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INTRODUCTION

Near the beginning of his second book, Herodotus notes a disagreement
between himself and the Ionian Greeks concerning the geographical boundaries of
Egypt. The lonians believe that Egypt is confined to the area of the Nile Delta.
Herodotus differs; he knows that the Nile Delta is alluvial land which has only
recently appeared above water. The Egyptians, as is well known, are one of the
most ancient of civilizations, and thus cannot have appeared on the earth so
recently. But what is of interest to me is not the disagreement itself, but the manner

in which Herodotus hints at a method of resolving it:

Ei &v Mpeig 6pBidg nept adtdv yvdokopev, “loveg ovk €9
ppovEovot mept Alyontov. Ei 88 6pBf ot 1) yvdun tdv
Tavav, "EAMvag 1e kai adtodg “lovag arodeikvopt odx
emotapévoug AoyileoBou, ol act tpio popra elvat yijv
naoav, Ebpanny 1e xai 'Aciny kot AtBinv. Tétaptov yop oM
opeag Oel mpooroyilesBar Alydmtov 10 Aéta, el pijte Yé g0t
i "Aoing unte tiig Aiing. OV yap 8 6 Netddg v€ €01t kot
100T0V 70V AGyov 0 v "Acinv ovpilwv tfj Ay 10d Aédta
O& TohToV Kata 10 0L mEpLppRyVLTon 6 Nelhog, date €v 19
petald "Acing te kot Aing yivorr’ av. (11.16)

If, then, my judgement is correct, the Ionians are mistaken in their
opinions about Egypt; if, on the other hand, the Ionians are right, I
am rcady to prove that neither they nor the rest of the Greeks know
how to count: for they hold that the world consists of three parts -
Asia, Europe and Libya - whereas it is obvious that they should add
a forth, namely the Egyptian Delta, since they do not include it in
either Asia or Libya. According to their theory the Nile is the
boundary between Asia and Libya; but the Nile splits at the apex of
the Delta and flows round it, thus making it a separate tract of land
lying between the two.

Herodotus appeals to a shared acceptance of the logic of counting. In a book
which persistently explores the ways in which differing nomoi radically divide
cultures, a common system of counting promises to provide a shared principle for

Herodotus and the Ionians alike. Logos, in the form of quantification, scems to be
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able to traverse cultural boundaries.! And yet Herodotus, in a rhetorical effort to
emphasize the self-evidence of his position, uses a conditional phrase: if the lonians
are right, the Greek system of counting is wrong. This conditional opens up, for
just a moment, a truly vertiginous possibility: what if the Greek system of counting
itself, the cornerstone of the rule of logos is itself unreliable?? Herodotus opens up
this possibility only to reject it out of hand. And yet things will not remain quite so
simple; for if Herodotus takes the reliability of calculation for granted here, the
workings of his own narrative of the Persian Wars will subvert his position. The
Greek defeat of the Persians will not only be a victory for the numerically inferior
forces of the Greeks; it will also be a victory for a certain sort of irrationality which
willfully disregards any calculation of probability. Consider Demaratus’ advice to
the Persian leader Xerxes, when he elucidates the apparent madness of Spartan
devotion to the law:

"ApBod 8¢ mépt pfy nbBp Boor Tivig €dvieg TadTa

motéetv otol 1€ iot: fiv te Yap toxwot EEeotpateupévor

xiA01, oLTOt paxfooviad tot, fiv e EAdoooveg TovTWY, Hiv
1€ xot nAéoveg... (VIL.102.14ff)

"EAe0Bepor yap E6vteg ob mévto éAedBepotl eiot- éneot yap
o@1 SeomoTNG VOROG, TOV Drodeipaivouot moAAD ET1 paAlov 7
ol 601 o€ TOLEVGL YAV T& Gv EXEIVog avdyn - dvayet 8t Tdutd
aiel, ovk £dv gedyewv 008Ev nARfog dvBpdnwv €x pdyne,
GALa pévoviog €v tf) TaEt émcpatéev 1 andAivoBor. ot
3¢ el paivopon todta Aéyov phunpéetv, aALX c1ydy BéAm to
Aowrov- (VIL104.17ff)

There is no use asking in asking if their number is adequate to
enable them to do this [fight]; suppose a thousand of them take the
field - then that thousand will fight you; and so will any number,
greater than this or less..

IFor a uscful summary of the importance of measurement in Greek culture, with particular
cmphasis on the Fifth Century B.C.E., scc Lloyd 1989, chapter 5 passim.

ZA question which lics at the heart of much of Platonic philosophy. Compare the apparcnt
argument for the contingency of any act of quantification at Phaedo 10aff with the (scemingly)
more optimistic faith in quantification at Protagoras 353aff (in the famous argument for a calculus
of pleasures) and at Republic 525aff.
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They are free - yes - but not entirely free; for they have a master, and

that master is Law, which they fear much more than your subjects

fear you. Whatever this master commands, they do; and his

command never varies: it is never to retreat in battle, however great

the odds, but always to stand firm, and to conquer or die. If, my

lord, you think that what I have said is nonsense - very well; [ am

willing henceforward to hold my tongue.3
Not only do the Spartans pay no respect to questions of counting, they elevate this
disrespect to the level of a law. Xerxes, of course, ignores Demaratus; he continues
to place a confidence in his calculation of probabilities which proves to be
misguided. What he seems to overlook is that there is something incalculable about
human behavior which undermines any certainty in his own calculating skills.
There are a range of complications, however. Demaratus’ emphasis on the
senselessness of the Spartan adherence to law, and therefore their incalculability, is
itself made in the cause of calculability; he attempts to offer Xerxcs rational advice
in order to help him plan the future. More pointedly, the rigid adherence of the
Spartans to their master, the Law, makes their behavior itself utterly predictable; but
it is this predictability (they always fight, regardless of the circumstances), in the
stupidity of its repetitiveness, which ends up undermining the attempts by their
enemies to size them up rationally. The passage seems to suggest that adherence to
any ‘law’ which promises a sense of order, when taken to a rigid extreme, begins
to destabilize this rational, ordering aspect of the law. The stupidity of the Spartan
adherence to order undermines any sense of order. I want to suggest that this
questioning of the manner in which calculation, logos, functions is a fundamental
feature of earliest Greek thought as it appears in the poems of Homer. For the

Homeric poems not only question the reliability of any system of calculation, but

also signpost the manner in which any system which tries to impose order, when

Iranstation adapted from Sélincourt's Penguin cdition.
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rigidly adhered to for its own sake, begins to undermine the sense of order it
promised to create.

But we can be more specific concerning the source of the disagreement
between Herodotus and the Ionians concerning counting. It lies in the ambiguity of
the Nile. For the Ionians, the Nile is merely a boundary separating Asia and Libya.
For Herodotus, bzcause of its Delta, it is a determinate area of land. Herodotus tries
to resolve the ambiguous status of the boundary, presuming that it itself needs to be
counted. Homer, I will argue, lingered over this ambiguity of the limit, and
explored its significance. This has, in turn, crucia! ccnscquences for the Homeric
conception of selfhood. For the ambiguity of the position of ‘boundary’ becomes a
privileged metaphor for attempting to understand the difficulties of human agency
within Homer. Should the agent who counts include him or herself as part of the
field to be counted, or should she or he remain separate? One can ‘calculate’,
rationalize certain aspects of the self, but what seems to remain outside of this
calculation is the agent of calculation itself. This separation between the counter and
the things counted implies a split in the Homeric self. It is possible to think of the
self as an amalgam of predicates, a series of determinate qualities which constitute
identity. But because the aspect of the self which calculates qualities remains
separated from them, this determinate view of the self seems to be incomplete.
Homer's implicit theory of the self, I suggest, has much in common with the
rationalizing Herodotus. He too believes that a certain attitude toward counting can
link human subjects across cultural divides. Yet they disagree on the essentials, for
the link, for Homer, can only be a negative one. It lies in a collective ability to
doubt the systems of counting which promise to regulate social norms. With this in

mind, let us now turn to the Homeric self, and recent critical work on it.

An essential Homeric seif?
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Pictro Pucci has argued that the narrative of the Odyssey depends upon the
notion of an ‘immutable self’: the poem ‘dramatizes the voice of the inmost being in
contrast with different semblances, and accordingly it displays semblances as
momentary ways of disguising an immutable self.’# Though his book makes use of
a modem, Derridean critical vocabulary, this view of selfhood in the Homeric
poems is quite conventional. Pucci bases his interpretation on Homer’s belief in an
irreducible kernel of the self which stays the same, regardless of the changes
wrought by the outside world.

T'argue that this view of selfhood is oversimplified. It overlooks the
radically questioning nature of the Homeric poems, and the manner in which they
challenge this notion of the self. Within the Homeric poems, such an ‘immutable
self’” may be possible for immortals, but it is portrayed as impossible for mortals.
What is constitutive of the human is not any belief in an immutable self, but rather
the ability to doubt the validity and coherence of every external ‘semblance’. The
Odyssey suggests this by depicting a series of moments when quasi-divine beings
- Proteus, the Cyclopes and Phaeacians - who most definitely do have a belief in an
immutable self, begin to doubt its validity. They are left with a self which lacks any
reliable, determinate characteristics - the revelation of a ciphered self - and in their
loss of any sense of self, they experience what psychoanalysis calls ‘subjective
destitution’. This process is well described by Richard Rorty, in his discussion of
the breakdown of Winston during torture in Orwell’s /984. People go through

the ultimate humiliation of saying to themselves, in
retrospect, ‘Now that I have believed or desired this, [
can never be what I hoped to be, what I thought I was,
The story I have been telling myseif about myseif... no

longer makes sense. I no longer have a self to make
sense of. There is no world in which I can picture

4pucci 1987, 81.
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myself as living, because there is no vocabulary in
which I can tell a coherent story about myself.5

It is this experience which, I argue, happens repeatedly in the Odyssey. The poem
lingers over the moment when Homeric characters recognize the contingency of
their identity, and thus are forced to face the fragile and ultimately illusory nature of
any determinate notion of identity.

This is important for efforts to construct an ideology of Homeric society
from the evidence of the poems themselves, a constructed ‘ideology’ which can
then be too easily turned back on the poems to limit the parameters of critical
debate. A typical 'historical' approach has generally consisted in attempts to
construct (from the text) a 'real’ society which forms the background against which
the narrative of the poems are played out.5 A problem with such efforts at historical
reconstruction is that they pay little heed to the complexities of the narrative of the
poems; they proceed as if ‘Homeric society’ was a stable entity which the narrative
(unthinkingly) describes, and thus try to avoid the difficult work of literary
interpretation. But there is a deeper problem. For the working assumption of the
influential text of Finley, 'The World of Odysseus', is that this stable world
provides the context for a relatively stable (and comprehensible) Homeric self.
Indeed Pucci's reliance on an 'immutable self', upon which the narrative
supposedly depends and to which it always returns, is ultimately just a literary
variation of the stable self fundamental to Finley's historical approach. If the
stability of the self is granted, there is then an irresistible temptation to flesh out its
details; it all too quickly becomes a biological self, which allows a fit with the

aristocratic ideology which is certainly on display on the surface of the Homeric

SRorty 1989, 179. Quoted in Zizck 1992, 162.
OFinlcy 1977 remains the most significant text, sctling the parameters of debate for more recent
attempts at fincssing his insights; cg. Morris 1986. For an insightful discussion (and critique) of

attempts at historical reconstruction of the poems, and the influence of Finley's model, scc Wees
1992, Chapter 1.
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narrative. We are now a short step away from seeing the poems as a 'mirror for
princes’. By way of contrast, I want to suggest that Homer's narrative focuses on
the instability of the self (an instability which ultimately depends on Homer's
awareness of the impossibility of any self-identity for humans); this in turn
destabilizes any determinate, stable social ideology which attempts to constitute that
self.”

A much more sophisticated attempt at historical reconstruction of Greek
society from the poems has been made by Wees.8 He emphasizes that the Homeric
poems depict a coherent, imagined society of status warriors. He goes on to argue
that this fantasy construction of a warrior society can still tell us much about the
reality of Greek society in the eighth century B.C.E. The movement away from a
dependence on determinate, real selves to fantasized selves is a significant advance.
But we can take a further step. The Homeric narrative constantly questions the
coherence of this social fantasy. It does so in two major ways. First, it lingers over
the moment when an individual comes to doubt the sense of self which he/she
previously relied upon, and thus confronts its ultimate contingency (demonstrated
in chapter 2). Second, it shows how any ideology which attempts to provide
complete, rational accounts of the functioning of a social world is doomed to
failure (Chapters 3 and 4). I argue that Homer's working assumption is that there
is certainly a temptation to believe in the coherence of this fantasized 'imaginary
world' (the essence of the theory of Wees), but that this belief is ultimately illusory.

Itis worth looking at an example of the critical 'slippage’ from a stable self
to a biological self, and then to an identification with aristocratic ideology. Consider

Katz’s remarks on the identity of Telemachus: ‘[T]he biological “fact™ of his birth

70f cours it is not original to claim that the Homeric sclf is unstable, fragmented; Bruno Sncll
made the same argument long ago. I discuss Snell's views (and attempt to defend him from a
powerful recent critique by Bernard Williams) in the following chapter,

8Wees 1992,
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anchors his identity and provides the reference point for his assumption of the role
of Odysseus’ replacement’. Biology ‘anchors’ identity, which becomes the
necessary reference point for the ‘roles’ which are played in the poem.!0 There is
an obvious tension here between biological ‘fact’ and ‘role’. If, in order to be a
son, Telemachus has to act out the role of a son, in what sense can this be
determined by biology? One unhappy solution is to argue that, through the roles
they play, aristocrats become what in some sense they already are. This is the
working assumption of the work of Richard Martin, who reads the Homeric poems
as an instruction manual for princes, who are meant to mimic the behavior of the
aristoi on display in the poem so that they can follow in the footsteps of their
fathers.!! But if we sever the link between this acting out and the ‘immutable self’,
a quite different picture of the ideology of the Homeric poems can emerge. For if
the aristoi are engaged in a frantic effort to live up to an aristocratic ideal which they
believe to be essential to themselves, but which the poem emphasizes is only
contingently theirs, then we are forced to admit that the aristoi are engaged in an
ongoing sclf-deception. It is worth emphasizing that, if my argument is right, this
is not just an illusion structuring the lives of the Homeric heroes which can only be
seen with a comfortable historical hindsight - a hindsight unavailable at the time of
the Homeric poems themselves. Rather, the logic of Homeric narrative focuses
upon the ongoing unraveling of this sort of self-deception - a subject’s erroncous
belicf in a determinate, essential self,

This allows us to overcome the contradictions which lurk between Martin’s

overall theory of the implicit ideology in the poems and his subtle discussions of

IKatz 1991, 9.

10K atz's distrust of the term *fact’, placed in nervous quotation marks, I take to be evidence of a
contemporary, postmodern distancing from what she takes to be a Homeric notion of ‘biological
identity’.

HSce Martin 1984, for an clegant claboration of this idea.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



individual episodes. Martin argues that the liad respects the ‘mystery of divine
speech’, and portrays Zeus as the perfect rhetorician. This ‘mystery’ is ultimately
what holds heroic ideology together. Yet, as Martin well realizes, Zeus’ authority
not only regularly fails (explained away as ‘touches of realism’) but is
‘deconstructed’. As early as Book 2 of the lliad, Zeus speaks with apparent
accuracy to Agamemnon, telling him that the immortals have all agreed that he
should sack Troy; in reality, there is utter discord among the immortals. Martin
sensibly concludes that Homer ‘demonstrates that muthos speech does not require
truth so much as an effective representation’. But if the epic demonstrates the
manner in which Zcus’ power is itself nothing more than ‘an effective
representation’, what room is left for mystery? Zeus’ power is supposedly perfect,
yet it often fails, and the audience knows that his supposedly ‘authoritative’
utterances are untrustworthy. At the very least, the narrative seems to be engaged in
. aquestioning of the pretensions of power by explicitly staging its techniques and

therefore inviting its readers to ponder why such deception might work.!2 But there
is a deeper problem in Martin’s argument, for what he presumes is evidence for the
success of rhetoric (in the service of power) can just as easily be read as its failure.
Consider the following comment on Zeus:

Zeus is above all the perfect rhetorician. His muthoi are

precisely adjusted to his audience and, more

remarkable, tend to vary in length depending on the

distance they must travel, as if to compensate with

increased detail for the greater potential of faulty

transmission inherent in mediated messages.!3

For Martin, the length of the messages makes up for the dangers of faulty

transmission, and are therefore a sign of Zeus’ power. But a simple change of

12An implicit invitation I accept in Chapters 4 and 5.
3Martin 1989, 51.
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perspective can provide a different reading: why should a god need to lengthen his
messages? The need of a supposedly all-powerful, perfect rhetorician to speak at
length can just as easily be seen as an indicator of his own ultimate impotence, a
lurking doubt that he is simply unable to control language. Even a god, insofar as
he is in language, is immediately vulnerable to the possibility of deception.!* The
increased distance between sender and receiver of a message merely makes this
point clearer: the success of a message, regardless of the efforts of the speaker, is
ultimately beyond his control.

We can improve on Martin’s scheme. Though Zeus is not the perfect
communicator, he believes himself to be so, and is engaged in an ongoing effort to
appear as such. But because such perfect communication is impossible for any
individual (for language is an irreducibly social phcnomenon), his efforts can never
be fully successful. For the ideal of ‘perfect communication’ will always depend on
the efforts of others and thus be out of his control. Zeus’ relation to language has
wider implications for the poem as a whole, for every sense of self, every story told
by a subject in an attempt to guarantee an identity, is ultimately vulnerable to the
same possibility of deception. Since any story is necessarily a social story, any
individual can only ever engage in an acting out of this socially constructed ideal.
The Homeric poems, on my reading, not only showcase a series of attempts at
cffective self-representation by heroes, but critique those attempts by demonstrating
their ultimate futility.

We have touched upon the central topic of the thesis, the relationship of
language to identity. Chapter 2 explores this link in detail, and it forms the basis for

the rest of my readings. I suggest that the Odyssey focuses on the moment when

141ndeed, as 1 explore, there is a contradiction between divine infallibility and the fallibility of
language; to be in language, within the context of the Homeric pocms, just means to be fallible.
Sec in particular my discussion of Odysscus’ encounter with the Cyclops in Chapter 2.
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quasi-divine beings, who believed that they were immune to deception (and thus
were not, in any significant sense, in language), are forced to question their
infallibility and thus the immutability of their selves. But this is not just a temporary
loss of self, which can later be recovered. Rather, it is part of a fall into human
status which cannot be reversed. This loss of self-identity renders them vulnerable,
both physically and mentally. Because of the depth of their yearning for a return to
a (mythical) unity of the self, they can be easily manipulated. The Odyssey is, of
course, a poem of deception; on my reading, deceivers play on the desire for
wholeness, the self-identity of the deceived. Part of the paradox of ‘being in
language' is that one desires a self-identity, but that any belief that is self-identical is
an illusion. Enlightenment in the Homeric poems comes at a high price; it involves a
recognition of the contingency of what one believes is central to one's sense of self.
A concrete example from the Odyssey, discussed in detail later, clarifies my
point. The Cyclopes are a species whose identity is centered upon the single eye on
their forehead. When Odysscus blinds one of the species (Polyphemus), he is
deprived of the feature which anchored his sensc of self. The loss of the eye also
coincides with a loss of Cyclopean immortality, and in turn renders the Cyclops
vulnerable. In order to regain his eye, his sense of self, he is willing to do almost
anything. It is this desperate situation which helps contribute to his eventual
deception at the hands of Odysseus. This is an ongoing, identifiable pattern in the

Odyssey.

Self-consciousness and enlightenment
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Recent critical debates on the nature of the Homeric self have followed
critical interest in the 'self-consciousness’ of Homeric poetry.!5 And yet despite a
growing awareness of the literary subtlety and sophistication of the poems, there is
still a critical reluctance to translate this poetic awareness into any ideological
critique of Homeric society. 'Self-consciousness' would scem to offer the hope of a
certain distancing from hegemonic ideological discourses, yet any such distancing
is all too often denied. The influential work of Simon Goldhill is paradigmatic, for
there is an uneasy fit between his acute critical awareness of the openness and
complexity of the Homeric texts (and in particular the manner in which the reader is
implicated in any construction of their meaning!6) and his defense of their social
conservatism. Here is his list of the aspects of hegemonic ideology which he
belicves are not challenged within the liad:

[T1hat the body is a sure sign of social worth; that
social, intellectual and financial worth necessarily
overlap; that authority over many is the prerogative of
the few; that human agency is framed by divine
control.!?

I believe that all of these aspects of hegemonic ideology are challenged and
my readings will try to prove it. But here, I will only suggest a theoretical approach
which allows me to articulate this challenge. The challenge becomes possible if we
see the Homeric poems as staging moments of self-consciousness within the
narrative and then teasing out possible consequences which can ensue from these
moments. Two questions are crucial here; what sort of 'self is implied in any
moment of 'self-consciousness’, and what are the possible effects of this awareness

of the self?

I5The important work of Goldhill and Peradotto is symptomatic of this trend; I discuss both more
cxtensively in the next chapter.

165cc Goldhill 1991, Chapter 1, for a discussion.
17Goldhill 1995, 196.
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Theodor Adorno's reading of the Odyssey in 'The Dialectic of

Enlightenment’ can help provide some answers:

Adorno had used the Odyssey to secure the almost lost
traces of a primal history of subjectivity. The episodes
in the wanderings of the one beaten in a double sense
reveal the crises that the sclf, in the process of forming
its own identity, experiences in itself and within itself.
The cunning Odysseus escapes animistic charms and
mythological forces; he evades ritually prescribed
sacrifices by apparently subjecting himself to them.
The intelligent deception of those institutions that
uphold the connection between an overpowering nature
and a mimetic, self-adapting, still diffuse self is the
original Enlightenment. With this act a permanently
identical I is formed and power is gained over a
desouled nature. The I acquires its inner organizational
form in the measure that, in order to coerce external
nature, it cocrces the amorphous element in itself, its
inner nature. Upon this relationship of autonomy and
mastery of naturc is perched the triumphant self-
consciousness of the Enlightenment. Adorno calls into
question its undialectical self-certitude.!8

The narrative of the Odyssey, for Adorno, turns on the effects of a moment
of self-consciousness; Odysseus is able to separate himself from any organic link to
the institutions which continue to link humans to nature, and this is the precondition
for controlling nature. Adorno is interested in the dangers inherent to this moment.
The joy and power of the moment of self-consciousness which separates humans
from organic nature too easily turns into a triumphant, 'rational’ self-affirmation
which forgets that humans remain (for Adorno) organic creatures. The instrumental
reason which initially promised to liberate the self from nature's barbarism ends up
forgetting its own natural roots, and thus self-destructs.

Adomo's argument is implicitly based on a historical contrast; thec wonder
of self-discovery in Homer is contrasted with the destructive instrumental reason

which dominates the ideologies of contemporary post-enlightenment socictics, even

18Habermas 1983, 100,
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as Adorno highlights their logical connection. But this split between control of
nature and wanton destruction of it is also present within the Homeric poems
themselves; we need only think of the contrast between the limited, regulated killing
of Achilles before the death of Patroclus, and the transgressive, boundless slaughter
he indulges in after the death. I suggest that we can understand the connection
between self-consciousness and destructive self-affirmation if we see the latter as
one reaction to the impasse of the former. Self-consciousness implies a doubting of
one's determinate identity. In the case of Odysseus, he stands outside his
determinate self and realizes that he can control it as well as nature. But this leads to
a crisis precisely because it suggests that the determinate qualities of the self are
ultimately contingent; to be aware that one can change the self is to be aware that
any belief in an unchanging, determinate sclf is misguided. Exultation and crisis go
hand in hand. Self-consciousness is simultaneously subjective destitution. Much of
the fury Adomo detects in the fury of the affirmation of instrumental reason (and
which, I argue in Chapter 5, can help us explain the wrath of Achilles) is a reaction
to this crisis. The terrifying awareness of the incompleteness of the self (that one's
identity is not natural, but constructed) can lead to a frantic attempt to make up for
that incompleteness, which results in a savage parody of the promise of
enlightenment. By lingering over this ambiguous moment of self-consciousness,
the Homeric poems put on display both the contingency of social identities (and
thus promise a distancing from hegemonic ideologies), and the dangers of the
awareness of this. The majority of the dissertation provides readings of the
Homeric poems which try to elucidate these points. But I begin, in the next
Chapter, by grounding the analysis of identity in the Homeric poems with a

discussion of recent critical work on the nature of the Homeric self.
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CHAPTER 1
DUBITO ERGO SUM: HOMER’S DOUBTING SELF

The Homeric Greeks doubted. This is one common-sensical, but crucial
consequence of Bernard Williams' philosophical examination of agency in the
Homeric poems.! The poem does not lack a concept of intention, nor one of will -
at least, not one which is philosophically tenable. Homer’s heroes made decisions,
which implies a moment of doubt prior to the decisions themselves. Williams’ merit
lies in the elegance of his defense of this simple proposition, and in the demolition
of ‘progressivist’ writing on questions of selfhood in Homer which has sought to
deny it. Progressivist critics, argues Williams, are caught in a vulgar, evolutionary
mode of thinking. They judge the ethics of the Greeks by comparing them to what
they believe (and here too, they are often mistaken) to be the more advanced ethics
of the modern world. The presumed difference leads to a teleological narrative: the
progressivists see in Homeric ethics the confused beginning of the long journcy to
contemporary enlightenment. It is this approach which Ieads to strange perversions
of the evidence. Snell, for example, argues that Homer had no recourse to the
concepts of ‘choice’ in decision-making: moments of indecision (where modemns
expect acknowledgement of efforts of will) are supposedly described in terms of
divine intervention.2 Williams counters by noting that many decisions are made
without divine intervention, that even intervening gods restrict themselves to the
offer of advice while never deciding for the agent, and that the gods themselves

make decisions without any external help.3

I'williams 1993, Chapter 2, passim,
2sncll 201,
3Williams 28ff.
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Williams' argument has the unsettling effect of returning us to what we
share with the Greeks, in opposition to a contemporary critical trend which seeks to
emphasize our difference.* He seeks to chart the limitations of a certain historicizing
criticism. His flattering remarks on Peter Brown's The Body and Society thus have
the flavor of a manifesto: ‘It is one of the merits of this remarkable book that its
insight and learning enable one to understand what did happen, while preserving
the sense that it might not have happened.’ To preserve the sense of ‘what might
not have happened’ is another way of affirming that the ancients doubted and made
choices - a fact that unthinking, historicizing approaches ignore at their own peril.
His discussion of the concept akrasia, weakness of will, underlines the danger.
Williams questions the merit of categorizing an event in the past by use of the
psychological category ‘weakness of will’:

The relevant descriptions of what happened are

available, in many cases, only retrospectively, as part

of an interpretation that establishes or reestablishes

one’s identifications and the importance of one reason

rather than another. Consequently, whether an episode

was an episode of akrasia at all may depend crucially

on later understandings. A married man having an

affair with another woman and trying to bring it to an

end may find himself wavering in that attempt and

secing his lover when they had decided not to meet. If

he ends up with his wife, he may well see those

episodes as akratic. But if in the end he and his wife

separate, and he goes to live with his lover, it may be

that those episodes will count not as akratic, but rather

as intimations of what were going to prove his truly

stronger reasons.’
Here, akrasia functions as a retroactive attempt to obscure the contingency of the
original moment of choice. We can add that it is the contingency of this moment of

choice which provides the ongoing possibility of always re-explaining it in terms of

4Williams 15fT,
SWilliams 45.
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present identifications. Yet if Williams’ philosophical examination of Homeric
decision-making affirms Homeric subjects as doubting subjects, it stops short of
examining the way the poem itself reflects on this doubt.6 Though Williams affirms
that Homer's characters are, in philosophical terms, perfectly good agents who
doubt, deliberate and then decide, he stops short of examining Homer’s interest in
the difficulties and problems of the process. Williams tries to demonstrate that there
are a series of assumptions about agency which Homer takes for granted, and
without which it is impossible to make any sense out of the poems. By way of
contrast, I want to argue that these ‘assumptions’ about agency are not merely taken
for granted, but reflected upon and critiqued. We agree that it is not a question of
the conceptual moral terms Homer lacked; but I want to shift perspective,
suggesting that we can read the pocms as an exploration of the difficulties inherent
to the moral vocabulary which is his backdrop. A crucial aspect of my argument,
especially in the next chapter, is the importance of doubt in the process - as
constitutive of the human. For an agent to reflect on his or her decision-making
process, and its possible failure, is an implicit acknowledgement of a less-than-
divine status.”

There is undeniable value in much of Williams’ polemics against the
progressivists; yet what he is in danger of missing is the validity of some of their
more general observations, which somehow get lost in the force of his eloquent
critique of them. He argues against Snell’s view of the Homeric self as fragmented,

a mere sum of body parts without any conception of unity.8 He claims that Sncll

6This is hardly a criticism of Williams, as it is, cxplicitly, not his purpose.

This seems to conflict with an obvious feature of Homeric pocms: that the gods themscelves
deliberate, make choices. This is indeed an ongoing contradiction between divine pretensions of
omnipotence and their physical and mental limitations; the interesting question, however, is o
what extent Homer probed this contradiction. In the next chapter, I look in detail at the carcful
representation of a serics of divine figures in an attempt to show that Homer was awarc of the
(mortal) fallibility on display in any choice.

8Snell chapter 1, passim.
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misses the most obvious of unities, ‘the living person himself’,? and secks to
explain Snell’s error by his Cartesian prejudices; since Snell (in his progressivism)
expects to find a soul/body dualism he looks for nothing else, and thus misses the
more obvious unity of the person as such. But one can hold onto the idea of an
agent without jettisoning the idea of a fragmented body; Snell’s argument need not
be followed in its entirety, but we can certainly pause over the lack of a single
signifier for the ‘body’ in the Homeric poems, even as we agree with Williams that
this lack is not because Homer was unaware of the concept. It is also significant
that despitc Williams’ skepticism about dualistic theories of selfhood, his own
language betrays a duality: ‘If, then, Homeric man does not “decide for himself”, it
is not because he has no self to decide for, or from.” The phrase ‘decide for
himself” is placed in nervous quotation marks, and it is not difficult to see why. For
the structure of the sentence already splits the individual into a ‘self’, and a
(presumably separate) agency who decides on behalf of this self !0 It is this split
which brings us uncannily close to the linguistic split in the nature of ‘I’ suggested
by Benveniste, and later appropriated by Jacques Lacan .!! This split differentiates
between the speaking subject, subject of the enunciation, and the spoken subject,
subject of the enunciated. The ‘self decided for’ coincides with the enunciated, the
agent of decision coincides with the shifting ‘I', the subject of enunciation. I argue
that this split can be helpful for understanding the Homeric poems, and I will have
recourse to it throughout. It allows us to salvage the merits of some of the

observations of the progressivists, while rejecting their more patronizing aspects.

IWilliams 24. ,

10Williams 28. Of course the quotation marks also signpost Williams’ awareness of the
difficultics of expressing his thesis of the unity of the person within our existing vocabulary (itsclf
marked, he argues, by the dualist thinking he opposcs). Much of Williams® other work is
concerned with proving this ‘unity of the person’. Sce in particular the opening chapters of
Williams 1973,

Hiacan 1977, 136ff,
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Rather than dismiss the fragmentation of the body noted by Snell and its
relationship to the lack of autonomy of a Homeric self, we can locate this
fragmentation at the level of the enunciated. The Homeric mode of describing
fragmented bodies would then enact (as it describes) a commonplace of
contemporary critical theory: subjects are ‘written’, caught up in the competing
discourses of the social world. This allows us to ask some very different questions
from the ones posed by Williams; consider his concluding argument for the ‘unity’
of the Homeric person, which discusses the death of the hero Kebriones:

Above all [the implied psychology of the poems])

depends precisely on the unity that I have been

claiming for their characters: the unity of the person as

thinking, acting, and bodily present; the unity of the

living and the dead. It is all compressed into the death

of the hero Kebriones, for instance, one of many,

around whose body the battle raged on,

but he lay in the whirling dust, mightily in his might,
having forgotten all his horsemanship.!12

Williams’ example of Kebriones does indeed ‘compress’ a great deal of
things which are central to the Homeric narrative; for this reason, it is perhaps
worth trying to unpack this unity. At the point of death, there is a dissolution of
Williams’ unity of the person. And yet Homer here chooses to express this
dissolution not in terms of a separation of body from soul, but by separating the
body of the hero from the key symbolic quality which helped define him: the
horsemanship left him. What is of interest is that this biological death does
something which can, in principle, happen in social life: one can lose the qualities
that made one’s life meaningful, a situation which repeatedly recurs in Homer.!3
The point is a simple one: the unity of the person which, in this example, dissolves

in death, can also dissolve in life. There is a great deal at stake here; for, in an

williams 49.
13Again, discussed in the next chapter - though the sclf-doubt of Achilles is perhaps the most
obvious cxample.
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important sense, it is the hope of Homeric heroes that this link between symbolic
qualities and person (of horsemanship to Kebriones, in Williams’ example) will last
beyond death: this is the allure of kleos, fame. Kebriones is split from his
horsemanship in death; but this narration of the split continues to identify the two as
it implicitly accepts a definition of the living Kebriones as a good horseman. Even
as he dies and his person is dissolved, the narrative allows a certain unity to
continue; it preserves a unified memory of him as ‘Kebriones the horseman’. But
the ‘compressed’ structure here provides the contours for a much more painful
splitting of the living person. What if the loss of the symbolic quality occurs before
biological death? What then would be left of Kebriones?

Williams seeks to subsume the fragmentation of the body of the agent -
subject to the discourses of the social - under the rubric of the person rather too
quickly. It is the significance of the interaction of these discourses with the Homeric
agent which is the key theme in the work of Arthur Adkins.!4 Adkins is far from an
unsophisticated denier of the existence of a concept of choice in the Homeric world:
he merely chooses to emphasize the relative fragility of the individual in the face of
the social world. Consider the following comments on Homeric man:

He is always ‘up against it’, judged in terms of his
successes and failures; further the sanction is overtly
‘what people will say’, and over this he has no control,
and he cannot set his own consciousness of his self
and its value against the estimation of his fellows,
since his self has only the value which they put on it.
In these circumstances he can and does have
intentions, from plans, make choices, but these are not

the most important aspect of the situation in his eyes
(or anyone else’s).!5

14 Adkins 1970, which reworks much of the material from his carlier book, Merit and
Responsibility.
I5Adkins 41.
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In terms outlined above, Adkins (to translate into my terms of reference)
emphasizes the subject of the enunciated, and plays down the importance of a
subject of enunciation. The particular social circumstances in the Homeric world
mean that the vast majority of life is ‘non-reflective’; though people are capable of
reflection, they rarely do reflect. Adkins does think the Homeric Grecks had some
concept of agency, but because of the harshness of social conditions, it is emptied
out of much of its significance. I think Adkins greatly underestimates the
reflectiveness of the poem, and its exploration of the interaction between the social
world and the subject. But his depiction of the single individual at the mercy of the
multitude of social forces surely represents an important aspect of the Homeric
world. Adkins sees a multiply written individual, subverting his status as an
individual, a unified ‘one’. In contrast, Williams argues for the autonomy of the
self (in the ‘living person’), while ignoring the relationship of this unified self to the
multiple social forces which surround it.!6 What follows is an attempt to reconcile

these positions.

Self as cipher: the return of the invisible man

A solution to the enigma of the relation between the one person and the
multiplicity of social forces is hinted at in a suggestive passage in which Williams
critiques Snell’s view of a fragmented body:

He is fond of saying, for instance, that if the Homeric
Greeks did not recognise a certain item, then that item
‘did not exist for them’, a form of expression that is
almost certain to produce some error or other. ‘Of
coursc the Homeric man had a body exactly like the
later Greeks,” he writes, ‘but he did not know it qua
body, but merely as the sum total of his limbs. This is

1611 is worth remembering, however, that Williams’ disrcgard of this issuc largely stems from his
polemical stance against the progressivists.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



28]
o

another way of saying that the Homeric Greeks did not
yet have a body in the modern sense of the word’; and
one can only ask in what sense of the word Homeric
man did ‘of course’ have a body. These unhappy
formulations do play some role in the argument: they
encourage the idea that since the body did not exist for
Homeric man, a space is left where it should have
been, and unless Homeric man was the Invisible man,
this space must have been filled by something, and that
what it was filled by was the set of its parts.!”

Much of this is surely correct. There are deep problems in Snell’s
arguments from silence which too quickly posit the lack of ethical concepts. But the
problem lies elsewhere. Once more, for all his protestations at the danger of
dualistic, Cartesian thinking, it is far from clear what exactly this ‘one’ thing is
which is a composite of parts. Is it, for example, just a ‘body’, or is it the ‘whole
person’?18 The Homeric Greeks, without the aid of Descartes, certainly had a
working use of both concepts, and an ability to distinguish them, and it is not
progressivist to say so. But more troubling is the ease with which Williams
presumes that the ‘single’ thing (whether body or person) is logically prior to the
parts that constitute it. There is now a rather long list of critiques of a humanist
tradition which believed it could take for granted the ‘one’ thing that was the
person; the critiques have relentlessly exposed that the supposedly neutral depiction
of the ‘one’ thing that is the *human’ (a ‘one’ thing which can supposedly be
universally agreed upon) involves a host of cultural and ideological assumptions.
To mention but one aspect of this, which Williams’ rhetoric replays, the ‘person’
has too often been conflated with ‘man’. But yet more significant is the certainty

with which Williams clings to this ‘one’ thing. In an argument which re-affirms the

existence of doubt in the Homeric universe, what is the relationship of ‘doubt’ to

17williams 1993, 25.

I8williams has clsewhere argucd that the notion of personal identity depends upon the continuity
of a single body: sec the sccond chapter of Williams, 1973.
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the single ‘thing’ that does double duty as both body and person? Can one have the
working use of a concept (person, body) without being sure that it is an adequate
representation of reality?

This moment of uncertainty is worth lingering over. For there is a tension
between the ability of a person to doubt and the apparent certainty of the ‘one’ thing
that is the unified person - a tension which runs throughout Williams' argument,
causing a series of difficultics. In his efforts to elucidate the inconsistency of
Snell’s position, Williams unwittingly ascribes to Snell a logic which is unthinkable
for his schema. He asks us to imagine a gap into which Snell’s body fragments are
inserted, only to dismiss this as heralding the return of the Invisible man. But this
gap between parts and whole is unthinkable for Snell precisely because there is no
room for doubt in his theory. To suggest anything prior to the parts suggests a
moment of reflection by the agent describing them, a moment when the speaker
realizes that his language is not neutral description, but performative. Rather than
merely speaking of what was already there, the spcaker would be writing the space
where the body will only later (by this very act) come to be. Yet if the idea of an
invisible man is impossible for Snell, it need not be for us; nor was it for Homer.
For it is only through its preservation that a spirit of non-dogmatic contestation over
what a self is can be maintained. To say anything determinate about the self (to say,
for example, that it is unified) is to enter a contest in language. To return to the
enunciation/enunciated split, it is to enter the realm of the enunciated and to abandon
the indeterminacy of the shifting ‘I’ of enunciation, the realm of doubt. It is the
indeterminacy of the latter which guarantees the inevitable failure of any ability to
speak the unity of the sclf entirely. Accordingly, we can certainly speak of an
invisible man prior to the discourses that constitute him, or more accurately, a sclf
which is not one because it can never be fully spoken, attain the self-identity

implied in one-ness. To rescue this invisible man is to affirm that any outcome of
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the particular blend of competing discourses which constitute a person is subject to
doubt.

It may also go some way toward understanding the lack of a signifier for the
unified self, the ‘person’, in Homer. Homer did not make use of such a signifier
because the view of selfhood explored in the poems has no need of one; for Homer,
to say anything about the self is already to enter the competing social discourses
which construct the self. The Homeric self becomes a blank page, upon which
social discourses are written. This does not mean that Homeric subjects are merely
victims of social discourses, for the possibility of a negative identity (a ciphered
self) allows the possibility of reflecting back upon the discourses that construct
such a self. This notion of negative identity is far from an anachronistic one. For I
will argue that the Odyssey does indeed portray societies which have an immutable,
fixed idea of the ‘person’: the Phaeacians and Cyclopes. It is preciscly because of
this immutable version of person-hood that they are civilizations without doubt, and
thus not properly human. The poem also has a name for Williams’ Invisible man: it
lies in the complexities of the figure of Outis, the name ‘No-one’ which Odysseus
adopts in order to trick the Cyclops.

To clarify, we can return once more to Adkins’ influential thesis on the
competitive aspect of Homeric culture. Adkins describes a zero-sum game of
competition. Homeric heroes take part in a competition to be the best, aristos,
knowing full well that only one can be the best. Two crucial modifications nced to
be made here; it should first be noted that the zero-sum game described by Adkins
is a patriarchal game. The fight to be aristos coincides with a fight for paternal
authority, to be the single head of the oikos. This zero-sum struggle is crucial for an
understanding of much of the tension between the absent father Odysseus and
Telemachus, who emerges as a potential father in the opening books of the poem. It

is also important for an understanding of the civilizations of the Phacacians and
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Cyclopes which, I will argue, are fantasized societies where no tension exists
between father and son. But it is also crucial to affirm the contingent nature of what
aristos is. For whoever the ‘best’ man is, he is only ever a temporary representative
of an absent ideal. If this were not the case, there could be no doubt, no reflection
within the society. This unreflective situation, as we will see, also describes the
civilizations of the Cyclopes and the Phaeacians before Odysseus’ arrival. The
Phaeacians’ are supremely self-confident both in their belief that they are ‘best’, and
that they know what it means to be best. The Cyclopes turn their back on the

society where such values are contested. Neither species doubts.

The Man in the Middle Voice

The notion of self as cipher has been extensively explored in the work of
John Peradotto. Peradotto’s narratological reading of the Odyssey explicitly links
the indeterminate, ‘degree-zero’ figure of Outis with a free self. It is because of the
extensive overlap between my view of the poem and Peradotto’s that his text (and
critiques of it) require some discussion. In particular, I will try to argue that
theoretical progress can be made by replacing Peradotto’s narratological analysis
with a pyschoanalytical one. If I emphasize my disagreements in what follows, this
should not obscure the magnitude of my debt.
Here are Peradotto’s concluding remarks on the topic of selfhood in the
Odyssey:
In the self-consciousness of his art, the story-teller
creates a subject at once polytropos and outis, a secret

base for open predication, rather than a determinate
sum of predicates, and thus presents a paradigm of the
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self as capable, dynamic, free, rather than fixed, fated,

defined.!?
Peradotto assimilates ‘Outis’ to the ‘degree zero’, the zero-point from which all
narratives begin. It is this optimistic moment of pure possibility which forms such a
crucial part in his Bakhtinian reading of the poem as a conflict between the realms
of freedom and necessity. Forces within the narrative which Peradotto at first
describes as ‘centrifugal’ and ‘centripetal’ (which themselves correspond to somber
narratives of ‘myth’ and happy-ever-after tales of ‘fairy tale’) become assimilated to
the narratives of Odysseus as ‘Outis’ (No-one) and Odysscus as ‘polytropos’. The
latter seeks to inscribe the subject in discourse, in ideology, the former forever
evades such inscription. The flexibility of this provocative formulation is more than
able to deal with simplistic critiques; to provide one example of this, here is the
objection of Crotty:

The definitionless individual Peradotto describes seems

perfectly empty and without content: without memory,

wihout deep and abiding desires, without loyalties or

commitments. This is far indeed from the Odysseus

who undertakes to return to Ithaca and Penelope.20

This criticism misfires because the ‘loyalties’ and ‘commitments’ it seeks to

impose upon Odysseus are already part of Peradotto’s mythic narrative; for Crotty,
these failings are unassailably genuine, unique to Odysseus, but for Peradotto they
cannot be separated from the classifying realm of social discourse. Crotty cannot
quite bring himself to sever Odysseus from the politics of the oikos, with all its
implications for a hierarchized ideology of gender. He therefore backs away from
Peradotto’s split between Outis and polytropos. Such a reading (a denial of the

power of the negative to put on hold every identity) is ultimately thoroughly

conventional. Crotty clings to a determinate notion of desire; the adjectives ‘decp’

19p¢radotto 1990, 169.
20Crotty 1994, 170.
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and ‘abiding’ are hardly more than substitutes for ‘conventional’ masked as
‘eternal’ or *natural’, which in turn means that gendered identities remain firmly in
place. Odysseus’ ‘deep’ desire is, for Crotty, a desire for his oikos. But insofar as
this desire is thoroughly conventional, it is far from clear why it is unique to
Odysseus. Of course, it would be foolish to deny the importance of the dominant
ideology of the oikos for an interpretation of the poem; Peradotto certainly does not,
nor do I. The crucial question is the extent to which the ‘centrifugal’ narrative
continually exposes this as an ideology.2!

The difficulty of Peradotto’s scheme lies elsewhere. It lies in his privileging
of the synchronic over the diachronic; this privileging is defended in his
introduction, and is adhered to throughout: ‘The analysis of a system, or the
synchronic approach, is logically prior to a diachronic approach because systems
are more intelligible than changes.’22 The effect of this procedure can be seen in
perhaps the most crucial phrase from the passage quoted above; for in what sense
can any narrative depict a subject which is polytropic and Outis at once? This is
contradicted by Peradotto’s own language, as he talks of narratives which develop
from the degrée zero. Any co-existence of the narratives can only occur at different
times; we can return to Williams® analysis of akrasia to illustrate this. Williams’
argument exposed the manner in which a contingent decision is made to appear
retroactively as irrational. There is thus a process of catching up, as language tries
to assimilate a contingent act that was at first unassimilable. It is this ‘catching up’
which is necessary in order to maintain the utopian possibility of the narrative of
‘Outis’. For insofar as anything is fully subject to language (narrative of

polytropos) there can be no left-over. ‘Outis’ is dependent on a delay. It is this gap

21The suggestion implicd by Peradotto’s absorbing Bakhtinian reading of Demodocus' tale of Arcs
and Aphroditc is that the poem’s challenge to sexual hicrarchy runs deep. Peradotto reads Hermes'
affirmation of a rank ‘immorality” - adultery with Aphroditc - as part of the centrifugal narrative.
22peradotto 13.
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which characterizes the relationship between language’s attempts to classify and the
‘utopian’ impulse suggested by the unclassifiable. Language always seeks to catch
up with that which remains unassimilable, and it is this delay which provides
breathing space for a (doubting) subject.23 The temporal gap guarantees that the
split between the subject of enunciation and enunciated subject is constitutive.

The failure to take this into account leads Peradotto into an assortment of
difficulties. For example, he quotes, with approval, Alcinous’ claim (Od.8.552ff)
that no-one is nameless: ‘Everyone is born into a social context, named, classified,
located in society before one has any say in the matter of his claim about Phaeacia’.
I will later argue that this utterance of Alcinous, when viewed in its context on
Phacacia, is much more complex. For now, it is worth noting the uneasy manner in
which such ‘necessity’ fits with Peradotto’s evocation of freedom. Language’s
claim to omnipotence is prima facie implausible for psychoanalysis, which has a
specific name for those who are impervious to the powers of language as a
classifying system: psychotics. This will prove crucial for my later interpretation of
Odysseus’ interactions with the Cyclopes. There are also good reasons why it
should seem implausible within Greek culture. In Plato’s Protagoras, for example,
there is reflection on the notion that the madman defines the limits of the shared
discourse of society.2* But there is also evidence in the peculiarities of the process
of naming itself. The Greeks carefully preserved a gap between the birth of a child

and its naming,25 which in turn seems to be related to their obsession with the

23The specific nature of this doubt, and its relationship to sclf-consciousness, will be considered in
greater detail below, especiatly in my discussion of the tricking of Proteus in Odyssey 4.

24scc Prot. 323a-b, where Protagoras suggests that the person who doces not even pretend to be
just is considered mad.

250n the Amphidromia, the ccremony of naming, sece Vernant 1983, chapter 5. More gencrally,
on the social anxictics on display at the birth of a child in the ancient world, Hanson 1994, There
is further evidence for an obsessive interest in the origins of language in the bekos experiment of
Herodotus (Hdt.2.2F), where Psammetichus sccks an original language.
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innocent world of the child before it has entered language.26 Of course,
Peradotto’s description of this ‘necessity’ of language is meant to be countered by
the utopian half of his scheme. But what is missing, and is sorely needed in order
for the narrative levels of ‘Outis’ and ‘polytropos’ to co-exist, is a theory of their
interaction.

This opens Peradotto up to deconstructionist objections, objections which
need not prove fatal to his wider project. Consider the following attack on Peradotto

by Lynn-George, which I quote at length:

While making much play upon that much turned term
polytropos, Peradotto seeks to recuperate everything
for one man. (In this process, as throughout, Peradotto
elides a distinction between many and any meaning
‘all’.) How do we arrive at a single metaphor in which
we can see narrative's generative process? ‘This will
manifest itself in a variety of concrete ways, as for
example even on a purely verbal and formulaic level,
by endowing Odysseus, among all male figures, with a
virtual monopoly of epithets in polu-’ (155). In this
comment it is a little surprising to find that a ‘variety of
concrete ways’ in the linguistic text includes ‘even’ the
‘purely verbal’. But why a ‘virtual monopoly’? And
why indeed a monopoly in a study which espouses and
pursues polytropy? And why only ‘among all male
figures’ (*all’ and yet only ‘male’)? Once more there is
a considerable reduction of all the epic work in
language, particularly that specifically epic exploration
of the resonances and significance of polu-, even when
where the epic knows and yet so often refrains from
pan-. And ‘all’ because for this mode of criticism,
‘polytropy’ must ultimately be the monopoly, the
exclusive property, of the unique individual.

There is much of value in this criticism, together with much that is unfair.
The reason for the narrative’s avoidance of ‘pan-’ conforms to the nature of

language as an indefinite sequence. But it is the indefiniteness of this sequence (the

26As evidence, consider only the interaction between Ajax and his child (Sophocles® Ajax 545f1.).
Ajax suggests a link between a childish innocence and ignorance of the world of social discourse.
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ongoing possibility of saying something more) which allows us to confirm the
integrity of the negative, Outis. Here, I preview a classic Lacanian feint to which [
will shortly return.27 If Lynn-George is right to emphasize the way the realm of the
‘many’ of language falls short of the ‘all’, we can nevertheless make a definite
judgement on the impossibility of totalizing. It is precisely because of the certainty
of the inability to ‘say it all’ that we can conceive of a subject as ‘Outis’, which
every ‘one’ in the sequence of signifiers (or tropoi) tries but fails to encapsulate.
The epic avoids ‘pan-’, for if speaking ‘all’ was possible its characters would
indeed have statuses as self-identical ‘ones’. If Peradotto fudges this, it is in large
part because of his privileging of the synchronic over the diachronic. Yet it is surely
in the spirit of his work to see ‘Outis’ as a metaphor for the subject as such (or at
least the subject’s potential), rather than any unreflective privileging of the single
hero.

Lynn-George does, however, latch onto a failure of nerve on the part of
Peradotto as he seems to reduce the realm of the metaphor of Outis to male subjects.
The equivocation carries with it the suggestion that for all the freedom from identity
implied by the degree-zero of Outis, gendered identities stay in place. It suggests a
further contradiction: how can an absolute lack of identity be equated with a
specific, gendered identity? I will have much to say about the privileged relationship
of gender and identity in chapter 7, where I argue that it is Penclope who ultimately
comes closer to encapsulating the utopian figure of the negative identified with

Odysseus-Outis by Peradotto.28 But first, let us look in detail at the manner in

271, my discussion of Protcus, below.

28Though I leave the substantive arguments concerning gender in the Homeric poems until the
final chapters, it is worth previewing my difference with Peradotto here. Peradotto implicitly
thinks of gender as an attribute of the sclf, and as a sign of a determinate identity. In contrast, 1
arguc that a competing Greck theory of gender (explicit in Hesiod, but also known to Homer)
considered gender to be no more than the sign of the impossibility of sclf-identity of any subject,
of a splitting of sclf from other.
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which the Odyssey reflects upon the human construction of a self. In the following
chapter I suggest that it does this by depicting the moment when quasi-divine,
infallible figures doubt for the first time. Proteus, the Cyclopes and the Phaeacians
are all species who have an unerring belief in their own symbolic identities; all three
fall victims to tricks which cause them to question this. The narrative leaves them at
the terrifying moment when the stories they told about themselves no longer make
sense, when any determinate sense of self is replaced by the zero of a ciphered self.

It is this moment which heralds their emergence as human subjects.
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CHAPTER 2
THE ORIGINS OF SUBJECTIVITY

The subjectivization of Proteus

If the Odyssey truly has a conception of the self as cipher, an ability to
question the assumption of any identity, is this also true for gender? Gender offers
a particularly important test case insofar as one’s gendered identity can easily appear
certain, natural. We will discuss the ramifications of this more fully in Chapters 6
and 7. But we can begin to explore it by asking an unconventional question of a
second, polytropic figure in the poem, Proteus. What gender is Proteus? At first
look the answer is obvious: he is a man, the Old Man of the Sea, father of his
daughter Eidothea. His appearance in Odyssey 4 appears equally straightforward.
Eidothea deceives her father by persuading Menelaus and his men to disguise
themselves as scals. Yet this obvious deception is far more complicated than meets
the eye, and its complications will bring us back to the problem of identity. Driven
off course to Egypt, Menelaus is at a loss how to continue his nostos until Eidothea
suggests that Proteus himself will give him directions. The catch is that Menelaus
must first capture this polytropic figure. As luck would have it, she herself has a
suggestion as to how he should go about it:

At the time when the sun has gone up to bestride the middle of heaven,

then the ever-truthful Old Man of the Sea will come out of the water

under the blast of the West Wind, circled in a shudder of darkening

water, and when he comes out he will sleep, under hollow caverns,

and around him seals, those darlings of the sea’s lovely lady,

sleep in a huddle, after they have emerged from the gray sca,

giving off the sour smell that comes from the deep salt water.

There I will take you myself when dawn shows and arrange you

orderly in your ambush; you must choose from your companions

those three who are your best beside your strong strong-benched vessels.

Now I will tell you all the devious ways of this old man.
First of all he will go among his seals and count them,
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but after he has reviewed them all and noted their number,

he will lie down in their midst, like a herdsman among his sheepflocks.

Next, as soon as you see that he is asleeps that will be

the time for all of you to use your strength and vigor, and hold

him there while he strives and struggles to escape you. (0d.4.400-416)

The tale raises a range of themes which are crucial for the poem as a whole.
There is the theme of deception, which structures Odysseus’ interaction with both
the Cyclopes and Phaeacians. But equally interesting is the parallel between the
protean Proteus and Odysseus. For Proteus, like Odysseus, is polytropic; when
attacked, he has the ability to alter his appearance in order to scare off his attacker
(by turning into an array of wild animals, a lion, bear etc.). Yet polytropic
Odysseus seems to be the deceiver par excellence, while Proteus is a victim of
deceit in Odyssey 4. If the similarity of these episodes of trickery invites a
comparison between the two polytropic characters, we are left with a troubling
question: what is it that differentiates Odysseus from Proteus, deceiver from
deceived?

Let us look more closely at the trick. Menelaus seems to elude the grasp of
Proteus because Eidothea hides them with seal skins, a scheme in turn made
possible by the ambrosia she gives them to help mitigate the terrible stench of the
animals (Od.4.445ff). Proteus would then be fooled because he counts Menelaus
and his companions as seals, not humans. However, this conventional
interpretation fails to account for the emphasis the story puts on numbers: Proteus
always connty his seals; Eidothea is careful to specify that Menclaus choose three
companions. Further, the misrecognition of Menelaus and his men because of their
disguises does nothing to explain a more obvious difficulty; for if Proteus is careful

to count his seals as they come out of the water, why does he not notice that there

are four extra, the disguised Menelaus and his men?
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The answer lies in Proteus’ arithmetic, and Eidothea’s ability to manipulate
it. First, we should note that Proteus counts in a specific manner, highlighted by
Eidothea herself:

pwKag HEV ToL tpdTtov aprBunoet kai Ensicty-

avTp ENNV TacHG nepndocetal 1€ idnton,

Aé€etan v péoomiot, vopelg &g noect phAwv. (0d.4.411-13)

First of all he will go among his seals and count them,

but after he has reviewed them all and noted their number,

he will lie down in their midst, like a herdsman among his sheepflocks.!

Proteus counts in fives.2 When he calculates the presence/absence of his
group of seals, he does not do so by cumulatively calculating their number (nor do
we ever find out how many seals he has), but rather by ensuring that they make up
a multiple of five. This might point toward an obvious way to trick Proteus: if five
seals are added to his flock (or indezd if five =i tahen away), his form of counting
would not help him detect this. Yet this is not the whole of the trick Eidothea uses;
she is specific that Menclaus must choose only three other companions to join him,
Her trick is more subtle, and will tell us much about the nature of polytropy. Let us
look at the lines which highlight Proteus’ counting of the mixture of seals and
disguised seals:

évdiog &’ 0 vépov NAO’ & ahdg, ebpe 8t pdxac

Catpepeng, macag, 8 ap’ éndiyeto, Aéxto &’ ap1Budv:
v &' Nuéag npodToug AEye KiTEGIV,000¢ Tt Bupdt

INote how the simile, vopedg @ nieot phdawv, signposts the connection to the tricking of
Polyphemus in Odyssey 9, where a real shepherd will be deprived of his flocks. The similarity of
the two tricks is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5.

2'néune’ is Aeolic for ‘néve’. See Stanford, ad loc. The mcaning of the word is obscure cnough
to merit comment by the scholiasts: ‘xotéx neviadag petpiion, api@piont. neundlery yop
Aéyeton 10 Kot mevtadug peTpeiv. mapd 8¢ toiig Awpiedbor népune 1 mévie
xatovopafovtar.' (A) kata mévte apiBunaet. & yap névie néune Aéyovorv AloAeic.
(P.Q.) LSJ (ad loc) strengthen the likelihood that ‘reprcdooetar’ means 'count in fives' by
appealing to ‘counting on onc's fingers' - of which there are, for most people, five. There is no
verb teasapale for ‘counting in fours', though there is a verb tpiddw for counting in threes,
which scems to be associated with wrestling and '3 falls’ required for victory. This suggests that
'meunaooeton’ does not mean ‘number every Sth one'. I am grateful to Ann Hanson for pointing
this out to me.
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oicOn d6hov eivar: Enerta 8¢ Aéxto kai avtde. (0d.4.450-453)

At noon the Old Man came out of the sea and found his well-fed

seals, and went about to them all, and counted their number,

and we were among the first he counted; he had no idea

of any treachery. Then he too lay down among us.

What is important in these lines is the explicit pun on the Greek verbs
‘lying’ and ‘counting’, a pun noted by commentators.3 It is impossible to tell the
aorist middle form of Aéyw, meaning ‘count’, from the aorist of Aéxopau,
meaning ‘lie down’. But what is the significance of the pun? Proteus begins by
counting his seals, only to find that there are four extra. At this point, Menelaus as
narrator intervenes to insist that Proteus suspects nothing; because his own
deception is inconceivable for Proteus, he needs to find another explanation for the

apparently missing seal. In order to rectify the error, he simply counts himself:

Aéxto kot ovtoe. Herein lies the subtlety of Eidothea’s trick: she understands in

advance that Proteus, faced with the problem of a missing scal, will simply count
himself.

Yet this is not just a protracted joke on Proteus' poor arithmetic. For what is
at stake is nothing less than how subjects are constituted. Indeed the story displays
a pattern which will recur in Odysscus’ encounters with the Cyclopes and
Phaeacians; we witness the moment when an unerring, certain, god-like figure - in
this case, Proteus - begins to doubt for the first time. Both the nature and moment
of emergence of this doubt will need to be carefuily explored. But let us first note
that the creation of a doubting Proteus raiscs a further ideological problem; for
though the unerring Old Man of the Sea had never previously given a second

thought to cither the number of his seals, or to his relations with the seals as group,

3S.West 1988 ad loc. Though the pun is nolted, it is not interpreted. This follows the scholiasts,
who merely note that Homer uses the same word to signify different things: *011 it oot AéEer
nopeAAiAog ovx Eni tod abdtod onpatvouévov kéxpnton.” (P.Q.)
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his new status as a doubting subject invites us (and Proteus) to reconsider this
relationship. What is the relationship of this doubting Proteus to (the language of)
society?

In order to clarify Proteus’ position, we can turn to a theoretical problem
within structural linguistics. Though a contemporary problem, its relevance to the
Odyssey will quickly become clear. Since Saussure, the problem of language’s
construction of meaning has depended on the relation between signifier and
significd. How can we ever be sure that any signifier refers to any signified? For if
we acknowledge (as we must) that the process of meaning is inexhaustible, that
there will always be the possibility of the arrival of another signifier which will
retroactively change all that went before, are we not confronted with an endless
deferral of sense? A certain structuralism evades the problem by focusing attention
on an arbitrarily frozen moment. By concentrating on an idealized moment in time,
a closed system of signifiers is created; a signifier can then be linked to a signified
precisely insofar as all the other (now finite) signifiers do not refer to it. Yet this
solution, flirted with by Saussure, does nothing to evade the crucial paradox.
Without such a totalizing system, there can be no guarantee that any signifier refers
to its signified, yet such a system is by definition impossible; for there can always
be another significr, changing all that went before.# In Lacanian terms, the question
is one of the limits of the symbolic. For if the symbolic has no limit, then we would
seem to be forced to admit the impossibility of sense. Yet any external limit to the
symbolic is equally unsatisfactory, as it denies the obvious: the possibility of
another external limit, ad infinitum.

Is there any way out of this dilemma? For Lacan, yes. He recognized the

impossibility of any external limit to the symbolic, but nevertheless posited an

40n the manner in which Saussure grappled with the problem, sce Porter 1986.
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internal limit. If it is impossible to conceive of an external limit, it is possible

(paradoxically) to conceive this very impossibility. Herein lies the internal limit to
the symbolic, which provides us with the Lacanian concept of 'suturing':

Suture, in brief, supplies the logic of a paradoxical

function whereby a supplementary element is added to

the series of signifiers in order to mark the lack of a

signifier that could close the set. The endless slide of

signifiers (hence a deferral of sense) is brought to a

halt and aliowed to function “as if" it were a closed set

through the inclusion of an element that acknowledges

the impossibility of closure.’

It is this paradoxical function which creates the conditions of possibility for
what Lacan calls a master-signifier. A master-signifier (which gives illegitimate
retroactive sense to the chain of signifiers) is an external element which forcibly
grafts signifier onto significd. Yet any master-signifier is logically parasitic on this
prior moment which both highlights that the master-signifier is an external impostor
(it’s mastery can only work in the mode of ‘as if* - there is no true ‘master’, only
someone playing the role of a master), and which also preserves the possibility of
‘one more signifier’. This logical possibility is precisely what guarantees a
constitutive gap between signifier and signified, and it is in the gap between
signifier and signified that Lacan locates the subject. The subject is, by (Lacan’s)
definition, that for which no signifier can account - and it is this unaccountable
subject which I will refer to as the self as cipher. This is also a crucial idcological
question; for what is at stake is the manner in which groups are constituted - in this
case, what is at issue is the relationship of the seals to their ‘lcader’ Proteus. The

crucial difference lies between a group which is constituted by its allegiance to a

'real’, empirical leader, and a group which is constituted by nothing other than the

SCopjec 174. Copjec herself is emphasizing the points made by Jacques-Alain Miller (1978) in his
important article, 'Suture (Elements of the Logic of the Significr),.
6CF. Zizck 1989, 87T, for a discussion of the Lacanian concept of the master-significr.
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members' self-difference; i.e. a group whosc center is nothing, a void, the surplus
clement marking the lack of a signifier.

