or un-heroic thinking on the part of Odysseus.  This is rarely reflected in his actions, which are destined to be right by the gods, but in his attitudes and thoughts.  When, disguised as a beggar, he is about to fight Irus, the translation reads: 

Odysseus, 

The wily veteran, thought it over.

Should he knock the man stone cold dead,

Or ease up on the punch and just lay him flat?

Better to go easy and just flatten him, he thought,

So that the crowd won’t get suspicious.  (book 18, line 95)

Odysseus spares the foolish Irus, but he is doing the right thing for the wrong reasons.  He shows no concern for the others life, only for concealing his identity.  


Also, there are times when he puts his honor in the eyes of other men above the safety, well-being, and ultimately the lives of all his crew.  They tried to stop him revealing his identity to the Cyclops and taunting it further, but  they 

didn’t persuade [his] hero’s heart—

[he] was really angry—and [he] called back to him: 

‘Cyclops, if anyone, any mortal man, 

Asks you how you got your eye put out,

Tell him that Odysseus the marauder did it, 

Son of Laertes, whose home is on Ithaca.’  (book 9, line 500)


In fairness, there is a way to explain these rash actions, and the reason he was regarded as a hero.  This was a polytheistic world, with very different ideas of power, right and wrong than those of our culture.  In a world with one God, there is an ultimate judgment of right and wrong possible; in the Odyssey, the gods themselves disagree upon the fate of Odysseus, until a compromise is reached between Poseidon and Zeus.  In book 13 (line 150), Zeus himself, mightiest of the gods, backs down, saying “do as you please, and as your heart desires.”


In such a world view, Odysseus may have been wise to taunt the Cyclops, in order to further his fame and respect, for it was because of these “heroic” qualities that so many of the gods were on his side.  And with the belief that all humans went to Hades in the end, regard for the lives of others was a personal preference and glorious deeds calculated to impress both men and gods were the highest ideal a man could hope to achieve.