The argument here has important ramifications; for what is at stake is the
possibility of the critique of the violence imposed by the arbitrariness of
numeration. Let us explore the relationship of Proteus to his seals within these
terms of reference. In the Proteus tale, the ‘real’, empirical seals function as
referents, the concept 'seal’ functions as the signified, and the numbers allocated to
the concept 'scal’ function as signifiers. The obvious reading of the decention
would be to explain in terms of a confusion of sign (signifier and signified
combined) and referent. Thus Proteus would be fooled because his concept of a
'seal' is disrupted by Menclaus' disguise: he counts as 'seals’ people who are not
really seals. However, in my interpretation, this 'disguise’ functions as a way to
reveal that something more basic is at stake: the relation between signifier and
signified.

The protean Proteus is evidently a figure who upholds the possibility of
‘ore more significr’: but insofar as he is perfectly protean, a figure of pure change,
Proteus does not recognize the internal limit of the symbolic, which is the only way
of ensuring the possibility of meaning. Eidothea’s trick stages the moment when his
system of counting fails, when a gap emerges between signifier and signified. But
how does this trick effect Proteus? The first significant moment arrives when the
Proteus counts his seals: 008€ t1 Quudt / dicBn doAov eivar- éneita 8& Aéxto
xai abt0g. When he realizes this seal is missing?, and finds a signifier with no
signified corresponding to it, he tries to close up the gap with another signified. But

the only signified available is himself; Proteus thus counts himself for the first time.

70f course, it is a ‘logical’ scal which is missing. In rcality, the number of Proteus’ scals remains
the same.
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It is tempting to sce this as his first moment of self-consciousness. But the
text emphasizes that he remains unaware that this is a trick at all: 008¢ T Qupdn /
@icn 86Aov eivaur. Proteus’ belief in his infallibility continues; he goes about
with business as usual, and lays down among his secals: Aékto xat a016¢.8 This
is at the conscious level. But unbeknownst to him, behind his back, something has
changed. One seal has disappeared, and he himself has moved into the void where
that seal once was. Proteus counts himself; but he does not do so consciously. The
ambiguity of the signifier ‘Aéxto’ reflects the splitting of Proteus into what he does
consciously and unconsciously; he consciously ‘lies down’ and unconsciously
becomes self-aware, ‘counts himself’. Freud argued that amusing slips of the
tongue and punning jokes were evidence of the workings of the unconscious, of
*another place’ which undermines our conscious universes.? In Lacan’s rewriting
of Freud, it is the gap between signifier and signified which allows us to locate this
‘other place’. Puns, word-plays point toward the unconscious as they continually
affirm that we, as conscious subjects, are never fully in control of what we say.
For Proteus, this other place is opened up by the loss of a seal, a logical place

' which guarantees that there is a constitutive gap between significr and significd.
The ambiguity of the signifier ‘Aéxto’ is evidence for the gap. Proteus’ action of
‘lying down’ no longer means what it used to mean. Proteus acts out a pun, and as
he does so he becomes an (unconscious) human subject.

Let us now turn to the second significant moment in Proteus’ development.
For though Proteus continues with business as usual by lying down with his seals,
his unreflective existence does not last much longer. There is evidence of his own
failure of nerve in his infallibility in his struggle with Menelaus, If Proteus

remained protean, upholder of a symbolic without limit, representative of an infinite

8Reading Aéxro as from Aéxopan,
9The classic text is, of course, ‘Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious’.
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series of masks, there is surely no need for him ever to give in to Menelaus. Yet of
course he does. Why? Because he belatedly comes to terms with Eidothea's trick
(and the pun he unwittingly acted out), and is now aware of the possibility of
halting language's deferral of sensc; before the trick with the seals, Proteus would
have never thought of giving in. But a worm of conscious doubt has now crept into
his universe, which is itself confirmation of the earlier self-counting which occurred
unconsciously. It is only at this moment that Proteus becomes self-conscious. He
realizes that the seals were not naturally assigned numbers, but rather that he,
Proteus, did the counting. He knows that signifier is attached to signified because
someone - that is, ‘Proteus’ - made the attachment. Before this moment, we must
assume that Proteus always counted correctly, but that he had no idea who was
doing the counting. The emergence of Proteus as subject is thus correlative to the
loss of the seal. The seal causes (for Protcus) a gap to emerge in the universe; his
doubt functions as a belated recognition of that gap; his future ability to count seals
will depend on a projection of a self into that gap.!0 The tale therefore suggests that
self-consciousness always arrives late on the scene. Proteus’ finds out ‘too late’
what he himself was unconsciously doing all along; he is now conscious of an
agency which has undermined his conscious existence. His self-consciousness is
parasitic on his unconscious.

A further point. The story provides us with a series of puns on Protcus’
name, as we discover that the episode is replete with beginnings. Eidothea claims

that Proteus will count his sheep first (zpdtov apiBunocer, 4.411), and later that

10Note also that Proteus’ appearance, as a god, from the unknown realms of the sca occurs in the
middle of the day (0d.4.400ff), the time for epiphany (on this, scc Hinds 1988). In this liminal
time and space, the realms of the human and divine can encounter onc another, If this is a time
when gods can be scen, Eidothea’s gift of ‘ambrosia’, the ‘immortal’ liquid allows the human
companions of Menclaus to enter, temporarily, the realm of the god. Proteus is thus on display at
a moment of vulnerability. Eidothca’s trick takes advantage of this moment of vulncrability to
drag him into the rcalm of mortals; once there is a gap in the universc for Protcus, he is no longer
agod.
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he will count Menelaus’ men disguised as sheep first (rpaotoug Aéye, 4.452). She
encourages Menelaus to capture him when he first goes to sleep (mpto
xatevvnOévia, 4.414), and Proteus himself will begin his transformations by
turning into a lion first (np@tiota Afwv yéver' , 4.456). What is the significance
of this further punning? Before his subjectivization in Odyssey 4, Protcus’ name
must have been ironic; to borrow the terms of John Peradotto, it was an example of
a significant name ‘motivated by its contrary or contradictory [meaning])."!! For if,
before the trick, Proteus represented a language without closure, this must mean the
positing of no end or beginning to the signifying chain. Before the trick with the
seals, Proteus indulged in an impossible counting, a counting without a beginning
or end insofar as he remained wholly within the symbolic. The trick stages the first
time that Proteus truly counts. Odyssey 4 narrates the moment when Proteus finally
lives up to his name by creating a limit, a beginning, to the signifying chain.
Proteus now allows the last signifier to determine retroactively the first significr (‘as
if’ to close the set), and thus produces meaning.

We can now return to the question of the constitution of the group of scals.
What should be emphasized is that the subjectivization of Proteus takes us to the
very brink of the logic of the master-signifier, yet crucially stops short of it. For
though I have argued that the story introduces Proteus to the status of subject, what
needs to emphasized is that Proteus at this point is a pure subject, not an empirical
one; at this point in the narrative, there is no predicate that can be applied to Proteus;
one can say nothing about him.

It is because Proteus is not an empirical subject that he has no ideological
stakes involved in mastery over his seals; at this moment, the group of seals are

constituted purely by their self-difference, with allegiance only to this 'nothing' that

Hperadotto 113. Peradotto provides the example of Odysscus’ dog Argus: motionless, dying, yet
called ‘Flash’.
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is Proteus, and who lies in their midst: AéEeton év pésoniet. Yet by his awareness
of this void, Proteus alerts us to the possibility of a master-signifier; any empirical
subject can try to move (from outside) into this void, and thus illegitimately try to
constitute a group through mastery of it. We already have here the necessary
parameters for a theory of ideology; successful ideological strategies work by
promising to heal the loss incurred on entrance to the social.

Let us try to explain this in terms of the relationship between Proteus and
his seals from the perspective of both. Before the trick, Proteus never questioned
his identity as master of his seals; in Lacan’s terms, he was a fool. For Lacan, a
fool is someone who believes that the role s/he plays is an actual property of
themselves. He uses the example of a king who believes he is a king, rather than a
contingent individual playing out the socially mandated role of king.!2 Proteus’
self-counting allows him to establish a distance between the roles he plays and the
subject who plays them. He thus experiences a emptying out of his empirical
identity. But to understand the significance of this for a theory of ideology, we
should pause over the effect of this ‘emptying out’ on his erstwhile subjects - the
seals. Before the trick, Proteus’ seals were grouped together as seals because of the
performative nature of Proteus’ counting. His counting of the scals coincided with
the attribution of an identity (the identity of 'being Proteus’ seals’) to them. But the
emptying out of the identity of Proteus also leaves a question mark over the identity
of the seals. What will happen to them if their counter, Proteus, no longer counts
them? They too will be faced with a choice; they can either confront their lack of
identity (and come to terms with the contingency of the role of being Proteus’
seals), or (try to) return to the safety of a fixed identity. Ideological strategies play

on the fear which confronts subjects when they realize the contingency of their

12 For a discussion of this Lacanian point, also well understood by Marx, sec Zizck 1989 406ff.
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socially mandated roles. They offer an alternative to doubt in the form of a fixed
identity, hoping that this fixed identity is preferable to the abyss of doubt.!3

Let me return (at last!) to the original question about Proteus’ gender. Can
we even properly call Proteus a he? This would be to undermine even his
paradoxical self-awareness; he knows that ‘he’ is, but ‘he’ has as yet absolutely
nothing more he can say about himself. To impose a fixed, gendered identity on
Proteus is to have already said something about him. We do not know what
gendered identity will be assumed any more than we know what sort of relationship
will be forged with the seals.!4 Proteus is left both ‘in’ and ‘outside’ language;
introduced (via doubt) to the symbolic for the first time, Proteus is not yet subjected
to language, insofar as nothing can be said about Proteus. He teeters on the brink of
entrance to the symbolic, but is not yet writren, inscribed in discourse. Proteus
doubts, and therefore is: but is he a man or a woman?

This doubt returns us to the true deceiver in the episode, Eidothea. She
might seem to ground the gender of the Old Man of the Sea insofar as she is his
daughter. Indeed, the relationship between the two is mentioned twice in Book 4,
by both Menelaus and Eidothea herself. Yet the difference is crucial. Menelaus
refers to her as the woman who took pity on him at 0d.4.365-6: ‘Tlpwtéog
ipBipov Buydtnp dhioto yépovtog, / EidoBén -’ (‘Eidothea, daughter to mighty
Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea’). Eidothea refers to herself and her relationship to
her father a few lines later at 0d.4.387: ‘tov 8¢ T’ éudv gaotv notép’ Eupevont
10€ texéoBon’ (‘And they say also that he is my father, that he begot me’). The

periphrasis ‘they say is’ for ‘is’ may not always imply scepticism.!5 Yet in the

3Chapters 4 and § explore the ramifications of such a notion of idcology for the interpretation of
the Homeric poems,

I4That is, if one works with the notion of gender as a fixed identity; this is not the only way to
think of gender (both for the Greeks, and us), and this is explored in Chapters 6 and 7.

15As has been argucd by Stinton 1990, chapter 14, among others. I arguc more fully against onc
of his specific examples - doubt about the paternity of the Cyclopes - below.
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context of the reading of Eidothea’s trick, it is surely tempting to find scepticism
here. Eidothea’s trick introduces Proteus to doubt, a doubt which she already
epitomizes in the scepticism concerning her own father, a scepticism already
prepared for within the poem by Telemachus’ scepticism concerning the possibility
that anyone might know his father.!6 This scepticism in turn raises the question of
Eidothea’s gender. Eidothea does not believe her father: so does she believe him
when he tells her she is a woman?!7
We can now tentatively explore how the tale of Proteus raises questions

about Odysseus. For the duplici;y in Proteus’ own name duplicates the ambiguity in
‘Outis’. As a ‘protean’ figure, illustrative of the infinity of the signifying chain,
Proteus destroys any limit suggested by his name, ‘First’. So too insofar as
Odysseus is truly polytropic, ‘Outis’ can be read as just one more mask in an
indefinite series. Yet allegorically, in the naming of Proteus, the tale points toward
the (necessary) limits of language . So too we can read ‘Outis’ as the name given to
the subject not in language, the subject about which nothing can be said. This can
be demonstrated by a two very different readings of the poem’s opening line.
Goldhill has suggested that the lack of a proper name identifying andra (and the
replacement instead with polytropon ) functions as a griphos:

The surprising lack of a proper name in the first line(s)

of the epic, then, prompts the question not simply of to

whom does the opening expression refer, but of what

is (to be) recognized in such a periphrastic reference.

Indeed, the withholding of the name invests the proem
with the structure of a griphos, a riddle, an enigma,

1604.1.2151t. 1 discuss this crucial cpisode in much greater detail below.

17The difference between Menclaus’ reporting of the incident and Eidothea's (in his report) may
also reflect badly on Menclaus-himself, The cntire cpisode can be (unfavorably) contrasted with
Odysscus’ tricking of Polyphemus in Book 9; whercas Odysscus tricks Polyphemus himself,
Menelaus is a helpless bystander as Eidothea exhibits her cunning. There is also a wider parallel
between Menclaus® account of his trip home with Odysscus’ Apologoi in Books 9 to 12. In this
specific episode, he reports just cnough to hang himself - by translating Eidothea’s doubt about the
father into certainty.
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where a series of expressions (of which polutropon is

the first) successively qualifies the term andra as the

name ‘Odysseus’ is approached.!8
One problem suggested by the griphos is the problem of closure.!® How can one
cver fully define what a ‘man’ is when there is always one more predicate which
can be attached to him, retroactively changing any essence. Yet there is a second
possibility. The opening line seems to open up a division between the noun andra
and the first in a series of adjectives, polytropon, which seeks to qualify it. But if
the force of polytropon is to be inclusive of all (hitherto articulated) adjectives, all
manners of description, does it not also subsume andra? For though andra
(unreflectively) appears as a straightforward noun, it surely only functions as such
because it harbors unquestioned descriptive power. It is both a reference to a
person, as well as the (descriptive) imposition of gender (in this case, male) onto
that person. On this reading andra is not ncatly separated from polutropon but
already a part of it. This leaves us with a tricky problem. If andra is already
descriptive, then to whom (or what) does polutropon refer?

We can pose the same problem in a different way. We can read polutropon
as representing language as such, an endless chain of signifiers. Yet from the
opening word, andra is already spoken. Thus andra is different not in quality from
polutropon but only in quantity; andra signifies something already spoken, while
polutropon signifies everything that can be spoken. The problem now is to locate
precisely who (or what) is doing the speaking. We are tellingly close to the
difference between subject of enunciated and subject of the enunciation. The former
is always already spoken, in language; the latter, speaking subject is far more

mercurial and shifting. This helps crystallize the problem of the opening line. For

18Goldhill 1991, 4.
190n the allures and dangers of a teleological criticism, sce Porter 1990.
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the crucial division not so much between andra and polytropon, but between andra
and the problem of the subject who speaks andra. The obvious answer to the
dilemma only brings further problems. For the opening line is clearly a command
made to the Muse, and it thus seems to be the Muse who speaks andra. The absent
poet distances himself from any claim to be the subject of enunciation speaking
andra, and passes the authority on to another. But if this seems to recognize the
limit of the poet within language, it evades the crucial question: for is the Muse
inside or outside of language? From where does she speak?

It is at this point that the critical wotk of Goldhill overlaps with that of
Peradotto: for both inquiries end up appealing to the self-consciousness of the poet.
Goldhill structures his criticism around the concept of ‘the poet’s voice’, while
Peradotto uses literary self-consciousness to allow his narratives of ‘Outis’ and
‘polytropos’ to share the same synchronous moment. Given the work that the term
is asked to perform, it is worth pausing once more over what is meant by self-
consciousness.2 For what sort of ‘self” does the Muse (or the poet) have? And
what is the positicn fiom where the poet, or the Muse, reflects on this self? I would
suggest that the tale of Proteus’ emergence as subject, when a utopian moment
emerges outside of language as every identity created by language is bracketed, is
an answer to this question. The emergence of a radically doubting self, revealing
the limit of the symbolic, finds its counterpart in the figure of the poet as limit to the
tale told. But this is not an external limit which forecloses the need for
interpretation, but the exact reverse; it is an internal limit which guarantees the need
for interpretation. Criticism depends on the absence of any ‘self’ of the poet.

If the poem thus focuses on a moment of doubt, a certain ideology of

gender can function as a limitation on that doubt, and thus occlude it. Proteus’

20A tcrm which Peradotto, in a work on conceptions of sclf, conspicuously fails to define.
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doubt is (as we have argued) correlative to his discovery of his missing seal, and a
corresponding gap in the universe. An ideology of gender which views man and
woman as complementary opposites seeks (illegitimately) to close that gap by
fantasizing that the opposite gender can fill it. It is precisely such an ideology which
seems to be appealed to in the proem, as the un-named andra is said to lack a
woman: viotov kexpnuévov nde yovaukdg (0d.1.13). Yet once more we
should pause over the withholding of this name. If a ‘woman’ holds out the
possibility of literal fulfillment for the un-named hero, a return to a wholeness that
is lacking, it is a conspicuously un-named ‘woman’. The possibility of a successful
sexual relationship which might put an end to doubt is alluded to, but the poem
refuses to name the potential subjects of such a union. There is thus an implicit
parallel drawn between the closure imposed on identity by naming, and the closure
imposed by a union of man and woman; insofar as subjects can be named, fully
classified, they can be (ful)filled, self-identical. Chapters 6 and 7 will explore this
connection between gender and doubt in greater detail; for now, let us to some

further tales which explore the relationship between language and subjectivity.

Polyphemus: the blinding of a Cyclops

When does Polyphemus become Polyphemus? When is Polyphemus
named? The name of this Cyclops, the combination of the words ‘Poly-phemus’,
does not appear until after his blinding by Odysseus, and it is far from clear that it
cven appears as a name at this point in the poem. We first hear ‘Polyphemus’ at line
9.403, when the blinded Cyclops has just called out for help, prompting a surprised

response from the other Cyclopes:

Tinte tdo0v, IToAbgnp’ , dpnuévog @S’ éBoncag
vokto 8t apuPpooiny, kol dinvovg aupe tiOncba; (0d.9.403-4)

Why Polyphemos, what do you want with all this outcry
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through the immortal night and have made us all thus sleepless?

This is the first time that the words ‘Polyphemus’ are associated with this
Cyclops. It is only after the fellow Cyclopes call out ‘Polyphemus’ that the name
‘Polyphemus’ is applied to the single Cyclops blinded by Odysseus (9.407,
9.446). By contrast, within his narrative Odysseus never calls the Cyclops he
blinds Polyphemus; in the run up to the blinding he always addresses him as
‘Cyclops’, suggesting that Odysscus reacts to the single eye in the middle of the
forchead of his adversary. There is thus an important change in the nomenclature of
the Cyclops within Odyssey 9: before the blinding, Odysseus’ adversary is a
‘Cyclops’, after the blinding he is called Polyphemus.

We should look more closely at the words of surprise uttered by the
Cyclopes in response to the cry for help from the fellow member of their species.
Why are the Cyclopes so surprised by this cry for help? The most convincing
answer is that they have never before heard such a cry for help from another
Cyclops. It is this surprise which produces the naming of the Cyclops. We witness
the moment when an adjectival cluster (poly-phemos) is first associated with the
blinded Cyclops: why on carth, Poly-phemos, ‘chatterbox’, ‘man of much speech’,
are you shouting? This cluster is only then grafted on by the narrator as a name to a
referent, the helpless, blinded Cyclops. The Cyclopean surprise is a reaction to the
first attempt at communication by onc of their number, a breaking of a perennial
Cyclopean silence. Their rude awakening by the blinded Cyclops is not merely
evidence of a disturbed night’s sleep, but of an awakening from a much longer
slecp. Odysseus’ tale stages the baptism of the first Cyclops, and the Cyclopes’

entrance as a species into the realm of linguistic exchange.2! The crucial point here

21The reaction of the Cyclopes to Polyphemus’ blinding can be contrasted with the reaction to
adversity cxhibited by the Kikonians carlicr in Odysscus’ narrative. When attacked by Odysscus’
men, the Kikonians immediately come to cach others help, calling out to cach other: Kixoveg
Kixoveoot yeyovevy (0d.9.47), The immediacy of this response highlights their status as a
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is that we must not assume that the plea for help of the blinded Cyclops is evidence

*22

of ‘minimal civilizational norms.’2 For this can in no way help us explain the

shock exhibited in their words at 403-4. Rather than repudiating the words of the
narrating Odysseus about the Cyclopes, we should take them at face value:
Toiowv &' oUT’ ayopai BovAngopor ovte Bémore,
aAL’ ol ¥ LYNAGY OpEwv VOLOVGL KapTva.

g£v onécot yYAagupoiot, Beprotedel St Exactog
naidwv 18’ aAdywv, ovd’ aAAAwv aAéyouat. (9.112-115)

These people have no institutions, no meetings for counsels;

rather they make their habitations in caverns hollowed

among the peaks of the high mountains, and each one is the law

for his own wives and children, and cares nothing about the others.

The Cyclopes, before Odyssey 9, are perfectly monadic, a species of ones
who are utterly self-sufficient, and whose self-sufficiency makes communication
unnecessary. This all changes when a certain un-named Cyclops (though they are
all unnamed, part of a species that has no need of names) meets Odysseus-Outis.

After this meeting, in response to a cry for help, they no longer are heedless of each

other. The phrase which once applied to them - 008’ dAAMAwv dréyovor - no

longer applies. In response to his blinding, one Cyclops resorts to an attempt to
communicate with the others, which in turn functions as an attempt to gain help in
healing his recent wound, the loss of his single eye.

The Cyclopes are one-dimensional beings who have no need for
communication, and this is reflected in their most significant physical feature, the
single big eye in the middle of their forehead. Accordingly, they form an entirely

static community of ones, whose self-sufficiency, in its perfection, renders them

community linked by (a common) language. This is in marked contrast to the lack of such group
solidarity cxhibited by the Cyclopes.

22This is the assumption of Austin (1980). He is cager to counter the notion of ‘barbarism’
attached to the Cyclops by structuralist-inspired criticism; accordingly he trics to emphasize both
the brutality of Odysseus, and the aspects of Cyclopean civilization which appear to put them in a
more charitable light: for Austin, the efforts of other Cyclopes to come to the help of Polyphemus
is onc such cxample.
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oblivious to any meaningful historical change. It is through their meeting with
Odysseus/Qutis - a figure of negativity - that this is forever changed. Just as the one
eye of the one-eyed Cyclops is removed, poked out by the stabbing Odysseus,?3 so
too the monadic community of ones is destroyed, as the blindness leads the

Cyc -+ . tobegin to forge a link with the fellow-members of his species. The
blinding thus anticipates a future when the Cyclopes will no longer self-sufficient
ones, alone on their separate mountain tops.

The blinding of the Cyclops thus destroys his ‘oneness’; the removal of his
central eye destroys his wholeness, and introduces him to a world beyond his
previous self-sufficiency. An external negativity - in the shape of Odysseus as Outis
- is transferred, in the act of blinding, into the center of the Cyclops. We can now
sce further significance in the new name of the Cyclops; because he has lost his one
eye, he is no longer a Kukl-ops. His former singular identity as a monadic being is
destroyed at the moment he is introduced into the realm of language. Though he is
now a person of ‘much speech’ (Poly-phemos), there is as yet nothing determinate
we can say about him.

We are now in a better position to reassess the most ‘obvious’ significance
of the name Polyphemus; for scholars have noticed the appropriatencss of the
meaning ‘much fame’, inasmuch as it is the blinding portrayed in Odyssey 9 which
will provide Polyphemus (and Odysseus) with kleos..2* We should be more
precise. Polyphemus’ access to kleos depends upon his prior entrance to language,
and this in turn is dependent on the his loss of his eye.25 Here, by way of contrast,

we can recall Lynn-George’s insightful and moving analysis of kleos in the lliad:

23For this stabbing, and the importance of the word-play between Obtig/ovtdw, Peradotto 1990,
143(T.

24This *significant’ aspect of Polyphemus’ name has been noted by both Burkert 33, and Ahl,
228.

25For the claboration of the concept of kleos as repeated speech, Pucci 1987 131,
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For Lynn-George, the crucial question of the Iliad is to what extent kleos helps
balance the inevitability of loss. This is Lynn-George, commenting on the
‘language of Achilles’ in lliad 9:

In the space of ... [the] silence [of Achilles’ language]

the epic produces a statement which profoundly

questions the conditions of its possibility as well as its

worth. Hence it is here, beyond the limits of a

restricted economy, beyond the achievements of

plunder and the acquisition of possessions, that the

language of Achilles finally confronts and tests the

limits of language, life, and the music of the lyre - by

questioning, implicitly, in relation to man’s mortality,

the possibility of any meaningful form of immortality

in song, an epic ‘song’ which this ‘language of

Achilles’ threatens to silence in the sailing for home.

The Iliad thus structures itself as a question in

celebration: does kleos cver balance the loss?26

Odysseus 9 suggests the need for a radical inversion of this Hiadic
question; rather than asking whether kleos balances loss, it demonstrates that
without loss there can be no language, and therefore no kleos; for language, and
consequently kleos, is based on this loss.27
We can now turn to classic structuralist (and indced post-structuralist)

interpretations of the episode, and highlight what these interpretations overlook.
Structuralists have emphasized that the Cyclopes violate a series of human laws,
distinguishing them from the realm of the human. Burkert, for example, provides
four : man with weapon against unarmed savage, the sober against the drunkard,
the seeing against the blind, the master of language against the stupid. Vidal-Naquet

has drawn attention to the perversion of sacrifice on the Cyclopes’ island as

26Lynn-George 1986, 122.

27Lacan’s term for the loss we all (men and women) suffer on entrance to language is symbolic
castration. Lynn-George (1994 238ff) argucs that it is significant that Peradotto ignores the name
‘Polyphemus-poems’, and suggests that ‘some particularly disturbing aspects of language are
unlcashed in Odysscus’ stratagem for survival’. The disturbing aspects of language referred to by
Lynn-Georgc is presumably the blinding, which in my rcading of this cpisode functions as the
basis of language. It is only this fundamental loss which produces passage into the realm of the
contested ficld of language.
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evidence of impiety, and in particular the Cyclopes’ cannibalism.28 The problem is
that such criticism inevitably identifies (morally) with the position of Odysseus,
which is in turn seen as representing Greek ethics as such. The Cyclopes are thus
already judged by these ethical terms of reference, regardless of their position. But
the Cyclopes reject these moral terms of reference rout court. What is overlooked in
the tracing of this series of individual, broken laws is that the Cyclopes are quite
simply outside the law - represented in Book 9 by their lack of concern for the
supreme figure of authority, Zeus:

oV yap Kvxdwneg Alog aiyoxov GAéyovotv

oVt Oedv pakdpwv, énel | oAb @éptepol eipev.

(0d.9.275-6)

The Cyclopes do not concern themselves over Zeus of the aegis,

nor any of the rest of the blessed gods, since we are far better’

The rejection of this law cancels out any significance of the others, insofar
it means that the Cyclopes are a law unto themselves: Bepistever 8¢ éxaotog.
(0d.9.114) We are left with two possibilities. A critical identification with
Odysseus and his moral universe is in and of itself not the problem; it is certainly a
viable position. But not explicitly recognizing this position does lead to difficulties;
for it too often brings with it assertions of an alleged morality of the ‘poecm’ or
‘poet’ (or more ambitiously, of the human), and fails to notice that it is this moral
system which is put into question by the completcness of the Cyclopes’ rejection of
it. This has meant that critics have generally ignored the significance of the words
of the Cyclops about Odysseus - words which we will look at in detail in Chapter
5. For now, let us affirm that the Cyclopes’ rejection of the law of Zeus is simply

not of the same order as the others (cannibal vs grain/meat-eater, armed vs not-

28Burkert 33, Vidal-Naquet, 18T,
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armed etc.), which are properly differences which are traced from an identification
with perceived moral qualities of Odysseus. The rejection of the law of Zeus
signposts the interchange between Odysseus and the Cyclops as a failed
interchange, that they themselves have no common terms of reference by which
their respective behavior can be judged.2?

The suggestion that the Cyclopes and Odysseus live in different moral
universes is certainly less bold than my earlier suggestion - that the blinding of the
Cyclops announced the entrance of the Cyclopes to language as such. For the
stronger thesis meets with an obvious objection; is it not self-evidently the case that |
the Cyclopes do have access to language? After all, the Cyclops who is soon to be
blinded by Odysseus appears to have no trouble communicating with him, and his
fellow Cyclopes respond to his cry for help, regardless of their surprise. Even if
there is a failure to communicate in moral terms, the failure itself seems to be
registered in language. In what follows I try to defend the stronger thesis by taking
a closer look at the Cyclopean language. For what sort of language can there be
between members of a species which are self-sufficient, and without any needs? If
the Cyclopes are speaking beings, it is only to the extent that they speak a language
which is completely irrelevant to their lives. In short, a language which is not a

social phenomenon can hardly be a language at all.

Cyclopes and Psychoses

29This is noted by Crotty 146: “To cat human flesh is so horrific as to be utterly beyond such
codes [of hospitality]. To accuse Polyphemus of “not scrupling™.. to cat “*his guests”.. is an
unwarranted importing of one culture's cthics into another realm, where cthics can have no
mcaning.” Yet this insight (which suggests a bracketing of all that is ‘civilized') is not explored by
Crotty, and his rcading of the cpisode drifts into a weak cultural relativism, and a condemnation of
‘the kind of thing violence is’.
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The deficiencies of this Cyclopean language will become clearer by contrast
with the sort of words the Cyclops (now Polyphemus) utters after his blinding. But
we can elaborate the deficiencies further by way of a theoretical detour into
contemporary theories of naming, in particular the dispute between ‘descriptivism’
and ‘anti-descriptivism’. The relevance of such theory for critics of the Odyssey has
been admirably demonstrated in the work of John Peradotto39; it is from his book
that I borrow a useful summary by John Searle of the essence of the descriptivist
vs. antidescriptivist controversy:

According to the classical theory, names, if they are
really names, necessarily have a reference and no sense
at all. According to the Fregean theory, they essentially
have a sense and only contingently have a reference.
They refer if and only if there is an object which
satisfies their sense. In the first thcory proper names
are sui generis, and indeed for Plato (in the Theaetetus)
and Wittgenstein (in the Tractatus) they are the special
connecting link between words and world; in the
second theory proper names are only a species of
disguised definite descriptions: every one is equivalent
in meaning to a definite description which gives an
explicit formulation of its sense. According to the first
theory, naming is prior to describing; according to the
second, describing is prior to naming, for a name only
names by describing the object it names.3!

At first glance, the naming of Polyphemus might seem to provide evidence
for the descriptivist position. For the theory of the anti-descriptivists is dependent
on an act of ‘primal baptism’, whereby a name is contingently grafted on to a
referent; all names, the anti-descriptivist position argues, can be traced back to a
series of such contingent baptisms. The baptism of Polyphemus, however, scems
to suggest just the opposite. His name surely comes from a set of descriptive

features already there: he is Polyphemus because of his effusive wailings. Before

30peradotto 1990, passim.
31Quoted in Peradotto 1990, 97. Originally, Scarle 1967, 488.
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giving in to the descriptivist position, however, we should look at the theoretical
dispute a little more closely; let us do this by returning to a further argument on
behalf of the descriptivist position by Searle himself, which we will follow with a
psychoanalytic critique of it by Slavoj Zizek.32 In order to try to defeat the claims of
anti-descriptivists, Searle constructs a hypothetical tribe where every use of names

fits descriptivist criteria:

Imagine that everybody in the tribe knows everybody
else and that newborn members of the tribe are
baptized at ceremonies attended by the entire tribe.
Imagine, furthermore, that as the children grow up
they learn the names of people as well as the local
names of mountains, lakes, streets, houses, etc., by
ostension. Suppose also that there is a strict taboo in
this tribe against speaking of the dead, so that no one’s
name is ever mentioned after his death. Now the point
of the fantasy is simply this: As I have described it,
this tribe has an institution of proper names used for
reference in exactly the same way that our names are
used for reference, but there is not a single use of a
name in the tribe that satisfies the causal chain of
communication theory.33

Simply put, in this tribe, there is no act of ‘primal baptism’, no act which
randomly attaches name to referent, but only determination of referents through the
series of adjectival clusters. Because of this, Searle believes that he has proved that
his descriptivist theory is logically prior to antidescriptivism. What is wrong with
this argument? Zizek has emphasized that there is simply something missing in the
this tribe’s language:

If we are really concerned with language in the strict sense,
with language as a social network in which meaning exists
only in so far as it is intersubjectively recognized - with
language which, by definition, cannot be ‘private’ - then it

must be part of the meaning of each name that it refers to a
certain object because it is this name, because others use this

32 Zizek 1989 89fF. My debt to Zizek's re-working of the debate will soon become obvious.
33Quolcd in Zizck 1989, 92,
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name to designate the object in question: every name, in so far

as it is part of common language, implics this self-referential,

circular moment.34

The Lacanian term for this tautological moment is a ‘master signifier’, a

signifier which itself has no significd but gives meaning to the other signifiers in the
signifying chain by halting their slide. As Zizek argues, Searle's own example itself
suggests an awareness of the need for such a master signifier in its prohibition on
the naming of the dead. The prohibition is necessary in order to foreclose the
entrance of such an ‘anti-descriptivist’ naming, a signifier whose signified is
missing, the dead father. What this prohibition rules out, in short, is the
replacement of the ‘real’, dead father, with his symbol, the ‘Name-of-the-Father’,
which is precisely what provides entrance to the symbolic. Searle's’ tribe is
accordingly a tribe of psychotics, ‘madmen’, as defined by Lacan, a tribe who arc
caught up in a collective refusal of the symbolic.

Here, we merely need to underline the similarities between Searle’s tribe of
psychotics and the Cyclopes. We can again note the denial of social institutions (the
lack of assemblies), together with the paradox of a ‘private’ language; but equally
interesting is the evidence that ancient commentators at least as early as the time of
Aristotle were extremely anxious concerning the parentage of the Cyclopes, and
particularly of Polyphemus: *[Slince neither his father nor his mother is a Cyclops,
in what sense can he be said to be one?'35 The lack of generational normality is
precisely what allows Polyphemus to remain oblivious of the law of Zeus; for the

Cyclopean universe is a peculiar one. There are certainly fathers on the island - it is

34Zizck 1989, 93,

355.West 1988, 84. The relevant fragment of Aristotle referred to by West is {r.172, Rose, which
comes from the H.Q. Scholiast ad 0d.9.106: {ntel Aprototéing ridg 6 KOxAwy o MoAdenpog
pfte notpdg dv KoxAwrog: Moserddvog yap fv: pite pntpds, KokAwy éyéveto abic.
‘Aristotle questioned how the Cyclops Polyphemus himself became a Cyclops, since he was
ncither born from a Cyclopean father (Poscidon was his father), nor from a mother.'
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emphasized that their civilization is an amalgam of nuclear families - yet these
fathers themselves have no fathers. There are thus only real fathers among the
Cyclopes and no Name-of-the-Father - an ideal, symbolic figure of authority
against which the Cyclopes could judge themselves. We can now return to the
apparent ‘descriptivism’ suggested in the baptism of Polyphemus; for such a
reading only works on a literal level. If we, instead, read the episode allegorically
as announcing the entrance of Polyphemus (and then the Cyclopes) into language,
we can emphasize that it is the blinding which provides the conditions of possibility
for language, by creating the void at the heart of Polyphemus, and thus the
possibility of a master-signifier. For, as we will soon see, it is the role of any

master-signifier to try (but fail) to represent this (unsignifiable) void.

Need, demand, desire

Polyphemus, then, is introduced to language through his blinding. In order
to help clarify the effects of this entrance, the well-known Lacanian triad of need-
demand-desire - used initially to help describe the consequences of the entrance of
the child into language - can perhaps be of help. For Lacan, need functions at the
level of the biological, as a child depends on others for its most elementary
biological need. 'Need', then, always relate to something specific, a particular item
(for example, food) which can of course be satisfied. However, an important
change occurs when this need is mediated by language, when the child enters the
symbolic. At this point, the request for the fulfillment of need is accompanied by a
demand of the subject, a demand for recognition. Beyond any biological need
articulated by the child, there is the demand for the love of the mother. This

demand, in Lacan’s words, ‘cancels out the particularity of anything which might
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be granted by transmuting it into a proof of love.’36 The child asks for food, but
wants the mother's love. At this point, at the failure of demand, desire appears,
heralding an (unfulfillable) wish on the part of the subject for a (mythical) previous
totality, wholeness; desire is a certain leftover of demand after all the specific,
satisfied needs have been subtracted from it. With this terminology in mind, let us
return to our blinded Cyclops. After the removal of his eye, Polyphemus produces
a loud wail - a wail which is worth taking a close look at:

oeupdadéov Ot péy’ dpwlev, nept 8 laye nétpn,

fuelg 8¢ deloavreg dnecovpued’ . adtdp O poyAov

eEépuc’ 09pBaApoio neguppévov aipott moAADL.

TOV HEV EmELT’ EppLyEV And €0 xepSiv dAVwY,

ovtap 6 Koxdonag peyal’ finvev, o1 p& piv Guoic

W1KEOV €V onNeact 81’ apxiog vepoéosoag. 0d.9.395-400.

He gave a horrible cry and the rocks rattled

to the sound, and we scuttled away in fear. He pulled the timber

out of his eye, and it blubbered with plenty of blood, then

when he had frantically taken it in his hands and thrown it

away, he cried aloud to the other Cyclopes, who live

around him in their own caves along the windy pinnacles.

What is crucial here is the move from the initial scream of pain to the cry to
the other Cyclopes; the first is a shuddering reaction to his loss of his eye. For the
Cyclops, something is now missing, and needs to be replaced; like a child, he
recognizes his dependence. However, in his second cry to his fellow Cyclopes,
this cry of pain immediately moves to an intersubjective level; he cries to the other
Cyclopes. Any prior self-sufficiency is destroyed, and the Cyclops looks to others
in an attempt to heal his wound. It is at this point that the Cyclopean cry for help

functions as a demand.37 This is the import of the Cyclopean reply:

36Rose 1980, 81. For a general claboration of these concepts, see Rose's introduction to the same
volume,32ff.

37We can ask a further important question: who is the subject of this scream? It cannot yet be
‘Polyphemus’, because the act of naming has not yet occurred. Is it a Cyclops? Not if we define
the Cyclopes in terms of their defining quality, their onc cye. For this is a Cyclops who has just
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el pév 81 un tic o Préaletan olov &dvra -

vodoov ¥’ ob ntwg E6tt A10g peyadov aAéacBon:

aAda o0 y' ebxeo natpi Moserdawvi vaxt. 0d.9.410-12.

If alone as you are none uses violence on you,

why, there is no avoiding the sickness sent by great Zeus;

s0 you had better pray to [your] father, the lord Poseidon.’

Several things need to be emphasized: first, the thing that had always been
avoided (Zeus) can no longer be avoided. Polyphemus is now subject to the law,
the law of the father (represented by Zeus' sickness). Further, there is a nuanced
use of the adjective ‘oiog’, ‘alone’. For in a profound way, the Cyclops is alone for
the first time. Since he is no longer self-sufficient, his loneliness - the possibility of
needing help, and having it rejected - is real. Though before the blinding the
Cyclops was always on his own, in the perfection of his self-sufficiency, it is only
now that he is truly alone, in that he recognizes that he is apart from others upon
whom he is dependent, in that he fecls lonely. Finally, and most importantly, his

new subjection to this ‘sickness of Zeus’ means thay he must pray to his father.

This needs to be considered in detail.

Fathers and fallibility

We can best understand Polyphemus’ appeal to his fellow Cyclopes, his
prayer to his father, and his recollection of the prophecy of Odysseus’ arrival if we
recognize their fundamental similarity. For they are all a series of attempts to patch
over the loss of the eye, an attempt on the part of the Cyclops to stabilize himself,
In the terms outlined above, they are demands. The fellow Cyclopes cannot provide

Cyclopes with any help, and he looks elsewhere. Here, we encounter the problem

lost his eyc, and is thus no longer properly a Cyclops. The subjcct of the scream is no-one, which
announces the entrance of the subject as such to Cyclopean civilization.
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of the father. The Cyclopes, in response to Polyphemus’ cry, tell him to appeal to

Poseidon, and this is exactly what he does:

ald’ aye devp’ , 'OBvoed, va Tot nap’ Ecivia Beiw
mounnV ' 0Tphve dopevar kKAVTOV Evvosiyaiov:
10D YOp EY® TAilg elpl, motnp &' £pOg eVYETON Elvart.
avtog 8’ , ai k' £8EAne’, tnoetan, 08¢ T1g dAAog
obte Bedv pokdpwv ovte Bvntdv avBpdrov. * (04.9.517-21)
So come here, Odysseus, let me give you a guest gift
and urge the glorious Shaker of the Earth to grant you conveyance
home. For I am his son, he announces himself as my father.
He himself will heal me, if he will, but not any other
one of the blessed gods, nor any man who is mortal.
Here, we should avoid any simple reading which would suggest that he
merely turns to the father who was always-already there; rather, the blinding in a
crucial sense creates this father. How?
I have already suggested that the universe of the Cyclopes is static. This
now needs to be explained in terms of its relation to patriarchy. If the Cyclopes
have no fathers, and do not talk to each other, they nevertheless do have families:

Beprotever 8t €xaotog / naidwv 18’ dAdywv, 008’ dAANAwY GAéyouot.

(0d.9.114-15) Since adult Cyclopes have no fathers, but do have sons, they are in
the (impossible) position of being fathers but not sons. It is here that we should
return to the zero-sum game of patriarchy. The Cyclopes are a fantasized solution to
the patriarchal tension between father and son. There is no generational tension in
their society because there is no generation; they represent a perfectly stable oikos
frozen in time and place. Within this context, Polyphemus’ appeal to Poseidon as
father is yet another first. For it is the first time that one of the Cyclopes has ever

played the subordinate role of son,38

38There is a further ambiguity. When confronted with Polyphemus® cry, they ask him to appeal to
Poscidon: aAlé ob ¥ ebyeo natpi Mooerddwvt dvaxtt, Lattimore (in a translation I carlier
bracketed) translates this as pray to ‘your’ father. But the Greek does not explicitly say this. The
Cyclopes response to their wounded brother merely suggests the need for a father figure - to help
aid him in his loss. Is this a Cyclopean joke on his loss of independence, which Polyphemus takes
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If this tells us that a Cyclops is a son for the first time, we still need to
explore the relationship between father and son. Here, we can return to the
relationship between Telemachus and Odysseus, and Telemachus®' famous

protestation about the impossibility of knowing one's father:

To1Y0p £y ToL, EElve, HOA’ dTpeEKéng Gyopevow.

HATNP péV T' EPE PNot 10D Eppevar, abTip EY0 YE

ovK 018", 0V Yap T T1g £OV YOVoV adTog avéyve. (0d.1.215-7)
See, I will accurately answer all that you ask me.

My mother says indeed I am his. I for my part
do not know. Nobody really knows his own father.

Telemachus’ words illustrate how the question of paternity has much
wider symbolic significance; for this whole-hearted scepticism about the figure of
the father tells us about the nature of paternal authority. For paternal authority docs
not in any way give the lie to Telemachus’ scepticism; it is rather the other side of
the same coin. For if scepticism functions as a pure challenge to all forms of
authority, denying that authority any sustenance through rational argumentation (it
doubts everything), paternal authority is, conversely, a pure authority which can
not be justified through argument. Because one can never know who one’s father
is, any respect for the authority of a father gua father must be a complete leap of
faith. This is clearly represented within the Odyssey through the uniqueness of the
recognition between Telemachus and Odysseus. Though Odysseus can rely on
tokens and scars to prove his identity to others, no such proofs can help him with
Telemachus. The link between scepticism and paternity can help explain the
recognition scene between Telemachus and Odysseus in Book 16, which is
highlighted by a debate over whether or not Odysscus is a god. Here is Odysseus’

denial:

literally? The Cyclopes suggest the need of Poscidon as a father figure: Polyphemus misrecognizes
this as suggesting that Poscidon is his rcal father.
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‘ot tig 101 Bedg elpr: 1 1’ aBavaroov éokerg;
aAA& mothp TE0G Eipt... (Od.16.186-8)

No, [ am not a god. Why liken me to the immortals?
But [ am your father...

The complex word-play in these crucial lines (in both Bedg eipt / Tedg it
and oV ti¢) has been perceptively noticed by Goldhill.39 He suggests that the
recognition by Telemachus is what is nceacd to restore the continuity of the oikos,
and that the word-play emphasizes Odysseus’ status as mortal and his rejection of
an immortal life (associated with his rejection of the offer of Calypso). But a quite
different point can be made if we continue to identify with the position of the

- sceptic. The word-play on Bedg / tedg highlights that an acceptance of one’s father
is a leap of pure faith, in essence no different from recognizing Odysseus as a
£0d.40 Thus (polytropic, perfectly persuasive) Odysseus persuades Telemachus of
the impossible: that he is really his father, and that he is not a god. But in so doing,
he himself moves into an impossible position of pure certainty. Let us look again at
Telemachus’ lines of scepticism: o0 Y&p nt T1g £OV Yovov avt0g dvéyve. There
is not only a pun on ‘no-one’, but also a double meaning in gonon, which can
signify both ‘begetter’ and ‘offspring’. In persuading Telemachus that he is his
father, Odysseus thus assumes the position of super-human knowledge (the
subject-supposed-to-know); he becomes this ‘no-one’ who alone knows his
offspring. This suggestion can be highlighted in a rather different translation of ‘o¥

11¢ T01 Bedg eipr’. ‘No-one - Iam a god’, or ‘I am the god, po-one.’#! The

39Goldhill 1991, 10.

40Go1dhill notices the tautology in the following phrase which he italicizes: 'Recognition is part
of the relationship (1o be) recognized.’ (p11) We merely need to take this a step further: in the case
of father and son, it is not simply part of the relationship, it is the essence of the relationship.
This is not the only instance of such word-play in the pocm: cf Nestor’s words at 0d4.3.122-3:
‘rothp TE0¢, €1 ETEGV YE / xeivou Exyovdg Esot’, which play on the credibility of assertion of
paternity.

41And *no-one' is a not uncommon name for gods in many cultures: sec Lynn-George 1994, 231.
Also note the force of the particle of assertion ‘tot’ in the phrase ‘ot ti¢ 1ot Bedg eipt’. The
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Odysseus of limitless metis, who always reaches his telos, is a figure of ncar
omnipotence. Yet running in direct opposition to this is the working of the narrative
on the island of the Cyclopes. In his guise as ‘Outis’ he introduces a gap, and thus
a moment of doubt to the impossible, self-sufficient universe of the Cyclopes. Let
us return to Polyphemus in order to explore this further.

His appeal to Poseidon begins with an identification with his position as
son, followed by a reference to Poseidon's claim to be his father: ‘to? yop éyo
naig eipi, mothp 8’ €pog evyeton eivar.’ Polyphemus is introduced to doubt
because he has lost his eye; he therefore appeals to his father to heal him, and thus
return him to a doubt-free universe. But this is precisely what Odyssecus declares is
impossible:

‘al yap 811 wuxng 1€ Kol aw)vog ot Suvmunv
euvw nomoag nep\ym dopov "Atdog eiow,

mg ovk 0pBadudy v’ inoetar ovd’ évooiyBov!’

Qg é(pdunv ) 8’ énerto l'locaSo'mwl AvoKTL

EVXETO XETP’ OpEYQV eu; oVpaVOV aotspoevra

‘K?m@t. Hocmﬁaov yamoxe mavoxatta

el £1e0V Ye 00¢ eipt, mathp &’ &udg ebyeon eiva..

(0d.9.523-29)

‘T only wish it were certain I could make you reft of spirit

and life and send you to the house of Hades, as it is certain

that not even the Shaker of the Earth will ever heal your eye for you.’

So I spoke, but he then called to the lord Poseidon

in prayer, reaching both arms up toward the starry heaven:

“Hear me, Poseidon who circle the earth, dark-haired. If truly

I'am your son, and you acknowledge me as my father..

Polyphemus’ appeal is an appeal to a figure of authority to heal his wound.
In brief, his appeal to his father, his recognition of his father, is a recognition of his
entrance into the symbolic, a recognition of the law of the father. However, the

father only is called upon after the destruction of the Cyclops' sclf-sufficiency. The

appeal to the father is an appeal to an outside source to cover up an internal doubt.

particle’s rhetorical effect is based on drawing the addressce into the illusion of a shared belief: *I'm
not a god, as you know’. It is an inextricable part of Odysscus' confidence game,
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But the genie of doubt has now irrevocably left its bottle. This is the point of
Odysseus' reply, which hands Polyphemus an elementary lesson concerning the
consequences of his entry into the symbolic. For we should emphasize that
Odysseus is quite vight. Poseidon will certainly not heal his son, for his status as
father is dependent on Polyphemus’ entrance into the symbolic, which in turn
comes from a recognition of his dependence on others. Odysseus demonstrates that
the lack at the heart of the Cyclops is now constitutive, that his ongoing demands
will remain unfulfilled. He introduces Polyphemus to his desire, beyond his
demands. Polyphemus thus emerges as a mortal subject, and it is this passage from
immortality to mortality which gives further point to Odysscus' wry reference to
Hades; the certainty that Polyphemus' eye will not be healed is already a certainty
that sooner or later he will make the trip to Hades.42 The Cyclops is pulled back
from his psychotic refusal of (the language of) society, and now must face his
mortality.

The beginnings of language among the Cyclopes thus coincides with the
emergence of desire; and it is the convergence of language and desire which allows
us to return to the difficulties of the name Polyphemus. For insofar as his name,
after the primal baptism by the other Cyclopes, seems to stay forever the same in
the poetic tradition, do we not have evidence for the antidescriptivist position? That
is, do we not have evidence for ‘Polyphemus’ acting as a rigid designator, in
antidescriptivist terms? Let us once more turn to Zizek, and his criticism of

antidescriptivism:

42Note that Polyphemus® cry for help dragged the other Cyclopes from their immortal night:
vkt 8t aufpociny (0d.9.404). We should also note the symbolic importance of the wine given
by Odysseus to the Cyclops in order to guarantee the success of his trick. The text is careful to
stress its exceptionality (0d.9.196ff), and it quickly captivates the Cyclops. But what is crucial is
that its strength causes the Cyclops to liken it to ambrosia (9.359). The ambrosian liquid allows
the mortal hero to approach, and render vulnerable, a quasi-divine being,
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The basic problem of antidescriptivism is to determine

what constitutes the identity of the designated object

beyond the ever-changing cluster of descriptive

features - what makes an object identical-to-itself even

if all its properties have changed; in other words, how

to conceive the objective correlative of the ‘rigid

designator’, to the name in so far as it denotes the

object in all possible worlds, in all counterfactual

situations. What is overlooked, at least in the standard

version of antidescriptivism, is that this guaranteeing

the identity of an object in all counterfactual situations -

through a change of all its descriptive features - is the

retroactive effect of naming itself: it is the name itself,

the signifier, which supports the identity of the

object.43

In the process of naming itself, in the act of baptism, we act as if there was

an objective correlative of the rigid designator. What is forgotten is that it is the act
of naming itself which creates the illusiun of such a scii-iGeuiical object. What
connccts rigid designator to self-identical object is the desire of the namer for such
an object; and in the naming of the Cyclops in Odyssey 9, we see the emergence of
arigid designator - the name ‘Polyphemus’ - at the moment desire is introduced to
their species. The other Cyclopes sec a talkative, blinded, decentered Cyclops; they
call him chatterbox, which a description of his qualities. But from this moment on,
due to their (and our) desire, this is the name which will be grafted on to him, and
stay the same in all possible worlds. The episode thus stages the moment when a
descriptive cluster pertaining to the Cyclops is misrecognized as a ‘rigid designator’
signifying his identity; but this ‘identity’ is constituted by nothing other than the

desire for identity by those who name him.

The Cyclopean split

43Zizck 1989, 94,
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There is a great range of representations of the Cyclopes in Greek literature,
and scholars have long tried to explain the divergences.** Nevertheless it is
possible to discern a basic split into two major types, a split which can tell us much
more about the significance of the Cyclops' blinding. First, there is the idealized
picture of the *golden age’ Cyclopes; we can see here the roots of the picture of the
pastoral, peaceful Cyclops which appears in Bucolic poetry, together with its darker
side, the myth of the noble savage. In opposition to this is the homo faber tradition
of the Cyclopes, most obviously evident in the representation in Hesiod, where
they forge the thunderbolts of Zeus.43 From my previous remarks on Polyphemus’
entrance into the symbolic, the crux of my argument as regards the opposition
between homo faber and golden age Cyclopes is perhaps already evident. Odyssey
9 stages the point when the two traditions meet, the point where a golden age
Cyclops becomes Polyphemus as homo faber. To substantiate this, we need merely
emphasize the inquisitiveness of Polyphemus after the blinding. His blindness leads
to a wandering, as he frantically searches for those responsible for his loss, and for
allies to help him recover.46 We can now better understand the point of the vivid
depiction of the split Cyclopean home, which involves two islands; there is the
island they actually live on, and the smaller island opposite, which is perfectly

suited for cultivation, but which the Cyclopes - in their self-sufficiency - have no

44For a brief summary of the problem, with bibliographical references to the debate, Heubeck
1988, 19ff.
4SHesiod Theog. 139ff.

c connection between wandering/blinding is emphasized by underlying word-plays on
‘wandcring’/blinding/avoiding: aAdw, dAadw, aAéopar. Eg.398, 411, 453. 516. This vocabulary
of blinding/wandcring is intcgrated into a wider vocabulary of alterity, connccting this
wandering/blinding to Polyphemus' (recently discovered) dependence on others: @Alotr, Consider in
particular 9.115, 129, 192. For the division between the blinded Cyclops and the others, 9.401,
493, Before his blinding, the Cyclops had no concept of wandering (becausc he lived in a universe
without doubt) nor alterity (because he was perfectly self-sufficient). Both this very wandering,
and Polyphemus’ new status as a man of ‘much speech’ organized around a central loss, a nothing,
should begin to remind us of Odysscus polytropos, cndless wanderer and explorer par excellence.
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need to cultivate. It is only a matter of time before Polyphemus' newly found
curiosity causes him to build a boat, cross the strait, and discover the second island.
Or is it? Odysseus' picture of the second island certainly holds out a strong
temptation. As Norman Austin has argued, the island is repeatedly defined by what
it is not. It is not visited by hunters, nor farmed by farmers, nor held by flocks: 'Tt
would be difficult to find in Homer, or indeed anywhere else in Greek, a passage of
comparable lengths so richly sown with negatives as 0d.9.106-148.'47 Austin also
notes the shift from the indicative mood to the optative within the negative
description: '[T]he Cyclopes had no shipwrights who might have belabored (to
build) ships, which might have brought to completion the many things for which
men cross the sea in ships. They would have belabored the island to make it also a
good settlement."8 To imagine Polyphemus making this voyage is to swallow him
up once more in the normative ethics of Odysseus, who projects a certain set of
cthical values onto the island's emptiness. Yet though Odysseus' narrative offers
this as a possibility, it stops crucially short of actualizing it. Polyphemus is left
hanging. We do not know the values Polyphemus which Polyphemus will invent
on the second island, or even if the Cyclopes will ever get there. Though he is on
the verge of self-exploration (indeed, self-creation), at this point his self remains
empty, unwritten. Odysscus’ narration of his interaction with the Cyclops leaves us

with the (utopian, as well as dangerous) possibility of a quite different world.4?

Phaeacia: the impossible choice of subjectivity

47 Austin 1980, 2.
48 Austin 1980, 26-7. The shift from indicative to optative starts at 0d.9.126.

49The world of Goat-island functions as a blank screen which allows fantasized self-projection - a
screen which did not exist for the Cyclopes before the blinding.
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The Phaeacians are both close relations of the Cyclopes, and yet opposites.
Indeed it is their status as opposites which provides the key to what they have in
common. Once, we are told, they shared a common home on Hypereia - ‘land
beyond the horizon’, land of excess - next to the ‘more than men’
(brepnvopedvtwv) Cyclopes,*0 until they fled because of the Cyclopes’ strength.
Their flight was a complete one. From the Cyclopean rejection of civilization, the
new Phaeacian world is ‘hyper-civilized’.5! Whereas the Cyclopes have no need to
plant any crops, the Phaeacians have perfect crops, producing perfect yields
without the possibility of failure. The Cyclopes reject the norms of xenia, the
Phaeacians pass on every single guest (without failure) to his or her destination.
The Cyclopes have no ships, nor the need for them, while the Phaeacians have
perfect ships which always bring their guests to their destination automatically,
without the need of a navigator. The lack of limits to the chain of guests passed
onto their destination, together with the perfection of the Phaeacian ships suggest a
certain affinity with Proteus. The endlessness of the chain of guests should remind
us of the lack of limits in Protcus’ system of counting. Proteus had no idea of who
was counting (a figure of pure sense) until he lost one of his seals. His counting
was in an important sense automatic; it went on without any doubt on the part of
any subject. It thus resembles the relationship between the Phaeacians and their
ships; the ships do not need to be steered, but go to their destination without any
pause in response to the thoughts of the Phaeacians. There is no moment of
indecision, no time when a Phaeacian seaman pauses to reflect where to go. The

similarity to Proteus is reinforced in the name of their land, Scheria; the name

500d.6.4-5: of mpiv pév note vaiov év edpuxdpmn 'Yrepeiet, / dyyod KukAdnav, avdpdv
LREPNVOPEOVIWY.,
51The opposition is now a commonplace. Scc Hainsworth 1988, 293.
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appears related to oxepog, an adjective suggesting a line without limits.52 The
Phaeacians live in a land without beginning or end: like Proteus, they are wholly
inside the symbolic.

The similarity to Proteus also hints at the similarity to the Cyclopes. For,
just as was the case with Proteus, neither species experiences doubt. This is
suggested in their separate relations to both the gods, and to language. While the
Cyclopes reject the gods outright, the Phaeacians are somehow too close to them.
Alcinous tells us that the gods have always appeared clearly to the Phacacians, and
hide nothing from them, and goes on to mention that this ‘closeness’ to the gods is
shared by the Cyclopes.53 This is reflected in their respective relations to language.
The Cyclopes reject language outright and the possibility of deception that goes
with it. The Phaeacians have a perfect language, which also precludes the
possibility of deception.

But if Phaeacian society is characterized by the perfection of their mode of
exchange, it is not just any society. As with the Cyclopes, it is clearly a patriarchal
one. This is evident in the obvious suitability of Nausicaa as a possible wife for
Odysseus in a fantasized oikos. We will discuss the implications for the poem’s
construction of gender later. For now, we should just note that the system of
patriarchal exchange - the flawless passing on of skills from father to father - fits in

well with the picture of the rest of Phaeacian society:

oAN’ ays vuv eueeev E_,vvu:l Enog, O(ppa Kol GAAmt
ginnig npmmv OTE Kev 001¢ €V peyapowx
Sawum napa om T a?xoxml xal 00101 TEKECOLY,

THETEPNG Gpethic nepvnuévog, ol kot Mulv

2 s only extant in the dative, in the phrasc év oxepdt, meaning ‘uninterruptedly, successively'.
Sce LSJ, ad loc. and ¢f.Pind.N.1.69.

53Sce in particular 0d.7.201-2: aiel y&p 10 népog e Beot (pmvovtm évapyeig / 1 nuw ‘For
always i in time past the gods have shown lhcmsclvcs clearly to us." Also, 7.205-6: ob 11
Katakpuntouoty, énet ooty éyyulev eipév, / ¢ g nep Kukaneg *They make no
concealment, as we are very close to them, as are the Cyclopes..'
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Zevg £ni Epya tiOnot Srounepic EE€T natpdyv. (Od.8.241-245)
[Clome then, attend to what I say, so that you can tell it
even to some other hero after this, when in your palace
you sit at the feasting with your own wife and children beside you,

remembering our excellence and what Zeus has established
as our activities, through time, from the days of our fathers.

Alcinous’ words come at a particularly sensitive time; Odysseus has just
defeated the Phaeacians in the games, and Alcinous is about to reaffirm (somewhat
defensively) what he believes to be the essence of Phacacian superiority: their skill
at dancing, and transporting men homeward on their ships. But the superiority in
the system of transportation affirmed by Alcinous is parallel to their skill in
communication . The excellence of the Phaeacians has been passed on unchanged
from the time of ‘their fathers’, and (we can safely assume) from father to father.
Alcinous presumes that Odysseus’ return will likewise be to an oikos. But what
will the message passed on by Odysseus to his wife and children be? A message
from a father to a wife and son about a society where messages are passed perfectly
from father to son. For the Phaeacian society is the exact reverse of that of the
Cyclopes. Whereas the Cyclopes’ society circumvented patriarchal tension of
succession between father and son by freezing the oikos in time, and thus
eliminating generational conflict, the Phaeacians circumvent the tension by
providing a utopian solution of a perfect transfer of power from father to son. The
Cyclopes were fathers without fathers; there was no gap between the ‘real’ fathers
and the symbolic representation of paternal authority, the Name-of-the-Father. On
Phaeacia, because of the perfection of the relationship between father and son, each
‘rcal’ father does not fall hopelessly short of an idealized symbol of the father, but
coincides with it. Both societies, for different reasons, lack a gap between real

father and symbolic father.
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Unfriendly Phaeacians

Yet if the society of the Phaeacians is an idealized, impossible version of a
patriarchy, this perfection seems to have some complications. For alongside their
ability to pass on every stranger to his destination is their now notorious
‘unfriendliness’ to strangers.>* The key to their unfriendliness emerges after the
games, when Alcinous recounts a tale told by his father, Nausithous, about the
anger of Poseidon:

Tell me your land, your neighborhood and your city,
so that our ships, straining with their own purpose, can carry you
there, for there are no steersmen among the Phaiakians, neither
are there any steering oars for them, such as other ships have,
but the ships themselves understand men’s thoughts and purposes,
and they know all the cities of men and their fertile
fields, and with greatest speed they cross the gulf of the salt sea,
huddled under a mist and cloud, nor is there ever
any fear that they may suffer damage or come to destruction.
Yet this I have heard once on a time from my father, Nausithoos
who said it, and told me how Poseidon would yet be angry
with us, because we are convoy without hurt to all men.
He said that one day, as a well-made ship of Phaiakian
men came back from a convoy on the misty face of the water,
he would stun it, and pile a great mountain over our city, to hide it.
So the old man spoke, and the god might either bring it
to pass, or it might be left undone, as the god’s heart pleases.
(0d.8.555-71)

The Phaeacians are perfect hosts. But they also know that, sooner or later,
one of their trips will entail the destruction of them and their society. The arrival is
an accident waiting to happen, but as such it provides the context for the tension on
Phacacia. The Phaeacians are perfectly willing to pass any ordinary man along;
indeed, their identity (as perfect hosts) depends on it. Yet they must also be on the

look-out for the more-than-man, the out-of-the-ordinary man who will destroy their

54Rose 1969 passim. His arguments have undermined the cfforts by certain scholars to view the
Phacacians as onc-dimensionally perfect.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



72

perfection. This is the key to their strange mixture of suspicion and kindness. The
Phaeacians have an impossibly perfect relation to exchange, and they
(unconsciously) know that it is impossible; their entire existence as Phaeacians
depends upon the disavowal of this possibility.53 It is this unconscious knowledge
which appears in their suspicious attitude toward others. It also helps explain their
obsession with Odysseus’ identity. The Phaeacians try to determine if Odysseus is
any different from the succession of other guests transferred to their destinations.
Their civilization is characterized by a constant questioning of the identity of the
series of men who arrive, but a questioning (springing from the unconscious worm
of doubt represented by Nausithous’ prediction) which perennially proves that they
have no need to doubt their superiority to others. Their identity is based on never
having to think twice, on an absence of doubt in their transportation of strangers to
their destination. Yet the appearance of every new stranger leads them compulsively
to doubt the absence of doubt; and so they are unfriendly.

From the opposing perspective, Odysseus needs to prove to the Phaeacians
that he is ‘just another man’ in order to escape Phaeacia, and reach his telos at
Ithaca. The persuasive powers used by Odysseus in the Apologoi in order to get
home have been carefully explored by Most.56 Odysscus’ rhetoric hints at the need
for a safe passage home, and persuades the Phaeacians of the merit of this. In an
impcrtant sensc he fools the Phacacians. But, from the perspective of the

Phaeacians, could they not have been fooled?

55There seems 1o be a difference between the form of disavowal of Alcinous and the rest of the
Phacacians. Alcinous is onc of two Phacacian men who do not have a name directly linked to their
identity as scamen (the other is Laodamas, whom I discuss further below). He scems to have
conscious access to the prediction of Nausithous (a knowledge implicd in the meaning of his
name, ‘Strong-noos'), which makes his disavowal sharper: ‘I know very well that we are destined
to be destroyed, but still I go on as if I didn't.." The other Phacacians scem to have repressed this
knowledge, which re-appears in their unfriendliness.

56Most 1989 passim,
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The ‘choice’ confronting the Phaeacians is rather more complex. It is a
forced choice, which we can again illustrate quite concisely by returning to Lacan.
In Seminar XI, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan
illustrates the paradox involved in entrance as subject into the Symbolic with the
following ‘choice’: “Your money or your life’. The choice is deceptive in that it
precludes choice. One can only choose life - to choose money entails losing both
money and life.57 This is the sort of choice which faces the Phaeacians. The basis
of Phaeacian society, their uniqueness, is their perfection as hosts. To refuse to
pass on Odysseus is to refuse to be perfect hosts, and thus to give up on the very
quality that makes them Phacacians. They may unconsciously be suspicious of
Odysseus, but to refuse to send him home is to allow that suspicion to effect their
conscious existence. If Odysseus is refused passage, can they ever be sure that
anyone else deserves safe passage? They eventually do ‘choose’ to send him on,
which results in the loss of a ship, and the ongoing possibility of loss exemplified
by the uncertainty produced by the mountain hanging over them. It is thus relatively
unimportant whether or not the Phacacians are able to escape Odysseus' rhetorical
trickery. For sooner or later, they must be fooled. Odysseus merely plays out the
role already carved out by Nausithous' prediction, and the loss which comes with
his trick is their ticket to subjectivity. In what follows, I look more carefully at their

emergence as subjects, and the price to be paid.

The creation of a limit

57THowever, as Dolar (1993) has argued, the cxample may be misleading in that ‘it suggests that
onc might actually have possessed ‘life with money® before being presented with the choice’. The
crucial point is that this possibility is retroactively produced by the choosing itsclf. It is this
initial *forced choice’, which is preciscly what opens up the possibility of ‘choice’ in general. The
Phacacians represent this impossible *‘wholeness' of ‘lifc and money’ - of life without loss.
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The impossible choice of the Phaeacians can help us show what is at stake
in the games of Book 8. Laodamas and Euryalus invite Odysscus to participate in
order to help assuage any doubt that he might be ‘out of the ordinary’. The task for
Odysseus is more complex, for to win at the games is to risk self-exposure. If the
strength of his polytropic abilities would seem to be what guarantees his eventual
arrival at his telos, the situation on Phaeacia is quite different. For here, the
exposure of his power is precisely what threatens to dissolve it; by winning the
game, he runs the risk of giving the game away. The Phaeacian situation illustrates
a crucial problem of ideological control, pin-pointed in the paradoxical phrase ‘the
impotence of power’. Ideological power depends upon its invisibility. As soon as
one is seen using that power, it begins to vanish, which means that the exercise of
power is dependent on self-effacement. In the case of Odysseus and the
Phaeacians, his control over them depends on his ability to appear as ordinary, just
another voyager on the way to his destination. Odysseus' ability (and need) to walk
this tightrope can help us understand both the latent threat in Laodamas’ invitation
to compete, and Odysseus’ reluctance. For in offering the invitation, Laodamas is
quick to remind Odysseus that ships are waiting to take him home (0d.8.151-2).
This reminder of Phacacian control over Odysseus’ nostos hints at the potential cost
of the failure to compete, and Odysseus assents only when his failure to compete
would arouse even more suspicion. His eventual entrance is devastating:
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BopuPnoev 8¢ AiBog: xatd &' EntnEav mott yaint

dainkeg dolympetpol, vavsixivtor &v8p£g,

k&og VRO bmﬁg od {mepmato cn'ww:oc TOVIWV

pinga Béwv anod xerpds. semce o teppat "ABfivn

av8pt Sepag gikvia, €rog 1’ Egat’ €x 1.‘ ovoua{,s

“kot K ahadg Tot, Eelve, Saxpiveie 10 ofjpa
opu@apdwy, Enel ol Tt pepLypévoy Eotiv Opidot,

GAAG moAb mpdtov. ov Ot Bdpoer 10vde v’ debAov -
oV 115 Pamwv 168¢ ¥’ 1€etat 008’ vrepnoer.” (0d.8.186-98)
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He spoke, and with mantle still on sprang up and laid hold of a discus
that was a bigger and thicker one, heavier not by a little

than the one the Phaiakians had used for their sport in throwing.

He spun, and let this fly from his ponderous hand. The stone
hummed in the air, and the Phaiakians, men of long oars

and famed for seafaring, shrank down against the ground, ducking
under the flight of the stone which, speeding from his hand lightly,
overflew the marks of all others, and Athene, likening

herself to a man, marked down the cast and spoke and addressed him:
“Even a blind man, friend, would be able to distinguish your mark
by feeling for it, since it is not mingled with the common

lot, but far before. Have no fear over this contest.

No one of the Phaiakians will come up to this mark or pass it.’

This crucial interchange opens out into a wide variety of themes explored in
the poem. For example, Athena’s remark that ‘even a blind man could distinguish
Odysseus’ sema both directly anticipates the inability of the blinded Polyphemus to
detect the disguised Odysseus in Book 9. It also hints at what is at stake in the
signs of another blind man, the songs of the bard Demodocus. These episodes will
be commented upon in detail later. But let us first focus on the effect of Odysseus’
sema on his fellow competitors. I earlier suggested that Phaeacian civilization was
free of doubt. Every traveler who arrives is passed on effortlessly to his
destination, becoming (for the Phaeacians) another sign in an indefinite serics of
signs without limit. We can also presume that each traveler took part in the games.
But if previous guests participated, they surely lost, for Alcinous is quick to boast
that the Phaeacians surpass others in the games (reptytyvoued’
aAAwvOd.8.102ff). Herein lies the first indication that Odysseus is different; in
the games, his discus is incomparably beyond those of the Phaeacians: o §’
urépnroto onpota naviwv. The society of excessively successful
communication is exceeded; it finds its limit in a discus which goes beyond its
terms of reference. For the Phaeacians, Odysseus is not just another link in a chain
to be superseded by another link. Instead, he opens up a gap between all the

previous semata and his own, immeasurable sema. For the Phaeacians, Odysseus is

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



76

not any fellow-competitor, but is unbeatable, a figure of omnipotence. This is the
point underlined by Athena: oV Tig Poiv 168e ¥’ 1Eetan 00’ vrephoet. No-
one of the Phacacians can exceed this mark. Odysseus’ throw has suggested to the
Phacacians the possibility of a game with quite different rules to the onc they
normally play, and has therefore opened up a gap between their society and an
unimaginable other. Odysseus seems to be (as with the Cyclopes) the instigator of
this gap.

The problems of the Phaeacians can be elaborated by returning to Proteus’
counting, an episode which is replayed on Phaeacia. Proteus began to count, to
impose a sequence with beginning and end on an indefinite series of numbers, at
the very moment he was forced to confront the loss of one his seals. So too the
Phaeacian ‘games’ will only truly begin when they recognize the possibility that
they might lose. Before Odysseus an endless series of competitors arrived, and
were unproblematically defeated. But what of the competitor afrer Odysseus? The
next set of games on Phaeacia will be different. Odysseus therefore halts the
Phacacian games-wthout-loss. And it is this very role which is nicely highlighted
by Athena before the games begin:

i & ap’ "ABfvn

Beonesinv katéxeve xdpv KEQaARft 1€ Kol Do,

kol pv poakpdtepov kol naccova Ofixev idécbar,

G Kev DaiRKESGL GIAog NTAVIEGTL Yévorto

Sewvog T aiboiog e, kot éxteAécetey aéBAoug
noAAovg, toug Painkeg éneipioavt’ ‘Odvoiiog. (0d.8.18-23)

{A]nd upon him Athene
drifted a magic grace about his head and shoulders,
and made him taller for the eye to behold, and thicker,
so that he might be loved by all the Phaiakians, and to them
might be wonderful and respected, and might bring to an end the
many contests by which the Phaiakians tested Odysscus.58

581 modify the translation of Lattimore, which obscures the significance of the Greek: Lattimore
translates the italicized words *and might accomplish many trials of strength’.
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Odysseus will, quite literally, bring an end to the many games at
Phaeacia.>? Before Odysseus arrived, the games were a series without limit, an
indefinite string of ‘many’ individual contestants arrived, were defeated, and sent
on their way. But because Odysseus will be the first external victor, the nature of
these games (and Phacacian society) will change. He will end one sort of games,
but also inaugurate a new set of games; the finisher of one sort of Phaeacian
society, he is the founder of another.%0 This is indicated in the poem by ongoing
allusions to the tale of Proteus; for Alcinous promises Odysseus that he will provide
him with a ship which will set of on its first voyage:

aAL’ aye vijo pédouvay Epuocopev eig oo Slav
npwtonAoov... (0d.8.34-35)

Come then, let us drag a black ship down to the bright sea,
one sailing now for the first time....

As with the name of Proteus before falling victim to Eidothea’s trick, the
reference to the ‘first’ ship only achieves its true meaning retroactively. For after
Odysseus has departed, and the mountain hovers over Phaeacia as a reminder of the
eternal possibility of loss, the ship which carried Odysseus to his destination and is
later turned into stone will indeed be remembered as the first ship, founder of a new
era.b! Never again will Phaeacian ships travel without a thought from the crew to
the destination. From now on, they will always reflect on their decisions.
Odysseus’ sema, far beyond their semata, opens up the possibility of another place

from where the Phaeacians can look at themselves. It is the awareness of such a

59The verb retains some of its literal sensc of ‘bring an end 1o’ rather than merely meaning
‘accomplish’, Cf. 0d.10.41.

60ONotc the undermining of Alcinous' initial confidence: He begins by inviting the competitors to
take part in ‘all the games’ in which the Phacacians surpass others (0d.8.101ff). Alcinous quickly
modifics this after Odysscus’ victory, limiting his boast to games of speed.

61The actiological aspect of Odysseus’ interactions with the Phacacians is mentioned in passing
by Nagler, 1990. The importance of the theme of firstness - which returns us to the problems of
the numerical scquence suggested in the tricking of Proteus - is emphasized by Athena's carlier
remark about the discus throw, which is *by far the first’, ‘moAb npdtov.’
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place which creates the hitherto disavowed gap between real Phaeacian fathers and a
symbolic father. For they are now aware of a hypothetical position outside
Phaeacian society from where they can view themselves and their leaders as a
whole, and thus evaluate themselves.62

They are thus also left in the same position as Cyclopean society after
Polyphemus’ blinding, though for different reasons. Both the Cyclopes and
Phaeacians become imperfect at the moment they endure loss (symbolic castration).
But the Cyclops endure loss by having something removed which can never be
healed (his eye), while the Phaeacians are rendered imperfect by the addition of an
ideal which they realize they can never attain (suggested by Odysseus’ discus
throw). The loss suffered by one Cyclops opened a channel of communication to
others and destroyed their self-sufficicncy. Here, the perfect communication
between Phaeacians made possible by their ongoing successes is shattered by
Odysseus; they now each have an external ideal (an Ego-Ideal) by which to measure
each one of themselves, which also allows them to bracket their symbolic identities.
They are split; aware of their symbolic identities, they are now also faced with the
possible awareness of something more than them. They face a difficult problem;
harmony on Phacacia between Phaeacians with a firm belief in the symbolic
authority of fathers could be maintained with ease. But can such harmony exist

when such authority is doubted?

The language of certainty

620n this aspect of the symbolic, see Zizck 1991, 11. This opening of a gap allows the
Phacacians to become aware (sclf-consciously) of the impossibility of their socicty, something
which they already knew unconsciously (exhibited in their unfriendliness). Of course, in the
Odyssey they become self-conscious too late to preserve their identitics as Phacacians.
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Despite Odysseus’ success with the discus, the initial Phaeacian reaction is
to continue their disavowal - and their suspicion. Alcinous persists in his quest to
find out Odysseus’ identity, which leads to Odysseus’ Apologoi. Here, the
reaction of the king to Odysseus’ words, together with the manner of the question
concerning Odysseus’ identity can tell us a great deal about the language of the
Phaeacians:

‘® '08vced, 10 ptv ob ti ¢ Elokopev eicopbuwvteg

nreponfic 1’ Euev xai énixAonov, oid 1€ TOAAOVG

Béoxer yaio pédave moAvonepéag avBpdnoug

yevded 1 aptovovrag, 00ev xé Tig 00dE (dorto- (Od.11.363-66)

‘Odysseus, we as we look upon you do not imagine

that you are a deceptive or thievish man, the sort that the black earth

breeds in great numbers, people who wander widely, making up

lying stories, from sources which no one could see for himself.’63

Alcinous’ reaction to Odysseus’ tales is a strange one. For his belief in
Odysseus’ stories runs against their obvious implausibility, commented upon since
antiquity.® What can explain Alcinous’ belief in Odysseus’ truthfulness? It scems
that this is another misrecognition of Odysseus. Alcinous denies that Odysseus is
thievish, epiklopos, the very quality that Athena will affirm of him in Book 13.65
Odysseus is defined by his ability to manipulate language, someone who tells ‘lies
like the truth.’ Yet this by itself does not explain the misrecognition. For why
would a species who mingle openly with the gods misrecognize anyone? The self-
confidence betrays a certain naiveté, which we can detect by looking more closely at
Alcinous’ definition of lying. He begins by suggesting that lying is something that

‘many’ men do, and we can safely presume that the referents of the many men are

the long list of voyagers who have passed through Phaeacia on their way to their

63The italics indicate where I have changed the translation of Lattimore. For the problems of the
phrasc, sce Stanford ad loc.

64For extensive references to the debate in antiquity, together with discussion, seec Most 1989, 15,

65Scc 0d.13.291. Note the retroactive confirmation of Phacacian concern about his status as a
god.
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respective destinations. But he is more specific; liars arc those many men who make
claims from a place which eludes verification: 88ev xé t1¢ 008¢ 8o1t0. Let us ask
a simple question. If liars tell stories which can’t be verified, how does Alcinous
know that they are liars? In short, why does he not concede the possibility that they
may be telling the truth, but that it is merely a truth he is unable to verify? A
reasonable conclusion is that Alcinous thinks he knows more. Liars are defined by
their fantastical construction of the events which they have not experienced (where
no-one might see); they are dismissed as liars because Alcinous believes himself to
be in the position of the place ‘where no-one might see’. This makes good sense;
given that Alcinous and the Phaeacians pride themselves on their ability to travel
everywhere, their reservoir of empirical knowledge is inexhaustible. It is because of
the confidence which comes with such a position of (supposed) knowledge that
Alcinous is fully equipped to divide his visitors into liars and truth-tellers. If their
words correspond to his (greater) knowledge, they are truth-tellers, if they do not,
they are liars.

Yet if Alcinous sees everything, he does not see that he has a blind spot.
For the belief in his own knowledge means that he is quite unable to deal with a
man who tells lies like the truth. The aspect of the Apologoi overlooked by
Alcinous is that Odysseus’ tales can be doubted, but not automatically disbelieved.
Odysscus’ story of his encounter with Polyphemus illustrates this nicely.
Odysseus’ blinding of the Cyclops coincides with the destruction of the former
Cyclopean civilization. This is rammed home when Odysseus emphasizes that
Polyphemus will never be healed, clarifying that his former, monadic socicty is
gone forever. What matters for the narrative, however, is that the loss of the
Cyclopean civilization means that Odysseus’ tale is impossible to validate:

oxETALE, TG KEV TiG 6€ Kot Vatepov dAAog tkotto
avBpanwv modéwv; énel ob katd poipav Epekog. (0d.9.351-2)
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Cx"uel, how can any man come and visit

you ever again, now you have done what has no sanction?

No other will visit the Cyclopes again. Yet this is not just because of fear of
their cannibalism. No-one else will visit them because they will no longer exist as
Cyclopes. Odysseus’ arrival coincides with the disappearance of their civilization.
The Apologoi thus tell a tale which demands doubt, but which is constructed in
such a way as to make its falsity unprovable.56 For the possibility of access to
truth disappears the moment Odysseus leaves. This explains Alcinous’ difficulty:
because he is unable to disprove Odysseus’ tale, he makes the (unwarranted)
presumption that he is telling the truth. The only alternative would be to doubt, to
assume that Odysseus speaks ‘from sources which no one could see for himself’
(68ev ké 1 008E {80170), but this is simply not available in the Phaeacian
universe. The Apologoi therefore function in a similar manner to the games; both
Odysseus hurling of the discus and his tales are outside the terms of reference (the
semata) of the Phaeacians. Yet because their civilization is based on a disavowal of
this possibility, this aspect of Odysseus is ignored.

We can now understand why Alcinous can both recount the story of
Nausithous concerning Poseidon’s future destruction of Phaeacian society, and also
the particular form that destruction takes:

@1} mote Ponkwv avdpdv edepyéa viia

£k mounfig cvioboay Ev NePOEIdEL novTwL

paicecBo, péyo 8 nuiv 6pog méher dpgrcoddyery.

WG ayopev’ 0 Yépwv- & 3 xev Bedg 1} teAéoerey,

f x” atédeoct’ €in, (¢ ot gilov EnAeto Buudr. (0d.8.567-71)

He said that one day, as a well-made ship of Phaiakian

men came back from a convoy on the misty face of the water,

he would stun it, and pile a great mountain over our city, to hide it.
So the old man spoke, and the god might either bring it

661t is worth adding that the Apologoi also tell the tale of the disappearance of any potential
corroborating witnesses - the companions of Odysseus. This is cxtensively discussed in my
examination of Odysscus’ rclationship to his companions in Chapter 5.
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to pass, or it might be left undone, as the god’s heart pleases.

Alcinous thinks that the prophecy will either be completed, or not
completed. Yet this is of course not what happens. Alcinous remembers the
prophecy of Nausithous, and announces that the perfect conveyance of men will
stop. The poem abruptly leaves the Phaeacians at the point of divine indecision as
they embark on prayers and sacrifice to Poseidon. There story is halted mid-line, at
a point of absolute doubt:

So he spoke, and they were afraid and made the bulls ready.

So these leaders of the Phaiakians and men of counsel

among their people made their prayer to the lord Poseidon,

standing around the great altar. But now great Odysseus awakened..

(13.184-87)67

It is preciscly this indeterminacy (a moment when it is unclear what will
happen, a moment of crisis) which is inconceivable for Alcinous. His former
reaction to Nausithous’ prophecy was a deterministic one; the god would either
bring it about or not, regardless of Phaeacian efforts. It is the deterministic outlook
which is shattered. If Phaeacian society was formerly characterized by the absence
of any blind spots (because the Phaeacians believed themselves to be all-seeing8),
the departure of Odysseus does not announce a simple reversal, the change from a
world of light to a world of darkness. Rather, the mountain of Poseidon and Zeus

casts a permanent shadow over Phaeacia.

We can now finally turn to Alcinous’ famous remarks about naming:

ein’ dvop’ OttL oe xelOL kaAeov puATnp TE TOTAP TE
dAAotl 0’ ot xoTd BoTL KO O IEPLVALLETAOVGLY,

oV_UEV YOp TI¢ maunov avavupos €6t avlporay,

oL _kokOg ovdE pEv €6BA0g, Enfiv to mpdTaL YEVTTOL,

670n this, sce the superb discussion of Peradotto 1990, 80ff.
68perhaps this is the point of line the cry of despair at the loss of sight of the ship at 13.169,
which before its petrifaction was entirely visible: xoi 81 npovgaiveto niwoo.
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aAM’ éni naor tibevron, énel ke 1éxwot, toxiieg. (Od.8.550-54)

Tell me the name by which your mother and father called you

in that place, and how the rest who live in the city about you

call you. No one among the peoples, neither base man

nor noble, is altogether nameless, once he has been born,

but always his parents as soon as they bring him forth put upon him a

name.

The best of critics have pounced on Alcinous’ words, noting the pun on
Outis: ‘To name oneself ‘no one’ is not to be without a name, then.’6%*Everyone is
born into a social context, named, classified, located in society before one has any
say in the matter.."70 In short, no-one is nameless. Yet though this maxim is
repeated by critics as a universal truth, what is too easily overlooked is that it is a
position enunciated by a Phaeacian. In a society which has not experienced doubt,
whose identity depends on a disavowal of anything beyond their semata, everyone
definitely, indubitably has a name. Yet because these are Alcinous’ words, we
should be less certain. For if everyone is given a name, to what is the name given?
There is a subtle gliding over of the (temporally and logically) prior moment when a
child is not yet inside language (and ideology).There are, one assumes, no naming
ceremonies on Phaeacia, ceremonies which dramatize the terrifying (and utopian)

moment when a child is not yet named. Alcinous refers to the moment of birth:

énnyv t& npdro Yévnton. The reference to firstness recalls the coming into being

of Proteus. Proteus belicved (for an cternity) that every one of his seals had a name
(‘named’ 1,2,3,4,5). In his universe, as in the universe of the Phaeacians, there
was no gap between signifier and signified. Yet can this stay the same once Proteus
and the Phaeacians are introduced to doubt? Proteus loses a seal. The Phaeacians
have been introduced to a figure outside their system of reference, sce a ship turned

to stone and await the fall of a mountain. Both are left hanging at moments of

69Goldhill 1991, 35.
T0pcradotto 1990, 161.
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radical doubt. They realize that there is nothing ‘natural’ about the imposition of
names, but that it is contingent insofar as they themselves have created these names.

At this point, can any Phaeacian confidently declare that anything has a name?
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CHAPTER 3
FROM STONES TO STATEHOOD: THE ORIGINS OF
SOCIETY

The previous chapters have suggested that radical doubt brought with it the
Homeric suggestion of a ciphered self; this is an insubstantial self which
emphasizes the incompleteness, imperfection of any determinate identity and yet
acts as a fantasy screen against which the fantasy of a determinate identity becomes
possible. In this chapter, I suggest that this conception of selfhood has important
consequences for the Greek conception of human society. To doubt the perfection
of one’s identity is also to recognize that social discourses are unable fully to
constitute such a self. Society itself is thercfore ‘incomplete’; there will always be
something which social discourses cannot account for, a realm of the unsignified.
In what follows, I suggest that one of the functions of stones, within Greek myth in
general and the Odyssey in particular, is to signify this internal limit of society;
stones, - and in particular the colossos, the massive slab of stone at the base of
tombs - point toward ‘another world’ constitutively beyond the realm of society.
The stones themselves are mute, incomprehensible, resistant to the attempts of
rational discourse to gentrify their blank stupidity; they thus signify the limit of
sense. In Lacanian terms, they function as sublime objects: though they are unable
to tell us anything about the ‘world beyond’ which they point toward, they come as
close as possible to signifying this world by representing the impossibility of such
signification. They are material correlatives at the level of the social of the radical
self-doubt (and consequent notion of seif-as-cipher) which is constitutive, for
Homer, of mortal subjects.

With this background we can begin to understand the significance of the

well-known Greek etymology of ‘people’ (/aos) from ‘stone’ (laas). A people
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emerge as a people the moment something inexplicable - represented by stones -
appears in the realm of the social. I will soon suggest that this link helps explain the
importance of the appearance of stones within the worlds of the Cyclopes and
Phacacians, stones which emerge at the moment they doubt their symbolic
identitics. But before turning o the Odyssey, let us first look at the relevance of the

best known mythic tale linking stones and people, that of Deucalion and Pyrrha

Pyrrha and Deucalion: acephalic subjects

Left alone on the earth after Zeus’ flood, Deucalion and Pyrrha hurl stones
over their shoulders which become people.! I will look at Apollodorus’ suggestive
summary of the tale and try to explain some of its puzzling features by comparing it
to events on Phaeacia. A major point of comparison, in addition to the appearance
of stones, will be the prominence of heads, kephaloi, in both the Odyssey and the
story of Deucalion and Pyrrha. In order to help us through the complexities of the
symbolic significance of ‘heads’ (which will in turn clarify the function of stones),
let us turn again to Lacan. His discussion of the inter-relationship of what he calls
the ‘Imaginary’ and ‘Symbolic’ can provide a useful grid for plotting the array of
associations linked to kephaloi.

Throughout Lacan's second Seminar, which cxplores the Freudian theory
of the ego, heads play a crucial role. In particular, he tries to describe the Freudian
concept of the unconscious by developing a theory of what he calls the a-cephalic
subject. He begins by outlining the narcissistic character of the identifications of the
ego. The human perceives an assortment of objects in the outside world; but his

perception of these objects is not innocent, for it enacts a prior tension which is

ICf. Scodel 1982, who argucs for the importance of myths of ‘natural disaster’ for our
understanding of the Homeric pocms.,
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outlined in Lacan’s theory of the Mirror stage. The child, brought too soon to the
world, sees in his/her image in the mirror an image of ideal unity. This image of
unity produces tension because it is comes from outside the child, who remains
stuck in ‘motor incapacity and nursling dependence’; all that is fragmentary,
incomplete in the child is conjured away in the image, but at the price of recognizing
a fundamental gap between the image and the subject who perceives the image.
Lacan’s point is that this stage structures our perception of everything, of every
object. There is nothing ‘permanent’ about any object; rather, in our perceptual
system, the series of objects perceived are a series of momentary ego-
identifications. The shadow of the ego haunts every act of perception. It is at this
point that the terms ‘polycephalic’ and ‘a-cephalic’ are introduced; for the plurality
of the identifications of the ego threatens the destruction of the subject as such,
eclipsed by its external identifications: ‘The subject transformed into this
polycephalic image seems to be somewhat acephalic.’? Even at the narcissistic level
of the Imaginary, the very failure of every ego-identification persistently points
toward a subject who doesn’t belong to the ego, a subject who is a-cephalic. Lacan
then tums to the changes in the relationship to objects which occur on entry to
language:

It is through nomination that man makes objects

subsist with a certain consistence. If objects had only a

narcissistic relationship with the subject, they would

only ever be perceived in a momentary fashion. The

word, the word which names, is the identical. The

word doesn’t answer to the spatial distinctiveness of

the object, which is always already to be dissolved in

an identification with a subject, but to its temporal

dimension. The object, at one instant constituted as a

semblance of the human subject, a double of himself,

nonetheless has a certain permanence of appearance

over time, which however does not endure
indefinitely, since all objects are perishable. This

2Lacan 1991, 167.
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appearance which lasts a certain length of time is
strictly only recognizable through the intermediary of
the name. The name is the time of the object. Naming
constitutes a pact, by which two subjects
simultaneously come to an agreement to recognize the
same object.’

This pact of naming dissolves the narcissistic relationship to objects. It also
invests objects with a certain permanence not allowed at the level of the Imaginary.
But such permanence comes at a price. For to enter the pact of language is to render
permanent the split described at the Imaginary level between ego-identifications and
the agent of those identifications. Why? Because to enter into this pact is to enter a
relationship outside oneself. It is a sacrifice of the image of a unified one (still
problematically maintained in the narcissism of ego-identifications, which are a
series of ones) for the fruits of the inter-relationship of these ‘ones’ in language. To
enter into language, the realm of sense, is to accept this loss; we have returned to
the concept of symbolic castration.

Yet if language destroys the possibility of a single subject, it cannot quite
swallow up the subject as such. For though it tries to envelop everything in the
realm of sense, it cannot efface the traces of the initial sacrifice required for entrance
into the realm of sense. Language, to be sure, effaces any substantiality of the
subject, and gives order to the chaotic spate of ego-identifications at the level of the
Imaginary. But the moment of its emergence into this chaos is itself senscless, in
that it emerges as language as such, independently of its meaning. It is in this
emergence of in irreducible meaninglessness - ‘a word [which] means nothing
except that it is a word’ - that we can locate a certain ‘left-over’ of the subject,

despite its effacement at the level of (conscious) meaning. Despite its total

cffacement in sense, the subject still speaks, but speaks a signifier which cannot yet

3Lacan 1991, 169.
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be assimilated to meaning; it is outside the system of signifiers. Lacan equates this
subject of the signifier with the Freudian subject of the unconscious, and to help
illustrate it, he uses the striking image of the head of a hydra which speaks at the
moment its head is lost; the voice which emerges is ‘the voice of no-one’, Nemo.
We can now turn to the peculiar appropriateness of the ‘head’ in illustrating
some of the complexities involved in symbolic castration. A ‘head’ is a sign of
vulnerability, used metonymically in contexts which suggest the mortality of the
individual: one ‘lays one’s head on the line’ 4 Yet the head is also the place from
where speeclt is articulated. Heads talk. Indeed in later Greek the head is used
metaphorically to designate the crucial aspects of an argument.5 We could go
further: it expresses not so much the ‘sense’ of a reasoned position, the manifold
complexities of an argument, but what is ‘essential’ in that argument; the abstraction
of the argument does not do injustice to it, however. Rather, it illustrates how
language as a structure can always be reduced to something uncannily close to
‘non-sense’, to a dead letter. Cut off from the body that sustains it, there is nothing
‘living’, animated about such a head. A head as symbol of potential loss is a
constant reminder of the loss sustained on entrance to language. Yet it also comes to

figure language as dead: as a lifeless, disembodied structure.

4This is a Homeric phrasc; sce 0d.2.237, where the suitors lay there heads on the line by
continuing to court Penclope: ‘rapBépevor kepahag'. The MHiad describes the mass destruction
causcd by war as Zeus' hurling of heads to Hades: ‘noAldg igBipovg xepaddg “"Aid rpoidyery.’
(11.11.55). This passage is discussed in the next chapter. Consider also these words of Vernant on
the importance of heads as an index of vulncrability: *They also use the word kara, the head, with a
mctonymic value; a part for the whole, Even in this case, the head is not equivalent to the body; it
is a way of saying “a man himscif," as an individual. In dcath, men arc called "heads," but they arc
heads shrouded in night, enveloped in darkness, face-less. Among the living, heads have a
countenance, a facc, a prosopon; they are there, present before your eyes just as you are present to
their cyes. The head, the face is what onc sces first in a human being, what is revealed of him (or
her) on the surface; it is what identifics him and makes him recognize when he (or she) is present
to the gaze of others,'

5See Ford 1994 passim, who discusses the relevance of the metaphor for Plato’s Theaetetus.
Though his discussion centers on the Platonic usc of the verb ‘kepadaidw’, he cites the Hesiodic
usc of the expression ‘€xkopupow’, which seems to mean *bring a tale to its peak’, as evidence for
the traditional nature of the association.
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With this in mind, let us turn to the story of Deucalion and Pyrrha as related
by Apollodorus; I provide it in translation, adding the Greek where relevant.
Though Apollodorus provides only a summary of the myth, doubtless collected
from a range of sources, there are more than enough details to spark our interest:

Zeus by pouring heavy rain from heaven flooded the greater part of Greece,

so that all men were destroyed, except a few who fled to the high mountains

in the neighborhood (& mAnoiov VynAa 6pn). It was then that the
mountains in Thessaly parted (t& xatd Oeosariav opn diéatn), and
that all the world outside the Isthmus and Peloponnese was overwhelmed.

But Deucalion, floating in the chest over the sca for nine days and as many

nights, drifted to Parnassus, and there, when the rain ceased, he landed and

sacrificed to Zeus, the god of Escape. And Zeus sent Hermes to him and
allowed him to choose what he would, and he chose to get men (0 6¢
aipeitan avBpdnovg avtidr yevésBar). And at the bidding of Zeus he
took up stones and threw them over his head (bnép kepaAiis EBaiiev
aipov Aifovg), and the stones which Deucalion threw became men, and
the stones which Pyrrha threw became women. Hence people were called
metaphorically people (Aoot) from AGog, ‘a stone.'6

It is worth noting immediately some links in the story to the tales of the
Cyclopes and Phaeacians in the Odyssey. There are two groups of survivors of the
flood: those who escaped destruction by living on mountain tops, and Deucalion
and Pyrrha, who lived because of their ability to construct a sailing vessel. Though
the mountain survivors are mentioned only to be ignored, it is interesting that
Apollodorus’ tale links sea to mountain in his description of the trip of Deucalion
and Pyrrha to Parnassus. Survivors on mountains, survivors at sea, a pairing
which returns us to the two impossible civilizations of the sea-faring Phacacians
and the mountain-dwelling Cyclopes. The link is strengthened by the curious
reference to a cataclysmic destruction in Phaeacian history; Nausithous, founder of

Phaeacians who led their migration away from the Cyclopes, was born to Periboea.

But her father, Eurymedon, had somehow destroyed his people:

6From Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca, Chapter 1, scctions 47-8.
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NaveiBoov pév npdta Mocerdawy évooiyBuv

yeivaro kai Mepifoia, yovarkdv eidog qpiom,

onAotdtn Buyatmp peyaAntopog Edpupédovrog,

o¢ 100’ vrepBuporot MNydviesov Pacilevey.

GAM’ 0 pev dAece Aaov atdoBadov, dreto 8 avtdc (0d.7.56-60)

First of all Poseidon, shaker of the earth, and the fairest

in form of women, Periboia, had a son Nausithoos.

She was the youngest daughter of great-hearted Eurymedon,

who in his time had been king over the high-hearted Giants.

But he lost his recklessly daring people and himself perished.

The Phaeacians are clearly survivors of a loss which is alluded to, but not
explained, just as are Deucalion and Pyrrha. But it is in the stone-throwing that the
connection becomes more explicit. For the myth portrays both a choice, and a pact
at the origins of humanity. There is a choice for a social world, which comes into
being via the emergence of anthropoi. But this choice only comes after the
enactment of a pact between Deucalion and Pyrrha (ratified by an absent third party,
Zeus) to hurl stones. The manner in which they hurl these stones is crucial. First,
they must turn their backs to the trajectory of the stones they throw. They ‘create’
people, but must remain blind to the origins of what they create; ‘stones’ become
‘people’, and this is in an important sense caused by their throw. Yet despite this,
they remain blind as to how this happens. Human society emerges with the creation
of a blind spot, where the gap between laas and laos is constitutively inexplicable,
producing an irreducible doubt in the realm of the social. For all their choice of
‘sense’ there will always be something inexplicable, stone-like in the realm of the
social. The stone functions as a reminder that the choice for language is inexplicable
within language. It is a representation of the unrepresentable, and thus expresses an

internal limit to the sensc of any social pact. For Deucalion and Pyrrha, the origin of

humanity coincides with a necessary doubting of those origins.

The Colossos as sublime object
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This particular set of symbolic associations attached to stones in Greek
thought has already been explored by Jean-Pierrec Vernant, in his elegant essay on
the Colossos, the dark, mute slab of stone which substitutes for corpses at the

tombs of the dead:

When a colossos is used as a substitute for the corpse,
in the tomb, it is not meant to reproduce the features of
the dead man or to create the illusion of his physical
presence. What it embodies in permanent form in stone
is not the image of the dead man but his life in the
beyond, the life that is opposed to that of living men as
the world of night is opposed to the world of light. The
colossos is not an image; it is a ‘double’, as the dead
man himself is a double of the living man.”

Neither entirely in the realm of the human, nor yet in the world beyond, the
silent stone of the colossus functions as a perpetual bridge between the two. As
with the stones of Deucalion and Pyrrha, it does this by attempting to represent the
unrepresentable; and this, according to Vernant, is the peculiar function of a
religious sign:

The religious sign is not simply a piece of mental
equipment. Its purpose is not limited to evoking in
men’s minds the sacred power to which it refers. Its
intention is always to establish a true means of
communication with this power and to really introduce
its presence into the human world. But while it thus
aims, so to speak, to establish a bridge with the divine,
it must at the same time emphasize the gap, the
immeasurable difference between this sacred power
and anything that attempts to manifest it, perforce
inadequately, to the eyes of men.8

The Colossos as a religious sign is unable to represent ‘the world beyond’,
‘night’, the realm of the unsignified. But it comes as close as is possible to

signifying this by representing the impossibility in its own form: because it is mute,

TVernant 1983, 306.
8Vernant 1983, 314-5.
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senseless, inexplicable, it displays the impossibility of access to the world beyond.
To return to Deucalion and Pyrrha, their social pact (emergence as a laos) coincides
with the appearance of a mute stone, a sublime object.

But their throw is also made over their heads. Why this detail? It
emphasizes the vulnerability of Deucalion and Pyrrha as they enter the realm of
mortals. The stone causes them to ‘duck’, their heads disappear for a second only
to reappear: but their reappearance coincides with an awareness of the prior absence
into which the heads move. As they throw the stone, they symbolically ‘lose their
heads’, become a-cephalic; entrance to the social coincides with this loss of their
unchallenged individuality. They will no longer be monadic ones, unaffected by the
social phenomenon of language.

Let us now compare this tale of origins to the specific form of the Phaeacian
punishment, which signposts their entrance to subjectivity. For on Phaeacia, a ship
is turned into stone, and the people are left with a much larger stone - a mountain -
hanging over them. The text also explicitly alludes to the etymological link between
‘stones’ and ‘people’, AiBog and Aad¢.? Here is Zeus’ suggestion to Poseidon
concerning the Phaeacian punishment:

onmnote kev oM mAvteg EAauvopévny mpoidwvton
Aooi aro rtoAtog, Betvar AiBov éyyi0r yaiing
vni Bofjt {kedov.. (0d.13.155-7)
When all the people are watching her from the city
as she comes in, then turn her into a rock that looks
gl}ist ship, close off shore..
The petrifaction of the Phaeacian ship is the climax to a series of highly

significant references to stone both in Odysseus’ Apologoi and on his stay in

Phaeacia, episodes which will be looked at in greater detail. What is of immediate

9The link between was laos and lithos was clearly well established at the time of the composition
of the Homeric poems. It is alluded to in the story of Niobe told at /1.24.610ff.
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interest is the manner in which the action plotted by Zeus and Poseidon threatens to
impose a limit on the perfect mobility of the Phaeacian ships. It is this imposition of
a limit which can help us explain the manner in which Poseidon carries out the
punishment:

B p’ Tnev &g Zxepinv, 601 Dainkeg yeydaov.

€v0’ Enev’- 7 O pdAa oxedov fiAvBe novrondpog viidg

piugpa Srwxopévn - thg 8¢ oxedov NAD’ évooiybuv,
oc uv Aaav Biixe xai éppilwoev Evepbe
yepl koranpnvel EAdcag: 6 8¢ vooer BePrxer. (Od.13.160-4)
[H]e went off

striding to Scheria, where the Phaiakians are born and live. There

he waited, and the sea-going ship came close in, lightly

pursuing her way, and the Earthshaker came close up to her,

and turned her into stone and rooted her there to the bottom

with a flat stroke of his hand. And then he went away from her.

Poseidon’s action with his hand is more paradoxical than is generally
noted.!0 For the verb used, éAavve, has the basic meaning of ‘set in motion’, or
‘drive’.!! Thus he roots the Phaeacian ship to the ground with an act that seems
simultaneously to set it in motion. The use of the verb is more striking in that it
echoes the former description of the Phaeacian ship in motion: éAavvopévny,
driven. (Od.13.155). As already argued, the motion of the Phaeacian ships is
highly unusual because they lack helmsmen. It is this strange quality which can
help explain Poseidon’s gesture. Before this ‘grounding’ of a ship, the ships of
Phaeacia moved, but no human agent caused their movement: they signified pure
mobility.!2 Poseidon’s gesture halts this mobility, but in doing so, he creates the

possibility for an agent of movement. Poseidon fastens the ship to the ground and

then leaves. His simultanecous presence followed by absence - ‘he was (already) far

I0For example, it is ignored in the commentarics of Stanford and Hockstra.
IThis is the basic meaning provided by LS.

127This is represented in the lack of an agent of movement in éAavvopévny. The ship moves
without a mover.
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away'!3 - follows a pattern which is a familiar one in the Odyssey. He opens a gap
in the universe of the Phaeacians in much the same manner as the loss of a seal
opened up a gap in the universe of Proteus. This constitutive gap heralds the
emergence of a ‘world beyond’ the hitherto limitless land of the Phaeacians. It is
this ‘beyond’, outside the newly created boundaries of Phaeacia, which the mute
stone immediately tries to represent. Just as the Cyclopes are no longer Cyclopes
after Odysseus departure, so the Phaeacians will no longer live on a land without
limits: Exep-in. ‘

Yet Poseidon’s behavior here is not unique; for it repeats the logic of
Odysseus’ arrival and departure, to which it is thematically linked. It is only after
Odysseus has departed that the Phaeacians come to understand his symbolic role: he
is the man who was destined to fulfill the prophecy of Nausithous. The last in the
series of former voyagers passed on effortlessly to their destination, he is also the
first in the new series. But just as interesting is the way that Poseidon’s gesture of
‘grounding’ Phaeacian society is also previewed in Odysseus’ earlier interactions
with the Phaeacians during the games. For there too a stone appeared:

"H pa koi am(m gdpet avoifog Aafe dioxov
ped;ova kai néxetov, otifaphiepov obk OAilyov mep
n oum dainkeg e&mceov aM.n?»oxm
TOV PO TEPLOTPEYOG mce otifopiig anod xewog
BouPnoev 8¢ Aiboc- katd &' EntnEav moti yaint
dainkeg doAiynpetpot, vavsikAvtol &vdpeg,

Adog o purtiic. (0d.8.186-193)

He spoke, and with mantle still on sprang up and laid hold of a discus
that was a bigger and thicker one, heavier not by a little

than the onc the Phaiakians had used for their sport in throwing.

He spun, and let this fly from his ponderous hand. The stone
hummed in the air, and the Phaiakians, men of long oars

and famed for seafaring, shrank down against the ground, ducking
under the flight of the stone..

13 As Hainsworth (1988 ad loc) translates the pluperfect PeBriker. Poscidon introduces a
paradoxical moment of presence/absence. He arrives and is gone at the very moment he arrived.
The phrase ‘followed by’ is thus in itself a little mislcading.
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Poseidon turns the ship into stone with a downward gesture of his hand.!*
In so doing, he fixes the Phaeacian ship to the ground and thus provides a point of
solidity, a foundation, for Phaeacian society as a whole. Odysseus hurls a stone
with his hand, which causes the Phaeacians to cower in fear under the flight of the
stone. We should not only note the further association of ‘Aifog’ and ‘Aadg’,!S
but the way the Phaeacians are forced to tum toward the ground - noti yaint. As
the Phaeacians duck under Odysseus’ stone, they are given a preview of
Poseidon’s later rooting of their society to the ground. The ducking mirrors the
ducking of Deucalion and Pyrrha. The discus whirs over their heads, making the

'Phaeacians aware of the vulnerability of their heads. Odysseus’ discus throw is a
symbolic decapitation, introducing them to the possibility of a real decapitation.
They are confronted with the possibility of loss of life at the moment they confront
their first loss in their games.

This importance of stones for Homer’s narrative on Phaeacia can help us
explain a further significant name on Scheria. All of the competitors in the
Phaeacian games (listed at Od.8.111-119) have names which relate to their abilities
as sailors.16 But there are only two exceptions to the series of ‘sea-names’ on
Phacacia: Laodamas and Alcinous, the most important of the Phaeacian men.
Alcinous is king, Laodamas is the heir apparent. Let us concentrate on Lao-damas,
who is singled out as the best of all the Phacacians, surpassing even Euryalus

(0d.8.116). Odysseus brings particular attention to Laodamas when he announces

14 0d.13.163-4: &g v Aday Ofike xai éppilwoev évepBe / xeipl katanpnvel fAdoac: o 8¢
voom Pefixer.

I51n the passage, Odysscus’ discus is first referred to as lithos, then laos, previewing the more
cxplicit ctymologizing play between stone/people in Book 13.

16Sce Stanford ad loc, who offers the translation of Rousc: *Topship and Quicksca and Paddler,
Scaman and Poopman, Beacher and Oarsman, Decepsea and Lookout, Go-ahead and Upaboard; there
was Scagirt the son of Manyclipper Shipwrightson.’
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that he will fight with all of the Phaeacians except him (rAnv ¥y’ abt00
Acodapavtog 0d.8.207). At the moment the mass of the Phaeacians are
introduced to the possibility of loss, one of their number is spared. And the name of
that one, Lao-damas, brings us back to the verbal plays on stones/people. How can
we explain the significance of this name, roughly translatable as ‘people/stone-
destroyer’?

Before Odysseus’ appearance on Phacacia, the men exhibited an internal
solidarity. But this was dependent on the lack of an external challenger to their
status as the ‘best’ of men. Each potential challenger to this status was defeated (in
the games), and then despatched to his destination. Odysseus’ arrival changes this,
but it changes it in a very specific manner. For when introduced to Phacacian
society, he moves into the scat previously held by Lacdamas:

®poev an’ éoxopopv kai éni Bpbvov eloe Qoetvod,

VIOV Gvaoticag ayorfivopa Aaodapovia,

0g ot tAnciov 1le, pdAiota 6 piv gihéeoke. (0d.7.169-72)

[He] raised him [Odysseus] up from the fireside, and set him in a shining

chair, displacing for this powerful Laodamas, his son,

who had been sitting next him and who was the one he loved most.

Odysseus displaces Laodamas. As a man immeasurably better than any on
Phaeacia, he opens up the possibility to all Phaeacians of the possibility of a certain
version of ‘manhood’ beyond the current versions within their land. When he
moves out of the throne of Laodamas (never to return), he leaves behind the image
of an immeasurably better man. When Laodamas returns to his throne after
Odysseus departs, it will not be the same throne. For if previously Laodamas fitted
the throne perfectly - there was no need to question his right as ‘best’ man to
occupy it - this will no longer be the case; he is now a poor imitation of Odysseus.
This has crucial consequences; the previous solidarity of the Phaeacians was

dependent on the impossibility of imagining such a superior man. Alcinous sits in
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his throne without any worry, because he, as a Phaeacian, is organically linked to
all other Phaeacians, and represents their collective belief in their invincibility as a
species. His is a perfect authority and is not questioned because the Phacacians
have no way of imagining a man superior to him. From now on, the natural right of
any Phaeacian to sit on the throne can now be questioned.

This can help us understand the significance of the humbling of all but
Laodamas. Odysseus refuses to humiliate all of the Phacacians in order to allow
them to continue the possibility of belief in their continuing identity.!? He leaves the
Phaeacians with the possibility that the best of their number might have defeated
him. And yet by choosing not to fight Laodamas, Odysseus opens up the
possibility that even the best of the Phaeacians is vulnerable. Laodamas is left in a
position of power over the other Phaeacians, insofar as he alone has not suffered
the loss the others experience; but they nevertheless have every reason to suspect
that even he falls short of the ideal of manhood displayed by Odysseus. He will
now wield a very different sort of power over the Phaeacians. No longer primus
inter pares, his hold on power will appear rigid, limited, finite in comparison with
the absent ideal, a power which may not be able to legitimate itself. He is thus
stone-like, a representative of ideological rigidity, and because of this he is
vulnerable. To translate this into the terms of Adkins, Laodamas functions as the
initiator of the zero-sum game of inter-male competition on Phaeacia. In Lacanian
terms, his introduction as leader of the people coincides with the appearance of a
master-signifier. The origins of the Phacacians as a mortal people, a *Audg’
coincides with the emergence of a pure authority which cannot be justified in
symbolic terms, represented by a A&ag - and Lagdamas is the mortal representative

of this senscless authority. The arrival of Odysseus sets in motion a crucial transfer

I7The sophistication of Odysscus' tactics of scll-presentation in the presence of the Phacacians is
the subject of the next chapter,
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of power within Phaeacia from Alcinous to Laodamas. The authority of Alcinous
was never challenged because there was no awareness of any limit to his noos. The
law as Name-of-the-Father ran the show. The emergence of the mountain as
sublime object sets a limit to the scope of this paternal law. If the rule of Alcinous
was characterized by his monopoly on sense, the rule of Laodamas will be
characterized by the nagging possibility of its senselessness. Accordingly, the
appearance of Laodamas as ruler both destroys the former Phaeacian society - hence
‘people-destroyer’ - but also heralds the appearance of the Phaeacians as a new,
mortal people.

If stones are of crucial symbolic importance in the Odyssey’s narrative
about Phaeacia, what is of equal interest is that the arrival of stones on Phaeacia
coincides with the departure of stones from the island of the Cyclopes. The
Phacacians first see their ship turned to stone by Poseidon (6g piv Adav Ofjxe
Od.13.163) and then await the fall of the mountain (uéye..6pog Od.13.167);
Polyphemus hurls two rocks, the first of which is a large mountain, the second an

even greater stone:

ke 8’ amoppiEac kopuehv Speoc ueydioto,
xod 8’ éBade npondpoiBe vedg xvavompdipoto
Tut0ov..

‘He broke away the peak of a great mountain and let it
fly, and threw it in front of the dark-prowed ship a little (0d.9.481-2)

avtap 0 v’ EEadtig moAb peilova Adav deipog
Nk’ émdwvnoog, enépetoe 8t iv' anélebpov-

xad &' €Bade mpondpoiBe vedg xuavonpdipoto
1t00v..(0d.9.536-9)

Then for the second time lifting a stone far greater

he whirled it and threw, leaning into his cast his strength beyond mecasure,
and the stone fell behind the dark-prowed ship by only

alittle

Itis as if the arrival of stones on Phaeacia is a result of Polyphemus’

throws. They are also chiasmicaily reversed; his sccond, much stronger throw
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arrives on Phaeacia first in the form of the petrified ship.!8 But the first, weaker
throw of the *big mountain’ does not quite arrive there. The near arrival of the
mountain on Phaeacia coincides with the near departure of the mountain from the
island of the Cyclopes. The mountain-top of Polyphemus falls tantalizingly short of
its goal, just as the mountain which arrives on Phaeacia only threatens to destroy
their society, without actually carrying out that threat.

This parallel between the arrival and departure of stones from these societies
should encourage us to look for further symbolic significance in the function of
stones on the Cyclopes’ island. The importance of the ‘head’ of the mountain
already seems clear from our previous discussion of the vulnerability of heads.
Polyphemus, having already lost his self-sufficiency because of the blinding,
symbolically beheads himself, and announces his entrance to the social world. The
loss of the top of the mountain is also the loss of the Cyclopean home: Polyphemus
will no longer be able to return to his isolated, mountain-top home because he
destroys that home as he attempts revenge on Odysseus. His status as monad is
gone forever as he is forced toward the agora, the place of human assembly that the
Cyclopes previously lacked. But what about the ‘much bigger’ stone he hurls?

There is one other stone which plays an important role in Odysseus’
interaction with the Cyclops. It is the rock which closes off the Cyclops’ cave from

the outside world:

avtap Enert’ EnéBnke Bupedv péyav dydo’ deipag,
oBpipov- ok av 10V ye 8V Kkai elkos’ apatot
¢oBAat tetpdxuklot dn’ oideog dxAisoeiay:

t600ony NAiPatov nétpny énébnxe Bvpmotv. (9.240-3).

Next thing, he heaved up and set into position the huge door stop,

a massive thing; no twenty-two of the best four-wheeled

wagons could have taken that weight off the ground and carried it,

such a piece of sky-towering cliff that was he set over his gateway.

I8This throw crosses over the boundary, répo, into Phacacia - EnépEIoE.
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It is this stone which later prevents Odysseus from killing Polyphemus on the spot,
as he realizes that neither he nor his companions could push it away. But we should
once again be sensitive to the terminology used to describe the door. For at the
beginning of Odysseus’ narration of his encounter the ‘door’ is called a lithos:

ov yap xev duvapesBo Bupawv LynAdwv
xepoiv anncocBon AiBov 6Bpruov, ov npooéBnkev. (0d.9.304-5)

[O]ur hands could never have pushed from the lofty

gate of the cave the ponderous boulder he had propped there.
This is the lithos that Polyphemus will later remove from his doorway (ano pév
AiBov €ile Bupdwv, 9.416). The removal of the stone from the doorway of the
cave is already significant. It suggests that the closed, isolated home within the cave
is now opened up to wider Cyclopean society. But can we not add to this
significance by suggesting that it is this very stone, left lying outside the cave by
Polyphemus at 9.305 which is picked up and hurled by him at 9.537? There is also
a change in terminology; previously termed a lithos, the stone is now is called a
laas. This foreshadows the etymological play on lithos/laos in the punishment of the
Phaeacians in Odyssey 13. The door of Polyphemus’ cave progressively becomes a
lithos, and finally a laas at the moment it is hurled away forever, heralding the
creation of the Cyclopes as a laos: the Cyclopes become a people the moment they
open up their homes to the outside world. The stone is raised from the doorway for
the final time, never to be placed back at the entrance.!? We can also describe the
effect of this stone-throw in the terms used by Vernant in his analysis of the
colossos. For the psychotic Cyclopes lived in the world beyond the human realm,

the realm of darkness, of the unsignified, which the religious sign of the colossos

19Note also how Poscidon's positioning of the stone ( 8¢ piv Adav Bfixe xai éppilwoev)
verbally recalls the positioning of the stone by the Cyclops (énéfinke, 9.240,9.243, npooéOnkev
9.305): there is a marked symmetry here. The stone from the doorway of Polyphemus’ cave
reappears as the petrificd ship, the ‘head’ of Polyphemus’ mountain is left hanging over Phacacia.
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pointed toward. Perhaps this is why this second stone is ‘much larger’ than the top
of the mountain. It is a stone which is the equivalent of the colossos, and its
removal gives Polyphemus his first glimpse into the world of light.

A set of oppositions suggested by Vernant's analysis of the colossos can
help pinpoint a further connection between events on Phaeacia and the island of the
Cyclopes. He suggests that the correlative to the solidity of the celossos is the pure
mobility of the insubstantial psyche:

Stone and the psuché of a dead man are both also
contrasted with the living man, the former by reason of
its immovability and the latter by reason of its elusive
mobility. The living man moves about, upright on the
surface of the ground, his feet remaining constantly in
contact with the earth. The colossos, sunk into the
earth, rooted deep into the ground, remains fixed and
immobile... In the true sense of the term, colossoi are
those who cannot move their legs in order to walk. As
for the psuché, it moves about without ever touching
the earth; it flits between the surface of the ground,
forever in movement and forever elusive.

I suggested earlier that Poseidon’s action in fixing the Phaeacian ship to the
ground is doubled by Odysseus’ discus throw. On the land of the Cyclopes, the
loss of the stone from the entrance to the cave is doubled by the loss of
Polyphemus’ eye. Both are objects which are lost, and which are never to return:
the stone goes into the sea to emerge on Phaeacia, the eye will never be healed. It is
this link which helps explain the strikingly graphic description Odysscus provides

for the blinding of the Cyclops:

navto 8¢ ot B)»eq)ap apuel Kol O(ppvag eucsv ovTun
yknvng Kououevng CPUPOYEDVTO 88 ot nupl pl?;ou

u)g & o’ avip xalxeug REAEKLY peyav NE okénapvov

elv Vdatt \uvxp(m Bamqt HeYGAn idovTt

(pappacocov 70 YOp QUTE mﬁnpov YE KpATOG £GTIV -

g 100 o1l 0pBainog Ehaivéwt nepl poxAdt. (0d.9.389-95).

[T]he blast and scorch of the burning ball singed all his eyebrows
and eyelids, and the fire made the roots of his cye crackle.

As when a man who works as a blacksmith plunges a screaming
great ax blade or plane into cold water, treating it

for temper, since his is the way steel is made strong, even
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so Cyclops’ eye sizzled about the beam of the olive.

The obvious point of comparison in the simile is between the sound of the
sizzling eye as the olive beam enters and the sound of the water as the blacksmith’s
axe enters. Yet the image is much more suggestive.20 Axes, throughout the liad
and the Odyssey, are sharpened in order to fell trees,2! and Odysseus’ earlier
description of the monstrously tall Cyclops emphasized his resemblance to a
wooded peak of mountains (003 édnxet / avdpi ye srropdymt, GAAY plot
bAnevT/ bynAav opéav 0d.9.190-2).22 The reference to the axe within the
simile hints that the blinding of the Cyclops will also act as a felling of a tree-like
giant. In this wider context of tree-felling, we should perhaps pause over the
language describing the blindings; for it is the roots which crackle as the spear
enters (pilon). The Cyclops' eye is ‘uprooted’ by Odysseus’ action, just as a tree
falls when its roots anchoring it to the ground are destroyed.23 This particular
simile seems to emphasize the opposition between Cyclopes as a species of
inhuman solidity and Phaeacians as a species of inhuman flux, representing stones
and psychai respectively. But it does more. For there is a curious correspondence
between the uprooting of the Cyclops and the way the Phaeacians are rooted to the
ground. As its roots sizzle, the eye of the Cyclops finally breaks free from its
enclosure, metaphorically releasing the Cyclopes from their eternal solidity into the
flux of language. In turn, the actions of Poseidon emphasize that the flighty

Phaeacians will now have roots: Aaow Bfixe xai €ppilwoev Evepfe.24 But the

20For a good discussion of the complexity of Homeric similes, sec Petegorsky 1982, chapter 1
passim,

2ISce, for example, /1.3.601f, or Od.5.234ff, where Calypso provides Odysscus with an axc, which
he uses to fell trees to make his raft.

22Nor was he like a man, an cater of bread, but more like a wooded peak / of the high

mountains.’

23That the solidity of a tree depends on its roots is of course well known to Homer: ¢f the
description of the Lapiths at /.12.134, who arc compared to oak-trees because of their steadfastness
in battle.

2404d.13.163-4; *He turned {the ship] into stone, and rooted it to the bottom.’
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more intriguing correspondence is between the way the Phaeacians turn to the
ground in response to Odysseus’ discus throw. The perfect circle of the Cyclops’
eye, the emblem of solidity which anchors his existence, is ‘unrooted’. On
Phaeacia, it is the trajectory of the circle of the discus which roots the Phaeacians to
the ground, introducing a point of solidity to their universe. Indeed, it is not just the
similarity in shape between the circular eye and discus which hints at a thematic
connection, but also the peculiar reaction of Polyphemus to his blinding:
opepdaléov 8¢ néy’ dpwev, nepi 8’ Toxe nétpn,

npels 8¢ deloavteg anecovued’ . adtdp 0 poxAov

£€épuo’ 0pBoApolo nepuppévov aipott TOALG!.

TOV pEv Enelt’ Epplyev ano €0 xepoiv aAdwv,

avtap 0 Kixdonoag peyd’ finvev.. (0d.9.395-99)

He gave a giant horrible cry and the rocks rattled

to the sound, and we scuttled away in fear. He pulled the timber

out of his eye, and it blubbered with plenty of blood, then

when he had frantically taken it in his hands and thrown it

away, he cried aloud to the other Cyclopes..

What is it that Polyphemus throws? At first, it would appear to be the
mochlos by which he is blinded. But the referent for fon in 398 could just as easily
be the eye which has been released from its socket by the burning. The verb used
for Polyphemus’ ‘throw’ is one that is commonly used for the throwing of
discuses.2> Polyphemus hurls a round object. But it is as if, within the logic of the
narrative, it has symbolic repercussions on Phaeacia: for it is a continuation of this
throw of the ‘rootless’ eye on the playing field which makes the Phaeacians duck
and thus paves the way for their petrifaction. This link between an act of the blinded

Cyclops and the discus throw on Phaeacia allows us to see further significance in

the cryptic remarks of Athena about the discus throw:

koi k” dAoade tor, Egive, Sraxpivere 10 ofipa
GUPUPOWV, EEL 0V TL HEMIYIEVOY E0TIV OUiAwmL,
aALd oAb npdtov. ob 8 Bdpoer Tovde ' deBrov -

25CT, 11.23.842.
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oV Tig annwv 168e ¥’ 1Eetan 008’ 008’ Lnepiicer. (0d.8.195-8)

Even a blind man, friend, would be able to distinguish your mark

by feeling for it, since it is not mingled with the common

lot, but far before. Have no fear over this contest.

No onc of the Phaiakians will come up to this mark or surpass it.

‘Even a blind man’ could recognize the sema. Athena’s remark on Phaeacia
might seem to point out the obviousness of the excellence of the throw. But we
should remember that the Phaeacians are characterized by their ability to see
everything; their (impossible) symbolic identity depended on the lack of a blind
spot. The words are therefore paradoxical. A blind man, in his groping, could feel
the mark, though he could not see it; and the thematic link between the sema of the
discus and Polyphemus’ hurling of his eye helps us see what the Phaeacians and
Cyclopes now have in common. Because the sema is constitutively out of their
reach, their attempts to discover it will resemble the hapless attempts of the Cyclops
to refind, and thus heal, his lost eye. Athena’s remarks, triumphantly flippant as
they at first seem, are a poignant commentary on the nature of the mortal condition:
it is characterized by a perennial, blind wandering in search of a constitutively lost
object, an attempt to heal a wound that cannot be healed. It is also significant that
the mortal condition of the Phaeacians and Cyclopes are described in terms of their
inability to read signs. The sema made by the discus lies outside the ken of both
species. The kernel of their existence is now irreducibly outside of themselves.

From now on, if any member of either species sceks his or her ‘essence’, he or she

will have to go through language, the interplay of signs: Siokpiveie 10 ofjpc.20

26The importancc of the theme of blindness for the constitution of the social suggests a deepening
of the *verbal pyrotechnics’ on display in Odyssey 8 and 9. The blindness of Polyphemus (&Aadg)
introduces his human wandering (aAdopon, sce 0d.9.253) a wandering which brings Odysscus to
the island of the Cyclopes, but which their static civilization had hitherto lacked. Polyphemus
cxchanges a symbolic blindness (though he could sce, he lived in a realm of total darkness) for a
litcral blindness; but is precisely this ‘literal’ blindness which announces his new found status as a
mortal wanderer, In the entrance of the Cyclopes to the social, their cmergence as a laos, we can
scc a further pun: their former blindness meant they were nor a people: a-Aads,
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The Two Faces of the Father

There is one further crucial link between the Phaeacians and Cyclopes: their
relationship to the god who acts as a father-figure for both, Poseidon. On Phacacia,
Poseidon is the patron god, responsible for their key symbolic quality: their
seamanship.2’ On the island of the Cyclopes, Polyphemus appeals to a kindly
father-figure who holds out the hope of an end to his pain. It is this link which can
help us understand an aspect of the narrative which has long caused concern - the
apparent viciousness of Poseidon’s punishment of the Phaeacians.28 For in what
possible sense can the Phacacians, who have treated Odysseus with respect and
performed their allotted duty in transporting him home, deserve the petrifaction of
their ship? There is symmetry between the pain Poseidon senselessly inflicts on the
Phaeacians and the pain of Polyphemus which he is unable to heal. On Phaeacia,
Poseidon acts as a cruel, senseless, punishing father. On the island of the
Cyclopes, he promises (but only promises) to be an agent of healing. What can we
make of this symmetry?

To find an answer, we must return to the fantasized nature of both societics.
I'have suggested that Phaeacia is an imagined world where paternal authority is
unchallenged and benign. By contrast, the Cyclopes were a species of fathers who
rejected paternal law, and whose authority was accordingly senseless. It is this split
in the figure of the father (between sense and senselessness) which is so central to

Lacan’s understanding of the enigma of paternity:

27poscidon's precinct is at the heart of the Phacacian asscmbly (0d.6.266fT); their scamanship is
declared as a gift of Poscidon at 0d.7.34ff.

ZBCritical reactions, ancient and modern, o the action of Poscidon arc explored by Peradotto, 1990
T9fT.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



107

[T]he non-coincidence of symbolic and real father

means precisely that some ‘non-father' (maternal

uncle, the supposed common ancestor, totem, spirit -

ultimately the signifier 'father’ itself) is 'more father’

than the (real) father. It is for this reason that Lacan

designates the Name-of-the-Father, this ideal agency

that regulates legal, symbolic exchange, as the

'paternal metaphor': the symbolic father is a metaphor,

a metaphoric substitute, a sublation [Aufhebung] of the

real father in its Name which is 'more father than father

himself', whereas the 'non-sublated' part of the father

appears as the obscene, cruel and oddly impotent

agency of the superego.29

The fantasized universes of the Cyclopes and Phaeacians isolate a single
dimension of paternal authority. The Phacacians, split off from their ‘mad’
neighbors the Cyclopes in the mythical past, live as if they were unaware of the
obscene aspect of paternal authority, as if the non-sublated aspect of the father
(which signifies the limit of its rule) did not exist; the Cyclopes reject symbolic
exchange. With this as background we can understand how the actions of Poseidon
introduce each of them to the dimension of the father that they disavow.
Polyphemus’ loss of an eye introduces him into the symbolic, and this coincides
with an appeal to Poseidon as benign father, a father who promises to be the ideal
agent who regulates symbolic exchange. In stark contrast, it is precisely the
‘obscene’ dimension of the father which is missing on Phaeacia. For the Phacacians
act as if there is no limit to paternal authority. Poseidon’s petrifaction of the ship
creates a limit (the ‘beyond’ which the stone represents) at the same time as he
appears as the mad, senseless, punishing father who lurks beneath the surface
benevolence of paternal authority.
We are now in a position to understand, and accept, the motivation for the

senseless punishment of the Phaeacians provided by Poseidon himself; he claims he

is angry at them for allowing Odysseus, the blinder of his son, to return home:

29Zizck 1991, 134,
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Father Zeus, no longer among the gods immortal

shall I be honoured, when there are mortals who do me no honor,

the Phaiakians, and yet those are of my own blood. See now,

I had said to myself Odysseus would come home only after

much suffering.. (Od.13.128-32)

Poseidon seeks to punish the Phaeacians even as he recognizes that he is
their ancestor. They are punished for helping Odysseus, whom Poseidon despises
because he blinded his son Poseidon. But what is interesting about Poseidon's
words is that this is the first time a blood connection between him and the
Phaeacians is alluded to within the poem. Poseidon recognizes himself as their
father at the moment he punishes them. This looks back to the earlier narrative on
the island of the Cyclopes when Polyphemus had appealed to Poseidon as his father
to heal his wound. On that occasion, Odysseus forcefully proclaimed that
Polyphemus’ wound could not be healed and therefore advertises the impotence of
Poseidon as father. Is it not this awareness of his impotence which motivates
Poseidon’s senseless, vindictive attack? Poseidon’s wrath toward Odysseus, which
rebounds on his Phacacian children, is the reactive anger of a father who is forced
to witness the wounding of his son and yet is unable to help. His delayed reaction
to the failure of his symbolic authority returns in the madness of vengeance.

There is also a marked similarity in the situations which the Phaeacians and
Cyclopes are left to confront. Polyphemus is left hoping (against hope) for a father
to cure his wound. The Phaeacians are left hoping (against hope) that Poseidon will
temper his anger and that their sacrifices will suffice to prevent the mountain from
obliterating their civilization. Both appeal to the authority of the Name-of-the-

Father, but both are also aware - for the first time - that this authority provides no

guarantces.
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CHAPTER 4
METIS AND MYSTIFICATION

The following two chapters consider in detail the workings of metis,
‘cunning’, within the Homeric poems. I suggest that an understanding of this will
enable us to construct a theory of the operation of ideology within the poems. The
theory rests on a certain ambiguity inherent to the figure of the trickster. Successful
trickery, mystification, is able to guarantee the smooth functioning of paternal law.
But if this law fails, it can lead to mad, futile efforts to make up for this failure.
Herein lies a certain dark side to the figure of the trickster. This chapter looks at a
stunning example of the success of metis: the cunning used by Odysseus to procure
aride home from the Phacacians. I suggest that the full range of Odysseus’
sophistication as deceiver during his stay on Phaeacia has not yet been fully
understood, nor have the mechanisms of his deceit. The next chapter contrasts this
success with some consequences of the failure of paternal law to guarantee social
cohesion. But first it is worth pre-empting the criticism of critical fascination with
the workings of metis articulated by Michael Lynn-George. For Lynn-George this
fascination betrays both an unwarranted optimism in the ability of metis to deceive,
together with a certain critical arrogance:

Metis is construcd as mastery of metamorphosis, the
ability to assume every kind of form without being
imprisoned within any; elusive, encircling but never
encircled, the master of metis achieves mastery through
metamorphosis. It is the art of seeing without being
seen. Closed in on itself, the subject defined by metis
nevertheless prefers to see itself as a limitless circular
form: it no longer has a beginning or an end, it can
seize anything and yet can be seized by nothing.

Turning through rings “without limit,” metis would
embrace the unlimited. Metis has not only become a
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form of the ideal, untouchable critic; it contains the
promise of infinite knowledge.!

In contrast to this lure of untouchability, Lynn-George emphasizes that there
is no such unlimited success, and that every theft is necessarily open to the
‘possibility of detection’. As the last chapter suggested, the functions of stones
within the Phaeacian narrative is to indicate a necessary limit to sense; this is what
guarantees that there can be no certainty of meaning (or certainty in the success of
mystification) without the ‘possibility of detection’ mentioned by Lynn-George. I
will shortly look at the significance of another stone, unceasingly pushed to the top
of a hill by Sisyphus in the underworld, which emphasizes this. But if Homer is all
too aware of the limits of sense, that there is no limitless, circular trickster, there is
still critical work to be done in trying to understand how meris operates. In what
follows, I suggest that it is not the deceiver who believes himself to be untouchable;
rather, the deceiver manipulates the desires of those whom he deceives, desires
which are ultimately desires to be whole, self-identical.2 The Phaeacians trust
Odysseus because they want to believe in their omnipotence, and thus ignore his
threat. They are fundamentally narcissistic, believing Odysseus because his words
coincide with the image of themselves they already have. In this sense, we can say
that Odysseus is indeed ‘self-occluded’, unseen, but only from the perspective of
the Phaeacians, who ignore any aspect of Odysseus that does not coincide with
what they want to see.

I have argued that the particular nature of the symbolic identity of the

Phaeacians means that they are already lost the moment Odysseus arrives. For if

ILynn-George 1994, 238.

ZThere is an immediate problem here, crucial to the Odyssey. What happens when the decciver
begins to have an infallible belicf in his identity as a deceiver? 1 postpone this question until
chapter 7, where [ argue that in the later books, it becomes clear that Odysscus is guilty of
precisely such sclf-deception, and is exposed by Penclope.
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they refuse to send him home and thus avoid the wrath of Poseidon, they will just
as surely destroy their identity as perfect hosts. But if the Phaeacians are already
lost, the outcome of events on Phaeacia is still crucial for Odysseus. For what is at
stake is nothing less than his nostos. The Phaeacians are both his potential ticket
home and a possible obstacle to his journey home should they decide not to
transport him to Ithaca. Should Odysseus be revealed as the agent of Phaeacian
destruction alluded to by Nausithous, he would have no guarantee that his trip
home would not be lost. He therefore needs the Phaeacians to perform one last
function in their role as seamen, even as he destroys their identity as seamen;
consequently, the logic of the narrative demands that the Phaeacians be fooled into
thinking that he is harmless. Odysseus’ rhetoric, which appeals to the unique
excellence of the Phacacians cven as his actions undermine it, manages to
accomplish this.

There are wider issues at stake in the deception. The ability of Odysseus to
use his tales to deceive his listeners seems to betray a distrust in the function of
song. In Odyssey 8, after all, the actions and words of Odysseus run parallel to the
songs of the bard Demodocus, to which they are implicitly compared, and
Odysscus’ affinity with bards is a motif of the entire poem.3 But it is in the songs
of Demodocus that we can see a different side to poetry. For if Odysseus’ words
and actions are intended to deceive the Phaeacians, the songs of Demodocus can be
read as an antidote to this deception; they are a series of attempts to warn the
Phaeacians of the danger posed by Odysseus. The interchange between Odysseus
and Demodocus functions as a staged competition between bards, a competition

which also outlines two possible uses for song; if poetry can mystify, it can also

30n the connection between Odysseus and bards, and the role of bards in general, sce Scgal 1994,
chapters 6 and 7.
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enlighten. Odysseus’ rhetoric mystifies by providing the picture of a suffering,
helpless hero, a picture which is attractive to the Phaeacians because they want to
believe that Odysseus poses no threat to them: Odysseus’ helplessness reinforces
their own belief in their infallibility. Demodocus’ songs, read allegorically, provide
other, more disquieting alternatives to the picture of the hapless hero. I will look at

each of their songs and their significance for events on Phaeacia in turn.

Demodocus’ first song: nfpatog &pyn

Demodocus first tells a tale of origins, the quarrel between Achilles and
Odysseus which brought about the ‘beginning of woe’, afpatog apyn.S The
traditional importance of such a quarrel has been explored in the work of Nagy.
The quarrel between Achilles and Odysseus is caught up in the tension between bie
and metis, force and cunning, with Odysseus the representative of metis, Achilles
the representative of bie. It is the traditional importance of this tension between the
two heroes of the major epics which allows us to see it as a latent narrative which
lies behind much of the tension on display throughout books 8 to 13; we will return
to it. Yet rather than follow the path of scholars who seck a specific mythic
occasion for this original quarrel, this ‘beginning of woe’ which leads to the Trojan
war,” we should stress instead its appropriateness to the general theme of origins in
the first half of the Odyssey. Demodocus sings of a beginning which coincides with

a quarrel, a scission in the realm of the social which is described in terms of a

4The staging of scparate songs which provide a different picture of the same cvent or person is
clearly part and parccl of Homeric technique. The competing, indeed contradictory, songs of
Menclaus and Helen about Odysscus in Book 4 of the Odyssey arc the most obvious example. The
competition between Odysscus and Demodocus is similar.

50d 8.72ff.

6Nagy 1979 42ff (Chapter 3 passim)

TFor a discussion of the attempts, sce Clay 1983, 98ff, Hainsworth ad 0d.8.75.
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conflict between Odysseus and Achilles, metis and bie. In the (mythical) beginning,
there is an eris, and it is the conflation of eris with origins in Demodocus’ song
which make it particularly relevant to Phaeacian society. Before the arrival of
Odysseus, Phaeacia is an impossibly harmonious society, a society without
eris.8Yet within moments of the completion of Demodocus’ song about an
originary neikos between Odysseus and Achilles (d.8.75), a neikos occurs on
Phaeacia. Odysseus is asked by Laodamas and Euryalus to take part in the games
and refuses. This leads to taunting from Euryalus: veixese t° avinv.? Odysseus’
eventual decision to take part in the games, together with the particular form of his
interaction with the Phaeacian men, is a belated attempt to impose damage control
onto the effects of the neikos he has caused. Demodocus’ song of an originary
neikos is thus prophetic: it tells of one ‘beginning of woe’ while suggesting that he
knows all too well that Odysseus is the figure who introduces ‘the beginning of
woe’ to Phaeacia.l0 We have a not unfamiliar mythic situation: a blind figure with
insight who is ignored by his metaphorically blind audience. In this case, we can
provide a clear explanation for the failure of communication. Demodocus’ song
demands to be read carefully (it is emphatically not mere entertainment), and
understood allegorically, but the peculiar relationship to language of the Phacacians
means that reading allegorically is precisely what is not available to them. They
believe that they are immune to language’s powers of deception and that the

meaning of poetry is self-evident.

8Cf. Nagy 1979, chapter 19 passim, on *Strifc and the Human Condition’, which argucs that eris
is constitutive of human socicty.

9The link has been noted by Braswell 1982. His article notices much of the thematic significance
of the songs of Demodocus; my additions and modifications to his important insights arc largely
bascd on the assumption of the actiological significance of Odysscus’ stay on Phacacia.

10contra Martin 1984, 43f., who argucs that Odysscus’ victory in the games completely resolves
the neikos. By contrast, I suggest that Odysscus' victory opens the possibility of a neikos without
resolution on Phacacia by introducing them to /oss, even as his rhetoric fools them into thinking
no such loss has occurred.,
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His song produces a peculiar reaction on the part of Odysscus. He cries, but
also covers his head. It is elaborately described: the moment Demodocus begins his
song, Odysseus’ head disappears behind his head. This highly symbolic act by
Odysseus is commonly understood as a spontaneous emotional reaction to the
reference to the Trojan war. But given the importance of Odysseus’ strategy of
self-occlusion on Phaeacia, and the significance of heads in the poem, this seems
unlikely. Suspicion is increased when we compare this description of head-hiding
with another tale of a hidden head which is strikingly similar; Odysseus later
describes the attempts of Sisyphus to push his rock to the top of the hill. I
juxtapose the episodes:

161€ YOp pa kVAIVEETO mpaTOg GpyN
Tpwotl e kal Aavooist Atdg peyddov di1 PouvAdg.
Tadt' dp’ do1dog &erde nepixAvtog: avtap ‘Odvooebe
TOPQEUPEOV puEya Qapog EAQV xepai otifapfiiot
KOK Ks(pozkﬁc. ei’pnccs xdknwe Ot xohd mposwROL-
ouﬁsto yap Gainkag vr’ 6ppict daxpua Aeiowv.
7 to1 61e AfEerev aeidwv Oelog a0180g,
daxpv’ ouopEduevog xepaAfic dno @apog EAECKE
xai dénog apgikuneAlov EAGV oneicacke Beolotv:
avTap O’ Gy dpyoito xai dtpivelay deidewv
dankwv o1 dpiotot, Encl tépnovt’ Enéecory,
ay 'Odvocvg xatd xpato kalvwduevog yodaokev. (0d.8.83-92)

[Flor now the beginning of the evil rolled on, descending

on Trojans, and on Danaans, through the designs of great Zeus.

These things the famous singer sang for them, but Odysseus,
taking in his ponderous hands the great mantle dyed in
sea-purple, drew it over his head and veiled his fine features,
shamed for tears running down his face before the Phaiakians;
and every time the divine singer would pause in his singing,
he would take the mantle away from his head, and wipe the tears off,
and taking up a two-handled goblet would pour a libation
to the gods, but every time he began again, and the greatest
of the Phaiakians would urge him to sing, since they joyed in his stories,
Odysseus would cover his head again, and make lamentation.

Kai piyv Zicvgov eiceidov KDuTéD é’zMe £xovia,
laav Bacta(ov‘ra ne}\mptov ap(ponpmow

1 70t O piv olcnpmrouevoc_, XEPGLV 1€ moGiV 1€
Aoy dve dBeoxe 1t01:1 lotoov aMV ote uéAdor
dpxov unepBa?&eetv 101’ _anooTpéyaoke KporTotic:
avTig Enerto nédovde xvAivdeto Adog avondic.
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aUTap 0 Y QY HONCKE TITAVOUEVOS, Katd &' 18pag
Eppeev éx pehémv. kovin &' €x kpatog dpmpet. (0d.11.593-600)

Also I saw Sisyphos. He was suffering strong pains,

and with both arms embracing the monstrous stone, struggling
with hands and feet alike, he would try to push the stone upward
to the crest of the hill, but when it was on the point of going
over the top, the force of gravity turned it backward,

and the pitiless stone rolled back down to the level. He then
tried once more to push it up, straining hard, and sweat ran

all down his body, and over his head a cloud of dust rose.

The ‘rolling’ out of evil is echoed in the rolling of the rock. Odysseus’
suffering, which is on display as Demodocus recounts his tale, mirrors the
suffering of Sisyphus. But most intriguingly, the persistent efforts of Sisyphus in
pushing the rock have the effect of generating a cloud of dust which obscures his
head. Odysseus also constantly struggles to cover his head with his robe in
response to the song. We can begin exploring the significance of the parallels by
looking at the suggestive connection between Odysscus and Sisyphus made by
John Peradotto at the end of his book on the Odyssey. For Peradotto, the persistent
efforts of Sisyphus mirror Odysseus as a ‘degree-zero’ figure, from which new
stories can always be generated:

To what does the name "Odysseus’ refer? In the final
analysis, it refers in a sense to no one, to nothing, but
nothing in the rich sense of the zero-degree, which
signifies not simply nonbeing, but potentiality, what it
means for the empty subject of narrative to take on any
predication or attribute, for Athena to simulate anyone
(13.313), for dormant Proteus to become anything that
is, for Outis to become polytropos. It is the point
where Sisyphus, true progenitor of Odysseus, unlike
his immobilized companions Tityrus and Tantalus,
rebounds against failure, forever resilient even in the
realm of death to face Krataiis, the ruthless power of
necessity. It is the zero-point where every story ends,
rich with the possibility of another beginning.!!

Hperadotto 1990, 170.
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To understand the significance of Sisyphus’ toils for the situation on
Phaeacia, we need to reverse the terms of Peradotto’s optimistic picture. For though
Sisyphus is indeed a relentless toiler against necessity’s hard rock, it is the
existence of the rock which provides the conditions of possibility necessary for
Sisyphus’ attempts to master it. It is the necessary point of failure for every attempt
at trickery: it can only be temporarily, never permanently, effaced. We return once
more to the relationship between rocks and the social, the significance of laos/lithos
puns. The rock functions as the constitutive limit of the social. This is more than
sophistry, for it enables us to understand that the rock Sisyphus pushes is precisely
what is lacking on the limitless society of Scheria.!2 Odysseus’ story of Sisyphus
is a further preview of the shadow of the mountain which is soon to introduce the
Phacacians to mortal society. But this matter has already been explored. What is
more significant for my present purpose is the self-occlusion engineered by
Sisyphus: it is through the insistence of his efforts, and the dust that arises from

them, that he obscures his head: xovin &’ €k xpatoc dpwpet. To return to

Peradotto’s reading of the pushing of the stone as metaphor for the workings of
narrative, Odysseus’ ‘stories’ are indeed told and re-told; but in the process of the
telling the agent of the telling seems to disappear, ‘lose his head’, his identity. It is
not just a story told, followed by a return to a new beginning. The telling of the tale
itself seems to have the ability to efface the identity of the teller, as if to provide the

illusion that the tale is innocent. The interaction between Demodocus and Odysscus

12Docs it not also show what is lacking on the island of the Cyclopes? The emphasis is on
pushing a rock to a peak (Adgov), and transcending the summit (Gpkov bnepPaiéev), This is
usefully glossed by Scholiast B at 04.11.593, who explains the punishment in terms of the failure
to reach the top of a mountain (593: i Tpwpia TovToL AV Tva AiBov péyav dvafiBdon év
x0pv©fl 6pove. ). The effort to attain the missing ‘peak’ of a mountain is unnccessary for the
Cyclopcs, until the first mountain-top is broken off by Polyphemus’ throw at Odysscus. The story
of Sisyphus can thus be scen as an attempt to return to the mountain the peak that was severed
from it - but which, as with the Cyclops’ failurc to heal his wounded cye, is destined never to be
returned to its former wholencss.
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seems to reverse the process; as Odysseus tries to hide his role as creator of eris,
the song of Demodocus attempts to make this public knowledge. In response,
Odysseus continues to try to shield himself. It is as if the simultaneous appearance
of Odysseus’ head with the words of Demodocus would make it easier for the
Phaeacians to make a connection between the two. Odysseus hides because he tries
to evade the truth of Demodocus’ song.

The reaction of the Phaeacians to Demodocus’ song is itself interesting, and
comes close to replaying the narrative pattern traced in the story of Achilles’ quarrel
with Odysscus. The Phaeacians first rejoice in his tears (tépnovt’ énéecow
0d .8.91), but this joy is later tempered as King Alcinous sees that all is not well
with Odysseus.!3 However, he makes no effort to find out what Odysseus hides,
but instead is bewitched by what he sees on the surface, the tears of Odysseus. His
emotional identification with the sufferings of Odysseus not only prevents him from
considering what he hides; it also leads to the cessation of Demodocus’ song as the
herald takes him away (Od.8.105ff). If Alcinous is a bad interpreter of the actions
of Odysseus as well as a bad interpreter of Demodocus’ song, it is interesting that
Demodocus’ tale itself also hints at Agamemnon’s poor interpretation of the quarrel
between Odysseus and Achilles:

Mol6’ &p’ do1dov dviikev aerdépevar kAéo avdpdv,

oiung, tig 161" &pa xAéog ovpavov edpbv Tkave,

velkog 'Odvooiiog kai MnAeidew "AxiAfoc,

06 note dnpioavto Bedv év dontt Bohelp

exnayrois’ enéecov, ava 8’ avdpdv "Ayauéuvov

xaipe vow, 6 1 dprotor "Axuidv Snprdwvro.

oG yap ot xpeiwv pubnoato Goifog 'AndAlwv

MuBoi év MyaBén, 60’ vrépPn Adivov ovdoOV

XPNOOUEVOG. TOTE Ydp po. kVAIvEETO mApatog Gpxh.. (Od.8.73-81)

(T]he Muse stirred the singer to sing the famous actions
of men on that venture, whose fame goes up into the wide heaven,

130d.8.931F.
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the quarrel between Odysseus and Peleus’ son, Achilleus,

how these once contended, at the gods’ generous festival,

with words of violence, so that the lord of men, Agamemnon,

was happy in his heart that the best of the Achaians were quarreling;

for so in prophecy Phoibos Apollo had spoken to him

in sacred Pytho, when he had stepped across the stone doorstep

to consult; for now the beginning of evil rolled on..

There is a marked contrast between the joy felt by Agamemnon in reaction
to the prophecy and the description of the toil which will ensue. Because of this,
G.M.Calhoun argued long ago that Demodocus’ tale is a ‘story based on the motif
of the misunderstood oracle’.!4 Calhoun argues that the oracle referred to the
quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles (with which the /liad begins), and not
the quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles. Agamemnon is thus fooled, feeling joy
at an event which predicts massive suffering. We can strengthen Calhoun’s
argument by noting its significance for the Phacacians. For there too the initial joy
at the song will soon turn to grief, when their civilization is destroyed; there is also

a misreading of the situation by a naive king, whose pity for Odysseus blocks the

possibility of an understanding of the impending disaster.
The victory of metis: Demodocus' second song

Alcinous halts the song of Demodocus, and suggests the Phaeacians turn to
the pleasure of the games. Euryalus immediately invites Odysseus to take part,
which forces him to walk a rhetorical tightrope: he must display enough prowess to
end the Phaeacian taunts, but not so much that he destroys Phaeacian belief in their
identity as perfect transporters of guests, which would destroy his nostos.
Accordingly, he both boasts of excellence in all sports, but also tempers these

claims by professing modesty with regard to the speed of his feet. It is this modesty

14Calhoun 1939, 11ff,
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which allows Alcinous, after a humiliating Phaeacian defeat in the discus throw,
triumphantly to proclaim that the real Phaeacian virtues are those which involve the
feet, including swift transportation and later dancing:

oV YOp TUYHGXOL EIMEV apdvVoveg 0VE nadaiotai,
aAld mool kpounvag Oéopev kai vnvoiv dpiator (0d.8.246-7)

For we are not perfect in our boxing, nor yet as wrestlers,
but we do run lightly on our feet, and are excellent seamen..

Alcinous’ words betray him here, for they are a patent contradiction of his
earlier statement before the games commenced that the Phaeacians surpass others in
both their speed of foot and in boxing and wrestling (Gocov nepiytyvoued’

@AAwv / nog te nadatoposuvn..0d.8.102-3). Alcinous takes the scraps offered

by Odysscus, retreating to an affirmation of what he believes to be the crucial
quality which distinguishes the Phaeacians from others.!3 It is this Phaeacian
feature which Poseidon will later destroy. Because Odysseus does not utterly
destroy their belief in their identity, he buys himself the time to escape. Yet by a
series of allusions, the narrative suggests that the modesty shown by Odysseus is
far from genuine, and Demodocus’ second song reinforces this. Let us consider
some possible reasons to doubt his sincerity.

Odysseus first claims that he is vulnerable in the foot-race, and then goes on
to suggest that Philoctetes is a superior archer to him. The first claim seems to
receive backing from the Iliad. For in Book 23 Odysseus actually runs in a foot-
race against Antilochus and Ajax, and the poem makes it quite clear that he is up
against superior performers: Antilochus is the best of the youth (véoug noct
mavtog évika, ‘he was superior to all the youths in his speed of foot’ /1.23.756),

while Ajax leads all the way until the race’s end. But it is here that a complication

15The Lacanian term for this irreducible prop upon which the consistency of one’s identity depends
is the trait unaire.
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occurs; Odysscus prays to Athena for help, who then upsets Ajax’ balance, causing
him to slip and fall into the cow dung. The fastest man in the footrace loses out to
Odysseus because of a trick. The lesson of the footrace in Book 23 of the Hiad
seems to be that Odysseus is quite capable of winning a foot-race despite the greater
foot speed of others.!¢ This in itself might be enough to suggest that Odysseus"
words in Book 8 allude to the other epic tradition. But there is an even more marked
resemblance: after Odysseus’ success, Antilochus claims that he is from an earlier
generation:

10001y Dup’ €pém naotv, pidot, GG ETt Kol VOV

aBavoror Tipdor naAarotépovg avBpdrovc,.

Alag pev yap épuel’ OAlyov npoyevéstepog éotiy,

ovtog O¢ mpotépng yeveRic npotépwv T’ dvBpdrwy -

wpoyépovta O¢ uiv gas’ Eupevan- apyoréov OS¢
nocoiv épdnoacBon "Ayouoic, el uly "AyiAAel. (11.23.787-92)

‘Friends, you all know well what I tell you, that still the immortals
continue to favour the elder men. For see now, Aias

is elder than I, if only by a little, but this man

is f another age than ours and one of the ancients

But his, they say, is a green old age. It would be a hard thing

for any Achaian to match his speed. Except for Achilles.’

Antilochus’ remarks thus contradict those of the Odysseus of Odyssey 8,
who explicitly refused to compare himself to earlier generations:

1@V &' GAA@V EuE pnut ToAd mpogepéatepov Eiva,

oocot viv PBpotol eictv éni xBovi oitov £dovtec.
avdpaot ¢ npotépotorv Epilépev ovk é0ediow... (0d.8.221-3)

But I will say that I stand far out ahead of all others

such as are living mortals now and feed on the earth. Only

[ will not set myself against men of the generations before...

The remarks to the Phaeacians are belied by the remarks made about him in

the Jliad. Not only is he perfectly capable of winning a foot-race despite his inferior

16There is a close paralicl between Odysscus’ false modesty here and his later treatment of the
beggar Iros. When forced to fight Iros, he chooses to hit him lightly in order to ensure that the
suitors do not suspect his identity and thus entertain the possibility of destruction (Od.18.93f1)
Both the Phacacians and the suitors choose to continue to believe in their own infallibility, which
makes them want to belicve in the relative weakness of Odysscus.
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ability, his presumed humility in comparison to earlier generations is undermined
by the words of Antilochus, who emphasizes that Odysseus is not a stranger to
those generations, but a card-carrying member of them.

Let us now turn to his modesty regarding archery, which is almost more
complex than it first appears.!7 Philoctetes® ability at archery was of course
necessary for the fall of Troy. But if this is an event which makes Troy’s sack
inevitable, it is also one of a series of such events which are ultimately facilitated by
Odysseus.18 For Philoctetes is only brought to Troy through the intervention of
Odysseus, who recovers him from Lemnos. If Philoctetes is the ‘best’ archer, then
Odysseus’ intervention in bringing him to Troy clarifies that he is in control of
whether Philoctetes is allowed to exhibit that prowess. In all three cases of
Odysseus’ alleged inferiority produced in Book 8, we thus find alternate stories
which suggest that he is alrcady one step ahead. Though he refuses comparison to
earlier generations, he is alrcady one of them; though an incompetent runner
destined to lose, he nevertheless can still win; though inferior in archery to
Philoctetes, without his intervention Philoctetes’ potential would never have been
realized. The narrative thercfore hints at a string of reasons why Odysseus should
be doubted, even as the Phaeacians want to believe him - a belief which allows
them to cling to their own belief that they are ‘best’ at transportation.

Let us now turn to Demodocus’ second song, which can be read as a
commentary on Odysscus’ rhetoric. In response to Odysseus’ dubious protestations
of vulnerability because of his slowness of foot, Demodocus tells the story of how

the lame Hephaestus tricked the faster Ares:

oUK GpeThit Kok Epya: Kixaver tot Bpadig wxdv,

1704d.8.219: *There was Philoctetes alone who surpasscd me in archery..’

18Sce Haft 1990, 52, who mentions Odysscus’ theft of the Palladium, his capture of the prophet
Helenus, his bringing Ncoptolemus to Troy and the killing of Rhesus in the Doloncia.
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og xai viv “Hpouotog édv Bpadig eidev "Apno,

oxvtatov mep £6via Bedv, ol "Ohvunov Exovov,

XOAOG £V, TEXVNLOL' TO Kot potyaypt’ O@éAAet. (Od.8.329-32)

No virtue in bad dealings. See, the slow one has overtaken

the swift, as now slow Hephaistos has overtaken

Ares, swiftest of all the gods on Olympos, by artifice,

though he was lame, and Ares must pay the adulterer’s damage.

The tale of guile defeating speed looks back to Odysseus’ actions in
defeating Ajax in Mliad 23. Demodocus knows very well that Odysseus slowness of
foot is no obstacle to him defeating the Phaeacians with his metis, and that the last
vestige of their self-belief is about to be destroyed. But this song also returns to the
theme of conflict between bie and metis opened up in his first song. The quarrel
between Odysseus and Achilles, is followed by a tale of victory of (Odyssean) guile
over (Achillean) speed. We can identify Odysseus with the guile of Hephaestus,
Achilles with the swift of foot Ares. If Demodocus’ song is a veiled warning to the

Phaeacians, it also pays a backhanded compliment to Odysseus; he seems to know

that Odysseus’ metis can overcome the bie of Achilles.!?

190n the identification of Hephacstus with Odysscus, cf Braswell 1982, Newton 1987. Critics
normally take it for granted that Achilles and Odysscus have scparate qualitics, suggested by their
cpithets; consider the following words of Lowenstam, 1993, 44: *As is often pointed out, we have
“fleet-footed™ Achilleus, on the one hand, who hates deceit as much as the gates of Hades and
whosc greatest deed in the epic tradition is achicved with the aid of his swift feet. On the other
hand, Odysscus *of thc many wiles” is renowned for his shrewdness while he admits his limitation
in running.’ Lowcenstam scems to presume that because Odysscus lacks the speed of foot of
Achilles, this constitutes a fundamental limitation to his powers. But it is part and parcel of his
metis that it can make up for the speed he lacks. Any Achillean *victory® which Achilles’
swiftness of foot promises to provide will be a hollow one - Demodocus’ song suggests. Consider
also the following suggestion by Zeitlin, 1995, 150fn.42, on the funcral games in the Hiad:
*Achilles, of coursc, is best known for his swiftness of foot, and if Odysscus wins the footracc in
Hiad 23, it is because Achilles presides over the games.” What this misscs is that Odysscus defcats
Ajax in the race, a figurc who already surpasses Odysscus in his swiftness of foot; he docs this
through Athena’s trick, The suggestion is surely that Achilles’ speed would be uscless against
Odysscan guile. This cpisode also looks back to the previous book, which depicted Achilles’
greatest heroic act, the killing of Hector. It is often noted that there is a certain appropriateness to
the chase scene which precedes Achilles’ killing of Hector, since it showcases the key quality of
his major cpithet, podarkes, swift-footed (and, as Nagy 1979, 326ff demonstrates, swiftness is
thematically linked to hie). But what is gencrally ignored is that Hliad 22 also showcases the
limitations of his speed; for Achilles is unable to catch Hector until Athena intervenes to trick him
into giving up his flight. She persuades him to give up his attempt to escape; this gives added
significance to the link between bie and speed suggested by Nagy; I quote the relevant lines, with
Nagy'’s translation:
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Yet this far from exhausts its thematic significance. Hephaestus finds out
about the adultery of Aphrodite and Ares, but he finds out too late, after the act is
completed. What is of especial interest is that the adultery is both *hidden’, and
occurs ‘at first’:

Autap o goppuilwv aveBaM»eto KOAOV Gelderv

ap(p Apeoc; (plkorntog evotsq)avoo T’ "Agpoditng,
Q¢ & tpdta pimcav év ‘Hepoiotolo dopoiot
AaBpni- moAAd & €dwke, Aéxog 8’ o uve Kol vV
"Hopaiotolo dvaxtog: (0d.8.266-70)

Demodokos struck the lyre and began singing well the story
about the love of Ares and sweet-garlanded Aphrodite,

how they first lay together in the house f Hephaistos
secretly; she gave him many things and fouled the marriage
and bed of the lord Hephaistos.

Hephaestus’ naive faith in Aphrodite is irretrievably broken. But it is broken
‘in secret’, and this emotional wound dealt to Hephaestus occurs “at first’. This sin
which shatters Hephaestus’ unreflective belief in his wife’s fidelity is an original
sin. Hephaestus’ reaction to this loss replays a common Odyssean theme:

Bﬁ p’ {nev £g xa}»xe(’i)va xam‘x ppeoi Bvocoﬁoue{)mv

ev o £0er’ aKuoBstmt usyav GKpOVEL, K01t‘t€ 8¢ deopovg
appmctoug aAdtoug, pp’ Eunedov avbi pevou:v

aOtap énet On 1evie SOAov xexohwpévog “Apet,

Bf p° nev ég Oddapov, 801 ot gila Séuvt’ Exerto,

appl 8 &p’ eppiocy xée déopata kOKAML AravTnt

oA 8¢ xal kaBvnepBe pnerabpdpiv EEexéxuvro,

Nt apayxvia Aentd, Ta ¥’ ob k€ Tig ovdE tdorto,

oVdE Oedv pokapmv: mépt yap dordevia tétukto. (0d.8.273-281)

[He] went on his way to his smithy, heart turbulent with hard sorrows,
and set the great anvil upon its stand, and hammered out fastenings

70ei’ 1} pdda 87 oe Praleron oxbg "AxiAdedg
aotv répt [Iprapolo mooiv_tayéeost diwxwv. (11.22.229-30)

Decar brother, indeed swift Achilles uses bie against you,
as he chases you swift feet around the city of Priam.

The bie, strength, of Achilles succeeds only because Athena tricks Hector into thinking that this
strength is irresistible. Until her intervention, Hector was happily holding his own. Athena’s later
intervention, which sends Ajax into the dung and wins the footrace for Odysscus, is thematically
linked to her intervention here. In both casces, her trick undcrmines the pretensions of speed. Metis
overpowers bie, cven in the liad.
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that could not be slipped or broken, to hold them fixed in position.

Now when, in his anger against Ares, he had made this treacherous

snare, he went to his chamber where his own dear bed lay,

and spun his fastenings around the posts in a perfect circle,

while many more were suspended overhead, from the roof beams,

thin, like spider webs, which not even one of the blessed

gods could see. He had fashioned it to be very deceptive.20

Hephaestus reacts to the wound caused by Aphrodite’s adultery by turning
to technology, and his trickery ensues from his technological skill. The sequence is
reminiscent of Odysseus’ later tale of his interaction with the Cyclopes; there too,
the Cyclops turns to the (the trickery of) language in an attempt to heal the wound
caused by Odysseus’ blinding.2! But the apparent perfection of Hephaestus’ trick
returns us to the question of the limits of ideological power. For the care of
Hephaestus® craft suggests that his guile has the near omnipotent ability to check the
transgressive desire of Ares and Aphrodite; not only does the trick of the bindings
betray no trace of his construction of those bindings (not even the gods can sce

them), but Ares and Aphrodite are enclosed in a perfect circle: auet & &p’ eppiaw

xée dopota xokAw aravent (he spun his fastenings around the posts in a

perfect circle). The workings of guile appear invincible, creating a symbolic
important ‘circle’ ensnaring the transgressors. Yet the particular words used to
describe this apparently perfect closing of a circle betray its later failure. For the
encirclement of the bed-posts (gpuiciv) previews the later twist in Demodocus’ tale
as the god Hermes ('Epueiog) declares that he would still be willing to sleep with

Aphrodite despitec Hephaestus’ punishment.22 The success of the trick in forming a

201 change Lattimore's *from cvery direction’ to the more literal ‘complete circle’, I discuss the
importance of the circle imagery later.

2l ndeed Hephacstus’ trip to his forge may remind us that the Cyclopes will become his helpers at
the forge after they arc introduced to the realm of the social by Odysscus,

2204.8.339ff. Hermes is of course the god of the liminal, the preserver of doorways, but he
performs this rolc because he himself is the thicf, transgressor of boundaries par excellence: *In the
house, his place is at the door, protecting the threshold, repelling thieves because he is himsclf the
thief.., for whom no lock, no barricade, no fronticr exists. He is the wall-piercer who is pictured in
the ‘Hymn to Hermes’ as ‘gliding cdgeways through the keyhole of the hall like autumn breeze,
cven as mist'. Vernant 1983, 129. Vernant explores the transgressive role of Hermes in his
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perfect circle creates the possibility for breaking the circle. Whatever the cffort in
the construction of circular, self-sufficient ideological systems, they always create a

limit which can then be transgressed.

The arrival of a telos: Demodocus’ final song

Demodocus closes his trio of songs by telling the tale of the Wooden horse.
This in itself forms a fitting climax to the series of tales on the theme of bie and
metis. For despite Achilles’ martial prowess, it is this trick of Odysseus which will
eventually lead to the fall of Troy.23 But the tale is of particular significance for the
situation on Phaeacia, as Demodocus’ song is again prophetic. The city of Troy
‘covers over” the horse (dppikaAvyy, Od.8.511) as the land of the Phacacians
will soon be covered over by the shadow of the Cyclopean mountain.2* The
disaster on Troy foreshadows the coming disaster on Phaeacia. But there is a more
significant parallel between the quandary of the Trojans with regard to the wooden
horse and the quandary of the Phaeacians with regard to Odysseus. Odysseus’ stay
on Phacacia is characterized by persistent attempts by his hosts to discover who he
is. In continually seeking the identity of the man in their midst, the Phacacians hope
to assure themselves that he is not the agent of their destruction. Their quest soon
comes to halt when Odysseus tells them his name at the start of the Apologoi, a
label of identity they believe far too easily. But it is in the persistence of these
attempts that they replay the key aspect of the story of the Trojan horse; the Trojans

also need to find out what is inside the Trojan horse in order to save their city, and

relationship to Hestia throughout chapter 5. See also the Bakhtinian rcading of Peradotto, 56fT.
The similarity between Odysseus and Hermes is discussed further in the next chapter.

The word uscd for bed-post here, hermis, only occurs at onc other point in the poem: the crucial
scene where Penclope and Odysscus confront cach other over the mutability of Odysscus® bed. This
scenc, and its relationship to the song of Arcs and Aphrodite, is discussed further in Chapter 7.
23Haft 1990 passim.

24C1.13.152, 13.158: péya 8¢ ogiv Spog ndret aupikaddyat. ‘{1 would] cover over their city
with a grcat mountain,
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they ultimately fail to do this. Both the horse and Odysseus are objects of
enchantment which have captivated the desire of their beholders; both bring a
disastrous end to the civilizations they pierce. This ‘end’ has particular significance
for the Phaeacians; for their limitless society depends on a disavowal of any telos:
Scher-ie.

But despite the similarities, there is an equally interesting difference. In the
either/or world of Phaeacia, where there is no place for ambiguity, the Phaeacians
believe that there is no puzzle, trick which cannot be rationally explained.
Odysseus’ trick fools the Phaeacians for the first time, and thus makes them aware
of their vulnerability; but there is more to the trick than this. For even when they
later discover that Odysseus is indeed the agent of their destruction, they still have
no rational way of explaining why he tricked them.25 This gives added significance
to a further aspect of Odysseus’ rhetoric of modesty:

&ewog yap Hot 08’ €oti- Tig Av PrAfovTt paxou:o,

gmg on xeivog ye xai ounﬁavoc néler avip,

og T1g Eewvodokw Epida mpooépntat aéBAwv
oMuwt v aArodandi: €0 &' a0V ndvta koAovel. (Od.8.209-12)

[Flor he his my host; who would fight with his friend? Surely

any man can be called insensate and a nobody,

who in an alien community offers to challenge

his friend and host in the games. He damages what is his.

Because the Phaeacians live in a world where everyone is a friend, and
where their status as hosts is not challenged, Odysseus has no trouble persuading
them that only a madman would choose to bring an eris to socicty. But his words
also trace the limits of Phaeacian society. For it is precisely the possibility of the act

of a psychotic which has been disavowed as the founding gesture of Phaeacian

society: in the beginning, they fled the force of the psychotic Cyclopes. Odysscus

25As suggested in the last chapter, their eventual punishment at the hands of Poscidon appears to
the Phacacians as utterly senscless.
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also suggests that such a man would be a ‘no-one’, a pun which will play such an
important role in the trick of the Cyclops.26 But it is in his rejection of such a man
that Odysseus describes the effect his presence will later have on the Phaeacians.
The Phaeacians believe they understand Odysscus’ motivations when he tells them
his name: he is Odysseus, and his identity centers on his desire to return home. But
after they transport him home, and they find that he was the agent of their
destruction all along, they will be forced to reconsider this. His identity will then
become a puzzle, an unanswered question: why on earth did he bring an eris to our
land? For the Phaeacians, he will indeed function as a ‘no-body’; they can no
longer believe his innocent stories, but yet have no way of finding out anything
determinate about him. The appearance of ‘stone’ on Phaeacia (both in the fonn of
the overhanging mountain, and in the retroactive significance given to Lao-damas’
name) is just a substantiation (for the Phaeacians) of this pure ignorance, an object
signifying their incomprehension, reminding them of the puzzle of Odysseus’ lack
of identity.27

Odysseus’ role as agent of destruction allows us to sec a darker aspect to his
reaction to the last song of Demodocus. In response to the tale of the Trojan horse,
he pines away with grief, and is then likened (in a famous ‘reverse simile’) to a

woman about to be dragged off to slavery:

T’ ap’ o1d0g Gerde nepm?\,utoc; avTap 08uoosvg
tmcero Soucpu &’ £devev 1 vno Blf:tpapowl napeuxg

mg ot yuvn xAainot gihov noov ozpq)mecouooz

oc_', 1€ eng npoceev noltog Ao@dv 1€ neonow

occtst Kou TEKEECTIV ap\)vmv vn?&ssg NHop-

i pev 1ov Bvfickovta kol donaipovia idodoo

2604.9.460.

271n terms of their process of rcading, they again read the Apologoi of Odysscus too literally,
They read these tales as part of an identifying description which is to be attached to the name
*‘Odysscus’. They fail to read the tale of the blinding of the Cyclops allegorically, as the tale of
symbolic castration as the sine qua non of language but also its point of failure, because they their
symbolic identity depends on their belicf in language's infallibility, its lack of ambiguity.
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ape’ avtd yupévn Atya kokveL: ol € T° Omobe

KOntovies SoUpecoL PeTAPpEVOY HOE Kol Do

elpepov elcavayouot, tovov T° éxépev kat 6ilvv-

e &' Aecwvotdrte dxel pBviBouot raperai-

o6 'Odvoeug édeevov Ur” dppuct daxpuov eifev. (0d.8.521-31)

So the famous singer sang his tale, but Odysseus

melted, and from under his eyes the tears ran down, drenching

his cheeks. As a woman weeps, lying over the body

of her dear husband, who fell fighting for her city and people

as he tried to beat off the pitiless day from city and children;

she sees him dying and grasping for breath, and winding her body

about him she cries high and shrill, while the men behind her,

hitting her with their spear butts on the back and the shoulders,

force her up and lead her away into slavery, to have

hard work and sorrow, and her cheeks are wracked with pitiful weeping.

Such were the pitiful tears Odysseus shed from under his brows.

Usual critical reaction has involved recognizing the breadth of poetic vision
employed in the identification with the loser, the quiet articulation of the destructive,
non-heroic aspect of war.28 Odysseus (now believed to be a genuine sufferer) is
identified with a victim in the sacking of the city which, more than any other,
earned him his epithet, ptoliporthos. Yet what such a reading is in danger of
obscuring is both the relevance of the image of destroyed city for the Phaeacians,
and the particular effect of Odysseus’ tears. Odysseus, let us remember, has to be
believed to be an ordinary, mortal man in order to gain his nostos. The Phacacians
trust the sincerity of his emotional reaction, and accordingly identify with him as a
mortal man, a figure of suffering, but in doing so they misrecognize him as agent of
Nausithous’ prediction. The suffering worn by Odysseus externally is no guarantee
of his identity. In a poem where deception is rife, where every ‘natural’ human
quality is persistently questioned, the ‘natural’ emotions which promise to
strengthen social bonds between people are all bonds which can be played upon by

the trickster. To experience unreflective, ‘natural’ emotion is to fall prey to the

28Scc Foley 1978, p20, who talks of Odysscus’ ‘special ability to comprehend and respond to the
female consciousness', and his affinity with ‘non-masculinc’ heroism’. Cf Goldhill 1991, 53T,
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possibility of being fooled. If Odysseus is conventionally regarded as a figure who

endures suffering, it is worth remembering that he is also a figure who deliberately

inflicts suffering on himself in order to fool others; the blows inflicted on the

woman by her captors recalls Helen's description of an Odyssean spying raid into

Troy, where part of his disguise as a beggar depended upon his self-flagellation:
a0TOV pv mAnyfiowv aekehinot Sapdooac,

oneipo kax' ape’ duoist Baddv, oikii fowkac,

avdpdv duopevénv katédu tdAy edpudyviav. (0d.4.244-6)

He flagellated himself with degrading strokes, then threw on

a worthless sheet about his shoulders. He looked like a servant.

So he crept into the wide-wayed city of the men he was fighting.

The suffering he self-inflicts is done in order to inflict further suffering
upon the Trojans. Helen's description here previews Odysscus’ fight with the
suitors, where his disguise as a beggar is so crucial. But the Phaeacians too are
beguiled by the harmlessness of Odysseus’ appearance as a hapless victim of war.
Because they pity him, they cast aside the warning of the destruction of the city

alluded to in Demodocus’ final song.
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CHAPTER 5
THE LIMITS OF HEROISM

On the verge of sending Patroclus back into the midst of the battle, Achilles

fantasizes about the possibility of the mass-destruction of Greeks and Trojans:

oa Yap Zeb te matep Kol Aenvam K(ll Ano)\lov,

pnte 1 OVV Tpmmv Bavatov gvyol docot Exot,

pnte TG Apyatmv vmw &’ éxdVpev 6Aebpov,

opp’ otot Tpoing tepa kpndepve Avopev. (1. 16.97-100)

Father Zeus, Athene and Apollo, if only

not one of all the Trojans could escape destruction, not one

of the Argives, but you and I could emerge from the slaughter

so that we two alone could break Troy’s hallowed coronal.

Achilles’ fantasy articulates a certain truth of this poem of war. It is a
fantasy which pursues the ‘competitive’ virtues, exhibited in their ultimate form in
warfare, to their logical conclusion. But the fantasy also evokes a theme which
recurs throughout the lliad: the motif of natural disaster. Scodel has demonstrated
that the narrative of the /liad shows an awareness of traditional myths of
destruction, while reworking them for its own purpose.! Though Scodel
persuasively argues that passages of the Illiad allude to a range of disaster myths
(including that of the Flood), of especial interest to me are the parallels drawn
between the massive loss of life forecast in the proem of the Iliad due to the anger
of Achilles, and the explanation for the Trojan War suggested in the Ehoeae. The
Ehoeae scems to explain the war as a cataclysmic event planned by Zeus to separate
gods from men; but it does so in such a way as to uncannily recall aspects of the
lliad. Let me list the relevant passages listed by Scodel, juxtaposing them to the

relevant lines of the lliad’s proem:

Miviv aeide, Bed, MnAnidden "AxAiog

IScodel 1982,
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ovAopévny, fi pupl’ ‘Axonoig GAye’ £Onxe,
noAAdc 8' igBigovg wuyde "Atdt npoiayev
NpOOV..

Sing, goddess, the accursed wrath of Peleus’ son Achilleus
and its devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaians,

and hurled forth many strong souls of heroes to Hades..

n]oAddg "AidN kepardg ano xahkov tay[ei]v
av]dpdv npowv év dnotitt necovtwv. (Eh.fr.204, 118-119 M-W)

[Zeus intended] to send with bronze many heads of
heroic men who had fallen in the turmoil to Hades.

Scodel also notes that a related formula at 71.11.53-5 also is suggestive of mass-
destruction:
Kpovidng, xotd 8 vydBev fikev éépoog .

atportt pudoréog €€ aiBépog, ovvex’ Epeide
noAldg i9Biuoug xepaddc "Adt npordyery.

And the son of Kronos.. from aloft cast

down dews dripping blood from the sky, since he was minded

to hurl down man heads to the house of Hades.

Scodel persuasively argues that the parallels can be attributed to a common
tradition on which the lliad draws, rather than simply to later imitation of the liad’s
proem. The lliad thus creatively reworks a story of cosmological disaster into one
of human loss; the series of references to the cosmological tradition becomes a
means of establishing the gravity of the destruction of life in the Trojan War. But
there remains a key difference between natural destruction and the war: ‘A war, no
matter how long and now bitter, does not seem calamitous enough to have been an
original form of the myth of destruction; it is, moreover, a normally human and
local activity, to be explained historically, rather than a divine visitation.’2 Nature is
replaced by culture as historical narratives of the Trojan War commence. But

Achilles’ fantasy of a union with Patroclus in a world bereft of humans seems to

blur this distinction. Achilles’ fantasy suggests an act which is certainly not natural

2Scodel 1982, 42-3.
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- if the fantasized mass destruction is beyond human power, the desire for it is
clearly human, within the realm of culture - and yet because of the scale of the loss
it is hard to locate in the realm of sense: though articulated all too lucidly, it has a
thoroughly irrational feel. He fantasizes that he is in the exact situation which faced
Deucalion and Pyrrha after the flood, in an asocial, isolated, frozen universe - a
universe reminiscent of the isolated oikoi of the Cyclopes. It is an inhuman fantasy
for destruction on a cosmological scale, for destruction of the human. This chapter
will be a sustained attempt to come to terms with this complex, shady realm
between ‘sense’ and *nature’, and to ponder its effects for the question of an
idcology of the Homeric poems.

We can begin by returning to the Bakhtinian reading of Peradotto: what is
the relation of Peradotto’s ‘dynamic self” to Achilles’ fantasy? In the willful
destructiveness of this Achillean wish we can detect an aspect of a free self that
seems to be missing from Peradotto’s optimistic picture. Peradotto remarks that
‘[IIndividuation escapes predication, and can only be signified by the negative
judgement implicit in Outis’, and then concludes (from this reading of Odysseus-as-
Outis) that the Odyssey depicts a self which is ‘capable, dynamic, free’. But what is
lost (in Peradotto’s translation) are the destructive possibilities open to this
‘capable, dynamic’ self. Achilles’ fantasy certainly transgresses the realm of public
law - ‘the heroic code’. But is not this shocking, unpalatable desire the desirc
(within Peradotto’s own terms) of a ‘capable, free’ self? Achilles’ fantasy, together
with the untrammeled slaughter leading to the death of Hector which he later
indulges in, are clearly not any simple obedience to social dictates. So are we forced
to conclude that here too Achilles is ‘free, dynamic’? Not quite.

Peradotto is right to note a split in the subject between its predicates and a
certain ‘nothing’ which evades them. Freedom becomes, for Peradotto, that which

escapes the dictates of social discourses, and which accordingly can only be
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negatively defined. But in order to come to terms with the sadism rendered explicit
in Achilles’ fantasy, we need to consider a consequence of this failure of the law to
account for social subjects. For this failure of social discourses (which I will call
the ‘public law’) means that there is also a failure at the level of predication itself -
that is, the public law itself is incomplete. The negative subject which escapes
predication brings with it, as a necessary correlate, the knowledge that the law itself
is not all-powerful: it too is haunted by lack, signified by its inability to account for
the subject.3 It is this failure at the level of the law which opens up more than the
possibility of transgression in the name of a liberating freedom. What Peradotto’s
complex, insightful analysis seems to miss is the possibility of transgression of the
law as the ultimate identification with the law itself:

As has been shown by numerous analyses from

Bakhtin onwards, periodic transgressions are inherent

to the social order, they function as a condition of the

latter’s stability. (The mistake of Bakhtin - or, rather,

of some of his followers - was to present an idealized

image of these ‘transgressions’, i.e. to pass in silence

over lynching parties and the like as the crucial form of

the ‘carnivalesque suspension of social hierarchy’).

The deepest identification which *holds together’ a

community is not so much identification with the Law

which regulates its ‘normal’ everyday circuit, as rather

identification with the specific form of transgression of

the Law, of its suspension (in psychoanalytic terms,

the specific form of enjoyment.)*

The Law (in the psychoanalytic terms of Zizek) is split into ‘ego-ideal’ - the

‘normal’, cveryday realm of the pacifying, civilizing law of the symbolic order -
and a hidden, transgressive reverse; the pyschoanalytic name for this dark side is

superego. The realm of the superego involves a seamy ‘enjoyment’ because it is not

3Cf. Dolar 1993, who provides a Lacanian critiquc of Althusser’s theory of ideological
interpellation. A subject is confronted with a scemingly all-powerful force (the realm of the law)
which demands his obedicnce. But there remains the possibility of a questioning of this power; for
if it is truly all-powerful, then why does it need the subject's obedience? The command to obey is
in itsclf evidence of its failure,

4Zizck 1994, 98. For a good discussion of the ‘carnivalesque’ aspect of Bakhtinian reversals, and
rclationship to studies of Old Comedy, Goldhill 1991, 176-85.
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constrained in the dead system of rules and regulations which characterize the
public law. Sadism can be understood as both a transgression of the public law,
and also as a simultaneous identification with its necessary support, its superegoic
reverse. This distinction can help clarify the complexity of the position of Achilles:
his sadistic fantasy appears wantonly destructive, yet it is not a simple break with
heroic ideology. Instead, it speaks its hidden truth, its unpalatable dark side. His
initial rejection of Agamemnon suspends the workings of the public law, and much
of the poem continues with this (utopian) question mark hanging over the heroic
ethos. But Achilles’ awareness of the incompleteness of the law turns into a
superegoic fury - as suggested by the fantasy in book 16. Before the quarrel in
book 1, the Greek aristoi were united as a community around the authority of
Agamemnon, a symbolic father. An equal renunciation was imposed on each
warrior in order to establish a stable community.> Accordingly, the everyday,
public battles continued within the well structured parameters of an cthos
epitomized by Agamemnon, and which scholars have termed the *heroic code’. In
the quarrel, Agamemnon’s symbolic authority is demolished in the eyes of Achilles,
which leads to his menis. This does indeed open up a moment when the law is
suspended in its inadequacy. But Achilles’ recognition of the failure of the
symbolic father does not lead him to a rejection of the warrior code, a ‘centrifugal’
resistance to it. Instead, Achilles’ fantasy involves an open, sadistic identification
with its superegoic dark side. With the point of symbolic authority gone, Achilles
dreams of making the law complete, of being faithful to it in a way that is
unthinkable for Agamemnon. But what should not be missed is that this very

‘transgressiveness’ exposes the hidden, renounced enjoyment which structures the

5Let us recall the pun lurking in the ‘Nom de la Pere’, and utilized by Lacan. The ‘Nom’ of the
father is also the *Non’ of the father. Paternal authority’s ability to structure a group rests on
common renunciation of individual desires, on the obedience to this *Non'.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



135

world of epic. The heroic ethos always depended on this unspoken/unspeakable
superegoic fantasy of total destruction.6

Far from being irrelevant to the Odyssey, I will later suggest that this split in
the law is fundamental in order to understand the two separate mass deaths depicted
in the poem, those of the Ithacan companions of Odysseus and the suitors. The
former die because of their ongoing attachment to the principles of the civilizing,
symbolic law: though they persistently doubt their allegiance to Odysseus, his metis
always manages to persuade them of his qualities as leader. The manner of their
deaths is appropriate to the hesitant manner of their questioning of his authority; as
their number dwindles with each passing disaster, the troops intermittently doubt
Odysseus’ leadership, but are always won over by his persuasive powers. In
marked contrast, the mass killing of the suitors has the hallmark of supcregoic
destruction. But before turning to the Odyssey, I want to look at two interventions
of Odysseus in the Iliad which can help illustrate the complexities of this splitting of

the law (and Odysseus’ complex relationship to it for the Homeric poems).

The splitting of the law in Iliad 2 and 10

After the humiliations suffered at the hands of Achilles in books 1 and 9,
Agamemnon’s authority is twice supplanted in the following books by Odysseus.
The structural links between lliad 2 and 10 have been analyzed by Haft: the
Doloneia ‘bears the same relationship to Book 9 as Iliad 2 does to its preceding

book: the Embassy and Iliad 1 focus upon Achilles; in his absence, the Doloneia

6Lct me be explicit: the social order s built on the premise that the spoils of war must be sharcd.
The Greceks kill in a controlled manner because they have given up (on entrance to the social pact
under Agamemnon) the right to kill without control. Achilles strips away the spirit of
renunciation. It matters little whether the Greeks, in the cold light of day, would be horrificd at
these superegoic acts. The crucial point is that, in their cveryday deeds, they act as if this is what
they want. Achilles’ actions provide the fantasy structure which regulates their everyday behavior,
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and {liad 2 thrust his 'rival' Odysseus into prominence.’? Haft also points out that
books 2 and 10 highlight the power of Odysseus’ metis, and convincingly argues
that both books foreshadow Odysseus’ eventual sack of Troy.8 There is an explicit
narrative connection.? Both books begin with Agamemnon in bed. In book 2,
Agamemnon is asleep, and receives a dream from Zeus which sets in motion the
action of the book. In book 10, we again begin by Agamemnon’s bedside, though
this time his concern for his troops keeps him awake, and leads him to set in motion
the series of events that make up the Doloneia. But if these are similarities, what
will most concern us here is the different manner in which the symbolic authority of
Agamemnon is supplanted in books 2 and 10.

In lliad 2, Odysseus’ intervention remains at the level of reinforcement, via
his persuasive powers, of the public law. As the army begins to flee, Athena
appears to Odysseus and commands him to address ‘each man’ (¢@ta €kostov,
2.180), in order to persuade him to return. Consequently, Odysscus addresses
‘what ever’ of the kings is skulking ( “Ov tiva puév BaciAfio kai é€oxov

avdpa xiyein. 2.188) and then what ever of the men of the people he saw ("Ov &’

ab SMpov T EvSpa 180t Bodwvra T’ épedpor 2.198). Here, the emphasis on the
two groups of people illustrate Odysseus’ rhetorical power: he has the ability to
manipulate his speech to satisfy each individual in the army. But this power is used
on behalf of Agamemnon’s weakened symbolic authority. This is suggested by
Odysseus’ appropriation of Agamemnon’s scepter, the emblem of symbolic power
par excellence (11.2.188-6)!0, which in turn leads to his marshaling of the troops in

the name of the king’s right to lead:

THaft 1990, 38.

8Haft argues that the cxpression ntoAiroptBog ‘O8vaceic, uscd at 11.2.278 and /1. 10.363. is
proleptic, anticipating Odysscus’ role as sacker of Troy. She also argues that the Doloncia looks
forward to the dolos of the Trojan horse.

90n this connection, sce Hainsworth's introduction to Book 10, 152ff.
100n the symbolic importance of the scepter, cf. Lynn-George 1988, 47-9.
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"00 HEV WG MAVTEG Baotleuoopev ev9a6 Axouol-
ovk ayaBov roAvkoipavin- elg xotpavo; £01T0,
g @am)\eug an ddxe Kpovou nalg aYKVAOUNTED
oxintpov " 10t Oépiotac, tva ogict fovAednion.”
"Qg 0 ye xorpaviwv diene otpatov- (11.2.203-7)

Not in any way will all we Achaeans be king here;

A multitude of lords is not a good thing: let there be one lord

one king, to whom the crooked-counselling son of Kronos

has give the sceptre and judgments, so that he may advise them.'

So he ranged through the host, lording it over them.

The epithet ‘roAvkorpavin’, and in particular the contrast with the ‘one’
king hints at the symptomatic polytropic ability of Odysseus; his persuasive powers
allow him to mediate between the one (Agamemnon) and the many (his subjects).
Yet what is extraordinary is that Odysseus’ verbal deference to Agamemnon is
performatively contradicted by his actions. While championing the right of ‘onc
king’ to lead the troops, it is Odysseus himself, not Agamemnon, who plays the
role of that king; though he claims that Agamemnon has the sole right to wicld the
scepter, Odysseus himself wields it.!! Odyssecus functions as the figure of perfect
symbolic authority Agamemnon can only ever dream of being - as Agamemnon’s
ego-ideal. He restores confidence in the realm of public law after Achilles’
desertion, but in such a way as to demonstrate the inadequacy of the king. But this
inadequacy is demonstrated by the implicit comparison to what a ‘good king’ would
be.

The only one of the Greek warriors who remains impervious to Odysseus’
persuasive powers is Thersites. For my present purposes, it is not nccessary to

examine his complex interaction with Odysseus. Yet it is worth making some brief

remarks. Odysseus sends him howling out of the assembly with the aid of the

I Haft notes that the Odysseus of Mliad 2 *blends a keen understanding of his men..with a genuine
concern for Agamemnon’s reputation’ (43T), but she scems to miss the irony of Odysscus’
supplanting of the ‘one’ king.
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scepter, and thus reinforces its symbolic power. This helps cement the consent to
authority on the part of the troops, who claim that this is the best of acts:

viv 8¢ 108¢ péy’ dpiotov év 'Apyetoroiy Epetev. (11.2.274)

‘Now this is by far the best thing he has done among the Argives'

Immediately after the rhetorical battle between Agamemnon and Achilles
over precisely who is the ‘best’ of the Achacans in the first book of the lliad, and
Odysseus’ salvaging of the whole expedition by his persuasion of every member of
the host, the use of ‘@protov’ here is suggestive; Odysseus acts out what it would
mean for a leader to be aristos at the same time he proclaims his deference to the
leader. The possibility of a centrifugal reading of this episode rests in the
elaboration of this ‘acting out’. Agamemnon, as leader, is always engaged in a
performance, an attempt to live up to an impossible ideal - an ideal in this case
instantiated by Odysseus. Odysseus’ actions open up the manner in which the
person of the king himself is contingent. He merely tries to represent a series of
interconnected symbolic qualities, qualities which in principle could be located in
the person of anyone, but which can be fully represented in no-one. The short-term
consequence of Odysseus’ actions is clear; the challenge to the symbolic authority
which cemented the Greek warriors is overcome, and it is overcome by reinforcing

their belief in the symbolic strengths of an ideal king.
The Doloneia: the unspeakable realm of the trickster
The reinforcement of Agamemnon’s symbolic authority in Book 2 can be
contrasted with the Doloneia. Agamemnon's situation is now more desperate. The

embassy to Achilles has failed, and the war continues to go badly. A shadow

continues to hang over his leadership. The gravity of the challenge to his symbolic
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authority explains the marked vocabulary linking the one and the many in the

opening lines of book 10. These lines arc worth quoting at length:

“AANor pev napa VUGV GpLaTiieg Havaxal(ov
ebdov navvuxlol HoAOK®D 8£5pnuev01 vnvm
all oVK "ATpeidnv Ayauepvova nomeva “hodv
mtvog exe ylmcepog noMa PpEGIV oppmvovw
u)g & ot av actpanty noog “Hpng nuxouow
‘tevxmv n no)wv oquov aBécpatov ns xalaCav
n VIQETOV, OTE Tép t€ 1OV ena?\.vvav apovpoag,
NE nob nroAépolo péya otépa mevkedavolo,
¢ nukiv’ év othBesoiv avesteval’ "Ayapépvav
verdlev éx kpading, Tpopéovto 8¢ ot gpéveg évdc.
fito1 6t” &g nediov 10 Tpwikdv dBpioere,
Bavpalev mupd moAAd té xaieto 'TA66 mpod
aOADV cupiyyov T’ évonliv dpuadov t° avBponawv.
aUTap 0T’ €¢ Vdg te 1801 xal Aadv 'Axoudv,
noAAdg €x ke@oARg mpoBedbuvoug Elxeto yoitog
VYol €6vTi A, péya &' Eoteve xuddApov kip. (/1.10.1-16)

Now beside their ships the other great men of the Achaians

slept night long, with the soft bondage of slumber upon them;

but the son of Atreus, Agamemnon, shepherd of the people,

was held by no sweet sleep as he pondered deeply within him.

As when the lord of Hera the lovely-haired flashes his lightning

as he brings on a great rainstorm, or a hail incessant,

or a blizzard, at such time when the snowfall scatters on ploughlands
or drives on somewhere on earth the huge edge of tearing battle,
such was Agamemnon, with the beating turmoil in his bosom

from the deep heart, and all his wits were shaken within him.

Now he would gaze across the plain to the Trojan camp, wondering
at the number of their fires that were burning in front of Ilion,
toward the high calls of their flutes and pipes, the murmur of people.
No as he would look again to the ships and the Achaian

people, he would drag the hair from its roots from his head, looking
toward Zeus on high, and his proud heart was stricken with lamentation.

Agamemnon is the only leader awake, while all the rest of the army sleep. As the
only one awake, he ponders many things in his heart. He gocs on to notice the
many fires of the Trojans, hinting that it is not only the pressures of his own
soldiers that trouble him, but those of the masses of the enemy as well (10.12ff).
He is a leader whose command of the aristoi is under the microscope - especially

after the humiliating rejection of his gifts by Achilles. This one/many theme cven
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provides symbolic weight to his action of pulling the many hairs from his head
(10.14).
It is at this crucial juncture that we can see the splitting which Zizek has

argued is inherent to the law. Zizek again:

Where does this splitting of the law into the written public Law

and its ‘unwritten’ obscene reverse come from? From the

incomplete, ‘non-all’, character of the public Law: explicit,

public rules do not suffice, so they have to be supplemented

by the clandestine ‘unwritten’ code aimed at those who,

aithough they do not violate any public rules, maintain a kind

of inner distance and are not truly identified with the

‘community spirit’.!2
In contrast to book 2, where Odysseus’ actions were all performed in public, in the
Doloneia Agamemnon opts for a night-time spying mission. At the time when his
open-air, day time authority is under the closest scrutiny, a solution is sought from
trickery, metis. Such a night-time mission is already a subversion of heroic, Iliadic
warfare; it functions as an attempt to shore up Greek confidence in both their
situation and leader at a time when conventional strategies of warfare are clearly
insufficient. Yet if this is Agamemnon’s strategy, he himself is unable to carry it
out. The narrative draws attention to his helplessness in the hours of night. He
sends out his brother Menelaus to wake the troops, who then asks what is to be

done when he has completed this task. Should he return to Agamemnon to tell him

of this?

au91 uevew un g, aBpoméouev aMnlouv
Eponéve- moAloi yip ave otpotdv eict kéAevBor. (11.10.65-66)

Better wait here, so there will be no way we can miss onc another
as we come and go. There are many paths up and down the encampment.

12Zizck 1994, 98.
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Much of the significance of the Doloneia lies in Agamemnon’s recognition
of the possibility of this failed encounter. Agamemnon’s fallibility in locating his
brother under the cover of night previews the later, successful meeting between
Dolon and Odysseus. Odysseus and Dolon too will have problems recognizing each
other, as they meet in the nomansland between the Greek and Trojan camps on their
respective spying missions. But Agamemnon’s marked inability to see through the
darkness contrasts with the powers of perception of Odysseus. It is well known
that, though Odysseus appears to be a hero second to Diomedes in the Doloneia, it
is his powers of perception which trigger the success of the pair. Odysseus first
becomes aware of the presence of Dolon, a recognition necessary for the
continuation of the episode.!3 Odysseus alone is able to give direction to the night-
time wanderings. But there is something ominous in the contrast between
Agamemnon’s inability to see and the powers of Odysseus in the darkness of the
night . For, as we will shortly explore, a katabasis motif runs throughout the
Doloneia. Agamemon’s failure is a sign of his mortal fallibility, a fallibility which
will soon be supplanted by the uncanny abilities of the trickster Odysseus - who can
somehow traverse the barrier which separates life from death. Agamemnon realizes
that, as a mortal, he might miss an encounter under the cover of darkness; this
points toward an important question in our understanding of Odysseus: what sort of
figure is it who never misses an encounter?

There is a further perversion of ruling ideology in the Doloneia. In response
to Nestor’s request for a spy, Diomedes immediately volunteers. Diomedes
suggests that two might perform the mission with greater success, and expresses a
desire for a companion. If this is all quite predictable, Agamemnon’s next

intervention is not:

130n this ability of Odysscus, Haft 1990, 52.
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UNdE 6V y* aidopeEvog oot QPECT TOV PHEV GpEiw
kaAAeinelv, ov 8€ xeipov’ onacoeat aidol elxwv,
g¢_yeveny opowv, und’ ei Bacidevtepds éotiv.

You must not, for the awe that you feel in your heart, pass over

the better man and take the worse, giving way to modesty

and looking to his degree - not even if he be kinglier. (/1.10.237-9)

The leader of the aristoi gives Diomedes a free choice of his spying
companion. The prevailing aristocratic, genealogical privileges which would
normally shackle choice are suspended by the leader whose own authority is
genealogically based. The king asks for a judgement of merit which he immediately
recognizes might undermine someone who is ‘kinglier’. A hidden, night-time
expedition of deceit in order to allow the open, regulated warfare of the daytime to
continue; a king’s night-time suspension of the hierarchy of genealogical authority
in order for the hierarchy to survive during the day. At a time when the pacifying,
civilizing law of the symbolic order (represented by Agamemnon) is under threat,
an underground, seamy plan is put into operation to compensate for its visible
weakness. A marked turnaround differentiates this episode from Book 2. There,
Odysseus shored up Agamemnon’s authority by helping create a public
identification with his symbolic strengths; here the action suggests a common
identification around his points of weakness. Because Agamemnon is weak, the
cthos holding the Greeks together tenuous, there is a sense of the need to do
anything (even the anti-heroic ambush of a trickster) to restore the fragile workings
of heroic idcology. If the message of lliad 2 is ‘obey your leader, his symbolic
powers remain in place despite Achilles’ histrionics’, the message of the Doloncia is
quite different: *Now is the time to show your ultimate solidarity with your leader,
at the time he seems to have lost any right to rule’. Yet why should such a strategy

work?
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It all hinges on the manner in which the night-time events of the Doloneia
already provide a fantasmatic support for the ideology of the day-time. Consider the
strange response of Odysseus to Diomedes, when he is chosen to accompany him:

‘EOU'COU 3 onopevom Kou €K VP0G m@oucvow
awp(o voomomuev énel nepiorde voficou.

OV &’avte npoceeme no?\.m)»ug 810:; 08ucoeug
TuﬁstSn. unt’ ap ue HOA’ aivee pm:e T vsucm
18001 yap to1 Tobto peT’ "Apyelorg dyopevels.

Were he to go with me, both of us could come back from the blazing

of fire itself, since his mind is best at devices.’

Then in turn long-suffering brilliant Odysseus answered him:

‘Son of Tydeus, do not praise me so. nor yet blame me.

These are the Argives, who know well all these matters you speak

of. (11.10.246-250)

The importance of the specific form of Diomedes’ praise, with its
suggestion of the uncanny abilities of the trickster Odysseus (nepio1de vorfioan) to
return ‘from blazing fire’, will be dealt with below. For our present purpose, let us
focus on the response of Odysseus to Diomedes’ praise. He censors Diomedes,
halting his effort at listing his qualities. How can we explain this silencing?!4 What
‘everyone knows’ but no-one mentions is that the hidden, night-time operations of
the Doloneia can only succeed in their purpose of shoring up the deficiencies in
public law if they remain hidden. Diomedes comes close to speaking aloud the
hidden, shared guilt of the Greeks which acts as a fantasmatic support for order for
the heroic ideology of the daytime. Everybody knows that such actions as occur in
the Dolopeia go on throughout the war, and yet they cannot be publicly

acknowledged; the ‘civilized’ ground rules of the game of heroic conflict (the

pacifying law, law of the ego-ideal) are there to cover over the destructive stupidity

HStanford 1963, 15 belicved that these words cpitomized Odysseus' polytropic tact - of his ability
to act in a socially cohesive manner by avoiding any excess of praisc or blame. Though I agree
that Odysscus’ words help solidify the realm of the social, they do so in a much more perturbing
manner than Stanford believed.
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involved in the winning of the conflict. Odysseus' censorship is a reminder that the
actions of the Doloneia itself are quintessentially unheroic, and therefore not to be
publicly articulated. There is nothing heroic about the deliberate lying to Dolon in
order to gain information, the manner in which Diomedes enjoys the killing of the
unarmed, sleeping Thracians. The episode puts on display the seamy underside of
the day to day activities of the heroic world. The nomansland between Greeks and
Trojans is a sea of corpses: Diomedes and Odysseus hide among the corpses in
order to capture Dolon (//.10.349), the Greek leaders manage to find a spot free of
corpses for the council which leads to the spying expedition (/1.10.199-200). These
images are a far cry from the ideology of ‘a beautiful death’ provocatively explored
in the work of Vernant.15 It is not difficult to understand why this must remain
hidden, unacknowledged in everyday life: recognition of the merit of choices based
outside genealogical boundaries, or an acceptance of the workings of deceit in open
battle would subvert beyond repair the ideology of the heroic ethos. Yet it is the
ultimate wager of Odysseus that because everyone (consciously or unconsciously)
knows of this ‘unheroic’ dark side of the conflict, a certain solidarity-in-guilt will
prevail. Odysseus’ actions as trickster can neither be praised (openly subverting the
public law), nor blamed (undermining the fantasmatic support of the public law).
We are now in a position to re-evaluate the relationship between Odyssean
trickery, his metis, and the open, aristocratic form of warfare which characterizes
the day-time battles of the poem - and which is often assimilated to the realm of bie,
individual fights performed in order to establish the respective strength of the
warriors. The first thing to notice is that the split in the law between Books 2 and
10 suggests a split in the functioning of metis. In Iliad 2, metis acts at the level of

persuasion, or mystification. The troops are cunningly persuaded by Odysseus to

15Vernant 1991, 50fT,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



145

obey their betters; it is exercised on behalf of symbolic values. In the Doloneia, the
uncanny powers of Odyssean metis are exercised for their own sake, producing a
success which is simultaneously exhilarating and unsavory. If killing is normally
performed in the name of the law, and in 2 manner faithful to it, Odysseus’ metis in
the Doloneia complicates the picture: it guarantees a much needed success to the
faltering authority of Agamemnon, but in an action that transgresses the public code
in which that authority speaks. Odysseus (and the Doloneia) implicitly ask the
Greeks the following question: how far are you willing to go to be faithful to the
law? This suggests that metis is not a later ethos which overcomes and replaces an
carlier heroic ideal - as the nostalgia of Sophocles’ Ajax would have it. It is the
hidden, fantasmatic support of the heroic ethos itself, capitalizing on the solidarity-
in-guilt of its followers.
But there is further significance here. If this metis is not a later perversion of

heroic ideology, it is equally misleading to dismiss it as ‘primitive’ behavior in a
rhetoric of evolution. Consider the following passage from Peradotto, which tries
to chart the relationship between the ‘civilized’ Odysseus of the Odyssey and
Odysscus-as-trickster:

It is..reasonable to assume that the Odyssey had the

effect of stabilizing a tradition characterized by

inconsistency and plurality, of stabilizing, in effect, a

multiplicity in the denotation of Odysseus’ name, the

way a historian’s work might stabilize a polymorphous

and inconsistent theogonic tradition, in which the

divergent narratives vie for something like canonical

ideological dominance. Herodotus seems to be reading

his mythic narrative tradition in this light when he

attributes the character and form of the Greek pantheon

largely to the work of Homer and Hesiod. We are

encouraged in this view by the Odyssey’s deliberate

silence (if suppression is not a better word) when it

comes to those of Odysseus’s unflattering

characteristics and acts which, though they surface

more conspicuously later in Greek literary evidence,
are more at home in more primitive tales of a trickster-
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type out of which Homer’s urbane and civilized
Odysseus can readily be inferred to have developed.!6

The difficulty lies in the conflation of a vocabulary of evolution (the
civilized Odysseus develops from an uncivilized trickster) and one of repression
(the deliberate silence about the trickster). Is the realm of the trickster an archaic one
which the civilized present renders obsolete, or does it act instead as the constitutive
dark side of the civilized? There seems to be much at stake in the refusal to speak
this aspect of Odysseus out loud, and the eerie silence which ensues. For if it was
merely an irrelevant archaism, why the anxiety? Odysseus’ words of censorship to
Diomedes in the Doloneia cannot help but draw attention to this silence in the realm
of the civilized, marking its function as concealer of something repressed. It is this
silence which casts a shadow over the evolutionary narrative of development from
‘trickster’ to civilization. The rhetoric of evolution participates in the denial of this
dark side of the public law - a denial which ultimately is complicit in strengthening
its inherent weakness.

We can now return to the superegoic fantasy of Achilles with which I began
this chapter. Achilles’ fantasy is ultimately the fantasy which Odysseus acts out in
the Doloneia. After Patroclus’ death, Achilles will fight in such a way as to render
obsolete any heroic rules of warfare; he will not receive ransoms for suppliants, he
refuses to return the body of Hector for buriall” - that is, he will replay the
‘hidden’ activities of the Doloneia in broad daylight. The superegoic act which was
performed to solidify the authority of the weakening public authority of the king
will, with Achilles, no longer remain hidden. Achilles will fall victim to the
superegoic aspect of the law, while remaining oblivious to any of its pacifying,

symbolic aspects.

16peradotto 1990, 100-101.
170n the transgressive aspects of Achilles, see Goldhill 1991, 89ff.
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All this is not to deny an egalitarian aspect to Odysseus. This already seems
apparent in the momentary suspension of the public law, the bracketing of power of
genealogical identity. There is much here to remind us of Peradotto’s centrifugal
figure of the negative; but further exploration of this will require a closer look at

Odysseus’ spying mission, and his mecting with Dolon.

The Doloneia as a drama of desire

Lynn-George's analysis of /liad 9 as a ‘drama of desire’ focuses on the
ambiguity of the word ‘ypéw’, ‘need’. Achilles cxpresses a ‘need’, yet it is
notoriously difficult to specify exactly what Achilles needs. Lynn-George suggests
that this need is not for any object, but is intersubjective. Achilles needs others to
need him: his striving for autonomy from the social is a striving for social
recognition. It is this broader argument which frames the following suggestive
remark on the Doloneia:

Agamemnon’s very first word in the following book is
that which was never to be found in his discourse
rejected in book IX, khreo (x.43), a word which then
reverberates throughout that book in the disturbed
wandering about the camp at night (cf.x.85, 118, 142,
172). In one respect it would seem that the approach
constructed by Agamemnon in IX is found wanting by
Achilles precisely in the inadequacy of its articulation
of want.!8

Agamemnon’s ‘articulation of want’ occurs under the cover of night; the
weakness of his symbolic authority rendered visible by Achilles is supplanted
through the night-time actions of the trickster. When Nestor awakens Odysseus in

the Doloneia, he immediately echoes Agamemnon’s ‘need’, asking ‘what great nced

has come upon you' (11 87 xpewd tocov ixey; 10.142). Yet the relationship of the

I8Lynn-George 1988, §8.
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trickster to this ‘drama of desire’ is complex, and can provide insight into the
situation of Achilles. Let us first return to the words which escaped from
Diomedes’ lips before Odysseus’ censorship intervened:

T0UTOV Y€ OoMOpEVOL0 Kol €K mtupog aifopévolo
AUQW VOOTACALUEY, ENEL TEPIOIOE VoTjcou.

Were he to go with me, both of us could come back from the blazing
of fire itself, since his mind is best at devices. (/1.10.246-7)

Diomedes’ remarks on Odysseus’ ability to rcturn from ‘the blazing of fire’
evoke the theme of descent to Hades and the ‘quest for immortality® in the Doloneia
explored by Wathelet.!9 Wathelet has argued that the capture of the brilliant chariot
of Rhesus hints at other mythic tales of descent into darkness in order to locate the
chariot of the Sun, which also descends from the sky into the realm of darkness at
day’s end.20 The trip seeks to plummet into the depths of darkness in order to find
this burning light, and thus to bridge the gap between the world of mortals and the
unknown beyond. It is in this sense a ‘quest for immortality’, an attempt to master
the mystery of an eternal beyond. Diomedes’ suggestion is that the trickster
Odysseus is the only person able to achieve this impossible act. His noos allows a
return from ‘blazing fire’.2! He can defy death, an ability which is the equivalent of
the brightest, most impossible mortal desire: the desire to avoid death. Yet if
Odysseus as trickster appears able to overcome the limit separating life and death,
and thus to render an impossible desire possible, this ability has its dark side. For it
is the uniqueness of this ability which guarantees that the gap is constitutive. This
becomes clear in the killing of Rhesus. Later sources tell us that Rhesus himself

would have become invincible had he but survived his first night at Troy and fought

19Wathelet 1989 passin.
20wathelet 227ff explores the connection between Rhesus, Odysseus and Sun god.
210n the linkage between noos and the trickster, Nagy 1979, 51.
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for one day.22 Odysseus’ intervention thus forcibly keeps the mortal Rhesus from
reaching immortality, and preserves the limit between the two. As a figure who
protects the absolute status of this limit for others, he takes on the role of a figure
without limits: the trickster who crosses every boundary is the person who
preserves the sanctity of those boundaries. Odysseus functions as a virtual double
of the god Hermes - a crosser of boundaries, but also guardian of the liminal;23 and
within the Homeric poems, Hermes is most prominent in his role as pyscho-
pompos, preserver of the limit between life and death.

The death of the near-invincible Rhesus casts a shadow over the optimistic
words of Diomedes, who spoke of a return (Gu¢w vootioatpev) from blazing
fire with Odysseus. If Odysseus is viewed as a savior, it is a paradoxical savior
whose ability to cheat death only ends up guaranteeing its ultimate sovereignty. The
return to life (nostos) from Hades is a temporary one, only delaying the incvitable
journey back to Hades. So too the successful capture of the blazing horses of
Rhesus (which provided the allure of the satisfaction of an ultimate desire) is limited
by the words of Odysseus as he drives them back into the Greek camp. There,
Nestor greets him, and praises their extraordinary brightness (they ‘shine terribly
like the rays of the sun’, /1.10.547). Here is Odysseus’ response:

o Neotop Nn?»mozﬁn p.eyoz xu80g Axaw)v
pela Beoc v’ é0élav Km auewovag né nep 01d¢
nnovg Swpnoart’, £ncl fi oAb @éptepot eiov. (10.555-7)

Son of Neleus, Nestor, great glory of the Achaians:
lightly a god, if he wished, could give us horses even better
than these, seeing that the gods are far better than we are.24

225cc Euripides’ Rhesus 600-6, Schol L ad.10.435. Sce also Haft 1990, who explores the
relevance of this myth for interpretation of the Doloneia. She argucs that the defeat by Odysscus of
Rhesus - a warrior destined to be superior to Achilles if he survives for onc day - is part of the
traditional battlc waged between Achilles and Odysscus over the title of aristos throughout the
Homeric pocms. [ comment on this further, below.

230n Hermes, cf. Vernant 1983 chapter 3 passim, Kahn 1979,

241 modify the Lattimore translation of *péptepot’ from ‘stronger’ to ‘hetter’ - a translation of the
word which Lattimore uses clsewhere. Sce below.
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These words have far-reaching significance. We can consider them an
answer to the problem of desire which has dominated the book, and which sets the
machinations of the Doloneia in motion. Diomedes belicved in Odysseus’ ability to
satisfy the ultimate desire. The capture of horses which evoke the horses of the sun-
god seems to fulfill that. Yet Odysseus’ words have the effect of deflating the
earlier spirit of optimism. The specific task of the Doloneia has been accomplished.,
but this is not any ultimate satisfaction of their ‘want’; there are ‘even better’
horses.25 These words provide a twist to the events in book 10 (and 9), and it is
only with them that we reach the centrifugal aspect of the narrative. There will
always be something beyond the classifiable wants of the Greeks; superegoic
attempts to fulfill those needs are destined to remain helpless, and ultimately self-
defeating.26

It is Odysseus’ affirmation of the manner in which desire lies beyond every
effort to fulfill it which provides the parameters for understanding Odysseus’
encounter with Dolon. Wathelet has perceptively noticed that Dolon resembles the
god Hermes. Dolon has much wealth (he has ‘much gold, much bronze’), he is
ugly, and involves himself in a non-heroic form of warfare (//.10.315ff). So too
Hermes is a god associated with commerce and in particular the riches of the carth,
a trickster figure in contrast to the ideal of the heroic warrior.2” Yet, as already
suggested, the resemblance to Hermes is also shared by Odysseus. Dolon is a near
double of Odysseus. The epithets ‘roAbypvoog’ and ‘moAbyaikog’ recall the

polu- epithets shared by Hermes and Odysseus, most notably polytropos. But the

25The horses, which are *far better’ (toAd ¢éptepoi eiorv) recall the quarrel between Agamemnon
and Achilles, where the significance of Achilles as the ‘better’ man lics at the center of their
argument.

26Notc the parallel between Odysscus’ words here, and his words to the Cyclops at 0d.9.525,
where he emphasizes that it is useless for the Cyclops to expect his father to cure the problem of
his desire.

2TWathelet 218f.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



151

most significant parallel is their mutual association with the figure of the ‘lone-
wolf”. Dolon wears a wolf-skin, and a cap of marten’s hide. Significant attention is
drawn to the caps worn by Diomedes and Odysseus. But while Diomedes’ helmet
is a conventional ‘skull-cap’, Odysseus’ helmet emphasizes his links to the realm of
the trickster:
Meriones gave Odysseus a bow and a quiver

and a sword; and he too put over his head a helmet

fashioned of leather; on the inside the cap was cross-strung firmly

with thongs of leather, and on the outer side the white teeth

of a tusk-shining boar were close sewn one after another

with craftsmanship and skill; and a felt was set in the centre.

Autolykos, breaking into the close-built house, had stolen it

from Amyntor, the son of Ormenos, out of Eleon,

and gave it to Kytherian Amphidamas, at Skandeia;

Amphidamas gave it in turn to Molos, a gift of guest-friendship,

and Molos gave it to his son Meriones to carry.

But at this time it was worn to cover the head of Odysseus. (//.10.260-71)

The importance of the symbolism of the ‘lone-wolf’ in the Doloneia has
been explored both by Gernet and Davidson.28 Davidson notes the double
characteristics of the wolf - ‘tour 2 tour vainqueur et vaincu’, victor and victim,2?
She points out that the ‘lone-wolf’ is the figure who ‘strays off alone’ and is
consequently an outlaw (the old German word friedlos means both ‘outlaw’ and
wolf). As such, the wolf clothing is relevant to the wider theme of ‘trickery’ outside
the boundaries of the law that is on display in book 10. Dolon’s disguise as a wolf
is complemented by the evocation of Odysseus’ Autolycan background in the
description of his cap; Autolycus, ‘self-wolf’, is the enemy of society par

excellence, and is also the figure who has the closest relationship to the trickster-

god Hermes.30

28Davidson 1979, Gernet 1981, chapter 6.

2These are Gernet's terms.

300n the relationship between Hermes and Autolycus, Stanford 1963, chapter 2. Jeanmaire
(400ff) has noted the similarity between this Autolycan cap worn by Odysscus in the Doloneia and

the ‘Cap of Hades’, which renders the wearer invisible, and which is worn by Athena to help defeat
Arcs in lliad 5.845ff.
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Davidson has also drawn attention to a similarity between the appearance of
the wolf motif in the Doloneia, Arcadian myth and cult of Zeus Lykaios. Here too,
the emphasis is on the figure of the wolf at the fringes of the social:

In the myth, Lykaon sacrifices a child and is punished
for it by being turned into a wolf. What he does as a
wolf is re-enacted in the cult of Zeus Lykaios, which
can be considered as a rite of separation for an
initiation. The participant in the initiation, having made
a sacrifice, leaves human society and takes up the life
of a wolf. He hangs his clothes up on a tree, crosses a
lake, and after a period of separation while he lives like
a wolf, finally becomes initiated.3!

The importance of this initiation rite lies in the striking parallel to the
behavior of Odysseus in the Doloneia; for he too strips Dolon of his wolf-skin and
hangs it up on a tree after Diomedes has killed him:

Qg &p’ fpdvioev, kot ard £0ev byoo® aeipog

Ofixev Gvd pupixkmyv: déedov &’ éni ofjud T €Onxev,

ovpupdpyog dovakog pupixng ©° EpBniéog 6Covug,

un AdBor adtig 16vte Bofyv S vixto pédouvay. (10.465-8)

So he spoke, and lifting the spoils high from him he placed them

upon a tamarisk bush, and piled a clear landmark beside them,

pulling reeds together and the long branches of tamarisk

that they might not miss them on their way back through the running

black night.

Yet despite the parallel, Davidson confesses to a certain difficulty in “fitting
this lore into the context of /liad X." She concludes that ‘we may see Dolon as a

friedlos figure whom Diomedes and Odysscus have the freedom to kill, masked in
their animal skins.” Yet this does not explain the success of Odysseus; why isn’t
Dolon equally free to kill Odysseus? If both are ‘lone-wolves’, what differentiates
the successful Odysseus from the loser Dolon? There is also a striking difference
between the actions of the initiation rite and those of Odysseus. For in the ritual,

one becomes a wolf when one is divested of one’s clothing: Dolon, however, is

3IDavidson 1979, 64. Emphasis in the original.
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stripped of his clothing after he has been Killed. If we are to follow the logic of the
initiation fully, we are left with the paradoxical conclusion that Dolon seems only
truly to become a wolf, an outcast, when he is divorced, separated in death from the
trappings of wolf-ness. How can this be explained?

The answer lies in their differing relationship to desire. I have already
discussed the importance of Odysseus’ words to Nestor, suggesting the constitutive
unfulfillability of the chreo, need, of the Greeks; it is this which provides us with
an opportunity for retroactively understanding the vulnerability of Dolon. He agrees
to the spying mission on the condition that Hector will provide him with the horses
of Achilles should he be successful (71.10.321). The epithets ‘moAvypvoog’ and
‘roAvyoAkog’ emphasize that he has no need of material wealth; instead, he
ycarns for pure prestige, to earn the elusive title of aristos. His desire is thus
thoroughly reflective - in Lacanian terms, it exemplifies how desire is always
mediated, how desire is always ‘desire of the other’. Dolon doesn’t simply desire
an object, but desires the object he believes others desire. His desire remains at the
level of envy. It is because his actions are performed in order to gain prestige (the
recognition of his symbolic community) that he is not truly a friedlos, an enemy of
society. The trappings of wolfness are only a tactical disguise worn in order to win
prestige, not the mark of a true outsider. It is because of this that Dolon is
vulnerable: he is ultimately dependent on the society he seems to reject.

In order to highlight the importance of this vulnerability, we can return to
another motif in the Doloneia. The earlier depiction of the head-wear of the
combatants is part of a wider motif of ‘heads’. Gernet has pointed out that ‘there are
a goodly number of lopped-off heads in this tale’.32 In the /liad Dolon ends up

losing his head. In the later version of the tale in Euripides’ Rhesus, the symmetry

32Gernet 1981, 128.
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is highlighted further: both seck each other’s head(Rh.254). I have already
suggested a connection between the weakness of a finite, encapsulated argument
and the mortal fallibility of humans as displayed in the vulnerability of their heads.
In lliad 10, the vulnerability of Dolon’s head is directly related to the ultimately
determinate nature of his desire. Dolon wants prestige, which is embodied for him
in the possibility of winning the horses of Achilles; his identity is determined by
this want, for which he is willing to risk his life. He accordingly lays his head on
the line. Odysseus’ role in the episode demonstrates the ultimate futility of Dolon’s
pursuit and of the quest for prestige in general: he therefore lies beyond every
determinate need. He is a pure trickster, not a tactical one. He is not vulnerable to
death because, as a pure trickster and double of Hermes, he functions as the limit
itself between life and death.

We can now turn to Odysseus’ erection of the spoils of Dolon as a sema. In
Wathelet’s discussion of the katabasis motif, Dolon’s death is the act which marks
the descent of Diomedes and Odysseus into Hades. But of what are the spoils a
sign? They first signify the death of Dolon and thus function as a replacement of his
tomb. That the spoils of Dolon should be described as a sema is thus quite
appropriate: Diomedes and Odysseus follow the soul of Dolon into an unknowable
beyond, just as the sema of a tombstone represents the unrepresentable beyond. But
the particular aspect of this sema, which involves the external trappings of Dolon, is
also appropriate as a marker of the world to which Diomedes and Odysseus return.
They descend into a realm of death, but this realm, because it is outside the reach of
the public law, allows the protagonists to indulge in a seamy enjoyment, a
superegoic carnage more ‘alive’ than anything that occurs in the highly regulated
warfare of the daytime. The spoils of Dolon, his outer trappings, his shell, indicate
a return to the classifying arena of the public law, of the clashing of external

identitics already determined by the ideological parameters of the heroic code.
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Nagy has persuasively argued for a semantic connection between ‘sema’
and ‘noos’ .33 A sema is meaningless unless read, noticed. The ability to make
sense out of the differential realm of ‘semata’ is what characterizes a person who
has ‘noos’. Nagy also notes the etymological link between nostos and noos,
explored at length in the work of Douglas Frame.34 Noos helps guarantee a nostos.
The theme occurs in Diomedes’ words about Odysseus: he knows how to use his
‘noos’ (neplorde voficon 10.247), and thus can guarantee a return from the
expedition of Hiad 10. Later, Odysseus will mark the boundary between the no
man's land of the Doloneia and the camp of the Greeks by the sema of the trappings
of Dolon’s body, which cut off the world of the dead from that of the living. The
powers of the trickster here seem to exceed any human abilities; he can not only
read the differential realm of signs, but is able to look into the ‘beyond’ of the other
world, to where the psychai of the dead depart.

We can now begin to understand the specific manner in which the Doloneia
perverts the initiation rite of Zeus Lykaos. The rite involves a temporary, symbolic
loss of identity (the hanging up of one’s external trappings on a tree) in order to
gain eventual entrance to society. A temporary loss of identity is eventually
recuperated by the acceptance into society, the attainment of a social identity. The
Doloneia suggests a much more radical loss of identity, for which there is nothing
in return. Dolon has his clothes ‘hung up’ by Odysseus as he is severed from his
symbolic trappings in death. It is as if the logic of the rite makes the same mistake
as Dolon; his temporary, ‘tactical’ adoption of the guise of wolf is ultimately a
hoax, performed for a determinate desire, a social affirmation. And it is the danger

of this optimism which Dolon’s death highlights.

33Nagy 1990, chapter 8 passim.
34Erame 1978, chapter | passim.
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‘Obscurest of all’ is what Achilles wants35

If we have so far traced Dolon’s similarity to (and difference from)
Odysseus, we should also note the marked similarity to Achilles. Dolon's complex
relationship to his desire replays the ‘drama of desire’ of Iliad 9.36 Dolon was rich
in bronze, rich in gold, but yet fought on for prestige. So too Achilles vehemently
rejects Agamemnon's offers of material goods (bronze, gold), secking instead the
pure prestige which only Agamemnon's “articulation of want’ might provide.37 Yet
Odysseus’ actions in the Doloneia provide us with the possibility of a retroactive
reading of the drama of Iliad 9. Achilles’ desire, like Dolon’s, is certainly for
something beyond that held appropriate within the terms of heroic ideology. Ajax’
blunt response to his rejection of the embassy is more than enough to confirm
this.38 Yet before his language suggests a shift to a desire for prestige, before his
later superegoic fury, there remains the utopian moment when the public law is laid
bare in its inadequacy:

Aniotol pév yép te Boeg xai Tpro pijAa,

k1ol 3¢ Tpinodéc 1€ xai tnnwv EavOa kdpnve,

avdpog O€ yuxl naAiy €ABetv obte Aciom)

0V0’ edetn, énel &p xev Gpeiyetan €pxog 686viav. (11.9.406-9)

Of possessions

cattle and fat sheep are things to be had for the lifting,

and tripods can be won, and the tawny heads of horses,

but a man’s life cannot come back again, it cannot be lifted

nor captured again by force, once it has crossed the teeth’s barrier.

The usclessness of the winning of the heads of horses previews the

Doloneia, which cost Dolon his life. He desired horses, risked his life, and lost it.

35The phrase is culled by Lynn-George (1988, p123) from Hainsworth.

36This phrasc is Lynn-George's.

37 Agamemnon’s offer of the bronze and gold occurs at /19137, and is repeated by Odysscus at
11,9.279. Achilles rejects this at 9.365. Sce Lynn-George, 115ff.

3811.9.624ff.
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For the briefest of moments, Achilles seems to flirt with Odysseus’ answer in the
Doloneia to the question of desire - that there will always be better horses to be
won. If Achilles’ later threat of a return home, modified by a series of vacillations,
can be seen as astute self-positioning in his fight for prestige, this carlier, utopian,
Odyssean moment remains. It is a moment when Achilles has demolished
unquestioned acceptance of the public law, but has not yet succumbed to a
superegoic fury. If the fury remained at the level of fantasy at the beginning of lliad
16, after the death of Patroclus, Achilles’ return to warfare is an attempt to realize
the fantasy. He returns to battle, but no longer has time for the conventions of
warfare. He will no longer respect the appeals of suppliants, as he did before; he
refuses to return the corpse of Hector. In short, is not Achilles’ obscene enjoyment
of the slaughter he performs after retuming to battle a dragging of the night-time
enjoyment of the killing of the Doloneia into the daytime? If the Doloneia is a
narrative enactment of the dark side of heroic warfare, Achilles’ fury turns the
heroic world upside down, bringing about the sort of carnage earlier witnessed in
the killing of the sleeping Rhesus and the Thracians: as Diomedes killed men

asleep, so Achilles kills men who are helpless in comparison to him.

Malevolent neutrality

Lacan characterized the superego by its ‘malevolent ncutrﬁlity'; it is neutral
because it encourages an identification with the law itself once its public, symbolic
support has failed. Instead of believing in the law because of its morality, its
beneficial social consequences, one fanatically believes in it because it is the law.,
This neutrality allows us to chart the key development of Achilles’ thinking in the

Hliad. Achilles’ famous speech in response to Odysseus in Iliad 9 acts as the final
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nail in the coffin of the public law, and of Agamemnon as the symbolic father who
guarantees it:

Fate is the same for man who holds back, the same if he fights hard.

We are all held in a single honour, the brave with the weaklings.

A man dies still if he has done nothing, as one who has done much.

(11.9.319-21)

Any symbolic difference between the esthlos and the kakos is eradicated as
Achilles contemplates his mortality. Attempts to distinguish them will no longer
work; attempts to articulate a rationale for war based on the difference between
‘good’ and ‘bad’ no longer make sense. The shattering of confidence in
Agamemnon, the symbolic father, coincides with a lack of faith in the public law.
Yet there is no sign as yet of any superegoic dimension to the rejection of the public
law. In sharp contrast, Achilles’ words to the supplicating Lycaon in book 21 recall
the rhetoric of radical leveling of Book 9. Here, the words are no longer part of a
challenge, a questioning of authority, but exult instead in the certainty of an answer:

In the time before Patroklos came to the day of his destiny

then it was the way of my heart’s choice to be sparing

of the Trojans, and many I took alive and disposed of them.

Now there is not one who can escape death, if the gods send

him against my hands in front of Ilion, not one

of all the Trojans and beyond others the children of Priam.

So, friend, you die also. Why all this clamour about it?

Patroklos also is dead, who was better by far than you are.

Do you not see what a man I am, how huge, how splendid

and born of a great father, and the mother who bore me immortal?

Yet even I have also my death and my strong destiny..

Achilles’ encounter with Lycaon has received significant critical attention.3?

For now, I merely want to show how the encounter suggests the manner in which

39Two recent treatments are those of Crotty 1994, 84-5, and Lynn-George 1988, 201-7. Crotty
argucs that Achilles addresses Lycaon as friend to recognize a shared bond in the ‘community of
dcath’, a phrase borrowed from Burkert. The idea of this ‘decper’ friendship is an idea of Griffin,
1980, 55ff, This sort of humanist criticism, glorifying ‘shared humanity’ in dcath whilc implicitly
glorifying the vision of Achilles, can only end up weakly apologizing for the destructive,
supercgoic dimensions of Achilles' actions. Griffin (55) at least makes this unfortunate apology
explicit, suggesting that *Achilles kills in a passionate revenge, but not in blind ferocity. He sces
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the law is split. Let us first note that the poem portrays the death of Lycaon as a
second death. Achilles had captured him once before and sold him into slavery.
When Achilles sees him, he complains that Trojans are returning from death to fight
a second time.*0 The second killing of Lycaon promises to be final. These ‘two
deaths’ suggest the two realms of the law. Lycaon was first killed at the time when
Achilles still obeyed the public law; but because the public law is deficient,
inadequate, he has returned. His second death is at the hands of a superegoic
Achilles, a figure who wants to follow through the logic of war all the way in an
attempt to make up for its symbolic inadequacies. Any desire for kleos - the prestige
of intersubjective recognition which binds the community - is gone. This is now the
context for the radical leveling of social rank apparent in his words to Lycaon: with
any symbolic system which separates humans into esthlos and kakos gone, Lycaon
is just another mortal hastened on the path to death. There is a crucial difference
between this leveling of social rank, and that of the Achilles of /liad 9. His former
rhetoric in Jliad 9 suspends the working of the symbolic law, and lingers over the
utopian possibility of a return home. His logic can be roughly summarized as
follows: “The public law is a sham, its attempts to differentiate the good from the
bad are futile: so let us all go home’. His words to Lycaon, after the intervening
death of Patroclus, take the logic of the argument a crucial step further: ‘The public
law is a sham, incomplete. Its rhetoric of differentiating the good from the bad has

done nothing to protect men held to be ‘good’ in its own terms. Even Patroclus has

his action in the perspective of human life and death as a whole, the perspective which puts slayer
and slain on a level..’

40Note Achilles' words at /1.21.54f: ‘Herc is a strange thing that my cycs look on. Now the
great-hearted Trojans, cven those I have killed already, will stand up and risc again out of the
gloom and the darkness.." Note also the marked similarity in the argument of Diomedes who
rejects the supplication of Dolon in /liad 10.447ff: *Do not, Dolon, have in your mind any
thought of escape, now that you have got in our hands, though you brought us an cxcellent
message. For if we Ict you get away now, or set you free, Jater you will come back again to the
fast ships of the Achaians cither to spy on us once more, or to fight strongly with us." Diomedes’
words once more subvert the public law, but can do so because they arc uttered under the cover of
darkness.
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died. Therefore, I must do everything in our power to render the law complete, to
pursue warfare with an indifference to the code regulating its performance.’
Achilles obeys the dictates of the superego.

We now can contrast this neutral, superegoic aspect of Achilles in the open
air with Odysseus’ remarks to Diomedes: for Odysseus too asks neither to be
praised nor blamed. That is, there is the suggestion that his actions as a trickster
cannot be registered ‘bad’ or ‘good’ at the level of the symbolic law. Why?
Odysseus’ actions obey the spirit, not the letter, of the law. As such, he is merely
fulfilling by night the (unspoken/unspeakable) desire of the Achacans. His actions
are thus ‘ncutral’, he just follows (silently understood) orders, orders which form a
superegoic injunction. But this superegoic aspect must be contrasted with
Odysseus’ final lesson - that such superegoic attempts to render the law whole are
ultimately futile: there will always be ‘better horses’; desire will remain
unfulfillable, the (public) law will remain incomplete. The actions of the Doloneia
thus ‘traverse’, work through, a superegoic fantasy which will later be acted out on
a much larger scale when Achilles returns to battle. Achilles, not privy to the

lessons of the Doloneia, does not understand the futility of his superegoic fury.

The splitting of the law in the Odyssey

Pucci has provided the following, influential summary of the differences
between the lliad and the Odyssey: ‘The Iliad is the poem of total expenditure of life
and the Odyssey is the poem of a controlled economy of life.’4! I think this

judgement obscures much more than it clarifies; in particular, it glosses over the

41pucci 1982, 42.
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deeply troubling aspects of the mass of deaths of the Odyssey. But if we set aside
this judgement on the difference between the poems, the contrast between a
‘controlled economy’ and ‘total expenditure’ is helpful for understanding the gulf
separating the Odysseus of Books 2 and 10 of the /liad. These books highlight two
possible ways of Killing and being killed. At the level of public law, the Greeks
maintained allegiance to a symbolic master, Agamemnon. They played the game of
war by the rules he represented, and died in a similar manner. At the level of the
superegoic reverse of the law, all symbolic restrictions are lifted; a ‘cowardly’
killing ensues, which is unheroic, destructive and evocative of the hidden, dark
form of warfare associated with the trickster. I have also argued that these forms of
killing and being killed are not antithetical; rather, the latter is an open
acknowledgment of the hidden truth of the former. If the former is a *controllcd
economy’ of death, the latter is an instance of ‘total expenditure’. The different
manners of deaths produce corresponding changes in Odysseus’ metis. We change
from a metis exercised on behalf of public law (Odysseus’ ability to persuade each
of the troops to stay at Troy to complete their mission under the mandate of
Agamemnon) to a seamy metis which seems to transgress the public law even as it
shores it up. The uncanny success of this metis is both terrifying and enlightening.
Odysseus participates in a slaughter which suggests the inevitability of death, but he
also underlines the impossibility of fulfilling desire. His (perfectly) successful
execution of the law goes hand in hand with a demonstration of the possibility of a
reflective distance from it.

These separate forms of death recur in the two separate spheres of death in
the Odyssey: the deaths of Odysseus’ crew and the deaths of the suitors. Nagler has
claimed that the death of the suitors is a ‘grim inversion’ of the deaths of Odysscus’
crew. While the proem of the Odyssey emphasizes the hero’s efforts to save his

men, ‘his “effort”, his aethlos is precisely the slaughter of the suitors, the exact
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equivalent of the companions in the domestic world.” The ‘passive loss’ of the crew
is contrasted with the ‘active destruction’ of the suitors.#2 Nagler eloquently argues
for a deep ethical anxiety present in Odysseus’ killing of his own social group; the
energy properly directed toward outsiders is targeted inward. But instead of
Nagler’s contrast between ‘active’ and ‘passive’, I want to suggest that the
distinction between a ‘controlled economy’ of death (for the companions) and ‘total
expenditure’, between a death at the level of public law and a superegoic death is
more appropriate. Further, rather than affirming the separation, the latter death
announces the truth of the former - as in the case of /liad 10 and 2. The obscene
enjoyment on show in the killing of the suitors clarifies the manner in which the
fantasy of his companion’s death structures Odysseus’ interactions with them. The
death inflicted on the suitors lurks as a hidden threat behind the symbolic authority
of Odysseus as leader of his troops. The companions die because of their allegiance
to Odysseus, and his ability (through trickery, mystification) to persuade them of

the benevolence of his leadership.

Metis and the control of the many

The problem which Odysseus continually confronts as he plots to kiil the
suitors is a simple one, yet in its simplicity it raises themes which are central to any
leader’s ability to exert ideological control. How can one overcome many?43 The
suitors’ rebellion against Odysseus’ authority as head of the central oikos at Ithaca
forces Odysseus to confront this problem openly. But if Odyssecus faced no similar

question in his interactions with his companions, this is only because his control of

42Nagler 1989, 344-5,
430d.20.291f: *[S]o he was twisting and turning back and forth, meditating/ how, though he was
one alone against many. he could lay hands on/ the shameless suitors,’
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them is largely taken for granted. Odysseus does not openly think of the need for
new measures to control his companions because his symbolic authority remains in
control and the companions challenge to him (as we shall see) never quite reaches
the point of open defiance. Faced with the suitors, however, Odysseus seems to
doubt his ability to defeat them. But at the moment his doubt is at its most acute,
Athena intervenes to assure his success. She does so in a manner which links the
defeat of the suitors with the key successes in Odysseus’ Apologoi:

oxéthie, kol pév 1ig e xepeiovt neiBed’ Eraipam,

0g nep Byntog ' Eoti xot o0 oo uNdeat 0idev-

avtdp €y Oedg eipt, Srapnepis 1 oe puAdoon

£V navTesot Tovols’. épéw 8¢ tor éEavapavdoy-

€l Tep meVTKOVTO AO)X0l pepdnwv avBpdrwv

VOl nEPIOTOTEY, KTEIVOL HEpOTEG “Apni,

Kot kev 1@V EAdoaio Boag kal T piida. (0d.20.45-51)

Stubborn man! Anyone trusts even a lesser companion

than I, who is mortal, and does not have so many ideas.

But I am a god, and through it all I keep watch over you

in every endeavor of yours. And now I tell you this plainly:

even though there were fifty battalions of mortal people

standing around us, furious to kill in the spirit of battle,

even so you could drive away their cattle and fat sheep.

Athena describes Odysseus’ ability to defeat the suitors as if it was just
another aethlos. The goal is to ‘drive off cattle and sheep’, and the stealing (and
consumption) of livestock is the crucial theme in two of the most important tales of
the Apologoi, the tricking of the Cyclops and the consumption of the cattle of
Helios on Thrinacia. But the abruptness of Athena’s response is disconcerting.
Odysseus’ former tales of his metis in the Apologoi lingered over them, and took
delight in their ingenuity. Athena confronts him with the inevitability of victory. In
contrast to the tricks of metis, which classically remain hidden, Athena tells him
openly of a perfect success. Though Odysscus is a polytropic hero, a victor in an
ongoing series of encounters which preserves the possibility that each time he might

lose, he is here confronted with the inevitability of victory in all his trials. Athena’s

pronouncements suggest a very different metis from the one normally associated
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with Odysseus. Her words signal the split between the two forms of metis
suggested in my analysis of lliad 2 and 10. If metis is performed with specific goals
in mind (in the Odyssey, the stealing of sheep), there is nevertheless a certain
delight in the stratagem itself, in the means used to procure the end. The effect of
metis seems not merely to be bound up in its successful pursuit of a goal, but in the
manner in which such a goal is attained. As an example, we need look no further
than the subtlety of the word-play in Odysseus’ interaction with the Cyclops.
Athena’s metis, however, seems to short-circuit the workings of metis by going
straight to the goal. The result v;/ithin the Odyssey is perturbing enough: the grisly
death of the suitors who stand in the way of the ‘sheep and cattle’. But Athena’s
rhetoric suggests the ability to dispose of even greater numbers of men if necessary,
‘fifty battalions’. This ability of metis to send masses to their death returns us to the
fantasies of mass destruction with which I began this chapter, and which are so
much a part of the Homeric tradition. But if there is indeed a contrast between
Athena’s harsh picture of metis and a kinder, gentler one, I want to stress once
again that the former provides insight into the dark side of metis. Odysscus’
destruction of the suitors renders explicit what was already implicit in Odysseus’
interactions with his companions. In both cases, metis leads to death.

In what follows, I trace this doubled structure of metis: the ‘public’ aspect
of trickery and mystification (expounded upon at length by Vernant and Detienne)
together with its superegoic reverse. The companions, caught in the dead structures
of the symbolic law, fall victim to the mystifying powers of OdySseus’ metis. The
suitors suffer a superegoic destruction - previcwed in Athena’s words quoted above
- in exchange for their own superegoic enjoyment on show as they consume the
goods of the oikos without restraint. But though I believe this division is a useful
and helpful one, the complexity of the narrative lies in the manner in which they

overlap. The companions, who for the most part remain loyal to Odysseus, are not
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completely alien to enjoyment, nor are the suitors entirely able to divorce
themselves from the public law. We will soon trace some of these complexities. But
first, we should pause over the deadly aspects of both forms of metis, and the

predominance of the theme of death in the Odyssey as a whole.

Death in the poem of life

In the Iliad, Achilles’ vision of mass-destruction (though there will be
plenty of victims of his fury) remains at the level of fantasy: many, not just
Patroclus and himself, will survive the war. But the fantasy makes us ponder the
quite different level of destruction depicted in the Odyssey. For if some of the adult
male population survive the Trojan War, none of the young adult men on Ithaca will
survive: the ‘many heads’ in the lliad (roAAdg igBipovg kepaAdg ) who are
destroyed are replaced by the Cephallenians. Not one of the crew or suitors will
escape destruction: the troops die on the way home, the suitors are killed to a man.
This unpalatable reality is too easily overlooked by the advocates of a poem of
life.# Yet it has a fundamental importance for the reading of the poem. For we can
add two highly significant passages from the Odyssey to the passages which link
the Iliad’s proem to disaster motifs.

The first is the introduction to the second Nekuia, which reads as a bitter
roll call of the ‘moAAdg 8 ipBipovg wuydg’ whose death was anticipated in the
proem of the Jliad. Hermes leads the mass of psychai of the suitors to Hades, but

on arrival they meet a series of psychai who died in the Trojan War.

44Alongside Pucci, perhaps Scgal is perhaps the most influential of such critics - though it is
interesting that he does not dismiss the dark side of the poem. See the concluding remarks to his
collection of cssays on the Odyssey, 1995, 224{f. These concluding remarks (as he well realizes)
cannot help but complicate his general praise of Odysscus as an ‘cveryman’ figurc, an cthical hero,
My analysis begins where Segal’s suggestively ends.
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"Eppuiig 8¢ wuxdas KvAAnviog é€exareito
avdpdv pvnctﬁpmv 'i»:'xe ot deSov HETE XEPOL
xoquv xpucemv -ml T’ avﬁpmv oppara es)\yu
wv £0éAe1, Tovg &' abte Kat brvaovtag Eyetpet-

alya &' Tkovto xat' ac@odedov Aeipdve,
évBa e vaiovot yuyat, eidwia kapdvtov.
Evpov de_yuymv Hrﬂ»ni'dﬁeu) "AytAfog
Kot l'larpoxlnog Kai apvpovog "AvTiAOxot0
Amw'coc; 0’ , 0¢ &protog env etSog 1€ dépog ¢
@V GAAwv Aavoadv pet’ apvpove MnAelove. (0d.24.1-4, 13-18)

Hermes of Kyllene summoned the souls of the suitors

to come forth, and in his hands he was holding the beautiful
golden staff, with which he mazes the eyes of those mortals
whose eyes he would maze, or wakes again the sleepers.

[They] presently arrived in the meadow of asphodel.

This is the dwelling place of souls, images of dead men.

There they found the soul of Achilleus, the son of Peleus,

the soul of Patroklos, and the soul of stately Antilochus,

and the soul of Aias, who for beauty and stature was the greatest
of all the Danaans, next to the blameless son of Peleus.

.Any narrative of return to a ‘controlled economy of life’ on Ithaca is put on
hold, and we are provided instead with a catalogue of death. The recent
Cephallenian victims of Odysseus join the most illustrious victims of the Trojan
war. But if this *abruptly transfers the scene of the action’ away from events in
Ithaca, it provides a grim conclusion to the proleptic tale of death begun in the
proem of the Iliad 45 There is a strange solidarity between Odysseus and Hermes.
Hermes, the guardian of the liminal, takes on the role of yuyonoduroc,
accompanying mortals on their final journey to the underworld, completing the
carlier toil of Odysseus as killer; it is a link which was already apparent in the

poem’s proem:

“Avdpa pot évvene, Moboa, modbtpomov, O¢ HaAo moAA

45The phrasc is Heubeck's, (1992, 356). Note too that there appears to be no cffort made to
distinguish the supposcdly cthicaily evil suitors from the heroes. Agamemnon treats them as
heroes, and makes no unfavorable comment on their behavior. Rather it is suggested that the best
young men of Ithaca are quitc at home with the victims of the war.
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nAdyxBn, énet Tpoing 1epov ntoAieBpov Enepoe:

noAAQv &' avBporwv (dev Gotea Kai viov Eyvo,

noAAd &' O Y év novron naBev dAyea ov xotd Bupdv,

GPVUHEVOG Tiv TE YuxNV Kal vooTov ETaipwv.

aAd’ 008’ ag Erapovg Eppuoato, 1€pevog nep:

Tell me, Muse, of the man of many ways, who was driven

far journeys, after he had sacked Troy’s sacred citadel.

Many were they whose cities he saw, whose minds he learned of,

many the pains he suffered in his spirit on the wide sea,

struggling for his own life and the homecoming of his companions.

Even so he could not save back his companions, hard though he strove to...

Hermes and Odysscus are linked by the epithet ‘roAvtponog’, which they
alone share. The ease of Odysseus’ movement across lands and seas suggests an
affinity with the boundary-crosser Hermes, and underlines the appropriateness of
the epithet.46 But Hermes' appearance as psycho-pompos in Book 24 suggests the
possibility of a darker reading of a proem which is already suffused with a spirit of
ethical anxiety because of Ithacan deaths.4? For it is the completeness of the
destruction of the young men of Ithaca which links Odysseus as agent of
destruction to Hermes as transporter of souls to Hades.

There is a further suggestion of death in the proem’s evocation of ‘many’
tropoi encircling an un-named subject. For polu- epithets are associated with
Hades. The god of death is both ‘moAvdéyuwv’, the host of many as he receives

the souls of mortals one by one, and ‘roAvavupog’, the person of ‘many

names’.48 The many names are cuphemisms, repeatedly conjured up in order to

46Scc Hymn to Hermes 13: naido noAdtporov, aipvlopitnv. Also, 439. Peradotto (116)
remarks that it is ‘no accident that, in our extant evidence, the only other bearer of the cpithet
polytrapos is the volatile divine crosser of boundaries, Hermes.” A link between Hermes and
Odysscus is suggested by Pucci 1982 SOff. He notes that the procm may attribute ‘some divine,
Hermes-like power’ to Odysscus. The crucial question remains: what sort of power is this?

470n this, see Nagler 1990 passim. Nagler argues for a split between the deaths of suitors and the
dcaths of Odysscus comrades, in order to cmphasize the ‘transgressive’ aspect of the latter killings
as Odysscus crosses a fatal boundary into his own oikos. This lcads Nagler to find ‘cthical anxicty’
in the proem. I agree with the diagnosis of cthical anxicty, but, as will become clearer, I see no
rcason to affirm the split between deaths inside/outside Ithaca. The relationship between Odysscus
and his men is analyzed further in scction 2.

48For both cpithets, sce Hymn to Demeter, 9, 17, 18 and many others. Sec also Richardson, ad
loc.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



168

avoid mention of his ‘unmentionable’ essence as the bringer of death, a paradoxical
essence which coincides with the nothingness of an unknowable beyond. The
failure to name here is appropriate: it is because this ‘beyond’ is unknowable that it
is radically unassimilable to sense, to language. A similar process is at work in the
proem of the Odyssey; the marked vocabulary of the many avoids the classifying
name ‘Odysseus’, but it also fails to mention the hero’s most famous ‘tropos’,
Odysseus as ‘Outis’. Outis is as close as language can get to signifying the
unsignified; it signifies only the lack of descriptive features.4? It is therefore much
more than one more descriptive term categorizing the hero; it signifies the realm of
the unspeakable that the many tropoi of language encircle without quite reaching.
The failure to name Odysseus hints at that which resists classification in the hero,
which returns us to the senseless realm of death. In a proem which already strains
to emphasize the innocence of its hero with regard to the destruction of his men,
mention of the hero as a figure of the negative is conspicuously avoided. The proem
constantly equates the hero with death in its ongoing, euphemistic failure to cquate
them.

It is the structure of taboo which allows us to reformulate what Michael
Nagler has called the “effort/contest” theme in the proem of the Odyssey.0 Nagler
points to a marked vocabulary of conflict which will characterize the ensuing
narrative. I quote the proem once more, with the words highlighting the

“effort/contest” theme noted by Nagler:

"Avdpo pot €vvene, Mobow, noAdTponov, 0¢ pdia oAl
nAdyx0u, énetl Tpoing tepdv ntorieBpov Enepoe:

ToAADV &’ avBponwv dev dotea kai voov Eyvow,

noAAL 8’ O ¥ év rOvimL ndBev dAyea ov xotd Bupdv,

491t is preciscly this aspect of Outis which Peradotto fails to (or chooses not to) explore, and for
which Lynn-George has criticized him,

50Nagler 1990, 337f.
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APVOPEVOG nv € YUXRY xou vootov emtpmv
a?JL ou8' ag erapoug EpplLoato, 1Epuevoe mep:
avTdv yap coetépmorv atasBaliniov dhovio,
vimot ot katd Povg 'Yreptovog ‘HeAtoro..

He notes that this theme is replayed on Phaeacia, and then later in the
‘contest’ of the bow which destroys the suitors. For Nagler, the contrast lies
between the regulated contests, and the perverse effort of destruction involved in
killing the suitors. But in light of our reading of the contests on Phaeacia, Nagler’s
split (between suitors and crew, between ‘normal’ and ‘perverse’ games) is
complicated by the universality of the theme of loss. Odysseus’ victory in the
games on Phaeacia introduced the Phaeacians to the possibility of loss, to the notion
of a game that could not be won. It is this unwinnable game which forces the
civilization of the Phaeacians to reflect on loss, and thus introduces them to their
mortality. A society without limits, where every voyage could be made to every
destination without risk, without loss, is destroyed by the introduction of an
absolute limit. All struggles, efforts, can only be understood against the backdrop
of this mortal limit.

This reading of Odysseus’ interaction with the Phaeacians can help us with
a further problem of the proem. It is well known that the pointed reference to
voyages to cities of many men, and the knowledge of their ‘noos’ (roAAdv &’
avBponwv idev dotea kol voov Eyvw) seems curiously inappropriate because
these journeys do not seem to occur in the narrative of the Odyssey itself.5! But
effortless traveling to a plurality of destinations perfectly characterizes the
Phaeacians before the arrival of Odysseus. There is something grimly foreboding

about the ultimate success of Phaeacian transportation: each mortal traveler arrives

5t ndced Peradotto (76 fn17) remarks that the lying tales Odysscus provides to Penclope and
Eumacus (Od.14.314ff, 19.269ff) scem far more appropriate to the promise of the proem than
anything that occurs in the actual narrative.
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on Phaeacia, and is passed on to his ultimate destination, his telos, by a society
which remains unaware of the concept of limit. The inevitability of this arrival ata
destination hints at the inevitability of that final voyage - the voyage which involves
the accompaniment of Hermes psycho-pompos.>? Phaeacia, a society where the
idea of a boundary in itself is unthinkable within its own terms of reference,
duplicates the qualities of the god who performs the same function: Hermes travels
everywhere, and is a figure for whom boundaries are irrelevant. But though a
boundless figure, he preserves the notion of limits (as guardian of the liminal) for
the mortal world, limits which are in turn dependent on his guardianship of the
ultimate limit keeping mortals from the unknowability of the ‘life beyond’. In book
8, Odysseus takes over this function; he relegates the Phaeacians to the level of
mortals as he replaces them as limitless guardian of the limit. Once more, we need
to supplement the insights of Peradotto into Outis: if it signals ‘individuality’, that
which escapes predication, this notion also refers to a realm free of boundaries, the
‘beyond’ of the sema which is death.

Let us now return to the third line of the poem. What can it mean to ‘*know’
men's minds (voov £€yvw)? The arrival of Odysseus introduced doubt to the minds
of the Phaeacians. This doubt coincided with an emergence of freedom, with the
ability to act as a moral agent. But this freedom came at a price - the necessary
acknowledgment of loss, of mortality. Once more, Nagy’s insight into the semantic
relationship between sema and noos is helpful. The Phaeacians had a perfect noos
before the arrival of Odysseus, suggested in the name of their king, Alcinous.
Every sign was understood, there was no doubt in their universe. Defeat at the

hands of Odysseus introduces doubt via the realization of an unwinnable game, a

520n this notion of ‘ultimate destination’, sce the famous discussion of Lacan 1991 on Poc's The
Purloined Letter, with his closing claim that a letter always arrives at its destination. For an
claboration of the deathly aspects of the phrase, sec Zizek 1992, chapter 2 passim.
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constitutive beyond which is unknowable. The limit imposed on their ability to read
signs signifies their mortality. But it also testifies to a newly discovered Phacacian
freedom. Self-reflection, doubt, means that the Phaeacians are now able to make
free choices. Thus to know the minds of mortals (véov £yvw) means to be unable
to know fully the minds of mortals; because there is something unclassifiable about
mortals, their actions cannot be predicted because they, as subjects, exceed their
predications. Herein lies the possibility of a ‘free self” suggested by Peradotto. But
it is also to know that the prospect of mortality, the basis for this unclassifiability,
haunts their conscious existence.

What of the wanderings through cities? Odysscus’ defeat of the Phaeacians
suggests that he takes over their role as a sender of humans on to their telos. The
procm’s conflation of Odysseus with Hermes psycho-pompos (and the
unmentioned, unmentionable Hades) suggests the universality of death, a universal
wanderer, who descends into the muititude of cities, picking off mortals one by
one. If Odysseus here seems to be in dark company, it is perhaps worth first
recalling the death, one by one, of his companions, and then the all-at-once
slaughter of the suitors. The proem mentions the sacking of Troy, before listing a
series of other cities to be visited, suggesting the vulnerability of every city to the
fate meted out to Troy. The lliad reflects on this theme in a dark interchange
between Hera and Zeus. Hera demands the sack of Troy, but concedes Zeus’ right
to take other cities:

Of all cities there are three that are dearest to my own heart:

Argos and Sparta and Mykenai of the wide ways. All these,

whenever they become hateful to your heart, sack utterly.

I will not stand up for these against you, nor yet begrudge you.

Yet if even so I bear malice and would not have you destroy them,

in malice I will accomplish nothing, since you are far stronger. (/1.4.51-56)

Troy takes its place as one in a series of cities to be sacked. Odysscus role

as ‘city-sacker’, suggested in the reference to the sack of Troy in the poem’s second
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line, goes with him as he visits ‘many’ other cities. The universal explorer brings

death in his wake.

Homeless Journeys

The Odyssey begins where the Iliad ended, with Hermes psycho-pompos.
Hermes accompanies Priam to the tent of Achilles ‘as if he went to his death’
(24.328).53 He returns to Troy with a corpse, a poetic rendering of what Michacl
Lynn-George has called a ‘homeless journey’:

While this homeless suppliant achieves his goal, the

Iliad accentuates the final homelessness of this

journey. Unlike in the Odyssey, this will be the

homecoming of the dead - for the dead a homeless

return, the reception one of lamentation and enduring

farewell.
'Unlike in the Odyssey'. Lynn-George joins the chorus of those who see only life
in the Odyssey, who focus on the (supposedly) successful nostos of Odysseus and
ignore the massive weight of death which haunts the proem, and which darkly
reappears in the second Nekuia.>* If there is something utopian about Odysseus as
a survivor, it is a survival which is dependent (in complex, still to be explored
ways) on the failure of others to survive. The ‘homeless’ journey Lynn-George
describes is the rule, not the exception, for this poem; the ‘naturalness’ of the

universality of deaths swallowed in myths of disaster is replayed in a ‘historical’

narrative whose consequences are universal enough to have halted most critical

53 For the motif of death - ‘the homeless journey’ - in Miad 24, Lynn-George 233 (*The
Homeless journcy'), Whitman 217ff,

S54Herein lics the real weakness of Lynn-Gcorge’s critique of Peradotto’s work on the Odyssey. The
power of his criticism of Pcradotto’s dismissal of the “/liad’s great achicvement” (as a poem which
sclf-reflects on death) is undermined by his own underestimation of the ethical anxicty present in
the Odyssey.
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efforts at explaining them. The un-named subject of the proem struggles for his
psyche and the nostos of his companions

GpVOREVOG v TE Yuxilv xai voeToV Etaipwv.

AL’ 008’ wg ETapovg Eppuoato, 1Epevog nep- (Od.1.5-6)

Struggling for his psyche and the nostos of his companions.
Even so he could not save his companions, hard though he strove to..

The problem of this phrase is greater than any irony implied by a contrast between
the nostos won by Odysseus and a nostos so conspicuously missing for his
comrades. It is rather the question of the unspoken reverse of this nostos: the
‘return to light and safety’ is premised upon the wider backdrop of death, of a
journey to Hades. In the Doloneia, Odysseus’ abilities as a trickster crossed the
boundary between life and death, but in such a way as to emphasize its inevitability.
The second Nekuia portrays a different journey of the suitors, but suitors who are
now psychai on a ‘homeless journey’. Even the apparent innocence of the
emphasis on Odysseus’ ‘companionship’ of his men has a somber connotation,
returning us to the identifying description of the god who ‘loves’ to accompany
men:

"Eppeia, 601 yap T€ HGAIOT & YE QiATaTov E0TIV

avdpi eroupiccor.. (11.24.334-5)

Hermes, for to you beyond all other gods it is dearest
to be man’s companion..

A dear companion to his men? The ultimate effect of the companionship
between Odysseus and his men will be their descent on a final journey to Hades,
the obverse of the return to light. The fight to win ‘his own psyche’, conventionally
attributed to Odysseus’ fight for life, is a fight for life against the background of
death, of the multitude of souls which belong to Hermes/Hades: Hades, the god of
death, wins every soul in an endless, indeterminate succession. Hermes guides

them on this final destination.
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Mystifying the Masses

In what follows, I will look in detail at the interactions between Odysseus
and his companions as described in selected passages from the Apologoi. I want to
begin by returning to Odysseus’ encounter with the Cyclops, but with a different
aim in mind. I earlier described the event from the perspective of the asocial
Cyclops; Odysseus’ blinding of him introduced him to the social, and to the
paradoxes of paternal power. Now I shift perspective, and try to find out what the
tricking of the Cyclops can tell us about Odysseus and his companions. I will
concentrate on two aspects of Book 9. First, I consider the words of the psychotic
Cyclops before he has been blinded. Because the Cyclops has no concern for the
law, his language collapses the distinction between the ‘public’ and ‘superegoic’
aspects of the law which structure the workings of ideology in the poem. His
rhetoric, in effect, challenges the workings of the law as a whole; it is because of
this that the language of the Cyclops has much in common with the language of
Achilles in lliad 9 - a parallel I explore. Because the Cyclops collapses the
distinction between the public, civilizing aspects of the law and the superegoic
fantasy which structures it, his words call into question the motivations of
Odysseus as leader of his companions. In order to explore this, I look in detail at
the trick engineered by Odysseus which allows the companions to escape from the
Cyclops' cave; rather than a simple of case of a heroic act of rescue, I will suggest
that the trick exemplifies the symbolic control Odysscus has over them. The effect
of Odysseus’ ability to maintain the allegiance of his companions throughout the

Apologoi is their ultimate destruction.

Achilles and the Cyclops
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In the asocial behavior of the Cyclops, it is easy to detect much of the kernel
of the plot of the /liad. The profoundly asocial character of the Cyclopes recalls
Achilles’ rejection of the society of his Greek companions at the start of the Jliad,
and his prayer for their destruction. Ajax, part of the Embassy in book 9, accuses
him of savagery in words which come close to repeating the language of Odysseus
against the Cyclops:

avtdp 'AxiAAelg

aypov év atfesor Béto peyodntopo Bupov.

ox£ETA10G, OVDE petatpéneton Gldtntog Etaipwy

T N1 Hv opd vuoty étiopev E€oxov GAAmV

vnAng: (/1.9.628-32)

Achilleus has made savage the proud-hearted spirit within his body.

He is hard, and does not remember that friends’ affection

wherein we honoured him by the ships, far beyond others.

Pitiless.55

The cannibalism of the Cyclops is reflected in the fantasy of cannibalism
revealed by Achilles over the corpse of Hector.36 The Cyclops’ rejection of the
realm of the gods with regard to his own ‘betterness’ (0d.9.275-6) recalls Achilles’
rejection of authority and self-affirmation in the opening book of the Iliad, and the
fight with Agamemnon over who is ‘better’, @éptepog. But most striking of all is

the manner in which Odysseus’ taunt to Polyphemus after the loss of his eye (the

taunt which affirms that his lost eye cannot be recovered, and thus heralds his

55+Gyprog’ is an adjective uscd throughout Odyssey 9 of the Cyclops. Note especially 9.215. The
Cyclops is also ‘harsh’, oxétAtog (0d.9.295, 9.351). For the scparation of one Cyclops from
another, 9.113ff, and my discussion in Chapter 1,

56/1.22.346-7:

ol YGp mwg avtov pe pévog kai Bupdg avin

Wp’ anotapvopevoy kpéa Edpevar, olo Eopyag..

I wish only that my spirit and fury would drive me

to hack your meat away and cat it raw for the things that
you have done to me..
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entrance to the social) recalls a warning made by Odysseus to Achilles in the ninth

book of the lliad:

GAA’ dva el pépovag Ye kol Oyé mep viag "Axodv

teipopévoug £pveaBon Vo Tpwwv dpupaydod.

aOT® Tot petomiod’ dyog Eooetan, 0LE Tt piixog

pexBévtog xaxod €01’ dkog ebpeiv: aAAX TOAY mpiv

opadev onng Aavaoicty aAeEnoelg xaxov nuap. (11.9.247-51)

Up, then! if you are minded, late though it be, to rescue

the afflicted sons of the Achaeans from the Trojan onslaught.

It will be an affliction to you hereafter, there will be no remedy

found to heal the evil thing when it has been done. No. beforehand

take thought to beat the evil day aside from the Danaans.

Odysseus’ words are typically prescient. Achilles’ fevered attempts to gain
sufficient recompense for loss will lead only to further loss: the incurable loss of
Patroclus. The indeterminacy of the language of Achilles in lliad 9, his desire for
something more than anything Agamemnon can provide is - as Lynn-George has
described - a confrontation with this ‘lack’ which structures language: Achilles
does not know what he wants, but merely that he wants. From a humdrum heroic
existence played out on the playing field of kleos, Achilles confronts the problems
of his desire. But, as with the Cyclops, he is far from learning the Odyssean
lesson, which is emphasized in a significant pun: there is no cure, axog, for grief,
axo¢.

Cecric Whitman has elegantly summed up the substance of Achilles’
impossible desire: ‘Personal integrity in Achilles achieves the form and authority of
immanent divinity, with its inviolable, lonely singleness, half repellent because of
its almost inhuman austerity, but irresistible in its passion and perfected selfhood.

Yet the scale is not weighted in favor of this gleaming vision.’>7 ‘Integrity’,

‘perfected selfhood’ mixed with ‘almost inhuman austerity’: this is a dream for a

5TWhitman 1958, 182, Whitman's trcatment of Achilles remains deeply insightful, and is
cspecially scnsitive to the hero's savagery.
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self without loss, an impossible longing for a world where entrance to the social did
not involve loss. In short, Achilles seeks to be a Cyclops - a perfect, whole being.
His is a paradoxical desire to be a being without desire, an asocial, monadic one.
His desire for a perfect autonomy coincides with the loss of the possibility of
freedom, the loss of desire - which is based on lack.

Yet there are deeper similarities between the two. Achilles’ speech in Iliad 9
was suffused with a rhetoric of radical leveling; with the credibility of the public
law (in the person of the king, Agamemnon) suspended, the speech demolished the
social codes which differentiated people into categories of noble and evil, esthlos
and kakos. We should pay particular attention to the position of enunciation of the
speech. Achilles’ reflection on his mortality leads him to speak, for a moment, from
an imaginary position outside the heroic world. So too the first words of the
Cyclops to Odysseus are made by a figure who is outside human society:

& Eeivor, Tiveg to1é; 160ev A0 Lypd kéAevBa;

fi_11 kot npA&wv N poyidiog GAdAncde

old te Aniotiipeg vreip aAa, 1ot T dAdwvion

yuxag napBéuevor, koxdv aArodanoict gépovieg; (0d.9.252-55)

Strangers, who are you? From where do you come sailing over the watery

ways? Is it on some business, or are you recklessly roving

as pirates do, when they sail on the salt sea and venture

their lives as they wander, bringing evil to alien people?

The Cyclops addresses the men as xeinoi. He will soon declare that he cares
nothing for Zeus or his laws, so what can such a word mean from the lips of a
Cyclops? It can only be a mocking rejection of the entire system of xenia. He
continues by drawing a distinction between wandering pirates and those travel with
a purpose; but again, an important distinction within human society is meaningless
to a Cyclops, who rejects such distinctions. The common-sense aspect of the
good/bad distinction between piracy and civilized law, between what is esthlos and

kakos, is leveled in the eye of a figure of pure lawlessness. The self-same words

used by the Cyclops’ are earlicr used by Nestor as he greets Telemachus
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(0d.3.7174). But if this seems to be a conventional use of the formula by a law-
abiding hero, his later account of his return home once more complicates the
distinction between piracy and civilization:

® QiA’, éret y’ euvnoag mCuoc;. . £V EKELVQ

Snum avstknpev usvog aoxerox Vieg Axaw)v

nuev oco Euv vnuow én’ nepoetSea nOVTIOV

nkaCouevm xata lmﬁ om] apéeu:v Axllleug.

nd’ doa kot mept acr'o péyo. Tpraporo ¢ avamog

papvaped’ - évlo 8’ énerta xatéktabev docon dprator (0Od.3.103-8)

Dear friend, since you remind me of sorrows which in that country

we endured, we sons of the Achaians valiant forever,

or all we endured in our ships on the misty face of the water

cruising after plunder wherever Achilleus led us,

or all we endured about the great city of the lord Priam

fighting; and all who were our best were killed in that place.

The journey described by Nestor is not performed with a purpose, kot
npi&v; it is a wandering without direction, a series of piratical expeditions. It also
mirrors the actions of Odysseus in approaching the island of the Cyclopes: for
within the narrative of return, this is an unmotivated encounter.58 We can now
ponder the significance of the mocking words of the Cyclops; it not only blurs the
distinction between law and transgression of the law. It points toward the violence
inherent to the public law, to the manner in which the law itself is a form of
piracy.3 Let us continue the parallel between the Cyclops and Achilles as figures of
bie. The words of the Cyclops reverse the common-sensical opposition between

crude ‘violence’ opposed by pacifying ‘law’. The uitimate violence is not in ‘force’

but in the symbolic system which is the backdrop for every act of force, not in the

58The comments of Austin (1980, fn9) arc apt: 'Any anthropological analysis of the Cyclopcia,
structuralist or othcrwisc, which ignorcs the person of the central actor in the cpisode must do
injustice both to the story and to its particular shaping of the concepts of barbarism and
civilization. The trickster-hero violates cvery code of civilized behavior, as nowhere else in the
Odysscy, and docs so before the Cyclops demonstrates any deviant behavior.'

590n the violence of the law, scc Salecl 1994, Note also the remarks of Pucci 1987, 175fF, on the
ambiguity of 0d.17.287-89, where Eumacus is told by Odysscus that ‘on account of the
destructive stomach, well-benched ships are fitted out for the barren sea to bring cvils on one's
cnemics'. The reference can be both to pirates, and to the Trojan war. Cf Crotty, 137ff.
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transgression of law implied by ‘piracy’, but in the actions performed in the name
of the law . It is not enough to point out that the psychotic Cyclops ‘mocks’ social
codes: the codes are suspended, and laid bare in the randomness of the violence
they cause. This commentary on Odysseus is deeply insightful: he seems to be both
civilizer and marauder, a figure who subverts the law as he carries it out.%0

The language of the Cyclops points toward a hidden truth structuring the
travels of Odysseus. From a land of darkness, an immortal night, he sees. But the
actions of the episode itself also epitomize the entire Apologoi. Odysseus’
leadership of his troops comes under the closest scrutiny. They show a deep
distrust of him, but are unable to break with his authority. The selected men who
accompany him to the cave of the Cyclops die one by one, just as the wider
narrative of the journey home will portray the death, one by one, of the crew. With
this in mind, let us look in closer detail at some more significant words of the
Cyclops. In response to the revelation of the name ‘Outis’, the Cyclops promises
Odysseus a reward:

Obtwv éyd mopatov €0opon peTd 016’ ET¢porot
1006 &’ &AAoug npdabev- 10 8¢ 1ot Ecwviiiov Eotan. (0d.9.369-70)

60We should pausc over this scemingly paradoxical aspect of Odysscus, which is, I think, crucial
to his status in myth. Let us return to the heritage of Autolycus: Autolycus is both the ‘cnemy’ of
socicty and the trickster. The association brings with it a major problem. How can onc ever tell
them apart? The ability of a Ieader to ccment (via metis) the realm of the social is preciscly what
renders him an ‘outsider’. This takes us to the heart of the relationship between superego and ego-
idcal - the cgo-ideal is not scparate from superego (as if they had nothing to do with cach other).
Rather, the very success of the operations of the public law renders it superegoic - just as Athena's
offer to kill the suitors all at oncc is obviously connected (an cxtension of) Odysscus' desire to kill
them with metis. The situation of Autolycus on the cusp of the civilized - his ability to exercise
the power of the defining clement of civilization (metis) turns him into a an enemy of civilization
- provides a matrix with which we can understand three of the figures considered in detail so far,
Dolon, the Cyclops and Achilles. Dolon’s trickery remains attached to the pursuit of prestige: he
is not yet an ‘encmy’ of socicty, an outsider. Achilles lingers with the possibility of rejecting the
law cntircly (that is, he flirts with psychosis) beforc giving in to a superego imperative, and thus
becomes fanatically devoted to the law. The Cyclops is perhaps most Autolycan of all, in that he
simply rejects socicty (though this mcans that he has no opportunity to cxcercise metis); we should
note that the Cyclops lives as Autolycus docs on the top of a mountain, they are both agrios, and
both have no concern for the gods. But this rcjection in cffect means that he is not a figure of
metis, because his rejection of society is complete.
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Then I will eat Nobody after his friends, and the others

I will eat first, and that shall be my guest present to you.

In return for the gift of the name, the Cyclops offers his gift - the leader will
be caten last. But undemeath the humor lies a grimmer reality. For Odysseus will
indeed be the last and only survivor of the voyage after his companions have all
perished. The words recall the proem, where the lost nostos of the hetairoi
contrasted with the uneasy ability of Odysseus to escape death. His is a death-rite
deferred; the final welcome at the gates of Hades is postponed for him but not his
companions. The somber connection [ have suggested between Odysseus and the
gods associated with death, Hades and Hermes, provides a strange connection
between Odysseus and the Cyclops’ words; for, as a figure who represents the
limit between life and death, he is indeed the last figure left over after the deaths,
one by one, of the many. If the Cyclops functions as a figure of death, symbolically
consuming humans one at a time, there is also a certain affinity to Odysscus. The
joke of the Cyclops is prophetic.

But there is another sense in which this prophetic remark is substantiated.
For after he speaks these words, he will not consume any other of the companions.
The next thing the Cyclops will ‘consume’ is the sharp stake which is driven into
his eye.%! The effect of this blinding, as argued, is to drag the psychotic, god-like
Cyclopes into the mortal realm of the social. The ‘eating of Outis’ signifies
precisely this; after the blinding, he will no longer be a *onc’, but a being in
language (Poly-phemus) who has incurred an irrecoverable loss, a ‘nothing’ driven
into the one-ness of his being which renders him mortal. In the exchange between
Odysseus and Polyphemus, Odysseus brings mortality to the Cyclops by

appropriating the destructive role of the Cyclops as a bringer of death.

610n the punning on Outis and obtéw, Peradotto 149(F.
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Circles of death: Wrapping up the Cephallenians

The Cyclops’ ‘gift’ to Odysseus splits him from his companions: they will
die first, he will die last. It is a split which recurs throughout Odyssey 9, and
indeed the entire Apologoi.6? It occurs later in the peculiar, dual nature of
Polyphemus’ curse after he believes he has discovered Odysseus’ identity. He first
prays that Odysseus will not reach home, but then amends the curse; if this is not
fated, at least he should lose his companions and find troubles at home (9.529-35).
Of course only the second part of the curse will be completed. But the significance
of the split between the ‘many’ troops and their leader Odysseus is attached to the
wider issue of ideological control the episode raises. Odysseus begins his first

speech to the Cyclops by identifying himself as just one of the host of Achaeans:

nuelg to1 TpoinBev anonAayyBévieg 'Axaiot
novtoiols’ avépoiov vrep péya Aaitpua BaAdoong,
olkade iéuevm aAAnv 080v Ao kéAevBa
NABopev- oVtw nov Zevg 10ehe unttoochm
Acoi &’ Atpism Ayauep.vovog g0yOned’ ewal,
100 81 ViV YE pHEYIGTOV DRovpAviov kAEog Eoti- (0d.9.259-64)

We are Achaeans from Troy, beaten off our true course

by winds from every direction across the great gulf of the open
sea, making for home, by the wrong way, on the wrong courses.
So we have come. So it has pleased Zeus to arrange it.

We claim we are of the following of the son of Atreus,
Agamemnon, whose fame now is the greatest thing under heaven..

It is has been noted that this refusal to name himself as leader is a necessary
part of the deception of the Cyclops, and the QOutis trick.63 But it is also another

instance of Odysseus ‘modesty’. In the Doloneia, he refused to take any credit for

621n Nagler's words (1990, 344): *A rcfrain that punctuates the Adventures in mantic space could
be paraphrased: “We got out, regretting the loss of our companions but grateful to have escaped
with our own skins.” The ‘we’ is incxorably reduced to Odysscus.

63Scc Austin 1972, Peradotto 1990, 117.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



182

his action. But more relevant for the supposed deference to Agamemnon shown
here are his actions in /liad 2, where he supplanted the symbolic authority of
Agamemnon (appearing as an ego-ideal) as he subverted it. Here, the attribution of
glory to Agamemnon for the sacking of Troy is opposed by his own status as ‘city-
sacker’, in particul'ar through the stratagem of the wooden horse. But it is the
ideological effect of this melding into the masses which is crucial. The ability of a
leader (at the symbolic level of the public law) to control his many followers
depends on his ability to let the masses identify with the ego-ideal he represents; he
must not be viewed as an outsider with his own interests, using power for his own
personal ends. Rather, the ability to control the many occurs when there is a short-
circuit between the qualities displayed by the leader, and the qualities the troops
believe to be their qualities. Should this happen, the leader then becomes ‘one of
them’ (or us). The weakness of Agamemnon in /liad 2 comes from the general
feeling that he acts not on behalf of the community, but for his own narrower wants
(the abduction of the wife of Menelaus, a family matter). Because of this
perception, he is no longer primus inter pares, an aristos leading a community of
aristoi, but a selfish outsider. Odysseus’ intervention returns the troops to an
identification with broader symbolic goals. The disappearances (and appearances)
of Odysseus as leader in Book 9 are important for the workings of power. Briefly
put, if he appears as leader at all (as he indeed does), it is evidence of a weakening
of his authority.

The clearest instance of the symbolic control exercised by Odysscus over
his men comes at the time when they are dependent on him: it is during their cscape
from the cave, attached to the sheep of the Cyclops. The episode has much in’
common with the tricking of Proteus, and we can use the carlier trick to help us
understand this one. As carlier argued, that trick opened the question of the

relationship of the one to the many. Before his deception, the Proteus scals were
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constituted as a group by Proteus’ counting. But as Proteus doubts for the first
time, the naturalness of that relationship is questioned (as a gap is opened between
signifier and signified). The seals will no longer simply be a group centered around
a leader, but will (or will not) be made a group by the performative action of the
counter. The seals become a group of seals because Proteus counts them as a
group. He imposes an end and a beginning to the numerical sequence. In Odyssey
9, Odysseus’ trick reveals the manner in which his metis controls the constitution of
Odysseus’ crew as Odysseus’ crew.

As with the Proteus trick, the crucial aspect of the trick lies not at the level
of sign and referent, but at the level of signifier and signified. The conventional
reading of Polyphemus’ deception rests on the assumption that he is fooled by the
disguisc of Odysscus and his men hidden beneath the rams (just as the conventional
reading of the Proteus deception seems to depend upon the disguise of seal skins).
Yet this does nothing to explain the different disguise used by Odysseus (attached
to one ram) and his men (each tied between three). The description of the split into a
ram which is ‘by far the best’ and an array of other rams which are excellent, but of
a clearly inferior order duplicates the difference between a man who is ‘by far the
best’, and thus a leader of men, and a community of aristoi. If Polyphemus misses
the general disguise of the rams, it is his failure to make a distinction between the
group and their leader which is ultimately far more important.

10 O¢ vf]znor; oUK EVONoev,

g 01 VT’ €lponOKWV GlwV GTEPVOLST dEdevTo.

Yotatog Gpveldg pnAwv Eoteixe 00pale,

AGxve OTELVOPUEVOG KO EUOL UKLV GPOVEOVTL.

10v &’ émpacodauevog tpocégn kpatepog Molbgnuog:

*kpi& mémov, Ti pot (de d1& onéog Ecovo pHAwv

Yototog; ob 1L ndpog ye AeAewupévog Epyeat oidv,

GALS oAb mp@dtog vépeot tépev’ dvBea moing

pakpd Bifids, rpdtog 8 Podc TOTAUDY APIKAVELS,
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guv Xuypom etapowt 8ap.aooapevo<; PPEVOG OV,
Ouug, ov ob nm onpL neqmypavov spuev oAeBpov.
el 8n opocppovemg nompmvneu; € Yévoio
eutsw omtn KEIVOg EUOV uevog niaokaler:
T® KE ot eywcecpalog YE 81(1 onéog aAAudig akln
Oewvopévou pouou:o npog oVdeT, xad 58 T' £pov xiip
l(u(pnoete KaK@Y, ta Ko ounﬁavog nopev OvTg.

0OG €AV TOV Kp1ov and €0 néune Bvpale.
£ABGvTeg &’ MPatov and oneiovg Te xot aOARG
np@tog Ui’ dpverod Avounv, vrélvca 8’ Eraipoug.
xapradipwg 8¢ 1a pida tavavroda, tiova dnud,
noAAG mepLtponéovieg EAaOVOpEY, Opp’ éni vija
ixOpned’ - dondoior 8¢ pidoro’ ETdpoict PAvnpey,
ol guyouev Bavatov- tovg 8¢ otevéyovto yodvres. (0d.9.442-67)

in his guilelessness [he] did not notice

how my men were fastened under the breasts of his fleecy
sheep. Last of all the flock the ram went out of the doorway,
loaded with his own fleece, and with me, and my close counsels.
Then, feeling him, powerful Polyphemus spoke a word to him:
“My dear old ram, why are you thus leaving the cave last of
the sheep? Never in the old days were you left behind by
the flock, but long-striding, far ahead of the rest would pasture
on the tender bloom of the grass, be first at running rivers,
and be eager always to lead the way first back to the sheepfold
at evening. Now you are last of all. Perhaps you are grieving
for your master's eye, which a bad man with his wicked companions
put out, after he had made my brain helpless with wine, this
Nobody, who I think has not yet got clear of destruction.
If only you could think like us and only be given
a voice, to tell me where he is skulking away from my anger,
then surely he would be smashed against the floor and his brains go
splattering all over the cave to make my heart lighter
from the burden of all the evils this niddering Nobody gave me.”

So he spoke, and sent the ram along from him, outdoors,
and when we had got a little way form the yard and the cavern,
first I got myself loose from my ram, then set my companions
free, and rapidly then, and rounding them up, we
drove the long-striding sheep, rich with fat, until we reached
our ship, and the sight of us who had escaped death was welcome
to our companions, but they began to mourn for the others.

The tricking of Polyphemus recalls a number of motifs already commented
upon. He notices that the rams leave the cave in an unusual order. In particular, his
favorite ram sticks out. Normally he is the first to lcave and first to return home, but
he now is the last of all to leave. If the escape from the cave is traditionally viewed

as an escape from death for Odysseus’ crew, the manner of the escape has somber
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overtones: for Odysseus is the last to emerge from the cave, just as he alone will
survive the journey to Ithaca. The manner in which the crew are sent out ‘first’ also
reflects much of the structure of the Apologoi; in a series of other adventures, the
leader Odysseus sends out a series of men to find out about the situation, treating
them as virtual guinea pigs. As the men discover an assortment of evils, Odysseus
then intervenes to save a part of them (it is the reluctance to be treated as a ‘guinea
pig’ which motivates the resistance of Eurylochus).

The form of the trick also illustrates the complete dependence of the crew on
their leader. Odysseus, attached to the ram who is ‘by far the best’ (6x" &piotog,
9.432) is the last to leave the cave; but after the escape, he is the first to untie
himself, and is then responsible for untying his companions. The crew, as a group
attached to sheep, are symbolically encircled by the actions of Odysseus. The crew
are caught up between Odysseus as ‘first’ and Odysseus as ‘last’. He wraps them
up. For this reason this ‘counting’ of the men-as-sheep is a significant step beyond
the counting of Proteus. Proteus was introduced to the concept of limits, of
‘wrapping up’ a sequence by introducing a beginning and end to the chain of
numbers, the narrative left the relationship between Proteus and his scals open.
Here, the ‘sheep’ of Polyphemus (and Odysseus’ men) are encircled by Odysseus’
counting. We can also recall the trickery of Hephaestus in the second song of
Demodocus: the spiders webs wrapped up Ares and Aphrodite in a perfect circle:
(xée déopata xOKkAmt andvint). The circle is perfect, and yet imperfect: for it
remains a circle constructed by Hephaestus, an agent external to the circle as such.
Odysseus’ trick saves his companions, but at the same time as he encircles them,
demonstrating an ideological control over them which is a crucial theme of the

Apologoi.t4

64This is not an Odysscan technique limited to the Odyssey: his persuasive tactics in Hiad 2 repeat
the gesture. At the time when the men arc on the verge of returning home, he looks back in time

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



186

The irony of the disguise of the men as sheep is that it is utterly appropriate
to the behavior of the men. Odysseus’ men behave like sheep, following their
leader through thick and thin. The parallel between the sheep and men is ncatly
indicated by the description of the rounding up of the sheep after the men are
released: ntoAA& neprzponeovteg. We follow Stanford in taking the verb as
transitive, meaning ‘round up’ the many sheep.55 But in this rounding up we
should note a pun on the most famous epithet of Odysseus, polytropos. The sheep
are encircled by the ‘many turns’ of the men, just as the men themselves were
earlier encircled by the man of many turns, Odysseus. This is the context for the
later remarks of the crew, when they rebuke Odysseus for endangering their lives
(0d.9.498ff). His taunting of Polyphemus does indeed put all of their lives at risk,
but only insofar as they collectively pledge allegiance to him.

But if the trickery of Hephaestus was successful, it was not the trick of an
invincible trickster. It was in response to an act of adultery he was helpless to
prevent. Further, as soon as the circle of the web is complete, Hermes suggests a
desire to transgress it, break its bonds. We can also recal! the head of Sisyphus,
which sticks out even as it is hidden by the dust which his efforts create. A trickster
ultimately relies on his ability to disguise himself as the agent of the trick. It is this
which allows us to explain the conclusion of the trick of the sheep - their
consumption:

[W]e ourselves stepped out onto the break of the sea beach,

and from the hollow ships bringing out the flocks of the Cyclops

we shared them out so none might go cheated of his proper

portion; but for me alone my strong-greaved companions

excepted the ram when the sheep were shared, and I sacrificed him
on the sands to Zeus.. (0d.9.547-53) '

to the beginning of the expedition to Troy; he then recalls a prophecy of Calchas that Troy would
be taken in the 10th year. His memory and prediction (which take over the role of the prophet)
restore the faith of the Greeks in the mission; but they also are an instance of controlling them.
Odysscus allows them to identify with a certain story told of the Trojan war - a story of a
beginning and end which he himsclf constructs. When the troops identify with this story, they
then play their (scripted) parts as loyal soldiers in it,

65Stanford ad loc, who notes the parallcl in Hymn to Hermes 542.
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Burkert has confessed a certain unease at Odysseus’ sacrifice of the ‘good
ram to whom he owes his life.’66 He overcomes his queasiness by reminding
himself that the entire purpose of the ‘quest’ was to find food. However, the theme
of the relationship between the leader and his troops adds a further significance to
the consumption of the ram. The companions are happy to give the ram, ‘by far the
best’ of the flock, to Odysseus. It is thus a recognition of his status as ‘by far the
best’. But this sign of his superiority is immediately consumed; the leader
disappears with the flock at the end of the trick, and Odysseus merges back into the
midst of his men, the position he had located himself at the beginning of the episode
by denying any special role for himself in the sacking of Troy.

There is one further aspect of the tricking of Polyphemus which is worthy
of note. Polyphemus fails to notice the significance of the ‘best’ ram being out of
place, last instead of first. If he is first fooled through the blinding by expecting
someone big and strong, and only encountering a ‘niggardly no-one’, the situation
is now reversed; he notices the single big ram which sticks out from the rest, but
fails to note its significance. But the reason for this failure is of especial interest.
Polyphemus is fooled because of a certain emotional vulnerability: he believes the
ram to have come out last out of a sense of solidarity with his blinded master. The
moment Polyphemus presumes an emotional bond between himself and his beloved
ram coincides with the moment he is fooled. The initial wound signaled his
dependence on others; he now discovers that dependence opens up the possibility

for self-deception.

Blind Eyes

66Byrkert 33.
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It is a common critical story that the companions of Odysseus deserve to
die. They choose to eat the cattle of the sun, for which they are morally culpable.6?
This view coincides with the apparent judgement of the proem: abt@v yép
opetépnowv atachourinov 6Aovto (0d.1.7). But the ability of Odysseus to
encircle, control his men makes the matter more complex. For what can it mean to
speak of the moral errors of a group of men who are always identified with their
leader? It is highly significant that when Eurylochus produces the only open
challenge to Odysseus’ leadership, he does so in words which echo the proem. He
claims that the victims of the Cyclops died because of Odysseus:

T00T0L Yip Kol Kelvor atasBalinsv Ghovro. (Od.10.437)

[Flor it was by this man’s recklessness that these too perished.

Eurylochus’ position is quite clear. He does not hold Odysseus and the
companions mutually responsible for the disasters that befall them. He presumes
that the men themselves, insofar as they follow the leader’s orders, are at the mercy
of the leader’s judgements. This might seem irrelevant for the responsibility of the
crew in eating the cattle of the sun. In this specific case, Odysseus’ men disobey
Odysscus’ command: he tells them not to eat the cattle, and they eat the cattle behind
his back as he sleeps. This returns us to the surface reading of the proem; Odysseus
could not save his men, sorely though he tricd. But we have already seen that
Odysseus’ rhetoric of modesty about his failures is not above suspicion; it often
points toward the subtler ruses of Odyssean power. For if it is true that the
companions arc wrapped up by Odysseus’ ideological control of them, might not

the most convincing display of that power involve having them perform tasks of his

67 Eg. Scgal 1994, chapter 10, Nagler 1990,
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choosing at the time they belicve they are acting autonomously? I want to suggest
that the narrative signposts this possibility. I then compare the story of the cattle of
the sun with other aethloi of Odysseus, with which it has much in common.

The narrative pointer comes at the beginning of the episode. Odysseus tells
his men of the warning of Circe to avoid the island of Helios, but is countered by
Eurylochus; tired by wandering, he asks for the opportunity to have supper on the
island. This is Odysseus’ reply:

o €pat’ EvpdAoyog, éni &' fiveov dAAot £taipor.

xal tote On yivookov, 0 81 xoxd pideto Saipwv,

Kol pv govioog Enea TTEPOEVTE TPOCTVOWY

EvpoAroy’, 1 udAa oM pe Bralete podvov dvra.

AL’ dye VOV pOt TAVTEG OMOCOOITE KAPTEPOV OpKOV:

el k€ Tv’ € Podv ayéAnv f| ndY péy’ oldv

ebpwpev, u mod g dracBarifor kaxjiory

i Bodv NE Tt piidov dnoxtdvy - GAAd ExmAot

éoBiete Ppdpnv, thv dBavdam népe Kipkn. (0d.12.294-302)

So spoke Eurylochus, and my other companions assented.

I saw then what evil the divinity had in mind for us,

and so I spoke aloud to him and addressed him in winged words:

“Eurylochus, I am only one man. You force me to it.

But come then all of you, swear a strong oath to me, that if

we come upon some herd of cattle or on some great flock

of sheep, no one of you in evil and reckless action

will slaughter any ox or sheep. No, rather than this, eat

at your pleasure of the food immortal Circe provided.”

Odysseus gives in to the argument of Eurylochus, even as he is careful to
point out that he knew that this would guarantec an evil outcome: xai té1e 81
Yivooxov. Most figures of Greek myth could utter these lines and persuade, but
there is something perplexing about Odysseus uttering them. The hero of trickery,
who has spent most of his time on Phaeacia exhibiting the ability of his metis to
overcome any bie, now claims to be subject to the ‘force’ of Eurylochus. This
force, which must refer to the ability of the many companions to overcome him, has
its own roots in the persuasive powers of Eurylochus: it is bie once more dependent

on a previous act of metis. It is not a simple act of force at all. The alleged force
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exerted on Odysseus also echoes the most famous lines of the poem exemplifying

his metis:

0 péAa 81 pe Pralete podvov édvia.

el pev 8N pn tig oe Praleton olov £6vra,
voUGoV ¥’ ol mwg €6t A0 peydhov aAéacBor.. (0d.9.410-11)

The Cyclops believed he was blinded by a someone called ‘no-one’. In the
encounter with the cattle of the sun, this named figure of anonymity is replaced by
an anonymous daimon who is plotting evil behind the scenes: xok& pundeto
daipwv. It is worthy of note that the verb undopou is etymologically connected to
metis. Odysseus, the master of metis hints at the workings of a hidden metis, even
as he professes helplessness because he claims he is the victim of force. With this
in minﬁ, Odysseus' own reference to the atasthalia which will lead to the
companions’ destruction becomes less straightforward. It is as if he refuses to
exercise his metis at the time it is most necessary for a caring leader, and so gives
them every opportunity to show their infamous atasthalia. The refusal to show
metis begins to look like another ruse of metis. How can this be of help in
understan;ling the episode?

Rather than viewing the episode as one of pure impiety, explaining the loss
of the crew, we can view the episode as another one of the ‘tricks’ performed by
the ultimate trickster, which reworks many of the themes of metis already
considered. Douglas Frame has explored the connections between the stealing of
the cattle of the Sun and the theft of the flocks of the Cyclops; he argues that the
adventures of the Apologoi share features of solar mythology, and are linked to the
hero’s evasion of death. The cave and flock of the Cyclops arc common features of

solar mythology, as the Sun also owns cattle and sheep located within a cave. The
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most likely etymology of the name of the Cyclops points to his status as a sun god:
‘The Cyclops, as “circle-eyed,” would originally have symbolized the sun itself.’68
Let us lay out the parallels: in both episodes, a herd of animals who are the
privileged possession of divine figures and who are characterized by their powers
of sight are stolen and then consumed. The consequence in both cases is a demand
for a similar recompense by the aggrieved parties - the death of the crew of
Odysseus.

The comparison runs deeper. In both cases, there is a deception of a
supposedly omnipotent being. The contempt of the Cyclops for Odysseus is
matched by the ‘all-secing’ nature of the Sun:

These are the cattle and fat sheep of a dreaded
god, Helios, who sees all things and listens to all things. (0d.12.322-3)

What is extraordinary about the episode is that this god who ‘sees and hears
all’ will not witness the actions of the companions of Odysseus. He finds out about
it when it is too late, from a message from Lampetia (Od.12.374ff).6? The theme of
knowledge arriving ‘too late’ is common in the Odyssey. Hephaestus discovered
the crime of Ares and Aphrodite too late; the Sun saw the crime, but he could not
prevent it. The Cyclops remembered the prophecy of Telemus after his circular eye
had been punctured. Because the companions are able to consume the cattle, their
action in and of itself suggests a symbolic blinding of the Sun; the trick reveals that
the Sun, along with the Cyclops, has a blind spot. Far from an all-seeing being, he

is a vulnerable one. But what is intriguing is that this temporary blindness of Helios

68Frame 69.

69The inconsistency of this weakness of the omniscient god led Aristarchus to reject lines 12.374-
90. But rejecting the lincs docs nothing to explain the failure to prevent the killing of the cattle.
Stanford (ad loc) defends the lines, noting that ‘omniscicnce is anomalously trcated clsewhere in
Homer’, and refers to the tricking of Proteus. The trcatment is not so much ‘anomalous’ as a
sustaincd exploration of the manner in which humans arc defined in their relationship to
omniscicnce.
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coincides with a temporary blindness of Odysseus. He claims he is lulled to sleep
by the gods. When he wakes up, it is ‘too late’:

Kol téts pot Bke&po’zpmv é&écomo viidupog Vrvog:
Briv &’ iévan €nt vna Gonv Kot ewa Baldoong.
aM ote on oxeSov N KWV VEOG au(plskloong,
xai T0TE pe Kviong apcpn?\.ueev ndvg abTun-
olpnEag 62: Beoion pet’ deavdtmm yeya')veuv
"Zev natep n8 aAlol uampag 9801 oV €0vTeg,
n ME nal Elg amv xomnoara VIAEL D brve,
o1 &’ Erapor péya Epyov éunticavro pévovreg. (0d.9.366-73)

At that time the quiet sleep was lost from my eyelids,

and I went back down to my fast ship and the sand of the scashore,
but on my way, as I was close to the oar-swept vessel,

the pleasant savor of cooking meat came drifting around me,

and I cried out my grief aloud to the gods immortal:

“Father Zeus, and you other everlasting and blessed

gods, with a pitiless sleep you lulled me, to my confusion,

and my companions staying here contrived a great deed.”®

This coincidence of moments of blindness between Odysseus and the Sun suggests
a near identification. The cattle are eaten because neither Odysseus nor the Sun
sees. The obvious suggestion is that the episode portrays the limits of Odysseus’
metis. But can we be so sure? There are once more reasons for doubt. Metis returns
in the action of the companions, who ‘contrive a great deed’. Odysseus’ ability to
perform acts of metis is transferred for this one and only time to the companions,
who both perform the deed, and pay for their status as direct agents of this act of
metis. The companions are also allowed to venture on ahead to meet their doom, a
scenario which is repeated throughout the Apologoi.”! But most intriguing is the
parallel with the Cyclops, where the metis of Odysseus involved his noos, his
ability to outwit the pseudo-omnipotence of the Cyclops. The result was the

consumption of the sheep. In the encounter with Helios, the result is the same: the

701 modify the translation of Lattimore, who translates ‘uéya €pyov éunticavto’ as

‘darcd a dced that was monstrous’. There is no hint of cither ‘monstrosity’ or *dared’ in the Greek,
and Lattimorce’s translation was presumably influenced by his belicf in the moral error of the
companions.

710n this pattern, once more Nagler 1990, 344,
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acute powers of perception of the divine being are unable to prevent the
consumption of his livestock. The only difference is that the loss of the cattle occurs
because of Odysseus’ failure to see. Odysseus’ ultimate metis perhaps lies in his
ability to turn a blind eye to the events he knows his companions will perform, and,
as a result, to escape the revenge of the aggrieved victim who focuses his wrath on
the immediate agents of the mega ergon.

There are significant other details which can help us clarify the complexity
of the situation. In response to the eating of the cattle, Helios threatens to shine in
the realm of the Hades:

Unless these are made to give me just recompense for my cattle,
I will go down to Hades’ and give my light to the dead men. (Od.12.382-3)

The consumption of the cattle threatens to collapse the boundary between
day and night, between the realm of life and light and darkness and death. The
guarantee of the death of the companions given to Helios preserves this limit. This
preservation of a limit recalls the actions of Odysseus in the Doloneia. The
successful capture of the blazing horses of Rhesus is an act of metis which
promises (but only promises) to be the ultimate act of trickery satisfying every
desire. But as soon as the horses are captured, they already point towards
something better beyond them. The perfection of Odysseus’ metis functioned to
highlight the constitutive aspect of human desire. Any attempt to achieve the
impossible goal of capturing the Sun fails, for as soon as the impossible goal is
achieved, it is no longer impossible. It points towards a further impossible goal
beyond the one achieved. If the Doloneia suggested a necessary unfulfillability in
every human attempt at achieving one’s desire, the events of Odyssey 12 suggests
that this human failing is built into the divine world. To capture the chariot of the
Sun is to be identified with an ‘all-secing’ being. But the loss of his cattle, together
with his agreement not to shine in Hades, suggests that this ‘all-seeing’ god does

not see everything. Hades is left untouched by light, a region beyond Helios’ ken
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which continues to function as a blind spot. Even the Sun can be fooled, because of
the darkness which lies outside of his realm. The power of the Sun to see
everything has a limit.

The agreement between Zeus and Helios is symbolically significant. In
exchange for the death of mortals, Helios agrees to his own fallibility. Indeed, he
has no choice in this matter. For if he were to shine in Hades, the limit separating
the realm of the mortals and immortals would be smashed, and thus the crew of
Odysseus could not be punished with death. In order to satisfy his desire, he must
recognize a limit to his powers. It is the recognition of this blind spot (associated
with the darkness of Hades, and thus death) which provides the conditions of
possibility for metis to function. It introduces an irreducible element of doubt into
human affairs. The lesson of the eating of the cattlc of Sun is that no-onc sces
everything, not even all-seeing gods. The functioning of metis is parasitic on this
blind spot. But there is a further implication. Metis can not be reduced to powers of
perception. It is instead related to an ability to manipulate powers of perception (to
turn, or not to turn a blind eye). It is dependent on the uncertainty as to which is
which. An act of apparent stupidity can be metis at its most cunning, just as the
most self-cvidently rational action can be the action of a fool.

The similarity between the tricking of the Cyclops and the tricking of
Helios stages this uncertainty. If the tricking of the Cyclops is a straightforward
case of powers of perception defeating a counterpart, the Helios episode hints that
apparent blindness can itself be feigned. Any simple attempt to distinguish the acts
of a ‘good’, all-secing Odysseus who cares for his men, and the blunder of a lcader
who provides them with the rope to hang themselves are complicated by the same
outcome that both events guarantee: the death of the companions. We can ask which
is more harmful to his men: his perception, or the failure of that perception? But if

this must remain a question without answer (it is left open to doubt), it is worth
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pondering a final connection between the two episodes. After the companions
consume the cattle, Odysseus tells of the consequences:
avtap énel p° ént vije kaetiAvBov 118¢ OdAacoay,

veikeov GAroBev GAdov émotadov, ovdé T1 pijxog

gvpépevan duvapesBo- Boeg &' anotéBvacay 1. (04.12.391-4)

But when I came back again to the ship and the seashore,

they all stood about and blamed each other, but we were not able

to find any remedy, for the oxen were already dead.

The impossibility of finding a ‘cure’, a ‘pfixog’ for the deed which has
been completed recalls the words of Odysseus to the Cyclops after his blinding. In
that episode, the Cyclopean appeal to his father was a recognition of his
dependency on others. The prayer looked to a separate figure of authority to cure
the loss of the eye which had made the Cyclops a social being. Odysseus’ reply had
reminded the Cyclops that no appeal to a father could help him. In Odyssey 12, the
impossibility of a finding a cure signals the imminent deaths of the companions. It
seems to suggest the failure of Odysseus as a father figure for his men. It is as if the
men themselves remained oblivious to the Icsson about fathers Odysseus himself
had acted out in the blinding of the Cyclops. There are connections to other
episodes. There is a quarrel, a veikog, among the crew. Odyssey 8 staged the first
‘veixog’ on Phaeacia, which in turn heralded the entrance of that civilization to the
social as a contested space. The first ‘quarrel’ among the companions of Odysscus
divides them into a group of individuals with competing belicfs. No longer
followers of orders, they now stage a neikos in order to come to terms with their
situation. Previously, they had always acted as a collective, obeying the orders of
Odysseus. There is one exception. They ate the cattle of the Sun of their own
volition. But regardless of the role of Odysseus’ metis in this event, it is notablc

that they still acted as a collective persuaded by a leader. This quarrel in response to

the consumption of the cattle is the first time the companions of Odysscus have
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involved themselves in the struggles of the social world; at this point of
contestation, they can no longer be defined by their allegiance to Odysseus. But the
irony is that this occurs too late. This provides a special significance to Odysseus’
words confirming the death of the cattle: Boeg 8’ anotéBvacay 1idn. The obvious
referent is the cattle of Helios. But the companions are also in an important sense
‘already dead’. They are already dead because, until it was too late, they had always
acted like livestock, cattle (or sheep) following their master.

Though it is possible to trace the tension between Odysseus and his men
throughout the Apologoi, let me finish by considering the moment of greatest crisis,
when the companions are closest to rebellion. Here too the motifs of ‘heads’ and
‘livestock’ coincide. When Odysseus finds out from Eurylochus about the
disappearance of the group of men who entered the house of Circe, he decides to
try to rescue them. Once he has succeeded, he is ordered by Circe to return to the
other companions, and bring them to her home. At this point, he encounters the
resistance of Eurylochus. Eurylochus tries to persuade the companions not to return
with Odysseus to the house of Circe, warning them that they will be turned into
wolves or lions (0d.10.431ff). There is a well-known inconsistency in the
narrative here. Earlier, Odysseus had informed us that Eurylochus had no idea what
had happened to the men. He followed the companions into the house of Circe, but
because he suspected treachery he decided not to enter. He waited patiently outside
for them, but they never re-appeared (Od.10.251ff). How can Eurylochus know
that there is a danger of metamorphosis into animals if he has no idea of the fate of
his companions, nor of the powers of Circe?

Heubeck has suggested that the inconsistency can be explained away by

Eurylochus’ intuition of what happened to other victims of Circe.’2 When they had

T2Hcubeck ad 0d.10.431.
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earlier approached the house of Circe, a crowd of animals had approached them.
Yet once again I suggest the apparent narrative inconsistency should make us look
for wider significance in the episode. Here is the description of Circe’s victims:

In the forest glen they came on the house of Circe. It was

in an open place, and put together from stones, well polished,

and all about it there were lions, and wolves of the mountains,

whom the goddess had given evil drugs and enchanted,

and these made no attack on the men, but came up thronging

about them, waving their long tails and fawning, in the way

that dogs go fawning about their master, when he comes home

from dining out, for he always brings back something to please them..

(0d.10.210-17)

The wild animals are compared to dogs fawning. Any individual strength is
gone, and is replaced by pathetic attempts to please a master. A similar simile
occurs later in book 10, as the remainder of the companions greet Odysseus as he
returns from Circe’s house:

And as, in the country, the calves around the cows returning

from pasture back to the dung of the farmyard, well filled with grazing,

come gamboling together to meet them, and the pens no longer

can hold them in, but lowing incessantly they come running

around their mothers, so these men, once their eyes saw me,

came streaming around me, in tears, and the spirit in them made them

feel as if they were back in their own country, the very

city of rugged Ithaka, where they were born and raised up. (0d.10.410-17)

Odysseus’ relationship to his companions is likened to the dependence of
calves on their mother. But the simile does not stop there; if Odysseus is likened to
the mother of the companions, he is also identified with their father-land. The
identity of the companions as members of a father-land, Ithaca, is parallel to their
obedience and dependence on Odysseus as a father figure, the leader of the
community on Ithaca.” This is the point of the poem when the companions are

revealed as being utterly at the whim of Odysseus as their master and it is this

T3Compare the famous words of Andromache to Hector in /liad 6.429-30, which illustrate her
pathetic dependence on him:

‘Hcektor, thus you are father to me, and my honourcd mother,

you arc my brother, and you it is who arc my young husband.’
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situation which recalls the earlier appearance of Circe’s victims, fawning dogs who
are controlled by the scraps from the table of the master (Od.10.242ff). As it
happens, feasting plays a prominent role in Odysseus’ interactions with Circe. He
had refused to dine with Circe until the companions who were victim of Circe had
been changed back into their human form:

Oh, Circe, how could any man right in his mind ever

endure to taste of the food and drink that are set before him,

until with his eyes he saw his companions set free? So then,

if you are sincerely telling me to eat and drink, set them

free, so my eyes can again behold my eager companions. (0d.10.383-7)

One set of the companions are freed in order to be able to take part in the
feast. Once freed, Circe encourages Odysseus to gather the rest of the companions,
who are (excessively) over-joyed to see him, compared to dependent farmyard

animals. This is the context for the challenge of Eurylochus:

EvpOAoyog 8¢ pot olog épikaxe ndviag etaipovg
kol oQeng povicog Enea ntepdevia Tpoonvda:
'& dethot, 06’ THEV; T1 KOKDV LUELPETE TOVTWV;
Kipkmg ég péyapov xatafnuevat, 1 xev anovtog
i 60g NE AVkoug moujoeton fit Aéoviag,
ol Kév ot péyo ddpa PLAGCGOLHEY Kal AVaYKT,
o nep KOkAwy €pE’, 01 ot pésoaviov Tkovio
nuétepor €tapot, oy 8’ 0 Bpaci einet’ 'Odvoaeig-
100TOV Yip Kol keivor atacBalinowv Shovro. (0d.10.429-437)

Only Eurylochus was trying to hold back all my other

companions, and he spoke to them and addressed them in winged words:
‘Ah, poor wretches. Where are we going? Why do you long for

the cvils of going down into Circe’s palace, for she will

transform the lot of us into pigs or wolves or lions,

and so we shall guard her great house for her, under compulsion.

So too it happened with the Cyclops, when our companions

went into his yard, and the bold Odysseus was of their company’

for it was by this man’s recklessness that these too perished.’

Eurylochus addresses the companions, not Odysseus. He argues that a
descent into the house of Circe will turn them into the fawning animals witnessed

carlier. His rhetoric is extremely interesting. He compares the act of the collective
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descending into this house with the earlier entrance into the cave of the Cyclops.
Prevalent in both examples is a rhetoric of encirclement. The companions entered
the ‘néscavdrog’ of the Cyclops, the place which is normally associated with the
pen in which cattle are enclosed at night for their greater safety.’# Yet this
‘enclosing’ leads not to safety, but to death. This encirclement is directly performed
by the ‘circle-eyed’ Cyclops, who pens them in.75 But the following line makes it
clear that Odysseus is not a part of this encircled crowd of men, and that he too is
responsible for the deaths. He enters together with them, but Eurylochus’ emphasis
on this suggests a separation from the men (cvv 8’ 6 Bpacic einet’ 'Odvoaeic),
and that he is responsible for the entrance. The underlying argument of Eurylochus
is, I think, that in entering the cattle-enclosure of the Cyclops, the men themselvcs
are acting as cattle, beholden to a master. The same motif of encirclement occurs in
the Circe episode. Frame has already suggested that Circe’s name may be
etymologically linked to krikos, the Greek word for ‘ring’.76 At any rate, the
pattern described by Eurylochus is the same. An entire group of men descend into a
house as a collective under the leadership of Odysseus, where they will be encircled
by a quasi-divine being whose name signifies the encirclement. Consequently, can
we not see an irony in the metamorphosis described by Eurylochus? The
companions will be turned into the fawning animals earlier seen, victims of Circe’s
magic. But in the act of entering this house as a group, under the leadership of
Odysseus, they are already acting as livestock. The irony of the metamorphosis ls
that in its depiction of the fantastic, it displays the underlying truth of the

relationship between Odysseus and his men.

T4CK.11.11.548, for uéscavAog in this sense, and the definition of LSJ.

75As Stanford ad loc argues, with the agreement of Heubeck, £pE’ is best taken from épyo,
meaning ‘confinc’.

T6Frame SO,
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Eurylochus’ verbal attack on Odysseus’ leadership is an attempt to break the
circle of his authority. He first refuses to follow the first group of companions into
the house of Circe and then refuses to accompany Odysseus back to eat the (scraps
of the) feast. It is accordingly an identification with the position of Odysseus as
leader, the forger of the circle who himself remains outside the circle. It may be
more; in his failure to fall in with the his joyful Cephallenian companions who greet
Odysseus ‘as if they had returned to their fatherland’, Eurylochus questions his
identity as a Cephallenian. The challenge to Odysseus’ authority produces the
following reaction:

So he spoke, and I considered in my mind whether

to draw out the long-edged sword from beside my big thigh,

and cut off his head and throw it on the ground, even though

he was nearly related to me by marriage. (Od.10.438-41)

Odysseus’ provides us with apparent biographical information about
Eurylochus; he is a very close relation. This affirmation of closeness is a pointer
toward the symbolic closeness of Eurylochus to Odysseus. He rebels against
Odyssean authority, and challenges it. He also has much in common with another
protagonist of Odysseus, Dolon. His name signifies a strength in the activity for
which the trickster Odysseus is famous, just as Dolon’s name signifies trickery. He
also came to the brink of losing his head for this challenge, as Dolon lost his head.
Odysseus’ threat against Eurylochus clarifies what is at stake in the encounter; his
right to ‘wrap up’, encircle his troops as master-signifier. Eurylochus utters words
suggesting that he is not a man who will silently follow his leader. But if
Eurylochus shows disobedience, Odysseus does not need to use force to put down
the minor uprising; the threat of force itself is sufficient. In the end his symbolic
authority (witnessed by the manner in which the rest of the companions fall in

behind his leadership, with Eurylochus himself eventually following) is sufficient

to keep the companions together. The exercise of power remains at the level of the
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Name-of-the-Father. Yet the threat itself is revealing: lurking behind this threat of

force is a father just as deadly for the companions as the Cyclops or Scylla.

The Suitorial Superego

The obliviousness of the suitors to the social conventions structuring the life
of the oikos has received a great deal of critical attention.?” Though much of this
criticism has overlooked the perturbing, transgressive manner in which the suitors
are killed and implicitly justified their murders, the seamy aspects of their death
have been well brought out by Nagler. There is much truth in both: the suitors do
violate social conventions, and yet there is something unsavory about their deaths at
the hands of Odysseus. I want to suggest (with Nagler) that there is a close
connection between the form of the suitors transgressions and the form the revenge
of Odysseus eventually takes. A comparison with the authority Odysseus exercises
over the companions can be of help here.

The suitors have no concern for the public law, the symbolic authority of
the father. If the workings of paternal law (the Name-of-the-Father) depends on its
absence, its status as an unused threat, the situation on Ithaca provides one scenario
of what can happen when this symbolic authority ceases to function. Odysscus
accuses the suitors of lacking aidos, the sense of shame which structures a
community (Od.20.171). Aidos functions as the recognition of the impossibility of
pure enjoyment, of having it all; one’s place in the social is determined by a
sacrifice, and aidos - the ‘shame’ felt before others - reminds each social individual

of that sacrifice which is constitutive of the social. It functions as an injunction of

77Said 1977, Reece 1993, chapter 8.
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restraint.”® When Odysseus accuses them of a lack of aidos, he accuses them of
losing such a sense of restraint. On Ithaca, Odysseus’ departure coincides with the
loss of a symbolic father who can structure the renunciation of enjoyment. Further
significant commentary on the situation of the suitors comes from Penclope, as she
talks to the disguised Odysseus:

olt’ 'O8voeg 11 oikov éAedoetan, obte 6b mopnfg

tg\')én. EMEL OV TOT01 GNUAVIOPEG £16° £V OIKW,

olog 'Oduooevg £oke pet’ avdpaotv, ef mot’ Env e,

Eeivoug aidotovg anoneunéuey N0¢ déxeaBor. (0d.19.313-6)

Odysseus will never come home again, nor will you be given

conveyance, for there are non to give orders left in the houschold

such as Odysseus was among men - if he ever existed -

for receiving respected strangers and sending them off on their journeys.

There are no leaders, onpavtopeg, ‘givers of signs’ left in the house who
might be able to regulate patterns of exchange. What is missing from Ithaca is not
Odysseus in and of himself, but instead the symbolic role Odysseus had formerly
played. Ithaca misses not his person, but his word.™ Ithaca lacks the semata
(uttered by Odysseus) around which the community was formerly structured.80 The
failure of Odysseus’ symbolic authority over the suitors sharply differentiates them
from the companions; with them, the Name-of-the-Father ran the show. This helps

us understand other key differences. Whereas the companions acted as if they were

livestock - meekly following a master - the suitors consume the livestock of the

781 have much more to say on aidos in the following chapter, when I consider the complications
of the aidos of Nausicaa.

79And this word is ultimately ‘no’, the ‘non’ de-la-pére.

8(}I'hough it is worth noting the difficultics of Penclope’s words. How are we to understand ‘et
rot’ €nv ye'? Penclope looks back to a time of perfect authority, but it is unsure if such an
Odysscus (as symbolic father) ever existed. It is tempting to suggest that Penclope is quite right:
Odysscus as Name-of-the-Father had no ontological existence, because the power of any real father
depends on his ability to play the role of the idealized, symbolic father, (which is why the Name-
of-the-Father is a metaphor, a constant displacement of any real father). Insofar as Odysscus
functioned as Name-of-the-Father, he didn’t exist.

But again, there may be a darker side to Penclope's words. She refers to the ability of Odysscus
to receive and pass strangers on to their destination, returning us to the Phacacians, but also
looking forward to the destination to where the suitors will be despatched. In this regard, it is
interesting to recall that onc of the epithets of Hadcs is poly-semantor.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



203

absent master. The companions’ obedience to Odysseus involved a constant
deferral of enjoyment. Enjoyment is what they expected to receive at the end of their
journey, an end which is forever postponed. The death, one by one, of the
companions corresponds to what can be understood as a series of sacrifices in the
name of an ever-receding enjoyment: ‘Obey me one more time, and through your
sacrifices I will finally bring you what you desire’. The suitors’ behavior is the
exact opposite of this. They simply enjoy; with no concern for an cconomy of
renunciation. But this is not a complete rejection of the law in and of itself, for they
remain attached to what his symbolic authority demanded that they renounce.
Odysscus is gone, and the workings of the public law are put on hold; as a
consequence, the suitors are stuck in a seemingly indefinite period of consumption.
They indulge themselves in the fantasy of consumption which is the ultimate
support of the public law regulating the oikos.

Thus though Odysseus is gone, the suitors are not free from the law, but
rather obey (as a collective) its superegoic dimension. This makes ethical evaluation
of the behavior of the suitors more complex than critics have generally noted. The
suitors have been condemned as immoral because of their perversion of the
economy of the feast, and disregard for the public laws which govern a community.
This goes in hand with a black and white moralizing narrative: the ‘bad’ suitors are
killed because of their evil by the ‘good’ Odysseus who restores order. But what is
interesting is that the suitors are not condemned by Odysseus within the terms of
the public law; they are condemned for ignoring it. Here is his summary on the

suitors’ behavior after their death:

T0000¢ Ot polp’ éddpacoe Bedv xai oxétho épya-

ob tva ydp tieokov émyBoviov avBparnwv,

oV KakOv 0VOE pEv £6BAOv, Gtic opeag eloagikorto:

1@ koi dtocBoadinow dewéo ndtpov Enéomnov. (0d.22.415-9)

These were destroyed by the doom of the gods and their own hard actions,
for these men paid no attention at all to any man on carth
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who came their way, no matter if he were base or noble.

So by their own recklessness they have found a shameful death.

The suitors are not classifiable within the terms of the public law. If their
actions are in some sense evil, kakos, this is not the crucial question. The suitors
suspend the workings of the public law as such. If the public law (under Odysscus,
before he left) categorized behavior into noble and base, the suitors render such a
distinction meaningless: they do not care if anyone is noble or base, esthlos or
kakos. The situation is similar to the one on the island of the Cyclops; to dismiss
the Cyclops as evil within the system of ethics imparted to his adversary misses the
crucial point. It implies a set of rules by which both protagonists play when one of
the pair rejects those rules outright. We can also draw a parallel to Odysseus’
remark to Diomedes in the Doloneia that he should neither ‘be praised or blamed’
(11.10.259-60). In the lliad, praise or blame was irrelevant to the actions of the
trickster because his actions revealed the ‘spirit’ of the law, the fantasy of winning
at all costs which is hidden in the daytime ethos of the heroic code. The ‘heroic
code’ is a series of open, everyday laws which regulate renunciation; but such
regulations are suspended in the enjoyment of the unregulated killing which takes
place in the Doloneia.8! So too the suitors merely do what the ‘spirit’ of the law
demands. The public law proclaims the need for renunciation, but it does so in the
name of a deferred enjoyment: ‘preserve the livestock and property of the oikos in
order to guarantee a fair share for ali!” The suitors, in the absence of a father to
regulate renunciation, consume. Accordingly, they render inoperative the symbolic
values (esthlos or kakos) which are ultimately nothing other than terms used to

regulate this renunciation.

81Note the significance of Diomedes’ words (which themselves preview the later aristeia of
Achilles) to Dolon at 10.448.
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We can now turn to the manner of the suitors’ death. The companions were
victims of Odysseus as symbolic father: they were ‘encircled’ by their attachment to
the symbolic values he represented, and died passively. Odysseus never had to use
force against them, but instead remained a figure of reason, of persuasion.
Obedience to the public law brings death at its hands. The suitors identify with the
superegoic imperative to enjoy, and consequently arouse the superegoic dimensions
of Odysseus’ authority. Rather than a kindly, pacifying father, his murder of the
suitors bears witness to the obscene, terrifying father that always acted as a support
to the public image. The suitors are killed en masse at a feast in the hall; they die as
they consume. They are also encircled by the actions of Odysseus, just as the
companions were encircled. Odysseus enters the hall first and ensures that the
doors behind him will be closed. thus wrapping them up.82 The significance of the
encirclement in the hall is flagged in the text by the warning given to the suitors by
Theoclymenus:

& dethoi, 1 koxOVv 168€ nAoXETE; VUKTL pEV péwv

gilvatal xegalal 1€ npdownd te vépBe te youva,

otpwyn Ot 8edne, dedaxpuvion 8¢ napeiat,

aipatt &' éppadarat tolxor xadai 1€ pecddpan -

eidwhav Ot nhéov npdBupov, tAein 8¢ xoi aOAN,

tepévav "EpePocde nd Lopov: nélog St

ovpavod eEanorwhe, xaxh &' émdédpopev qyAic. (0d.20.351-7)

Poor wretches, what evil has come on you? Your head and faces

and the knees underneath you are shrouded in night and darkness;

a sound of wailing has blazed out, your cheeks are covered

with tears, and the walls bleed, and the fine supporting pillars.

All the forecourt is huddled with ghosts, the yard is full of them

as they flock down to the underworld and the darkness. The sun
has perished out of the sky, and a foul mist has come over.

825cc 0d.21.2311F, for Odysscus’ plans to trap them within the hall. Note also that as they are
wrapped up, they too are likened to livestock. Sec 0d.22. 2291, where the suitors hunted down by
Odysseus charge around like stampeding cattle.
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Theoclymenus’ words are particularly vivid, and demand close attention.
They prophesy the deaths of the suitors, and preview the second Nekuia. But they
also recall the death of the companions. The *hall’ (w0AR) is full of the eidola of the
suitors, who exist in a strange world between day and night, the time of a solar
eclipse. Many of the companions died in the messaulos of the Cyclops, while the
last of them died because of the eating of the cattle of the Sun (an episode, as we
have seen, closely associated with the tricking of the Cyclops) at a time when the
Sun did not see them. Let me emphasize two points. First, in both series of deaths,
the victims are encircled because of their common point of identification: the
companions identify with Odysseus as symbolic father, the suitors with the
enjoyment this father prohibited. This identification leads to their collective deaths.
But what is of particular interest in Theoclymenus’ description of the suitors is that
his description of their coming death is a picture which itself is saturated with
uncanny forms of /ife. Not only are ‘animate’ beings depicted with the shadow of
death hanging over them, but inanimate objects come to life. In the absence of the
Sun, the walls and pillars begin to bleed, as if they have miraculously come to life.
The metaphor used of their wailing reinforces this: their wailing blazes, as if the
darkness and death of the scene is lit up by the blazing life of: the men who are
pictured in it.83 It is no coincidence that the closest parallel to this vocabulary
mixing life and death occurs in book 12, as the cattle eaten by the companions
miraculously refuse to die:

The next thing was that the gods began to show forth portents before us.

The skins crawled, and the meat that was stuck on the spits bellowed,

both roast and raw, and the noise was like the lowing of cattle. (Od.12.395-
6)

830n the unusual *synaesthetic’ metaphor, see Stanford ad loc. The ‘blazing’ of the wailing occurs
in the absence of the fire of the sun: cf Odysscus’ alleged ability to return from *blazing fire’ in the
Doloncia. I have changed Lattimore's translation of oipwyn 8¢ 8é8ne (Lattimore renders it ‘a
sound of wailing has broken out) to reflect the metaphor.
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The picture is horrific and vivid. The supernatural portents are generally
explained in terms of the threat they pose to the moral order of the mortal world.
Though this is far from an error, I think a more complete explanation can be given
by analyzing these events through their relation to the two forms of paternal
authority so far considered. Both the crying of the cattle who refuse to die, and the
life-in-death of both the suitors and the banquet hall evoke a challenge to the death
of symbolic authority:

[T)he father gua Name of the Father, reduced to a
figure of symbolic authority, is “dead” (also) in the
sense that he does not know anything about
enjoyment, about life substance: the symbolic order
(the big Other) and enjoyment are radically
incompatible. Which is why the famous Freudian
dream of a son who appears to his father and
reproaches him with “Father, can’t you see I'm
buming?” could simply be translated into “Father,
can’t you see I'm enjoying?” - can’t you see I'm alive,
burning with enjoyment? Father cannot see it since he
is dead, whereby the possibility is open to me to enjoy
not only outside his knowledge, i.e., unbeknownst to
him, but also in his very ignorance.3%

The consumption of the cattle of the Sun goes on outside the knowledge of
two fathers, both Odysseus and the Sun itself. In particular, the vulnerability of the
Sun (the all-seeing ‘big Other’ of the Odyssey, privileged representative of the
symbolic order) testifies to the weakness of the symbolic order. I suggested earlier
that this gap in the Sun’s authority was necessary for metis to function. We can
now suggest a second reading. Behind the backs of Odysscus and the Sun, the
narrative stages an uncanny episode of enjoyment. If it is customary to evoke the
sense of death which the consumption of the cattle evokes, what also needs to be
emphasized is that this is the one episode of the Apologoi where the companions are

really alive. They are not constrained by the dead authority of the symbolic law.

84Zizck, 1992,
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This can also help understand the suitors. Theoclymenus merely articulates a truth
which has always characterized them. Though *death’ enshrouds them, they
nevertheless are ‘alive’ in this death; they are not mortified in the realm of the
symbolic.

The consumption of livestock is the point where companions and suitors
merge in their enjoyment; it is no coincidence that the companions appear to give the
slip to symbolic authority by way of an act which recalls the most significant aspect
of suitorial behavior. Yet I have suggested the death of the companions is more
complex; for the difficulty lies in ascertaining the relationship between Odysseus
and the companions at the moment of their death. Does he turn a blind eye? It
remains unclear (indeed, undecidable) if the moment of enjoyment is not the most
subtle form of symbolic control. A similar complexity lingers over the final actions
of the suitors. For the suitors seemed to be characterized throughout by a complete
disregard for symbolic authority. They ignore rhetorical appeals to the figure of the
absent father, Odysseus. More importantly, at the time when Telemachus is
approaching the moment of manhood and thus threatens to replace Odysscus as
head of the oikos, they plot to murder him because of the threat he poses to their
enjoyment. But things are not so simple. For though the murder of Telemachus
seems to suggest the ultimate failure of symbolic authority, the suitors show
ongoing hesitations, both in their attempt to murder him and in their attitude to his
growing symbolic authority. Indeed, they eventually call off their attempted ambush

of him:

G 01 MEV TotadTa TPOG dAANAOVG o'wopeuov
uvncmpeg 8’ c'xpa Tnlspaxw Oavatov 1€ uopov 1€
nptuov autap 0 'coww aptc'repog fiAvBev dpvic,
ouerog uwmemg, £xe Ot tpnpcova neksmv
'tOlGlV & Au(pwopog GLYOPTOOTO KOl METEEITEY
"% gilot, oux v cuvBeboetar 118e ye BouAn,
TnAepdyoto povog: aALS pvnompedo dontdc. (0d.20.240-6)

Now, as these men were conversing thus with cach other,
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the suitors were compacting their plan of death and destruction
for Telemachos, and a bird flew over them on the left side.

This was a high-flown eagle, and carried a tremulous pigeon.
Now it was Amphinomos who spoke forth and addressed them:
‘O friends, this plan of ours to murder Telemachos will not
ever be brought to completion; so let us think of our feasting.

The fact the prophecy is interpreted as having a meaning in and of itself
shows a failure of nerve on the pattern of the suitors. The heed Amphinomos pays
to this bird-sign is in marked contrast with the famous sceptical rejection of bird
signs espoused by Eurymachus in the second book in response to Halitherses'

prophecy of the return of Odysseus:

® Yépov, €l 8’ &ye &1 pavteveo coiot Tékesov

otxad’ v, uni mov TL KOKOV TACYWOLV ONICC®:

o0t &' £y o€o mOAAOV aueivov poavtevecBot.

opvileg 8¢ e moAlol LR’ adydg HeAioto

QOIS , OUOE TE NAVTEG Evaigipot- avtdp "Odvooelg
®Aeto THA', 0g kot ob kataeBicBor obv éxeivey

dpeAeg- ovk av t6ooa Beonponéwv aydpeveg,

008¢ xe TnAéuayov kexohwpévov MY’ avieing,

6@ oike Sdpov moTidéypevog, al ke noppowv. (0d.2.178-86)

Old sir, better go home and prophesy to your children,

for fear they may suffer some evil to come. In these things

I can give a much better interpretation than you can.

Many are the birds who under the sun’s rays wander

the sky; not all of them mean anything; Odysseus

is dead, far away, and how I wish that you had died with him

also. Then you would not be announcing all these predictions,

nor would you so stir up Telemachos, who is now angry,

looking for the gift for your own household, which he might give you.

Penelope later complained of the lack of ‘onpdvtopeg’ in the household.
The failure of signs from a father-figure corresponds to the failure of the cosmic
realm of the sky and gods to provide clear signs (the failure of the Lacanian ‘big
Other’). Halitherses’ prophecy is an attempt to restore the big Other, to validate the
rule of the father over the suitors. It is this which is rejected: Halitherses’
paternalism is to be exercised over his own children alone, and he is not to treat

others as children. But it should also be noted that with the realm of the big Other
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suspended, every action of agents around the suitors performed in the name of the
public is transformed into a vulgar pursuit of personal gain. Halitherses’ real
agenda is to procure gain for himself, through the eventual success which will come
of stirring up Telemachus; in short, the suitors merely do openly what Halitherses
(and others, when the public law functions) do behind the veneer of symbolic
authority. The later acceptance of the bird-sign in book 20 announces a return in the
faith of the functioning of the big Other. Amphinomos interprets the bird-sign, and
the interpretation itself is of secondary importance to the fact that Amphinomos
believes that there is a need for interpretation. The sign is, in a sense, interpreted
before the actual interpretation occurs. The specific interpretation of the interplay
between the pigeon and eagle merely plays out what one would have already
expected from the implicit restoration of the big Other as guarantee to meaning.
Amphinomos suggests that the attempt to kill Telemachus, the emerging
replacement to Odysseus, must be given up. The appearance of a meaningful sema
coincides with the suitors’ abandonment of their plan to kill the figure who is about
to become a new semantor - this is the veiled purpose of Halitherses’ prophesy of
encouragement, as Eurymachus realizes. Herein lies the failure of nerve of the
suitors. At a crucial point, the suitors equivocate about the power of the public law.
Their enjoyment is tempered by a gnawing doubt - a doubt that can be traced from
the wonder they experienced at the first ‘fatherly’ speech of Telemachus in the
assembly of Book 2 to their consent to Telemachus’ command to allow the
disguised Odysseus to take part in the contest of the bow. If the companions die at
the moment when a question hangs over their obedience to the symbolic authority
of Odysseus, the death of the suitors occurs when their apparent rejection of this
authority in their ongoing enjoyment is punctured by ongoing doubts. It is as if in

the topsy-turvy world of the suitors the everyday relationship between public law
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and its superego dark side is reversed: their enjoyment is sustained by an
unconscious, unspoken belief in the symbolic power of the father.

We can now provide some brief remarks about Odysseus’ slaughter of the
suitors. Nagler is surely correct in suggesting that Odysseus’ transference of the
bow out of the contest and against the suitors is highly significant:

Clearly the boundary Odysseus is about to cross with
his next bowshot will not only precipitate outright
fighting but the killing of one’s own retainers, the most
illegitimate kind of violence, brought right into the
oikos from the outer world, where it is problematic
enough. This moment is a kind of Rubicon, by
crossing which the hero simultaneously declares his
identity and brings “Iliadic” combat back into the epic,
and his household.85

The reference to the 'Iliadic’ aspect of the killing is quite conventional, and
returns us to the contrast suggested by Pucci between the Jliad as poem of ‘total
expenditure’ of war and the Odyssey as poecm of economy of life.86 We need to be
more precise. The killing of the suitors does not evoke the everyday battle scenes of
the lliad, the ‘controlled economy’ of death; it recalls the superegoic aspects of
them, the ‘total expenditure’ of death. In particular, in a few hundred lines it retells
the story of the menis of Achilles. Let us look in detail at the offer of recompense
by Eurymachus (0d.22.45-67) and the supplications of Leodes and Phemius
(0d.22.310-25, 343ff). As Odysseus embarks on the slaughter, Eurymachus tries
to prevent him by first suggesting that Antinous was the major figure responsible

for the looting, and then offering to compensate Odysseus in full for all the suitors’

expenditures:

oL Ot @eideo Aadv
o@v- atap dupeg oniobev dpecodpevorl xata Sfipov,
doca to1 Eknénoton ki £8Mdotan v peydpoiot,
Ty apeig dyovieg éetkoodPotov xaotoc,

85Nagler 1990, 351.
860n the killing of the suitors as ‘Iliadic’, sce also Segal 1994, 224ff.
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XOAKOV T€ XPUOOV T° AMOBWOONEV, Ei¢ O KE GOV Kijp
iavBii- npiv &' ol 11 vepesontdv xexoAdoBon."
Tov &' ap’ Unodpa iddv mpocéen moAduntig 'Odvoceie:
"Evpopay’, o008’ &l pot natpdio navt’ arodoite,
0000 Te Vv Upp’ £oTi Kol el moBev GAL’ EmiBeite,
0VdE€ kev (g €t xelpag udag AnEaut pdvoro,
npiv ndcav uvnotipag vnepfacinv droteioat.
ViV Uy nopaxerton évavtiov fiE payecot
7| pevyerv, dg xev Bavatov kai kiipag aAGE -
aArd Tv’ ov pevEecBon dlopan ainby SAeBpov. (Od. 22.54-67)

Then spare your own
people, and afterward we will make public reparation
for all that has been eaten and drunk in your halls, setting
each upon himself an assessment of twenty oxen.
We will pay it back in bronze and gold to you, until your heart
is softened. Till then, we cannot blame you for being angry.’
Then looking darkly at him resourceful Odysseus answered:
‘Eurymachus, if you gave me all your father’s possessions,
all that you have now, and what you could add from elsewhere,
even 5o, I would not stay my hands from the slaughter,
until T had taken revenge for all the suitors’ transgression.
Now the choice has been set before you, either to fight me
or run, if any of you can escape from sheer destruction.’

The offer of fair and fitting recompense of recalls the offers of Agamemnon
to Achilles in Jliad 9. Eurymachus offers gold and bronze, as Agamemnon
famously did, which was in turn spurned by Achilles.87 Odysseus’ rejection of the
fair bargain of Eurymachus in the name of something more which is unquantifiable
returns us to the vexed problem of ‘what Achilles wants’. The wording of each
rejection is strikingly similar:

008¢ xev dig Et1 Bupdv epov neioer” "Ayapéuvov
npiv Y and nacav ol Sopevor Bupadyéo AdBnv. (11.9.386-7)

Not even so would Agamemnon have his way with my spirit
until he had made good to me all this heartrending insolence.

008¢ xev B #11 xelpog Eudg AREopL bvoto,
\ ~ -~ 14 ’ 4 ~
nplv_naoav pvnotijpog vrepPocinv dnotelco 88

87Scc above on the bronze/gold motif as raiscd by the Doloncia.
88Nowhcre clsc in cither epic docs a linc begin 008¢ kev &g 1.
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For all the talk of the restoration of ‘economy’ to the oikos at Ithaca,
Odysseus here acts out the Achillean insight of the insufficiency of material goods
in the intersubjective realm of pure prestige. His action also demonstrates how a
return to the regime of the public law - the essence of Eurymachus’ proposal - is
somehow not enough, just as Achilles’ i.ieriis 1iad wounded beyond repair the
symbolic authority of Agamemnon. Odysseus’ next words to Eurymachus are just
as striking. The ultimatum of ‘fight or flee’, followed by a prophecy of death for all
regardless of the choice echoes the choice between two deaths articulated by
Achilles in Iliad 9 (a long life but ‘social’ death in Phthia or death and kleos at
Troy).8 The possibility of this choice to flee or fight is then played out on a larger
scale in the choice which confronts the Greek host in Books 2 and 10. But
Odysseus’ quick decision for an all-embracing death for the suitors moves us
swiftly away from the indeterminacy of the embassy scene of Iliad 9, and into the
superegoic fury which drives Achilles in the later books. With this in mind, let us
now look at the supplication of Leodes. Achilles ignores the appeals of suppliants
in the frenzied Killing of books 20 to 22; any appeal to him made in the name of the
public law is rejected. So too Leodes is represented as an exception to the general
recklessness of the suitors; he never violated the women of the house, and he made
very effort to halt the actions of the suitors (Od. 22.313ff). His appeal falls on deaf
ears, as Odysseus kills him along with the others. Here are the last words of

Leodes:

aAAa pot ob neiBovto xakdv dno xelpag éxecbot
1@ xal atacBolrinowv dekéa ndtpov Enéonov.
abTap £y® petd toiot Buookdog oVdEV Eopyig
’ ¢ + " ’ ’ [} A ’
keloopon, GG ovk £0TL YApig petomiad’ edepyéwv. (0d.22.316-9)

But they would not listen to me and keep their hands off evil.

89The choice between two deaths for Achilles is cchoed by the impossible choice confronting the
suitors - to flec and die, or fight and dic.
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So by their own recklessness they have found a shameful

death, but I was their diviner, and I did nothing;

but I must fall, since there is no gratitude for past favors.

Leodes speaks the language of charis, which is the language of suppliancy,
an aspect of the public law. Dolon’ suppliancy in /liad 10 involves the claim that his
father will render charis to Diomgdes and Odysseus if he is spared.% The failure to
render proper charis is also the reason proffered by Achilles for his quarrel with
Agamemnon: he received no charis from the Greeks, despite his incessant fighting
on their behalf (/1.9.317-8). It as a consequence of the failure of charis that Achilles
turns to his rhetoric of leveling: the indifference of death to the fate of the kakos and
esthlos man (9.319-21). Leodes speaks the language of exchange across time, of
the need to repay debts incurred for good services; this is rejected by a superegoic
Odysseus who comes close to the blind fury of Achilles. But the words of Leodes
take on further significance when considered alongside the later, successful
suppliancy of the bard Phemius. Phemius will also ask for Odysseus’ pity, but
once more in a particular manner:

abtd To1 petomod’ dyog Ecoeta, el kev o1dov

népvng.. (0d.22.345-6)

You will be sorry in time to come, if you kill the singer
of songs...

Phemius’ reference to the grief soon to come to Odysseus repeats the

prophetic warning Odysseus himself had given to Achilles during the Embassy:

90
£ot yap Evdov
xOoAKOG TE XPLOOG TE TOALKUNTAS TE Bidnpog,
tdv X° Dy xapicoto mtathp anepeiol’ drova
el xev eut wov nenvBort’ ért vvoiv "Axoudv. (/1.10.379-81)

In my housc
there is bronze, and gold, and difficulty wrought iron,
and my father would make you glad with abundant ransom
were he to hear that I am alive by the ships of the Achaians.
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aOT® to1 petomol’ Gxog Eooetan, oVSE T piixog
pexBévtog xakod Eot’ Gkog ELPELV - (/1.9.249-50)

It will be an affliction to you hereafter, there will be no remedy
found to heal the evil thing when it has been done.

Itis as if the bard has access to the poetic tradition about Odysseus which
has momentarily escaped the notice of the protagonist himself, who is lost in his
fury. As the slaughter of the suitors approaches, Odysseus repeatedly refers to the
harm inflicted on him by their consumption in terms of an ‘éxog¢’ - the pain
involved in the affront to public law which is the driving force behind Achilles’
rejection of the public law.?! He acts as if unaware of his own lesson to Achilles:
he embarks on a hopeless, superegoic quest to make up for the grief he suffered,
forgetting that there can be no sufficient cure (&txog) for this. With his symbolic
authority revealed to be insufficient, Odysseus launches a destructive attempt to
make up for its self-evident failure. We can perhaps now see a hint of the futility of
Odysseus’ fury in the earlier words of Leodes: obx €011 xdpig uetdmicf’
gvepyéwv. Phemius’ intervention thus has something of the feel of damage control.
Odysseus is on the brink of turning into an Achilles, as he acts out the same errors
he so brilliantly diagnosed for Achilles during the Embassy.

With this superegoic aspect of Odysseus in the foreground, it is worth
looking more closely at his remarks to Eurycleia after the slaughter is complete:

ev Oupm. ypnu XOTPE Kou toxeo und’ oA0AvLe-
ovy, 06in vc'causvonow én’ av8paow svxeraacem
10008¢ Ot polp’ éddpocoe Oedv xai oxétha Epyo
oV Tva yop tieokov EntyBoviwv avBpanav,
oV xaxov o0dE pév 60A0v, otig ogeag eicagikorto:
10 xai atoacBalrinow aewkéo notpov énéonov. (0d.22.411-6)

Keep your joy in your heart, old dame; stop, do not raisc up
the cry. It is not piety to glory over slain men.
These were destroyed by the doom of the gods and their own hard actions,

910n Odysscus’ *@xoc’, Od.18.348, 20.256. On the association of Achilles with * ayxog', Nagy
1979, chapter 6.
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for these men paid no attention at all to any man on earth

who came their way, no matter if he were base or noble.

So by their own recklessness they have found a shameful death.

These lines have been conventionally understood as being ‘human and
compassionate’, and therefore ‘out of tune with the archaic ferocity of the rest of the
Book’.92 Wise Odysseus prevents over-zealous Eurycleia from indulging a
hubristic desire to gloat over dead enemies. But rather than see this as a typical
gesture of restraint from a sophron Odysseus, I suggest we should understand a
darker meaning.?3 The crucial parallel to this warning to Eurycleia are the words to
Diomedes in the Doloneia; just as those acts were outside the realm of the public
law, and thercfore neither to be praised nor blamed, so too the killing of the suitors.
Odysseus’ silence is not a mark of his breath-taking humanity as much as it is an
attempt to cover up the transgressiveness of his obscene act. The killing of the
suitors, together with the killing of the Thracians in the Doloneia, must remain
unspoken if the realm of public law is to continue to function. Accordingly,
Odysseus tries to write himself out as agent of the story. The suitors, themselves
participants in a regime of enjoyment which cared nothing for the difference
between esthlos and kakos, die in a similar manner. Odysseus acts as if their
deaths, inexplicable within the terms of public law (articulated in the speech of

Eurylochus), are almost a natural occurrence, brought about by no-one.94

92The words of Heubeck, ad loc. Becausc of the incongruity, the lines have been thought spurious.
Heubeck provides a good defense of their authenticity.

93Sce Scgal, 223f for the view that it is Odysscan restraint, and thus part of his moral rectitude.
94Crotty has recently argucd for the precise opposite of my position. For him, the words to
Euryclcia arc not a ‘denial of responsibility’, but rather evidence that Odysscus ‘seems to
understand the troubling features of his slaughter, and to give expression - above all, by his call for
silence - to his understanding of the complexity of the suitors’ deaths.’ (155) This quickly leads
Crotty to proclaim that Odysseus ‘cxpresses the viewpoint not of the victor but of the slain.’
Crotty's rhetoric here closcly resembles the humanistic rhetoric of Griffin concerning the supposed
cthical depth of Achilles in the midst of his killing sprec. This rhetoric (of both Crotty and
Griffin) trics as best it can not only to apologize, in terms of the moral development of the hero,
for indiscriminate, superegoic slaughter, but also to allow the slaughterer to take the moral high
ground by illustrating the lessons lcarnt. For some astute remarks on the ability of contemporary
humanist criticism to justify mass slaughter within a rhetoric of cthical and acsthetic complexity,
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Let me end by appending some comments to Nagler’s excellent discussion
of Odysseus’ vital remarks which end the contest of the bow and begin the

slaughter of the suitors:

ourog HEV O aaelog ozotarog extere)\sotal
VOV QUTE oxonov aAlov, Ov oV o TG BaAev avnp.,
gloopan, of ke TOYwUL, mOpY O€ por evxog "AndAAwv." (0d.22.5-7)

Here is a task that has been achieved aaatos.

Now I shall shoot at another mark, one that no man yet

has struck, if I can hit it and Apollo grants me the glory.

Though the meaning of aaatos is uncertain, Nagler persuasively argues that
it should be take as a negative prefix attached to the stem ate. For Nagler, the phrase
suggests a distinction between the contest of the bow as a peaceful method of
conflict resolution and the chaotic fight with the suitors ‘under the influence of
destructive passion.” Though I quite agree with this, I think this reading can be
improved by understanding the situation of the suitors (and companions) in terms
of the social orders of the Cyclopes and Phaeacians. I have argued that the public
law, the Name-of-the-Father, functioned perfectly within Phacacian society.
Because of the perfect working of the law, Phaeacia was therefore a society without
enjoyment. By contrast, the Cyclopes were oblivious to the Name-of-the-Father:
they did nothing but enjoy (epitomized in their cannibalism), oblivious to any social
renunciation. We can therefore be quite precise about the effect of Odysseus’ discus
throw on Phaeacia, which brings an end to those games. But the introduction of a

* limit also renders the public law on Phaeacia incomplete, and necessitates a
fantasmatic support for it. The place occupied by Odysseus’ discus is the place
where the Phacacians will structure their enjoyment as a support for their law. As

soon as Odysseus leaves, the public law, the workings of the Name-of-the-Father,

will be incomplete; behind it will lurk an obscene father, representing a superegoic

sce Said 1983, 2ff. Nevertheless [ agree with Crotty that Odysscus’ silence once again (as in the
Doloneia) speaks volumes.
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imperative to enjoy - a Cyclops. And of course vice versa. The enjoyment of the
Cyclopes will now be regulated by a collective renunciation of enjoyment imposed
by way of symbolic castration. What is the importance of this for the suitors and
companions?

At first glance, the companions resemble the Phaeacians, the suitors the
Cyclopes. The former inhabit a world without enjoyment, attached to Odysseus as
Name-of-the-Father, the latter inhabit a world of Cyclopean enjoyment. But the
claborate description of the staging of the contest of the bow lingers on the moment
when these two disparate aspects of the law meet. Odysseus, the winner of games,
upholder of the symbolic control of his men through the public, ‘civilized’ aspects
of metis, now embarks upon a superegoic revenge: the ‘contest’ he now begins will
be one that lacks any social niceties and instead proceeds straight to the death of the
adversaries. The contest with ate is a contest where Odysseus enjoys. We see here
the moment when the threat of force upon which his symbolic authority depends
explodes into an orgy of violence. From the perspective of the suitors, the staging
of the contest of the bow indicates the manner in which their enjoyment never broke
with the law; they enjoyed in an indefinite, interim period when Odysseus was
absent, for as long as Penelope lingered over the choice of a replacement and
Telemachus had not yet reached manhood.%5 The world of Phaeacians and
Cyclopes were fantasy worlds, illustrating two impossible relations to the law. Yet
the clarity of these fantasies provides a matrix with which we can understand the

two sets of deaths around which the poem is structured.

951 look more closely at the vacillations of Penclope in Chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 6
GENDERED DOUBT

I now turn to the question of gender, and its relationship to the radical doubt
which heralds the emergence of the subject within the Odyssey. I begin by looking
at the changes in the patriarchal society of the Phaeacians brought about by
Odysseus’ arrival. I suggest, in the following chapter, that this provides a useful
framework for understanding the Odyssey’s representation of women as a whole,
and in particular the relationship between Penelope and Odysseus. Once more,
however, I will not approach the problems of gendered identities on Phaeacia
directly. First, I want to look briefly at two further Greek myths of origin, which
have important similarities to the situation on Phaeacia and help clarify it. The first
is the mythic tale of origins employed by Protagoras in Plato’s Protagoras, which
seeks to explain the origins of justice, and thus persuade Socrates that justice can be
taught. The second is the myth of emergence of the first woman, Pandora, as
recounted in Hesiod’s Theogony and as analyzed by Nicole Loraux.

Protagoras relates his myth to Socrates in order to explain why all in a
community share in justice.! In the beginning, as Protagoras tells the tale, men
were equipped with fire by Prometheus which allowed them to survive the
elements. However, when they later tried to live together in cities they were unable
to interact peacefully with each other; they lacked any sense of justice and self-
restraint, aidos. Because Zeus feared the utter destruction of humanity in these
fights, he decided that he had to endow humans with justice in order to facilitate
civilized interaction between them. But he instructs Hermes to distribute justice in a

particular manner:

I'The myth is related at Prot.320¢71T.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



(S
(18]
(=]

Now Hermes asked Zeus about the manner in which he was to give
conscience (aidos) and justice to men: 'Shall I distribute these in the

same way as the practical crafts? These are distributed thus: one

doctor is sufficient for many laymen, and so with the other experts.

Shall I give justice and conscience to men in that way too, or

distribute them to all?" *To all,’ said Zeus, 'and let all share in them;

_ for cities could not come into being, if only afew shared in them as
“in the other crafts, And lay down on my authority a law that he who
cannot share in conscience and justice is to be killed as a plague on

the city."

The distribution of justice to all seems to guarantee social harmony. But
there is a curious limit to this harmony. For despite Zeus’ gift, there remains the
possibility of someone who cannot share in this justice. Zeus demands that this
person be banished from society. Protagoras will later suggest that a community
views any man who does not partake of justice as an utter madman.3 The
possibility of the existence of the madman seems to suggest a certain weakness of
justice. Though it is given to all, the madman is a person who seems not to have
been given justice; he is an exception to its universal rule. This is of particular
interest to the events on Phaeacia: the community of the Phaeacians was set up at
the moment they fled the Cyclopes - creatures who were brutish, of extraordinary
strength, heedless of the constraints imposed by justice.4 I have also argued that the
Cyclopes are madmen, psychotics. Protagoras’ myth, then, seems to provoke a key
question: what is the relationship between madness and the rule of law?

We can describe the situation in psychoanalytic terms. The community of

law is founded on the prohibition of a desire, an exception to its functioning. Let us

turn once more to Lacan’s play on words in the phrase 'Nom(Non)-de-la-pére'.

2Pro1.322c4ff. The translations arc those of Taylor, 1976.

3Sce Prot.323a6ff: ‘In the case of the other skills, as you say, if anyone says he's a good flute-
player or good at anything clsc when he isn't, they cither laugh at him or get angry at him, and his
family come and treat him like a madman. But in the casc of justice and the rest of the cxcellence
of a citizen, cven if they know someone to be unjust, if he himself admits it before everyone, they
regard that sort of truthfulness as madness, though they called it sound sense before.’

4Sce 0d.6.5-7.
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The rule of the father (the reign of his symbolic control) is dependent upon a shared
renunciation, an acceptance of his ‘No’. The madman is someone who refuses this
‘No'. But what is relevant for my present purposes is the relationship of women to
this political community. It is clear in Protagoras’ tale that the public sphere of
politics rendered possible by the distribution of justice is a male space. The attitude
of men to justice depends upon their belief that they have received something in
exchange for the initial renunciation (the political power at work in the agora, the
realm of justice). The madman must be expelled from the community in order to
preserve the workings of justice, the rule of the father. But because women gain
nothing from the renunciation, their relationship to the community of justice is
markedly different. They have less reason to be anxious about the expulsion of a
madman because they (know they) have nothing to lose from the collzipsc of the
workings of justice. If the madman who cares nothing for renunciation poses an
external threat to the community, women, insofar as they have less reason to
observe the spirit of renunciation upon which the law depends, are an internal
threat; they arc a ‘mad’ element in the heart of the community. As an internal
reminder that male rule depends upon an arbitrary renunciation of desire, they also
hint that the rule of law is an imposture - this renunciation of desire itself cannot be
justified in rational terms. The person who refuses to acknowledge it simply is a
madman. Homer’s narrative on Phaeacia depicts the moment when Nausicaa
emerges as a ‘mad’, internal challenger to the rule of paternal law, when the arrival
of Odysseus signals the return of the banished ‘madman’ to Phaeacia.

Let us now turn to Hesiod’s tale of Pandora, and Loraux’s superb
commentary on it.3 I have already suggested that a belief in a natural, gendered

identity is the privileged manner in which a subject can avoid the doubt which

5 Loraux 1993, chapter 2, *On the Race of Women'.
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suggests the failure of identity. Let us call this ideology of gender a belief in sexual
symmetry: ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are viewed as fixed, determinate identities which
compliment each other. Woman compliments man (and vice versa) insofar as she is
believed to make up for man’s incompleteness: together, man and woman make a

" whole. But this is not the only way of thinking about gender. Loraux has drawn
attention to something unexpected in Hesiod’s tale of the origin of women. The
myth of Pandora in the Theogony (Theog.570-612) seems unconcerned with
women’s role as producer of children. Indeed, the theme of fertility is notably
absent, and there is no effort to elucidate any determinate characteristics of a
feminine identity. Further, women and men are not portrayed as constituent parts
of the greater whole, ‘humankind’. Pandora is not a complimentary partner to
‘man’ within the more general category of anthropoi. Instead, the appearance of
Pandora shatters the previous unity of the human species. This is an asymmetrical
theory of gender. Though I will shortly examine Loraux’s analysis more closely, it
is worth pointing out at the outset a major point of disagreement - a disagreement
which is central to the claims of this chapter. Loraux contrasts an asymmetrical
theory of gender in Hesiod with a symmetrical theory of gender said to prevail in
the Homeric poems; ‘In Homer.. everything is simpler’ and there is a ‘relationship
of happy complementarity between the two sexes: the philotes, or sexual love, that
unites men and women.’® Prima facie, the claim is reasonable. Neither the liad or
Odyssey seem concerned with the origins of women, and an alleged philotes
between Penelope and Odysseus continues to be the basis for criticism of the later
books of the epic. Loraux’s judgement certainly seems to have been followed by
the vast majority of feminist criticism of the Odyssey, which has for the most part

accepted that a theory of gender symmetry lies behind the poem. In sharp contrast,

6Loraux 76.
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my first claim is that the Odyssey provides its own tale of the origins of gender,
which separates the ‘race of women’ from men. This tale repeats, in significant
ways, much of the asymmetry which forms the basis for Loraux’s elegant reading
of the myth of Pandora. The tale of the origins of gender occurs on Phaeacia and in
particular as a result of Odysseus’ interactions with Arete and Nausicaa. My
interpretation of this interaction will have important consequences for the
understanding of Odysseus’ later interactions with Penelope.

Let us now go to the heart of Loraux’s argument about gender in the
Theogony:

£k Thig Y&p Yévog €0t yuvaukdv OnAvtepdov,
Mg Yip Ohotdv €61t Yévog xat gOAa Yuvoukdv (Theog.590-1)

The race of women and all femininity come from her (the first woman)
From her comes that cursed race, the tribes of women.”

Loraux makes the following, apt remark on these lines: ‘{W]omen are
descended from womankind alone, produced originally as Pandora, a solitary
sample, in contrast to the collectivity that is already an established principle of
mankind.” Pandora is not mother of humanity, as might be expected in such a myth
of origins, but of women: ‘The tradition is born in heterodoxy, and the founding
text situates the race of women in an original state of separation.’ Before the arrival
of Pandora, it was not ‘men’, andres, who existed, but anthropoi, humanity. Not
just humanity, however, but ‘men and gods’ whose happy partnership is shattered
by the arrival of the genos gunaikon: *As the instrument of this rift, woman
separates men from gods. Better yet, she separates them from themselves, since she
introduces sexuality, that asymmetry of self and other.’8 Loraux here follows

Pucci, who sees in the ambiguity of the first woman, a kalon kakon, the sign of

TThe translation is from Loraux 73.
8Loraux 77.
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humanity’s fall.? Yet we should be precise. If woman is a sign of the fall of
humanity, of its separation from a happier time when it was closer to the gods, this
does not make woman the cause of that fall. If, in Hesiod’s tale of origins, it is easy
to conflate the two, it is nevertheless important to note that woman arrives on the
scene too late to function as cause; the rift between men and gods has already
happened (through Prometheus’ tricking of Zeus) and she is no more than the
figure which represents that rift. It is in this misrecognition of sign as cause which
is the source of much of Greek misogyny; it is the patriarchal error par excellence,
and it will be important for my later analysis of the Odyssey’s most famous
misogynist, Agamemnon. For now, let us continue to follow Loraux.

If Pandora separates humans from the gods, she does so by an association
with artifice and culture. Zeus creates her, but her birth is also due to the craft of

Hephaestus and Athena, the goddess of Metis:

yoing Yop cOUnAaGoE neptxAvTdg ApQiyviielg

nopBéve aidoip Txedov Kpovidew 1 BovAds:

{doe 8¢ xai koounoe Bed yAovkdmig 'ABfvy

apyveén €o0fit1: xatd xpfifev 8¢ xaAdntpnv

doundarény xeipesor xatéoyede, Bodpa 18éc00n-

[apet 8€ ot otepdvoug veoOnAéag, dvBea moing,

ipeptoug nepiBnke xapioatt MaAldg "'ABqvn-]

apot 8€ ol oTeQAvVNY YPVoENV KepaATipv EBnke,

v abT0g ToiNoE REPIKAVTOS 'ARPIYVRELG

acknoog ntoaAapunot, xaprlouevog Al notpi. (Theog.571-80)

The very famous limping god fashioned from earth

the likeness of a shy maiden, in accordance with the will of Cronos’ son.
The bright-eyed goddess Athena girded and beautified her

with shining clothing; she spread down from her head an

embroidered veil, a wonder to look at.

And Pallas Athena put around her head lovely garlands,

flowers of newly-grown herbs.

She also put on her head a golden crown

which the limping god himself made

working it with his own hands, doing favor to father Zeus.

9Pucci 1977, chapter 4, passim.
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The trappings of Pandora suggest a figure of deception. But, as Loraux
argues, we can not quite dismiss the ‘evil’ of woman as the consequence of a ‘trap
of simple appearances’, as if ‘woman’ persistently and deceptively hid a secret of
woman. We need first to pose a further question:

[W]hat makes women into a wholly exterior being in
the first place? Certainly the notion of disguise is an
essential part of the veil, and likewise a part of the
word kaluptre (the word for veil, from the verb 'to
conceal'’). Yet.. the creature in the Theogony is no
hidden form beneath a deceitful disguise. Her veil does
not conceal anything other than a woman: not a god, a
demon, or a man. It hides nothing, because the woman
has no interior to conceal... the first women is her
adornments...!0

Much of her later analysis follows from this shrewd observation. Pandora,
as a parthenos, is in no way a fixed identity: rather, because she is mask without
original, she signifies the failure of every identity. She stages determinate identities,
but she does not do so in the.name of any determinate identity - she has no fixed
interior to conceal. This disturbing aspect of the parthenos effectively undermines
any discourse about gender which would seek to anchor the representation of
woman in natural, biological language. This provides an important twist to the
importance attached within Greek culture to the passage from unwedded virgin to
wife, from parthenos to gyne.!l Within the Greek discourse which seeks to impose
a natural identity on women, the shift from parthenos to gyne signals the shift

between two fixed identities: a single, virginal girl becomes a gyne through

marriage. But the depiction of the parthenos as a challenge to every identity means

10Loraux 81.

HFor a finc description of the cultural significance of this moment in Greek representations of
women, and its complexitics, sce King 1985. The terminology is complicated becausc parthenos
both significs 'maiden’, referring to a biological status, and the role of woman as 'mask-wearer’,
The latter undermines the naturalness of any biological definition of a young woman by
suggesting that this is a social role. In what follows, I try to use 'virgin maiden' when referring to
the biological parthenos.
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that this process is undermined - there is always the possibility that any natural
identity of woman is no more than the mask of the parthenos. The distinctness of
the gyne is potentially challenged. It is this ambiguity which, Loraux suggests, is
created by Zeus' fabrication of Pandora:

PTG Yap pa A0g TANCTHY LRESEKTO Yuvaika
napBévov. (Theog.513-4)

He [Epimetheus] first received the parthenos gyne from Zeus.

Epimetheus receives Pandora; but he receives her as woman who is both a gyne and
a parthenos.1? Any separation of the two into ‘natural® roles is a denial of the
ambiguity which is present from the moment of her creation. Phaeacia, I suggest, is
a fantasized society which sceks to deny this ambiguity and to impose perfect,
unquestioned, gendered identities on its subjects. Odysseus' arrival irrevocably

changes this.

Gyne

Let us turn to the women on Phaeacia. I argued earlier that Demodocus’ tale
of the originary neikos between Achilles and Odysseus looked forward to the
neikos between Odysseus and Euryalus which lured Odysseus into the games on
Phaeacia. Odysseus’ victory introduced the Phacacians to loss; before his arrival,
every traveler had been defeated and passed on to his destination, preserving the
internal solidarity of Phaeacian society. Odysseus destroys their feeling of
omnipotence. The quarrel with Odysseus leads to a scission in Phaeacian society,
which is ultimately made permanent by the mountain which is left hovering over

their island. Yet it is not accurate to say that there was never a neikos before

12 oraux 82.
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Odysseus’ arrival. Those quarrels, however, were resolved by Arete, the idealized

wife of Alcinous. Here is the disguised Athena’s description of her:

Apnmv rnv & Almvoog nomoat axoLTLY

xou Hiv ET16° g ob TG em x90v1 TiETON al?m

ocoou VUV v yuvorikeg on’ uvﬁpuow OlKOV EXOLGLY.

¢ Kelvn mepl KTjpt TETIHNTOL TE KO E6TLY

£k 1€ piAwv naidwv €k T aTod "AAkivooto

kol Aadv, ot piv pa Bedv ig eicopdwvteg

8618éxatm p.{)Ooww ote oraixno avo. doTv.

oV uev yap T voou Ye xou QT 8£uewt ¢50209,

oilol T’ &V @povENGL, Kai avdpact veucaa Aber. (0d.7.66-74)

..Arete, and Alkinoos made her his wife, and gave her

such pride of place as no other woman on earth is given

of such women as are now alive and keep house for husbands.

So she was held high in the heart and still she is so,

by her beloved children, by Alkinoos himself, and by

the people, who look toward her as to a god when they see her,

and speak in salutation as she walks about in her city.

For there is no good intelligence that she herself lacks.

She dissolves quarrels, even among men, when she favors them.

Arete is the perfect gyne. She keeps house for her husband, but remains
subservient to him. In return for this, she is honored. As an idealized gyne she
represents the whole of her scx on Phaeacia, where there is a perfect division of
sexual roles: just as Phacacian men are skilled in sailing ships, so the women are
‘skilled in weaving and dowered with wisdom bestowed by Athene, to be expert in
beautiful work, to have good character’ (0d.7.109-10). Because Arete and the
other Phacacian women epitomize a certain ideal of womanhood, there is no reason
for Phaeacian men to doubt them; the dangers represented by the parthenos are
nowhere to be found.

It is this idealization of women on Phaeacia which can help explain Arete’s
ability to resolve quarrels. There is a system of competition on Phacacia, as
exemplified in the games. Yet these are games which the Phaeacians never losc.

Their constant victories over outsiders prescrve an internal solidarity. But what of

quarrels between Phacacians? Quarrels occur because of jostling for positions
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within a hierarchy, because one member of the society seeks to win regardless of
the cost for social cohesion. It is precisely such asocial figures who have been
successfully banished from Phacacian society: the Cyclopes. The Cyclopes care
nothing for aidos, the spirit of collective renunciation which structures the social.
This banishing of figures who want to win at all costs might suggest that there
would be no desire at all for competition on Phacacia, yet the Phaeacians continue
to play their painless series of games. How can they do this? Any quarrel which
might arise from the playing of the games is immediately ironed out by the tension-
resolving qualities of Arete. The Phaeacians try to have it both ways: they wish to
banish the destructive aspects of competition (which undermine the harmony of
social life), but still want to continue to play the game. Arete appears as a symptom
of this indecision - a symptom in the precise Freudian sense of a compromise
formation.!3 She allows the Phaeacian men to play the games without the
destructive aspects of quarrels which result from games. She helps preserve the
illusion that games can be played without any of the destructive social consequences
normally associated with loss.

Arete’s status as compromise formation is also evident in her quasi-divine
status. She is honored ‘like a god’. The Phacacians have a peculiar relationship to
the gods. Though they sacrifice to them, it is unclear why. Sacrifice, as a particular
mode of communication between humans and gods, depends, in human society, on
the possibility of its failure. The gods inhabit a world exterior to the human one, yet
which is belicved to have a relation to it. Sacrifice attempts to bridge the gap. Yet

the Phaeacians interact openly with the gods; there is no mystery in these

13Freud provides a uscful cxample of the manner in which a symptom works as a compromise
formation in Moses and Monotheism. A boy, when a small child, heard his parents having sex.
Later, after his first semen emission, he is unable to get to sleep: “This disturbance was a true
compromise symptom: on the onc hand the expression of defense against his nocturnal
obscrvations, on the other hand the endeavor to re-cstablish the wakefulness which had cnabled him
to listen to those expericnces.’
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interactions, no unknown world beyond that of Phaeacia. But the Phaeacians
themselves are not gods. They live in a half-way house between humans (who are
split off from gods) and gods (who are not subject to human life-cycles). Once
again, it is Arete who allows them to preserve this position. They worship her as if
she was a god. She has a paradoxical presence in the world of Phaeacia: though
part of the Phaeacian genos, she nevertheless is worshipped as if she was superior
to it. Though ‘one of them’, her qualities are nevertheless incomprehensible, god-
like.!4

Zizek has provided the following succinct definition of a symptom which
can help us further clarify the relationship between Arete and the Phaeacians. A
symptom is ‘a formation whose very consistency implies a certain non-knowledge
on the part of the subject: the subject can “enjoy his symptom” only insofar as its
logic escapes him.’!5 To interpret the symptom correctly is to dissolve it. On
Phaeacia, the existence of Arete as idealized woman (resolver of quarrels) is
correlative to Phaeacian non-knowledge concerning the possibility of loss
(represented by their ongoing success in the games). Her status as quasi-divine is
correlative to Phaeacian non-knowledge concerning the inscrutability of the world

of the gods, their separation from mortals.
From parthenos to gyne

If there is no trace of the untrustworthiness of the parthenos on Phacacia,

there are certainly virgin maidens. For the episode on Phacacia lingers over the

14We can contrast the power of Arcte to heal wounds in the social with Odysscus’ barbed remark
to the blinded Cyclops that his eye (the wound incurred on entrance to the social) could never be
healed by his father. Arcte functions as the (non-cxistent) figure of authority who promiscs to heal
this wound for the Phacacians.

15Zizck 1989, 21.
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status of Nausicaa, a young girl on the verge of marriage. Because of the absence
of untrustworthiness of women in this society (the lack of the mask-wearing
parthenos) we must imagine a world in which the transfer from parthenos to gyne
passes without a hitch, and without any anxiety on the part of the ruling men. It is
preciscly such an idealized succession from virginity to woman-hood which the
Odyssey begins to depict for Nausicaa - until the arrival of Odysseus complicates
matters. He explodes the harmony that had previously characterized her relationship
to her parents.

At the beginning of book 6, Nausicaa is approached by Athena in disguise;
she suggests that she should do the Phaeacian washing, but in such a manner as to
emphasize the status of Nausicaa as parthenos: she will not stay unmarried long,
and is being courted by the best of the Phaeacians (6.34-6). When Nausicaa relays
the message of Athena to her father, she does so in euphemistic terms which tell us
much of the situation on Phaeacia:

g €pat’ - aideto yop Badepdv yapov éEovopiivat

notpl @il 0 8& ndvra voer ko apeifeto pibo-
"oUte 101 Ipovev eBovéw, tékog, ovte Tev dAdov. (0d.6.66-69)

So she spoke, but she was ashamed to speak of her joyful

marriage to her dear father, but he understood all and answered:

‘I do not begrudge you the mules, child, nor anything

else...

Nausicaa’s actions and words are governed by aidos, shame. She does not
speak openly about her desire for marriage. But this deference on her part is
immediately recognized by her father; there is nothing unexpected or deceitful in the

desire of this parthenos. The father Alcinous, whose name itself indicates the

strength of his noos, understands everything: navto voet.!6 It is this ability to

160n the significance of the name of Alcinous, Nagy 1990, 205.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



231

understand everything which undermines the possibility of any ‘feminine’ deceit on
Phaeacia: the reason the passage from parthenos to gyne is unproblematic is
because it is regulated under the all-knowing noos of the father. This infallible
paternal power should cause us to pause over the aidos shown by Nausicaa, for it
has the effect of emptying out the significance normally associated with the concept.
Aidos is, as we have seen, a reflective behavior which lingers on the necessity of a
recognition of a common loss in order to preserve the social. It depends on a shared
renunciation. This renunciation opens up the (illusion of the) possibility of a
satisfaction of desire outside of the realm of the social: it is thus an indication of the
limit of paternal authority (which only polices the realm of the social), not part of
the limitlessness of paternal authority. In Nausicaa’s case, the possibility of
desiring something external to Phaeacian society is short-circuited by Alcinous’
remarks. The desire not spoken is already known by her father. Nausicaa
renounces nothing; Alcinous wants to help bring to fulfillment the desire she does
not speak. We can explicate this paradoxical desire further by returning to the
Lacanian definition: ‘desire’ is what is left over after every need enunciated in a
demand has been satisfied. For Nausicaa, no such leftover exists. Her demand for a
husband is understood by her father, and will be satisfied. Nothing remains, which
suggests that her desire is not a true, human desire. Her feeling of aidos is equally
paradoxical; insofar as she is aware of nothing outside the parameters of paternal

law, it is an unreflective ‘shame’ - that is, not shame at all.

Enter Pandora

Let us now turn to the fateful meeting between Nausicaa and Odysscus.
Their meeting is claborately prepared within the narrative. Odysscus is asleep, and
the Phacacian maidens are playing catch with a ball. At this point, Athenc intervencs

with a stratagem:
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8v0’ bt GAL’ évonaoe Bed YAowkdmig 'ABHvn,

®g "Odvoeung €yporto, ido1 T° evwnida xovpny,

1 ol Dok avdpdv ndAv hyicatto.

couipav Enert’ €pprye pet’ apginodov Basiteia:

aupurodov pev apopte, Babein 8 Enfaie Sivy.

ot 8’ €nt pakpov Giocav- 0 &' Eypeto dlog 'Odvoceic..(0d.6.112-17)

[T]hen the grey-eyed goddess Athene thought what to do next;
how Odysseus should awake, and see the well-favored young girl,
and she should be his guide to the city of the Phaiakians.

Now the princess threw the ball toward one handmaiden,

and missed the girl, and the ball went into the swirling water,

and they all cried out aloud, and noble Odysseus wakened..

s this a simple narrative maneuver to begin the episode, or does it have
more symbolic significance? We will find out later in the poem that one of the
Phaeacian skills which is unsurpassed (and, as they believe, unsurpassable) is

dancing. In book 8, after their defeat in the games, Odysseus marvels at the

Phaeacian dancers, who also play catch with a ball, a sphaira:

ol &’ el oOv coaipav kaAilv petd xepoiv FAovto,

ropeupény, v opiv MéAvBog noince Salppwv,

THv ETEPOG PINTAOKE TOTL VEPEX OKIOEVTOL

idvabeig onicw- 0 8 and xBovog Lyde’ aepbeig

pnidiwg pebéleoxe, ndpog mostv 0vdag tkésBon. (0Od.8.372-6)

These two, after they had taken up in their hands the ball, a beautiful

thing, red, which Polybos the skillful craftsman had made them,

one of them, bending far back, would throw it up to the shadowy

clouds, and the other, going high off the ground, would easily

catch it again, before his feet came back to the ground..

The Phaeacians are perfect dancers who never drop the ball. Yet Odysscus’
arrival on Phaeacia coincides with a Phaeacian game of catch in which a ball is

dropped. It is not only dropped, but dropped in a particular manner. Nausicaa’s

throw misses its target and the ball disappears into the sea out of her reach.!7 The

17The scholiasts, at 04.6.116, nicely confirm this in their commentary on the significance of
‘BaBein’: the detail emphasizes the fact that the ball is out of the reach of the person who threw it,
irretrievable,
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ball escapes from the limits of Phaeacian society, and points toward a realm beyond
their boundaries, out of reach of Nausicaa. This throw not only contrasts with the
perfection of the later throws during the Phaeacian dance, but is also parallel to
Odysseus’ discus throw. In the games with the Phacacian men he too makes a
throw which travels to a point beyond the frame of reference of the Phacacian
competitors. That throw opened up the possibility of loss to the Phaeacians, as does
the missed throw of Nausicaa. The loss of the ball makes Nausicaa aware of a limit
on Phaeacia; this coincides with the appearance of Odysseus. If the missed throw
opens a wound in Phaeacian society, signaling its limitations and the possibility of
something different (better) beyond that limit, this wound is immediately covered
over by Odysseus. The loss of the ball introduces Nausicaa to desire: she seeks
something ‘out of reach’, unattainable. Odyssecus then appears as the first person to
move into this realm of the ‘beyond’ opened up by the loss of the ball. Odysscus’
later success in the discus can be seen as a confirmation of the effects of the
dropped ball of Nausicaa. Before his appearance on Phaeacia, there had only been a
string of heroes who competed with the Phaeacians but who were defeated.
Odysseus proves himself to be an outsider who is better than the aristoi on
Phaeacia, and consequently Nausicaa desires him as the first outsider who is better
than the representatives of her own genos. Because the earlier arrivals had been
inferior to the Phaeacians, there was no reason for Nausicaa to desire them. The
throw of the ball into the unknowable beyond opens up a space for Nausicaa’s
fantasies, a place from where Phaeacia, as a complete society, can be judged.!8
Odysseus is the first to move into that fantasy space, which now structures her
perception of the world. Odysseus will of course leave, but the society of the

Phaeacians is transformed by this departure. Nausicaa will no longer unreflectively

18The hurling of the discus by Odysscus will later perform the same function for the Phacacian
men.
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desire the men of her genos. She will always want something more than they have
to offer. In short, she becomes a true parthenos. If she is later to play the role of
gyne, professing allegiance to a single adult male on Phaeacia, the male will
constantly appreciate that her allegiance to him is undermined by the unspoken
desire for something more. Despite all future protestations of fidelity, Nausicaa will
now remain untrustworthy, suspicious. |

The ‘fall’ of the Phaeacians, their entrance to the realm of mortality, is thus
intimately associated with the emergence of Nausicaa’s desire. For as soon as the
Phaeacians become aware of the limits of their society, they are immediately torn
asunder from their happy, open relationship with the gods. With this in mind, let us
look more closely at Nausicaa’s initial trip to the shore to wash clothes, and linger
over some of its darker aspects. The time and place of the encounter of the
Phaeacian maidens is elaborately described. Though they initially appear to be
going to a river, it later becomes clear that it must be the mouth of a river by the sea-
shore.!? When Odysseus later recounts the tale to Arete in the following book, we
discover that he fails tc mention the maidens’ screams; instcad, he claims to have
been awoken by the rays of the mid-day sun.20 These features in themselves
duplicate the scenario in which Proteus was tricked by Eidothea; he emerged from
the sea onto the shore at mid-day. In Odyssey 6, we find ourselves once more in a
situation which evokes epiphany, an in-between time which facilitates the merging
of the human and divine worlds, but which also renders non-reflective immortals
vuinerable. The tricking of Proteus dragged the immortal god into the reflective
realm of mortals; so too Nausicaa will lose her unreflective innocence, and enter the

mortal world of desire. The vulnerability of the Phaeacian maidens (which they

196.94-5. The clothes arc dricd by the sea-shore, where pebbles are washed ashore.

2()I'hough I have stated (without discussion) that Odysscus is woken by the sun, I should
acknowledgc that there are deep textual difficultics at 7.288. I discuss these problems in detail
below.
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themselves are blissfully unaware of) is highlighted in the manner of their dance;
before it begins, they remove their veils. If this helps create a mood of eroticism,
there is also the darker motif of a possible rape.2! This general atmosphere of
vulnerability and death is enhanced by the striking similarity, long noted by
commentators, between the careful packing of the wagon and mules with the
paraphernalia required for the washing and another famous epic journey with a
wagon into the darkness of night: Priam’s descent into the tent of Achilles in Illiad
24.22 The katabasis motif is replayed here, as Nausicaa and the maidens enter a
liminal realm between the mortal and immortal worlds; as with Proteus, the ensuing
cvents will definitively split them off from their unreflective, carefree, universes.
But perhaps most interesting of all is the manner in which the arrival of
Odysseus replays the moment of the ‘original split” which separated the Phaeacians
from the Cyclopes. When Odysseus arrives, his appearance horrifies the Phaeacian
maidens. This is quite understandable, as the narrative emphasizes his bestiality in

an important simile:

¢ eindv Bauvov vredioeto dlog 08\)0056;
£K mncwng 5 uknc; ntopeov kAdoe xeipi naxsm
(va(ov o)g pLoLTO Tl:Epl xp01 undea ewToc.
Bn LY 1_pev mg 13 7L£cov Op£Ol‘tp0(p0g, alm nsnm@mg,
o¢ T eic’ uouavog Kol anp.evog, v 85 oi dooe
80uetou aurap 0 Povoi petépxeton i dlesoty
Ne pet’ aypotépog EAd@ous: kEAeTa O€ £ yaoTnp
ﬁlmv nstpf\oovm xai €¢ nuxivov dopov EABelv-
o¢ 'Odvoevg xovpnow sunkomxpoww speMe
uei€eoBat, yv uvog nep su)v APELD YOP ucocve
ouspﬁaleog 8" avtjjor (pavn Ke)cwcmuevog oOLun
tpeocav & aAAvdig aAln en movag TPOVYOVGOG.
oin &’ "AAxwvdov Buydtnp péve- 1 yap 'ABivn

21But perhaps not any rape, but rather a specific mythical onc. The innocence of the dancing
maidens recalls the innocence of another maiden, Perscphone. Her rape by Hades is another
mythical talc of origins, which sccks to explain the changing of the scasons - and therefore the
entrance of mortality - to the human world,

225¢c, for cxample, Hainsworth's discussion ad 0d.6.71-84.
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Bdpoog évi gpeoi Bfixe xai €x 8éog eTAeto yuiwy. (0d.6.127-40)

So speaking, great Odysseus came from under his thicket,

and from the dense foliage with his heavy hand he broke off

a leafy branch to cover his body and hide the male parts,

and went in the confidence of his strength, like some hill-kept lion,
who advances, though he is rained on and blown by the wind, and both
eyes kindle; he goes out after cattle or sheep, and his belly is urgent upon
him to get inside of a close steading and go for the sheepflocks.

So Odysseus was ready to face young girls with well-ordered

hair, naked though he was, for the need was on him; and yet,

he appeared terrifying to them, all crusted with dray spray,

and they scattered one way and another down the jutting beaches.

Only the daughter of Alkinoos stood fast, for Athene

put courage into her heart, and took the fear from her body..

They all flee, believing something bestial, inhuman, has arrived on
Phaeacia. The peace now prevalent on Phaeacia was instituted when Nausithous
fled the monstrous Cyclopes, who had harmed them because of their greater might
(6.5ff). The surprise and terror of the maidens can be explained by the success of
the former split; since Nausithous led the Phaeacians away from Hyperia and the
Cyclopes, no such monstrous man has appeared on Scherie. Yet on this occasion,
the flight is not total; Athene intervenes to take away the fear from Nausicaa, and
she alone refuses to flee (Od.6.139-40). She then tries to persuade the other girls
not to flee, but in a significant way: she argues, in effect, that the original split from
the Cyclopes holds good, and that it is inconceivable for a violent man to intrude
into Phaeacian society:

"oTiiTé pot Gppinodor- nooE PevYETE pdTA idoDoat;

1 N 700 Tve Suopevéwv 9acH’ Eppevon avdpdv;

ok €00’ ovLtog avip Siepdg Ppotog 0VdE yévntan,

0g kev Gounkov avdp@v £¢ yoiow Tknrot

dniotiita epwv- pdho yop pidor dBavdtoroty.

oikéopev 8’ andvevBe moAvkAboty évi néviep,

goyator, 000E Tig Gupt Ppotdv émpicyetan &Alog. (0d.6.199-205)

Stand fast, girls. Where are you flying, just because you have looked on

aman? Do you think this is some enemy coming against us?

There is no such man living nor can there ever be one

who can come into the land of the Phaiakians bringing

warlike attack; we are so very dear to the immortals,
and we live far apart by ourselves in the wash of the great sca
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at the utter end, nor do any people mix with us.

Nausicaa’s words seem persuasive. After all, Odysseus, the civilized hero
of the poem, is certainly not a Cyclops. But if Odysseus is not himself a Cyclops,
he does function as one - that is, he plays the role of a Cyclops to perfection. The
Cyclopes had earlier been described as creatures with far greater bie than the
Phaeacians, and who were hostile to them. Odysseus’ discus throw will soon show
that he is far greater in bie, and his presence is destined to destroy Phaeacian
society. The result of the total flight from the Cyclopes was the creation of a self-
enclosed, endogamous society, where paternal law functioned perfectly because
there was no individual man not subject to it, and where external visitors were
inferior to the Phaeacians. Nausicaa argues as if this situation was destined to
continue forever. But the dropping of the ball, and the entrance of Odysseus into
her fantasy frame, has already changed this.23

We can explain this in the terms of the story of origins of Protagoras; if the
perfection of the social is created by the renunciation of all (adult, male) citizens,
rendering anyone who refuses the renunciation a madman, the encounter between
Odysseus and Nausicaa heralds the return of the (banished) madman to the world of
Phaeacia. Nausicaa will never be content with the attentions of Phaeacian men
again, but will always want something more, something beyond the limits of
Phaeacian civilization, From the perspective of Phaeacian men (caught within the
constraints of paternal law), this desire will seem inexplicable, mad. The return of
Odysseus thus functions as the return of a Cyclops, a reappearance of that which

had been disavowed.

23Nausicaa’s initial desire of Odysscus also heralds the end of Phaeacia as an endogamous society.
Note, in particular, the possible sexual connotation of *ernyicyeton’ at 6,205 (and later at 6.241).
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This provides a very different context for Odysseus’ words of praise to
Nausicaa, words which Loraux provided as evidence for the ‘conventional’
depiction of complementary gender identities in the Odyssey.2 Odysseus first

compares her to a god, but then lists her human attributes:

el 8é ‘ti\, £o01 [Spot(l')v ot éni x@ovi vau:téoum.

‘tplg p.axapeg MEV oov. Ye maThp Kol notwa HaTP,

’tplg p.ocxapeg ot mmwntm palu nov ool Bupdg

aitv ébppooivyiowy laivetan z-:tvs)ca o¢lo,

Aevaooviav roxovﬁe BdAog xopov glootvEDGAY.

xelvog 8 ad nept xfipt paxapmtog e&oxov aAlov,

og Ke o’ ¢édvorot Bpioag olkovd’ aydymran.

oV Ydp ntw toodtov idov Ppotdov ogbaApoiotv,

obT avdp’ ovte yuvaixko ' oéfag 1’ Exer etcopowvta. (0d.6.153-61)

But if you are one among those mortals who live in this country,

‘three times blessed are your father and the lady your mother,

and three times blessed your brothers too, and I know their spirits

are warmed forever with happiness at the thought of you, sceing

such a slip of beauty taking her place in the chorus of dancers;

but blessed at the heart, even beyond these others, is that one

who, after loading you down with gifts, leads you as bride

home. I have never with these eyes scen anything like you,

neither man nor woman. Wonder takes me as I look on you.

Odysseus describes Nausicaa as a woman of extraordinary beauty, but in
the quiet reference to a competition between males for her hand in marriage, there
is, I think, an implicit comparison to Helen. We can compare this description of
Nausicaa with the later description of Arete. If Arete dissolves the quarrels between
men, Nausicaa looks suspiciously like a woman whose beauty creates those
quarrels. Odysscus describes her as if she was more than a simple virgin; rather,
she now embodies the darker characteristics of a parthenos. It is perhaps this which
accounts for Odysseus’ strange praise of her as surpassing any man or woman he
has seen. The crucial feature of the parthenos is that she challenges the identity of

woman; she is neither unproblematically a virgin maiden, nor a gyne, but plays the

241 oraux 76.
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role of both. To return to the definition of Loraux, the parthenos is a series of
representations hiding nothing, providing a challenge to every identity, but
(necessarily) on behalf of no particular identity. Before Odysseus’ entrance to
Phaeacia, gender roles had been perfectly distributed: it was a world where
everyone’s gendered identity was fixed. On Phaeacia, gender was not the sign of a
‘fall’ from an original state of grace. Nausicaa changes this because she begins to
desire, which in turn casts a shadow over the perfection of Phaeacian society. She
will no longer be content with the Phaeacian man apportioned to her as husband,
which will in turn destroy any complementarity between the sexes. Her desire
introduces sexual asymmetry. Rather than ‘equal’, symmetrical gendered identities
of man and woman, who play complementary roles, the situation becomes
different; men will continue to play games in order to impress the woman on
Phaeacia, but the women will never be satisfied with their efforts. Before
Nausicaa’s emergence as parthenos, the Phaeacian women, epitomized by Arete,
were both the motivators of the games and those who helped resolve the destructive
aspect of the competitions. After, they lose their trustworthiness as arbitrators
because there is the constant danger of their dissatisfaction with Phaeacian society.
When Odysseus leaves the Phaeacians, he abandons them at the exact point that
Proteus was abandoned by Menelaus. Their previous gendered identities have been
radically undermined; they are about to embark on a world where those identities,
no longer certain, will be contested.

There is one other curious detail in Odysseus’ description of Nausicaa
which is worth pausing over. Odysscus talks of the delight a man might take in
looking at Nausicaa, who will be ‘warmed’, as Lattimore translates ‘iaiveton’. The

sense of this verb is difficult. Though it is commonly used in the sense of
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‘warmed’ 23, it also seems to be linked to the verb idopat, ‘to cure’.26 Given the
importance of the motif of healing during Odysseus’ stay on Phaeacia, the
possibility of a latent sense of ‘cure’ here is intriguing. In effect, Odysseus would
be suggesting that Nausicaa might function as a ‘cure’ for a wounded man.
Odysseus will later tell a tale of the wounding of a Cyclops, and his consequent
entry into the symbolic. Polyphemus’ later appeal to his father to cure him was
shown by Odysseus to be futile: his father promises (but can only promise) to heal
the wound. Odyssecus’ description of Nausicaa suggests that she too can perform
the same function as Poseidon. In the society of Phaeacia (and the Cyclopes) after
their introduction to loss, Nausicaa (and all women) will promise, but only

promise, to render complete the identity of men.

Aidos as reflection

I have already suggested the importance of the reflective nature of aidos,
and the problem of Nausicaa’s initial shame before her father, which he
immediately sees through. But things become more complicated after the meeting
with Odysseus. When Odysseus tells Alcinous of his encounter with Nausicaa, he
suggests that Nausicaa was at fault for not bringing the suppliant straight to him. In
response, Odysseus notoriously liecs on Nausicaa’s behalf:

E_,eiv ﬁ ot pt‘:v toi‘n:(') y évaimpov ovK évonece

noug sun. ouvsxa c’ ou TL pet’ awpmokmm yuvouf;w

nyev £¢ iuetépov- ob &’ dpa npwmv 1kéTELGOG.'
Tov &’ anaustﬁop.evog npoceqm no?\.upnuc; 'Odvooeig:

npox;. un Mot Tovvex’ auvuova veikee xoLpnyv:
M MEV YGp 1’ éxéheve obv apginrdrotory Eneobon,

25As it is used later, at 0d.8.426. I refer to the definitions of LS.
26The link is certainly attested in later usage, and is made explicit by Quintus Smyrnacus. Scc
also Chantraine, ad loc.
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AL’ €yod ovk EBedov Seicag aioyuvdpevdg Te,

1N mwg koi ool Bupdg éntoxvooaito idovTt-

duolndot yép 1" eipev ént xBovi O’ avBpdnwv.” (0d.7.299-307)

‘My friend, here is one proper thought that my daughter was not

aware of, when she failed to bring you, with her attendants,

here to our house. It was she to whom you first came as suppliant.’

Then resourceful Odysseus spoke in turn and answered him:

‘Hero, do not for my sake find fault with your blameless daughter.

She did urge me to follow along with her serving maidens,

but I for embarrassment and dread was not willing, for fear

that something in this might stir your spirit to anger seeing us.

For we who are people upon this earth are jealous in judgement.’

Odysseus’ lines here are usually explained in terms of his tact. He accepts
the blame for Nausicaa’s failed concern for his supplication. But things are more
complex. For the truth, at first glance, hardly seems detrimental to Nausicaa. Her
earlier refusal to accompany him was justified in terms which would seem to
cpitomize social propriety. She feared the reproaches of the Phaeacian men, who
would be jealous of Odysseus as a rival. But, as a chaste maiden, she agreed that
their words would be perfectly appropriate: a woman should not be seen in public
with a man before marriage without the permission of her father (6.285ff).
Odysseus ‘apologizes’ for Nausicaa by transferring the aidos shown by her to him.
It was he who felt shame, not her. What is so disquieting about the action of
Nausicaa that Odysseus chooses to repress it?

We should contrast this show of ‘shame’ and the shame exhibited at the
start of book 6. There, the aidos shown by Nausicaa was immediately understood:
nothing occurred behind the back of the all-knowing father. She had exhibited
‘desire’ for men on Phacacia in complete accordance with Alcinous’ wishes. But
the new situation is quite different. For Nausicaa has becn confronted (for the first
time) with the desire for a non-Phaeacian man. Her feelings of propriety are now
opposed to the real possibility of transgression. The failure to bring Odysseus

straight to Alcinous suggests that she is aware of this possibility; her shame now

works to control this. Before, there would have been no need to reflect on the
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dangers of bringing a stranger straight to her father, because she would have felt
nothing inappropriate in so doing. Such transgression was literally unthinkable for
Nausicaa. She articulates her first disapproval for the ‘mixing” with an outsider
only once she dwells on the possibility of transgressing the prohibition. She tells
Odysseus of the inappropriateness of an encounter with a man before marriage
without her father’s knowledge. The problem is that such an encounter with
Odysscus has already happened behind her father’s back. Her words of shame are
too late: the totality of her father’s knowledge is irrevocably punctured. Odysseus”
‘tact’ now takes on a new light. If Alcinous were to find out that his daughter had
refused to bring Odysseus to him because of shame, he would have to confront the
fact of her desire for Odysseus which occurred behind his back; he would thus stare
at the limits of his noos. Odysseus allows Alcinous to believe that the shame which
occurred during the episode was exhibited by him, an outsider, and not by one of
his subjects. He accordingly delays recognition of a wound already opened up on
Phaeacia: he persuades Alcinous, and delays the effect of the first neikos which
materializes as Nausicaa becomes a parthenos.

If critics have pounced on this particular Odyssean lie in book 7, they have

been silent about another which is just as significant:

£0dov mavviylog kol én’ @ kol pécov fpop-

deileto 1’ éhrog, ko pe YAuxlg Hrvog Gvijkev.

apginodovug 8 ént Bwi tefig évonoa Buyatpog

robovoog, &v &' adth Env eikvia Befiot.

TV ikétevs’* 7| §” ob 11 voipatog fipPpotev €60A09..(0d.7.288-92)

Islept nightlong, and into the dawn, and on to the noonday,
the sun had passed its mid-point,27 and then the sweet sleep released me.

271 provide my own translation of linc 7.289, rcading *3eiletd ©° néAtog” (the reading of
Aristarchus) rather than the MSS dboeto. As Stanford (ad loc) points out, Sboero makes little
sensc because so much happens between Odysscus’ wakening and nightfall. Onc problem with
Aristarchus’ reading is that SefAeto is not attested clsewhere. It docs, however, scem to refer to the
Homeric division of the day into morning, mid-day and cvening (Stanford quotes /1.21.111, fidg i
SeiAn #i péoov Nuap). If correct, the time of Odysscus’ awakening would be particularly
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Then I was aware of your daughter’s attendant women playing

on the beach, and she, looking like the goddesses, went there among them.

[ supplicated her, nor did she fail of the right decision...

Odysseus’ story focuses on the moment of his awakening, a moment
already described in book 6. But he is conspicuously silent about the reason why he
woke up. The sequence of events in book 6 is clear: Nausicaa drops the ball, the
maidens cry out aloud, and Odysseus hears them (0d.6.116ff). Odysseus fails to
mention the maidens’ cries - the most important part of Athena’s contrivance to
waken him. But if this part of the tale is suppressed, Odysseus’ words also cannot
help reminding us of them: for he tells Alcinous of the perfection of Nausicaa’s
noos: 1 &' ob 11 vonjuartog HuPpotev €60Aod ('Nor did she miss the noble
thing to think'). He repeats the most significant word used to describe the event
which he chooses not to narrate: Nausicaa misses her target with the sphaira:
augnodov pev duapte. Odysseus’ ‘tact’ prevents Alcinous from finding out
about this incident of failure on Phaeacia. He portrays Nausicaa as if she remained a
non-desiring woman, and is silent about the act which introduced her to desire.
Why?

The events on Phacacia all occur with a shadow hanging over the
civilization. The disavowal of the possibility of harm from Nausicaa is equivalent to
Odysseus’ denial of the emergence of self-reflective aidos, or indeed the Phaeacian
flight into believing that their loss in the games was not utterly destructive of their
society. The disaster has already happened, and the Phacacians are living on
borrowed time, yet they do not recognize this until after Odysscus leaves and the
mountain arrives. This occurs both because of their own disavowal of the change

(eg. Nausicaa’s denial of the entrance of a Cyclops-like figure of bie) and because

significant. He would have been awakened the moment after the time for epiphany had passed - the
moment after the dropping of the ball by Nausicaa signaled her descent into mortal socicty.
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of the persuasive powers of Odysseus: Odysseus’ nostos depends on the ongoing

Phaeacian disavowal of the loss of their civilization.
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CHAPTER 7
PENELOPE AS PARTHENOS

It is all too easy to read the Odyssey teleologically, as the inevitable
progression of the hero Odysscus homeward, toward his own oikos, his home.!
Accordingly, the poem is often read as an adventure story, with the hero
overcoming every external obstacle which hinders his path homeward. But
Odysseus’ return is not only to a home, but to a wife; this wife is Penelope, the
epitome of fidelity. If we agree that Penelope is thus the goal of Odysscus’
Odyssey, the perfect representation of ‘Woman’ in her normativity, then a
teleological reading of the poem as a slow progression toward this normative goal
of woman can be effortlessly constructed. It goes something like this: ‘Odysseus is
detained by lots of women on his way home, but insofar as they fall short of
Penelope, his partner in his oikos, homestead at Ithaca, he cannot be satisfied by
them for very long. Calypso detains him on her island, but because she is a
goddess their union is a sterile one, incapable of producing the children that are so
essential to an oikos. Accordingly the union is barren, lacking in human meaning.
The most alluring possibility is the appearance of the Phaeacian princess Nausicaa
in Odyssey 6; their interaction suggests a mutual attraction, and indeed her father
explicitly suggests Odysseus should stay in Phaeacia to marry - yet if this is an
offer of an oikos, it is not Odysseus’ oikos, it is not a full replacement for the wife
and son he already lacks.2 The narrative depicts the satisfaction of Odysseus'’
desire, the filling of the lack of homecoming and wife emphasized in the proem:

vooTtov kexpnuévov 7O yovoukdg (0d.1.13).

1n the words of Goldhill 1995, 196, it is the ‘most teleological of epics’.
2Sce Goldhill 1984, 183 for a longer, persuasive version of this structuralist-inspired thesis,
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If this is a story of the failures of women Odysseus actually meets, there is a
subtler - though fundamentally similar - reading of the poem which emphasizes
Penelope’s differentiation from other women who have subverted the return,
nostos, of other heroes, Crucial here is the importance the poem lays on the figures
of Clytemnestra and Helen. This supplementary story, the basis of the book by
Katz, is constructed in roughly the following manner: ‘Clytemnestra subverts
Agamemnon’s return, murdering her husband on his return home."3 Helen is a
figure who remains the epitome of infidelity, who left her husband Menelaus for
Paris and caused the Trojan War. These figures are important insofar as they
provide alternative sub-plots which threaten to undermine Odysseus’ return home.
Though Penelope remains faithful, she still might yield to the desires of the suitors,
become a Helen. Though Odysseus hopes to return to a faithful, waiting Penelope,
there lurks the possibility that she will have changed into a murderous
Clytemnestra. With the same points of reference, Odysseus’ prolonged encounter
with the souls of the ‘wives and daughters of princes’ in the Underworld can be
cxplained. Insofar as they provide alternative (per)versions of women'’s role in the
oikos, they aid in Odysscus’ understanding of what a normal woman is. This helps
us understand the happiness of the ending, for the safe return of Odysseus to
Penelope carries the force of a certain relief. Odysseus returns to a faithful
Penelope, not any of them (not a murderous Clytemnestra, an adulterous Helen.. or
from book 11, an incestuous Epicaste who slept with her son Oedipus, a hateful
Eriphyle, who sold her husband’s life for gold etc..)’.

The problem with both of these readings of the poem is that they take into
account only one of the Homeric views of gender outlined in the previous chapter.

They depend on the symmetrical theory, with woman playing a complementary role

3In fact, the pocm is unclear as to whether Clytemnestra or her lover Acgisthus is the actual
murderer. Sce Katz, esp. chapter 1, for a discussion of the implications of this.
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to man, and pay no heed to the asymmetrical one. The figure of the parthenos, who
acts out gendered roles in such a way as to demonstrate their contingency, is
ignored, which means that much of the complexity of Homer's narrative is also
missed.* In order to demonstrate this, let us look closely at where the teleological
interpretations end: Penelope.

The logic which allows Penelope to function as the poem’s telos is
dependent on a moralizing divide of the category of woman into good and bad: a
return to Penelope can only make sense if she is morally differentiated from others,
if she is deemed worthy to return to. But this division of women into good and evil
is explicitly collapsed inside the poem by a pair of speeches delivered by
Agamemnon. The words of Agamemnon have generally been dismissed as
unthinking misogyny and of course the speeches are misogynist, yet this should not
stop us from examining their logic. The first speech is delivered by him to
Odysseus as part of an exchange between them during Odysseus’ trip to Hades.
There, Agamemnon first tells of his murder at the hands of his wife and her lover
Acgisthus. Though Aegisthus seems at first to be the primary agent of murder, as
Agamemnon recounts the tale it is Clytemnestra’s responsibility which comes to the
fore. This leads to a sweeping condemnation of all women:

g oVK aivétepov vcoci m’wtepov aAAo yuvouiko,

[Q 11 o ‘rotowta pera cppscw epya Bal’qwt ]

otov &1 kol keivn eunoocto epyov aemsg,

Kouptﬁtm 1e0Eao0 TOGEL GOVOoV. 1) ToL eqmv Ye

OONAC10G TAldEGTIV 188 duweosowv Epoioty

oikud’ eleuceoea\ nd eE_,oxa ku*{pu 1duvia ul

ot 1€ kot' aicyog exeue xm sooouevnow Onicow
Bnivtépnot yovankl, kai 1 x° £bepydg Enorv. (0d.11.427-435)

So there is nothing more deadly or more vile than a woman
who stores her mind with acts that are of such sort, as this one

4The bibliography on Penclope is immense. [ concentrate on the recent books of Katz and Felson-
Rubin, who themselves provide uscful surveys of the literature.
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did when she thought of this act of dishonor, and plotted

the murder of her lawful husband. See, I had been thinking

that I would be welcome to my children and thralls of my household
when I came home, but she with thoughts surpassingly grisly
splashed the shame on herself and the rest of her sex, on women
still to come, even on the one whose acts are virtuous.

What is interesting here is Agamemnon’s refusal of the separation of
women into categories of good and bad. Rather, even those whose acts are virtuous
are already evil. For Agamemnon women just are evil. Odysseus replies by tacitly
agreeing, mentioning the evil of Helen in addition to that of Clytemnestra:

@ mémot, | pdha 8% yévov 'Atpéoc edplona Zebe

gxnayAog fxBnpe yovauxeiog S1 BovAac

€€ apyfic: "EAévng pév anwAoped’ sivexo moAdot,

oot &8¢ KAvtoupviotpn 86Aov fiptue A48’ €dvti. (Od.11.437-41)

Shame it is, how most terribly Zeus of the wide brows

from the beginning has been hateful to the seed of Atreus

through the schemes of women. Many of us died for the sake of Helen,

and when you were far, Klytaimestra plotted treason against you.

Odysseus’ apparent affirmation of the guilt of women as a whole - Helen is
added to Clytemnestra - remains conspicuously silent about Penelope, the obvious
exception. The failure to mention Penelope prompts Agamemnon to qualify his
misogyny; he modifies his earlier remarks by assuring Odysseus that he will never
be murdered by his wife, for Penelope is ‘all too virtuous and her mind is stored
with good thoughts’ (Od. 11.445ff). But despite this apparent volte-face - which
seems to assure Penelope entrance into the realm of virtue - Agamemnon produces a
further surprise, which reinforces his previous argument. For despite Penelope’s
virtue, he goes on to emphasize that Odysseus should beware of her on his voyage
home. Penelope, as a woman, cannot be trusted:

kpUPOnV, und’ avoapavdd, epidny ég natpido yoiav

viia kaTioyépeva, Enet ovkétt motd yovoukiv. (Od.11.455-6)

When you bring your ship in to your own dear country, do it
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secretly, not in the open. There is no trusting in women.

One could perhaps try to explain Agamemnon's words in terms of the
narrative progression of the poem. Though Penelope is given the benefit of the
doubt and assumed to be virtuous, at this point in the narrative - with Odysseus still
stuck on Phaeacia - her virtue remains unproved. Odysscus is thus forced to
consider the possibility that Penelope might indeed turn out to be another
Clytemnestra. Yet there is another twist to Agamemnon’s misogyny. For he repeats
the condemnation of all women in almost exactly the same terms in the final book of
the Odyssey as he converses with the souls of the suitors murdered by Odysseus.
At this point in the poem there is no question about the success of Odysseus’
return, nor that Penelope has proven herself to be virtuous. Yet though
Agamemnon’s words display an even more marked contrast between Penelope’s
virtue and the evils of women in general, Penelope is still tarred with the same
brush as her species:

olBts Aaeptao nat. nolu;mxav OSvoceu,

n apa cLv ueyakﬂ apsm amnow aKotTIv-

g ayaeat (ppsvsg noav apupow Mnveloneiy,

koupq 'Tkaplov, dg £V uepvnt OSuonog,

avﬁpog xoupl&ov T® ol kA£og oV motT’ OAgiToit

NG apetiic, teuf;ovm &’ emxeothow ao1dnv
aBavatm xopleEcTOLY sxacppovn I'lnve?»onem

ovy ©g Tuvﬁapeou koupn KoLK unoato £pya,
Koupl&ov KTEIVAGO TOGLY, GTVYEPT) O€ T’ a015n
gooet’ én’ avBpamnovg, xodennv 8¢ 1 ey ondooet
BnAvtépnor yovoul, xai 1 x° ebepyds Epotv. (0d.24.192-202)

‘O fortunate son of Laertes, Odysseus of many devices,

surely you won yourself a wife endowed with great virtue.
How good was proved the heart that is in blameless Penelope,
Ikarios’ daughter, and how well she remembered Odysseus,
her wedded husband. Thereby the fame of her virtue shall never
die away, but the immortals will make for the people

of earth a thing of grace in the song for prudent Penclope.

Not so did the daughter of Tyndareos fashion her evil

deeds, when she killed her wedded lord, and a song of loathing
will be hers among men, to make evil the reputation

of womankind, even for one whose acts are virtuous.’
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What is significant about Agamemnon’s remarks is that they give the lie to
any teleological reading of the poem based on the split of women into good/bad:
‘good’ Penelope as cnd to be aimed for, bad Helen/Clytemnestra as end to be
avoided. For however noble, virtuous, faithful Penelope is, it matters not one jot to
Agamemnon. Insofar as she is a woman, she remains untrustworthy, inherently
capable of evil. It is tempting to suggest that Agamemnon’s words lay bare a hidden
secret of patriarchal ideology, a secret spoken more clearly here than in any other
part of the poem: for its power lies not in its unfair denigration of good women, but
in the unquestioned assumption of its ability to construct a separate morality of
women (necessitating a determinate identity of woman) in the first place. We should
therefore beware of dismissing his words as clumsy misogyny, and realize that they
contain an important insight: try as anyone might to valorize a good Penelope, to
produce an array of good feminine qualities with which to defend her, such a
procedure will always run the risk of valorizing the process of categorization which
assigns women virtues as women.

Agamemnon’s words, together with the more general problem of
Penelope’s ‘exception’ to the feminine rule, have produced interesting critical
responses. In general, the more rabid the denunciations of Agamemnon, the less the
willingness to appreciate the more salutary parts of his logic. The forcefulness of
the moral denunciation of Agamemnon acts as a shield, protecting critics from a
serious engagement with the anxiety Agamemnon exhibits. I will look at this in
more detail below, suggesting that one of the reasons his words have been ignored
is that his insight about Penelope is fundamentally correct: she indeed cannot be so
easily separated from the ‘evil’ women in the poem. Lurking beneath the apparent
identity of ‘virtuous women’ there are persistent narrative hints that this ‘virtue’ is

merely acted out for the sake of men; Penelope remains as untrustworthy as
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Clytemnestra and Helen. But first, it is instructive to examine three separate ways
in which critics have chosen to skip over Agamemnon’s logic.

The classic approach is to fetishize his words, treating them as if thcy were
the only examples of misogyny in the poem. Let us consider the words of
W.B.Stanford: ‘Generalizing from his personal experience...as men are apt to do,
he condemns the whole sex in words that are the first in a long series of anti-
feminist gibes in Greek literature.’> The problem with the argument here is
relatively obvious; in the self-satisfaction generated by the moral denunciation of
Agamemnon, any general questioning of the ideology of gender in the rest of the
poem is (perennially) put on hold. Such criticism can hardly avoid succumbing to
the dominant ideology of the poem, which itself rests on the process of constructing
a ‘good’, ‘faithful’ woman,

A more recent approach of Felson-Rubin moves even further along the
critical path of Stanford by explicitly valorizing Penelope as a faithful wife against
Agamemnon, who in turn displays ‘a flagrantly negative attitude toward
womankind’:

[Bly the end of the performance, an invitation is
extended to all listeners to transcend Agamemnon’s
limited perspective and adopt that of Odysseus.... If
eventually even he is converted, then all skeptical
males in Homer’s audience can be cajoled into a kindly
attitude toward faithful Penelope (and perhaps toward
their own faithful wives).6
Felson-Rubin’s book is itself explicitly indebted to ego-psychology, and in

her reading of Agamemnon’s misogyny this is very much in evidence.”? What

drives her critique of Agamemnon is a belief in the complementary roles of man and

SStanford ad Od4.11.441ft,

6Fclson-Rubin 93.

TEgo-psychology, a form of psychoanalysis which sccks to reinforce the ego of the analysands in
order to integrate them better into socicty, was persistently attacked by Lacan; for Lacan, such
reinforcement of the cgo could only mean a caving in to the dominant ideology of the day, and
thus is deeply complicit in a conventional, quictist politics.
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woman, of womankind as separate from ‘mankind’, yet playing a (separate but)
equal role in the creation of a couple, a *one’.8 Her reading not only fails to find
any awareness of a challenge to the construction of a ‘feminine’ identity, but
eagerly acquiesces in this project. It affirms the ‘feminine’ qualities of mothering
and fidelity which are already on display on the poem’s surface. But equally
important is the way such an approach undermines any possibility of resistance; it
rules out in advance a feminist agency which is not always already the product of
the social discourse that constructs women as women. For Felson-Rubin,
Penelope’s ‘agency’ lies in her active assumption of the role as ‘faithful wife’, her
ability to play a full part in the voyage toward the ‘oneness’ with Odysseus that is
the apparent telos of the poem. We will need to return to the problem of assessing
Penelope’s agency. For now, it is enough to note that agency, for Felson-Rubin, is
always already at the mercy of ideology - dancing to the tune of the signifier -
which means that it can hardly be an agency at all.?

A third reaction to Agamemnon, by Murnaghan, is much more nuanced. It
places Agamemnon’s praise of the ‘faithful’ Penelope in its patriarchal context:

While the Odyssey's portrait of Penelope is one of the most

sympathetic in Greek literature, that portrait is also placed in
wider context of misogyny through the self-representation of

8Even the bricf quotc provides telling hints at Felson-Rubin's perspective. Her valorization of
‘womankind’, as a scparate specics from ‘mankind’, for example. The valorization of ‘womankind’
in the pocm cxplicitly mirrors her critical approach, which advocates a ‘female’, more ‘emotional’
approach to reading literaturc: ‘I have come to accept my own willingness to be in a dialogue with
the text rather than “playing it cool” and distancing mysclf, postmodern-fashion, from its
cmotional content’, which for Felson-Rubin is an approach which is characteristic of male
idcology. This vision of ‘cmotional’ women, not quitc at home in the *male’ world of ‘rational
discoursc’ is a staple of patriarchal ideology.

9The issue of *Penclope as Moral Agent’ is also discussed, in a fundamentally similar manner, in
Foley 1995, passim. For Foley, Penclope makes *a fully conscious choice and autonomous
decision’ to reject *hope and desire for obedicnce to social responsibilitics’. There are numerous
difficultics here, not least in the problem of the compatibility of *autonomy’ with responsibilitics
that arc emphatically social. In what follows, my opposition to this position will become clear; in
particular, I am more interested in Penclope’s unconscious refusal of social dictates, rather than her
conscious obedicnce, and in the way she tries to refuse to make any moral choice, and thus
undermines the catcgorics implied in 'social responsibilitics’,
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Penelope as an exception to the general rule. The poem self-

consciously depicts the formation of a tradition of misogyny

even as it places a counterexample at the center of its story.!0

Murnaghan shows an awareness of a broader patriarchal strategy:
Penelope’s ‘virtue’ is always already contained in a wider discourse that posits her
as exception. As such, her sympathetic portrait is beside the point. Yet even here,
what is noticeable is the rejection of the explicit words of Agamemnon. Murnaghan
reacts to Agamemnon as if he had argued that though most women were bad,
Penelope is a notable exception. Of course, this is not his argument; he argues that
any exception is irrelevant, undermined by the untrustworthy status of women as
women. Further, in giving in to the ‘sympathetic’ portrait of Penelope, there is
already a yielding to the patriarchal logic that Mumaghan secks to undermine. For
Penclope is only sympathetic to the cxtent that she conforms to the notion of ‘good’
woman, to the extent that she plays the role which is already carved out for her in
the symbolic.

In contrast to these critics, I will suggest that Agamemnon is right: Penelope
is fundamentally similar to Helen and Clytemnestra. But rather than directly
providing evidence for the resemblance, let us first consider the reason for
Agamemnon’s anxiety. An obvious answer lies in his personal misfortune:
murdered by his own wife, he is naturally suspicious of other women. Yet this in
itself does not explain the particular form his misogyny takes, which emphasizes
not so much the cruelty or murderousness of women, but their deviousness, the
impossibility of ever being able to completely trust them. Felson-Rubin suggests
that Agamemnon fears an ‘autonomous female other’!1, and I think she is at least

partly correct. She is incorrect insofar as his fear has nothing to do with the

10Murnaghan 124,
I E¢lson-Rubin 107.
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‘female’ per se, but correct in that he is terrified by the prospect of a certain freedom
in and of itself, a freedom which happens to be exhibited by Penelope. What
terrifies Agamemnon is the possibility of Penelope’s subjectivity, for she represents
the possibility of a force which cannot be explained within his (or anyone’s)
ideological terms of reference. The problem with Penclope is not that she is ‘goud’,
or that she is ‘bad’, but that she is unpredictable, and it is this unpredictability
which terrifies Agamemnon about women in general. Despite every system
constructed to explain them, they still elude explanation and escape the parameters
of the ideology that tries to ensnare them. In the terms of the last chapter,
Agamemnon is aware of the possibility of Penclope as parthenos. Penelope's
masks, as with the parthenos, seem to hide nothing; there is no motivation for
them. It is this ‘nothing’, the possibility of a ciphered self stripped of every
determinate identity, and with it the possibility of an act performed on behalf of no

particular ideological system, which causes Agamemnon’s anxiety.

Penelope as Nausicaa, Penelope as Arete

Let us now look at the manner in which the narrative signals Penelope as
parthenos. Penelope becomes the figure Nausicaa is on the point of becoming for
the Phaeacians as Odysseus leaves. We leave Phacacia at the moment when the
emergence of Nausicaa's desire threatens to disrupt the two roles assigned to
females by patriarchal Phaeacian ideology: virgin maiden and gyne. Before
Odysseus’ appearance, Nausicaa had functioned as an idealized virgin maiden,
Arete as an idealized gyne. Much of the complexity on show in Penelope’s wiliness
and apparent ambivalence toward Odysseus can be explained if we sce her as a
composite of both figures. For Odyssecus, she appears to be a faithful wife and is

treated as if she was an idealized gyne - like Arete. For the suitors, she appears as a
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virgin maiden, who teases the best of her suitors as she withholds the promise of
marriage; she is treated as if she was a beautiful, alluring virgin - like Nausicaa. It is
because Penelope embodies both Arete and Nausicaa that complexities arise; the
passage from virgin to gyne is meant to be a natural and progressive one. Young
girls grow up to become what they naturally should be, wives. Marriage resolves
the uncertainty implied in the moment of transition. Penelope undermines this
transition. But she does this not simply by lingering on the point of indeterminacy
when she is not fully either; rather, she is emphatically both. She appears as virgin
and gyne to different people simultancously, and thus clarifies that these are not
natural states of being, but roles which can be played out, masks to be worn.

Let us look at each of these roles in turn. In the closing books, as the scene
is set for the slaughter of the suitors at the contest of the bow, Homer’s narrative
persistently draws attention to the parallels between the situation of Penelope and
that of Nausicaa. On Phacacia, the emergence of Nausicaa’s desire led to a quarrel
(neikos) between the young Phaeacian men and Odysseus; the quarrel then leads to
the games of book 8, which are implicitly staged as a competition between the men
for the right to marry Nausicaa. So too the gathering of the suitors around Penelope
is described in terms of its potential for strife. Eurymachus, early in the poem,
describes the gathering as an eris for the sake of Penelope’s virtue (elvexa Tiig
apetiic éprdaivopev, ‘we quarrel for the sake of her excellence’ 0d.2.206). Later
Antinous suggests that the disguised Odysseus’ desire to try the bow is due to
drunkenness and compares the possible outcome to the legendary fight between the
Centaurs and Lapiths at the marriage ceremony of Peirithoiis; the fight was
provoked by the attempt of the drunken Centaur Eurytion to carry off Peiritholis’

bride. His reference to this eris over a woman anticipates the slaughter which will
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soon erupt after the bow contest.!2 More generally, the fears of the Phaeacians that
Nausicaa might prefer to marry a stranger, and therefore put into question their
status as aristoi,'3 mirrors the concern of Eurymachus as he fails in his attempt to
string the bow:

Oh my sorrow. Here is a grief beyond all others;

it is not so much the marriage I grieve for, for all my chagrin.

There are many Achaian women besides, some of them close by

in seagirt Ithaka, and some in the rest of the cities;

but it is the thought, if this is true, that we can come so far short

of godlike Odysseus in strength, so that we cannot even
string his bow. A shame for men unborn to be told of.!4 (0d.22.249-255)

Just as the suspicion that Nausicaa was not interested in any of their number
haunted the Phaeacians, so the suitors are threatened by the possibility that the bow
contest will humiliate them. Further, it is not Peneclope’s worth which is in
question; their humiliation comes from the manner in which her tricks constantly
devalue their status as aristoi. She constantly undermines their claim to excellence.

But if the suitors see a Nausicaa, a woman who always threatens to become
the source of a conflict, Odysseus sees an Arete - a figure of perfect virtue, whose
qualities resolve quarrels rather than create them. This is the point of the ‘reverse

simile’ used to describe her in Book 19, a simile which looks back to Arete:

o yovai, ovk Qv Tig o€ Bpotdv én’ aneipova yoloy
VelkéoL: 1} Yap oev kAEog oVpavOY eVpLV IKAVEL,

12The pocm continually portrays the possible victory over the suitors as the victory of Odysscus
as athlete. Mcnclaus associates the successful punishment of the suitors with the image of
Odysscus as a wrestler (4.343ff), and Menclaus’ words are later repeated by Telemachus for
Penclope (17.134ff).

1304.6.282ff.

1411 is worth noting in passing how Eurymachus’ logic here alludes to the famous arguments
against the Trojan War made by Achilles, and in an important sense surpasses them, Achilles
rcalizes the surface stupidity in the fight over a single woman, when there arc *‘many others’. The
rejection of the war for Helen is reinforced in his rejection of the symbolic importance of the
daughter of Agamemnon as wife (/1.9.388(f, Cf his remarks at 9.340-2). For Eurymachus,
however, the women in and of themsclves are of no importance. They are merely the pretext for
the battle for prestige between men,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



257

g 1é tev N PociAfiog apdpovog, S e Beoudig

[Gvdpdov év moAloiot kot ipBiporsiv dvicowv]

evdikiag avéxnot, eépnot Ot yaio péhonve

nupovg kai kp1fdg, BpiBpor 8t dévdpea xapnd,

ikt &' Epnedo pida, Badoacoo 8& mapéyp ixBog

¢€ evnyeoing, dpetdot 8 Aaoi b’ adtod. (0d.19.107-14)

Lady, no mortal man on the endless earth could have cause

to find fault with you; your fame goes up into the wide heaven,

as of some king who, as a blameless man and god-fearing,

and ruling as lord over many powerful people,

upholds the way of good government, and the black earth yields him

barley and wheat, his trees are heavy with fruit, his sheepflocks

continue to bear young, the sca gives him fish, because of

his good leadership, and his people prosper under him.

The simile seems to be ‘reversed’ because the would-be king, Odysseus,
portrays Penelope in that role.!’ But this strangeness can be explained if we
understand it as looking back to the peculiar social harmony which existed on
Phaeacia. Alcinous, to be sure, is a classic example of the good king that Odyssecus
describes, but the harmony of his rule on Phaeacia was dependent on Arete’s
ability, as an idealized gyne, to resolve the quarrels between men formed in the
competition for maidens: veikeo Avet (Od.7.74).16 The simile provides insight
both into the sort of kingdom which Odysseus believes to be ideal, and into the
gender relations he imagines to be at work - the idealized relations he describes
elsewhere as homophrosyne, like-mindedness.!7 It is a world which resembles that
of the Phaeacians, where gender identities are fixed and the tensions created by
marriageable maidens are resolved by the actions of gynaikes. Odysseus’ ideal is
thoroughly nostalgic; he seeks to return to an idealized society which the narrative

of his intervention on Phaeacia has already demonstrated as impossible.

15Scc Foley 1978, 11f.

16This thematic reference to Arete is backed up by the pun on her name at 19.114: gpeté@ot 8¢
Aaoi b’ avtod.

17Sce his words to Penclope, outlining an ideal of marriage at 0d.6.181 1T,
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It is this motif of nostalgia which lies behind Penelope’s description of the

actions of the suitors to the disguised Odysseus in Book 18:

vuE 8’ €otan, 6te On oTLYEPOG Yapog avtiBoAncet
ovAopévng €uébev, tiig te Zevg OABov annipe.

GAAG& 108’ aivov dixog kpadinv kol Bupdv ixdver:
pvnotpwv ovy 11de dixn 10 ndporBe tétvkro,

ol T’ ayaBnv te yuvaike xoi dgveloio Boyatpo
nvnotevely £0éAwot kol aAAnAois’ épicwotv:

abTot 1ot ' andyovot Boog kol Tpra pfjde

KovLpng daito @idotot, kai dyrad ddpa S1dovory-

AL’ ovk dALdTprov PBiotov viimowov Edovoty. (Od.18.272-280)
And there will come that night when a hateful marriage is given
to wretched me, for Zeus has taken my happiness from me.
But this thing comes as a bitter distress to my heart and spirit:
the behavior of these suitors is not as it was in time past

when suitors desired to pay their court to a noble woman

and daughter of a rich man, and rival each other. Such men
themselves bring in their own cattle and fat sheep, to feast

the family of the bride, and offer glorious presents.
They do not eat up another’s livelihood, without payment.

Penclope looks back to a time of a good eris; suitors vied with each other
(Eplowov) in giving presents for a woman, a behavior in stark contrast to the
present behavior of suitors. Penelope’s reference to this good eris comes close to
the famous discussion of ‘two Strifes’ made by Hesiod in the Works and Days: for
Hesiod, a praiseworthy eris encourages hard work through competition, while a
shameful eris leads to the toil and suffering of war.18 But Penelope’s nostalgia for a
former, trouble-free society can help clarify the difference between the two. We
have already scen a version of an idealized, conflict-free society from the mythical
past dreamed of by Penelope: Phaeacia before the arrival of Odysseus. And as it
happens, there too there is a showcasing of a ‘good eris’ as the Phacacian women

vie with each other in washing the clothes:

¢/ \) LI 4 9, ’ ’, ©°
elpoTo XEPOIV EAOVTO Kol E69Opeov pEAOY Vdwp,

I8ticsiod, Works and Days 111f,
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oteifov &' év PoOporot Bode, Eprda mpogépovcal.
avtap Enel TAdvav e kabnpav te pina navre..0d.6.91-3

[They] lifted the wash in their hands and carried it to the black water,

and stamped on it in the basins, making a race and a game of it

until they had washed and rinsed all the dirt away..

The conflict-free, playful competition is soon followed by the actual game
played with the sphaira. But this game is complicated by the dropping of that ball
engineered by Athena, an event which introduces the Phaeacians to the possibility
of loss.!? We now have at least one reason why the initial eris over the washing is a
good one; the competitors did not face the possibility of losing. So too Penelope
looks back to a mythical past, when games could be played honorably without any

fear of defeat. Odysseus’ later slaughter of the suitors is made in the hope of a

return to this mythical past.

Penelope’s desire

If the notion of Penelope as parthenos - an amalgam of masks, gyne and
virgin maiden, hiding nothing - can help explain her interactions with the suitors
and Odysseus, we still need to consider the motivation for the wearing of these
masks - the problem of her desire. The book of Marilyn Katz deals with the issue
directly.20 The title of the fourth chapter, which attempts to make sense out of

Penelope’s actions in Books 18 and 19, poscs the key question: ‘What docs

191t also previews the *bad eris® which will arisc from the games. Odysscus’ later attempt to patch
up the cffect of his discus throw involves a denunciation of any man who would bring eris to the
games. His language, uttcred at the moment when the possibility of innocent competition
disappcars on Phacacia, recalls the cris between the washers (Ep18a npogpépovooan):

dppwv 6N keivog ye xai ovtdavog néder avip,
o6 11g Eervodoky Eprdo npopépnton aéBAwY...(0d.8.210-1)

Any man can be called mad and a nobody

who brings forth an eris in the games to his host..
20Katz 1991,
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Penelope want?" Here Katz echoes the question that plagued Freud, and which he
meckly confessed he was unable to answer. But before looking at Katz’ answer, it
is worth briefly affirming why it is a question in the first place.

Penelope’s actions in these books are notoriously difficult to fathom. At the
moment of Odysseus' return, she seems to give up her patient, twenty year wait for
him; she gives in to the demands of the suitors by instigating the contest of the
bow. Her attitude to the suitors is itself complex. Though professing disapproval of
them, there is the ongoing suggestion that she might be willing to marry the ‘best’
of them, and in a famous dream which she recounts to the disguised Odysseus there

is a suggestion that she sexually desires them:

aML’ dye pot rov ove1pov vnorcpwm xal GKovGov.
Xfvég pot kata oikov eemom nupov Edovoy

¢€ ¥darog, K(ll té ooV uxwouou elcopomoa: vl

£ABav &’ eE_, opeog HEYag atetog ayxukoxn?mg

nact kot auxevaq n&e Kal éxtavev' ol 8 Exéxuvio
&Bpoot év peydpors’, 0 8’ &g aiBépa Slav aépbn.

avTap €Y kKAoiov ek EKOKVOV £V TEP OVELPW,

apel 8¢ p’ NyepéBovro EbmAokapidec "Axonad,

oikTp’ OAOQUPOUEVNV, O NOL QUETOG EKTAVE XTiVOLC.

ay & éABav xat’ &p’ €let’ €ni npolyovrt peddOpw,
euvij 8¢ Bpotén xotepRTLE PWVNOEY TE*

"Bdpoer, Ixaplov koOpn tmAexAertolo:

ouK <')'vap, ail’ iinap éoGAév 0 701 tatekeopévov £otal.
¥iiveg HEV pvnonlpeg. eym 88 TO1 CliETOG Opvig

na napog, ViV oOTE ‘teog nomg et).n?»ovea

0G MGOL PVNOTHPOIV GElkEn ROTHOV EPNOW.’

®¢ 'é(pat a0Tap éui»: psMnSﬁg iSn:vog dvﬁxe

nanmvaca ot xfiveg Evi peyapow evonca

TUPOV EPENTOUEVOVG TapO TUEAOVY, Nt mapog nep. (Od.19.535-551)

But come, listen to a dream of mine and interpret it for me.

I have twenty geese here about the house, and they feed on

grains of wheat from the water trough. I love to watch them.

But a great eagle with crooked beak came down from the mountain,
and brokce the necks of them all and killed them. So the whole twenty lay
dead about the house, but he soared high in the bright air.

Then I began to weep - that was in my dream - and cried out

aloud, and around me gathered the fair-haired Achaian women

as I cried out sorrowing for my geese killed by the eagle.

But he came back again and perched on the jut of the gabled

roof. He now had a human voice and spoke aloud to me:
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“Do not fear, O daughter of far-famed Ikarios.

This is no dream, but a blessing real as day. You will sec it

done. The geese are the suitors, and I, the eagle, have been

a bird of portent, but now I am your own husband, come home,

and I shall inflict shameless destruction on the suitors.

The striking aspect of the dream which cries out for interpretation - and
which has been steadfastly avoided by classicists intent on preserving a pure,
faithful, Arete-like Penelope - is the strength of her affection for the geese. Can this
mean anything other than an unconscious sexual desire for the suitors, which can
only contradict her professed intolerance of them? We will return to this dream in
due course. For now, it is worth pointing out that the difficulties in understanding
the meaning of the dream parallels the difficulty in finding the motivations behind
Penelope’s actions; for she is emphatically a figure who does one thing while ‘her
own mind has other intentions.’2!

What is Katz’ answer to the question? Her first step is to reject all readings
that rely upon ‘psychological verisimilitude’, readings which try to piece together
out of the plethora of inconsistencies a ‘unified’ character of Penelope. Instead (and
it is easy to agree) she emphasizes the need for an approach that recognizes the
inconsistencies. For her, such an approach is narratological: the exigencies of
fiction far outweigh the importance of psychology.2? Yet her narratological frame
of reference has itself something to say about Penelope’s character:

It will be the burden of my reading overall, by contrast, to

suggest that the indeterminacy around which the character of

Penelope is constructed undermines this notion of a
coherent, essential self and presents us with a notion of the

2IThe formulaic phrase here is ‘véog 8¢ ot &Alo pevoiv.’ Specific examples of the phrasc
include 18.281ff, 13.381 (where the description is Athena’s) and 2.90ff (where Antinous describes
the famous rusc of the weaving - Penclope promises to marry the suitors when she has finished
weaving a shroud for Lacrtes. She then weaves during the day, but undoes her work during the
cvening).

22pl 1: ‘[Tlhe long-standing problem of Penelope’s character is better addressed from the
perspective of narrative fiction than from that of psychological verisimilitude.’
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person instead as constructed - invented on the spot, as it

were - and ultimately brought into being as such by time,

place, and circumstance.?3

It is easy enough to detect a post-structuralist influence here. Rather than a
naive notion of ‘unified character’, there is the suggestion of a plurality of subject-
positions. In effect, there is no single Penelope, but a multiplicity of Penelopes,
whose desires change in order to fit in with the narrative construction of the poem.
Katz therefore answers the question of Penelope’s desire by simply denying its
validity as posed. In order to solve the paradox of Penelope’s desire, w;z need to
stop thinking of a ‘single’ Penelope. ‘Penelope’ wants different things precisely
insofar as she is a multiplicity of changing identities. The obvious value of Katz’
thesis is that she refuses to provide any superficial resolution to the paradox
constructed by Penelope’s inconsistency. In short, she recognizes that all attempts
to find an answer to the question “What does Penelope want?’ by explaining away
the empirical inconsistencies of what she desires are doomed to failure. I readily
concede that ‘what’ Penelope wants is inconsistent, but I think a more convincing
answer to the problem can be found by looking more carefully at the ‘wanting’
itself.

Here again, I will turn to psychoanalytic terminology for help. For the
figure of the parthenos, as a wearer of masks hiding nothing, closely resembles the
psychoanalytic definition of the hysteric. Hysteria, in psychoanalytic terms,
involves the external display of the inconsistency of one’s desire. In Lacan’s
words, ‘I demand that you refuse my demand, since it is not that.” Hysterical desire
appears as theater; the hysteric stages her desire, but when it is on the point of being

satisfied, she changes her mask, plays a new role.2 An apposite example is

23Katz 1991, 94,

2414 should be ecmphasized that men can also be hysterical (as both Freud and Lacan emphasized).
Indeed, Odysscus himsclf, insofar as he is polytropic, a wearcr of masks, seems at first glance to
have somcthing in common with the hysteric. I will argue against this below, suggesting that the
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provided by Slavoj Zizek, who narrates the painter Edvard Munch’s encounter with
hysteria at the turn of the century:

In 1893 Munch was in love with the beautiful daughter of an
Oslo wine merchant. She clung to him, but he was afraid of
such a tie and anxious about his work, so he left her. One
stormy night a sailing-boat came to fetch him: the report was
that the young woman was on the point of death and wanted
to speak to him for the last time. Munch was deeply moved
and, without question, went to her home, where he found
her lying on a bed between two lighted candles. But when he
approached her bed, she rose and started to laugh: the whole
scene was nothing but a hoax. Munch turned and began to
leave; at that point, she threatened to shoot herself if he left
her; and drawing a revolver, she pointed at her breast. When
Munch bent to wrench the weapon away, convinced that this
too was only part of the game, the gun went off and
wounded him in the hand... Here we encounter hysterical
theatre at its purest: the subject is caught in a masquerade in
which what appears to be deadly serious reveals itself as
fraud (dying), and what appears to be an empty gesture
reveals itself as deadly serious (the threat of suicide).2

What is of significance for us here is the relation of the hysteric to the
symbolic. The hysteric is certainly written by social discourses. But the crucial
aspect of hysteria is that it is suggestive of something more than this inscription.
Though the body is written, this does not mean that the subject is merely the effect
of discourse.26 For what is significant about the hysteric is not the way she
conforms to social dictates, but rather the challenge provided by hysterics to social
identity, the way she fails to conform. Why is this so? In all her acting out, in all
the displays of masks, the hysteric fails to find a perfect image of herself. In this
theater, the subject is cut off from the body, forced to recognize the alienation
involved in the playing of social roles: ‘The fact that she is constructed by socicty’s
language means fo the hysteric that part of her body will not be visible, or present to

her.'27 The staging illustrates perfectly the way the subject is split; we can return

cffect of the bed scene is to show that Odysscus' role-playing was always supported by his fantasy
of Penclope, and thus for him was always performed with a determinate goal in mind.

25Zizck 1994, 150.

26Hcrc, I follow the argument of Copjec 511, and chapter 2 passim. Rosc 1982, 28ff makes the
samc point.

27Copjcc 51.
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here to the distinction between the subject of the enunciation and the subject of the
enunciated. The ‘masks’ work at the latter level, as the hysteric acts out roles that
are in an important sense already there, in the symbolic; and it is precisely insofar as
they are roles already there that they tell us nothing about the ‘I’ that is the
(hysterical) subject. In the insufficiency of these roles, in their inability to represent
her, she stumbles upon a certain vanishing point of the subject that precedes these
symbolic identifications, the shifting, mercurial ‘T’, the subject of the enunciation.
‘I demand that you refuse my demand, since it is not that.’ 1s this not a

perfect description of Penclope? She is constantly identified with a range of
competing wants which, in the realm of the social world she inhabits, are quite
clearly fulfillable. She could give in to any one of the suitors, or she could flatly
reject them and await Odysseus. Instead, she shows an extraordinary willingness to
procrastinate. Why? In the rejection of the multiplicity of possibilities that could
fulfill her specific wants, she manifests desire for something beyond these wants.
Her desire is not for any one thing, but is purer: what Penelope wants is, simply, to
want itself. Here, we can return to an analysis of the dream of the geese, and
Penelope’s affection for them. A classic psychoanalytic interpretation - in itself
quite unbearable for the majority of Homeric literary critics - was provided long ago
by George Devereux:

In fact, it is hard to understand how literary critics

could have overlooked the obvious fact that a rapidly

aging woman, denied for some twenty years the

pleasures of sex and the company and support of a

husband, would be unconsciously flattered by the

attentions of young and highly eligible suitors, which

is precisely what the chief suitor accuses her of in
public.28

28Dcvercux 382. Peradotto has recently defended Devereux's insight,
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Devereux’ analysis continues to cause a scandal insofar as it pulverizes the
simplicity of any picture of a faithful, chaste Penelope. Yet we can take it a step
further. For what is crucial about Penelope’s interactions with the suitors is her
ongoing refusal of their attentions. So despite the over-hasty rejections of
Devereux’ analysis by literary critics, what we should emphasize that is that
Penelope’s attraction to the suitors is quite obvious, that there is nothing
‘unconscious’ about it (as Devereux himself points out, she is accused of desiring
the suitors in public). If Penelope cries for her geese, it is not because the death of
the suitors takes away the possibility of limitless sexual satisfaction; it is rather
because the death of the suitors threatens to disrupt the cconomy of her desire. The
suitors’ deaths, to the extent that they entail the return of Odysseus, endanger her
hysterical theater; they threaten to disrupt the purity of her desire by removing her
fellow-actors from her stage. Penelope cries because Odysseus’ return - made
explicit in the dream - promises the death of her desire.

If we understand Penelope as a hysteric, then it is possible to sec how both
suitors and Odysseus alike misread her. The suitors correctly read that her actions
betray a sexual interest in them. What they fail to understand is that, despite this
attraction, she is not remotely interested in ending the game of courtship by

marrying any one of them. Here is Penelope’s most forceful rebuke of the suitors:

KEKAVTE pEV, VNG TR pEG dyfivopeg, ol 10de ddpa
ExpGet’ o0iépey xoi mvépev éupevig atel

avdpog amoryopévolo oAy xpovov, ovdE Tiv' ANV
pvlov mooacBor éntoxeciny €d0vache,

AN’ €ué 1éuevor yipon BécBar te yovaika. (0d.21.68-72)

Hear me now, you haughty suitors, who have been using
this house for your incessant eating and drinking, though it
belongs to man who has been gone for a long time; never
have you becn able to bring any other saying before me,
but only your desire to make me your wife and marry me.
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The suitors, for Penelope, tell the same old story. They have no other
mythos to offer her than the story so central to patriarchal Greek culture: the tale of
the passage from virgin maiden to gyne. But it is this tired story which Penelope
resists. With the suitors, she acts out the role of maiden, while promising (but only
promising) to be a gyne. With Odysseus, the situation is fundamentally similar. She
plays out the role of faithful gyne, but does so with her husband safely away from
Ithaca. She desires to be Odysseus’ gyne, but only in his absence. His arrival poses
the same threat to her as marriage to the suitors: the determinate identity of the gyne.

If Penelope’s complaints to the suitors are double-edged, so too are her
professions of faith to Odysseus. Zeitlin has suggested that competition for
Penclope over the bow is a classic example of ‘mimetic’ desire. Odysseus’ desire
for Penelope is increased because others desire her.29 But this brings with it an
important consequence. It suggests that there is nothing ‘objective’ about Penelope
which makes her desirable; rather, her attractiveness is merely the effect of male
desire. The contest for Penelope takes place under the illusion (on the part of the
suitors and Odysseus) that they are fighting for something. But Penelope as
hysteric comes to the brink of disrupting this illusion. Once more, this is not
because she offers any alternative to what the men who compete for her want. Quite
the opposite. It is because she conforms all too exactly to what they want, raising
the possibility that, with their fantasy construction of her removed, there will be
nothing left of the ‘real’ Penelope. Let us look at one of her protestations of

fidelity:30

"Eglv’, ) ToL PV EuTv dpeThv €100¢ 1€ Sépog e
@dAecav aBavator, 61e "TAov eicavéBatvov
‘Apyeiot, petdt olot & €pog nooig nev 'Odvooeic.

29Zcitlin 1995, 141.

30Thesc lines to the disguised Odysscus are a near repetition of her carlier lines to Eurymachus at
0d.18.251ff.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



267

el Kelvog y° éMBav Tov éuov Blov apgiroAevon,

Hellov ke kAéog ein éuov kot xaAAov obtw. (0d.19.124-8)

Stranger, all of my excellence, my beauty and figure,

were ruined by the immortals at that time when the Argives took ship

for Ilion, and with them went my husband, Odysseus.

If he were to come back to me and take care of my life, then .

my reputation would be more great and splendid.

Penelope’s beauty, in her own words, is in itself nothing. It depends
entirely on the quality of the men who vie for her. With Odysseus competing for
her, she is beautiful, but the beauty disappears as soon as the competition of the
best man disappears. But there is a further disquieting note. If her beauty
disappears with Odysseus, there is a suggestion thiat her beauty is staged for him.
When Odysseus is not present, Penelope’s virtue vanishes, suggesting that she
merely acts out the vision of virtue Odysseus already expects to see; Odysseus’
Penelope disappears from Ithaca the moment Odysseus leaves. With this shadow

hanging over the virtue of Penelope, let us now turn to the difficulties of the most

significant moment of the reunion, the scene of the bed.
From Proteus to Penelope

Any simple happiness in the final recognition scene between Odysseus and
Penelope is haunted by a moment of doubt; Odysseus asks the maid Eurycleia to
make up a bed, the emblem of sexual fidelity between the husband and wife. .
Infamously, Penelope tests him by hinting that this fixed sema of her fidelity to him
has been moved. The return to a faithful Penelope promises to set the final seal on
Odysseus’ return to his oikos, and thus re-establish him as head of an ideal oikos.
This moment of doubt, engincered by Penelope, poses a huge threat to Odysseus’
sense of identity. It opens the possibility that the entire premise of the nostos - the

return to a faithful wife, the bedrock of a stable oikos - is an illusion. If Penclope’s
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fidelity turns out to be a lie, what was the point of the nostos? But what has not
been noticed about this scene, and the promise of self-identity it provides, is that it
recalls an earlier episode in the poem which examines the difficulties of any concept

of self-identity - the tricking of Proteus:

aAM’ dye poy, pma o10pEGOV lsxoq, Sopa K(ll avTOg
eéogm "l Yop T YE mSnpeov &v @peciv Ntop."
T0ov &’ ovTE npocesms neplopov [nveloneia -

"Soupove’, ou Yap T peyah@opou ou5 &Bepilw

0VOE Alny ¢ ayapal. paka 5’ €b 018’ otog éncba

¢€ '10dxng ént vnog tav Solympétuoto.

aAl’ Gye ol oTOpecov mukvov Aéyog, EvpikAeia,

éxtoc Eiotabéoc Boddpov, év P’ avtdE Enoier-

£vOa ol éxBeloon mukivov Aéxog éuPaiet’ evvny,

KoOeo xol YAoivag kol piyea oryodoevia. (0d.23.171-80)

‘Come then, nurse, make me up a bed, so that I myself

will lie on it; for this woman has a heart of iron within her.’

Circumspect Penelope said to him in answer:

*You are so strange. I am not being proud, nor indifferent,

nor puzzled beyond need, but I know very well what you looked like

when you went in the ship with the sweeping oars, from Ithaka.

Come then, Eurykleia, and make up a firm bed for him

outside the well-fashioned chamber: that very bed that he himself

built. Put the firm bed here outside for him, and cover it

over with fleeces and blankets, and with shining coverlets.’

The narrative of Proteus’ deception depended on the ambiguity between the
aorist middle form of Aéyw, meaning ‘count’, from the aorist of Aéyopau,
meaning ‘lie down’. The lying down of Proteus coincided with a moment of self-
counting: in order to replace his lost seal, Proteus lay down among them at the same
time that he counted himself: Aékto kot av1og (Od.4.453). The possibility of
identity is premised on the loss of a seal: Proteus’ belief in his identity is a fantasy,
played out against the background of the void created by the disappearance of the
seal. Proteus’ later doubt about his polytropic capacity shows an awarcness of the
contingency of any notion of identity. Odysseus, when confronted with the moved
bed, is forced into facing this possibility. We discover that the series of tricks used

to help him get back to Ithaca (his metis) and the many disguises used for sclf-
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preservation (his polytropy) were all premised on his trust in his role as husband to
the faithful Penelope; the immovable bed is a symbol, for Odysseus, of the
infallibility of their bond. His desire to ‘himself lie down’ (6¢pat kol 0dT0g
Aé€opon) is also a desire to count himself, to ensure that he is the husband of
Penelope. The bed (Aéxoc), fixed at the center of Odysseus’ home, functions as the
correlative to Odysseus’ own fantasized belief that he has a centered, fixed identity.
The possibility of the removal of the bed cannot help but undermine this
belief of Odysseus; more accurately, it clarifies that it always was a fantasy. Just as
Proteus’ self-counting, his belief in himself, becomes a fantasy projected onto the
blank space opened up by the loss of the seal, so too Odysseus' belief in
Penelope’s fidelity against the background of the impossibility of knowing whether
she has been faithful or not. Underlying the shifting boundaries implied in the
movement of the bed lies the attempt to find fixed parameters for the self, which
provides added significance to the form of Penelope's test. She tells Eurycleia to
move the bed outside her bed-chamber (éxtdg éiot00é0¢ Baddpov). The bed
which Odysseus believed to be at the center of his world, and which is the linchpin
of his sense of self, is removed. The sense of autonomy provided by Odysseus’
own construction of the bed (tév p’ 010G énolet - 'which he himself made') is
shown to be illusory because of the ruse of Penelope. Fidelity is a social
relationship, irreducibly dependent on the actions of others. No amount of effort of
toil from Odysseus can guarantee it. But it is precisely because fidelity is the social
relationship most clearly dependent on a leap of faith that it illustrates an important
truth about any sense of self; there is no determinate identity, no unchanging kernel
of the self, which can be separated from the external realm of social discourses.
Nevertheless all determinate identities are constructed against the background of this
impossibility; they fill the blank screen of a ciphered self. Penclope's action

provides Odysseus with a glimpse into this ciphered self, the void behind the serics
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of tropoi, masks, he has worn (a self which his victims on Phaeacia and the island
of the Cyclops had already glimpsed).

But it is not only the tricking of Proteus which is alluded to in the bed
scene. Odysseus replies to Penelope by describing at length the efforts he expended

in constructing the bed, this 'great sign' of their fidelity:

® yovar, 1} péAa todto £rog Bupadysg Eemec.
tig 8¢ por &Alooe Oiike Aéxog; xaAendv S€ kev ein
Kol pad’ émotapéve, 0Te pi Oebg avtog EneAbmv
pniding éeelmv Osin GAAD Evi x@pp.
av8pmv &’ oV xév Tg Cmog Bpotoc;. 0\)88 pad’ nBav,
peta pstoxktccmev enu peya ofipo TéTukTon
£v M:xu aomtw 10 &’ éya Kapov ovdé g aMLog.
Gauvog £Qu tavu(puMog ekoung epxeog svrog,
oucp.nvog B0oAéBwv- naxetog 8’ nv nute mmv
0 9’ sym apeforov Galapov déuov, O(pp étéhecoa,
nokviiow ABadecor, kol €0 xaeunepeev Epeya,
Kok?\nmg & eneemca Oupag, TUKIVAG dpopuiog.
Kol TO‘E enett anéxoyo Kounv TavugUAlov Elaing,
Koppov &’ €x ptCng npotauwv apeegeco yoAkd
£V Kol emowuevmg Kol émi ataepnv 1euva,
eppw amcncag, tétpnvo. 8¢ navio tepstpu)
£x 8¢ 100 apxouevog kexog e&eov ogp’ étéAecoal,
SoudaAirav xpuom 1€ Kol apyupco no’ e)»scpavu
ev &’ étavvoo’ mavw Boog POIVIKL QUEWEY.
ourw 701 100¢ cmpa rupowcxouat ouSs 71 0100,
1l pot €1’ Eunedov éott, yvvou. Kexog, € T1g {0n
avdpdv aAlooe Bfixe, Tapmv Vno nubpév’ élaing. (0d.23.183-204)

What you have said, dear lady, has hurt me deeply. What man
has put my bed in another place? But it would be difficult

for even a very expert one, unless a god, coming

to help in person, were easily to change its position.

But there is no mortal man alive, no strong man, who lightly
could move the weight elsewhere. There is one particular feature
in the bed's construction. I myself, no other man, made it.
There was the bole of an olive tree with long leaves growing
strongly in the courtyard, and it was thick, like a column.

I laid down my chamber around this, and built it, until I
finished it, with close-set stones, and roofed it well over,

and added the compacted doors, fitting closely together.

Then I cut away the foliage of the long-leaved olive,

and trimmed the trunk from the roots up, planing it with a brazen
adze, well and expertly, and trued it straight to a chalkline,
making a bed post of it, and bored all holes with an augur.

I began with this and built my bed, until it was finished,

and decorated it with gold and silver and ivory.
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Then I lashed it with thongs of oxhide, dyed bright with purple.

There is its character, as I tell you; but I do not know now,

dear lady, whether my bed is still in place, or if some man

has cut underneath the stump of the olive, and moved it elsewhere.

Rick Newton has already argued that the elaborate description of the bed-
making is modeled on the craftsmanship exhibited by Hephaestus; in particular, it
looks back to the trap he constructed for the adulterous Arcs and Aphrodite in the
second song of Demodocus in Book 8. Newton also notes that Odysseus' skills as
a craftsman are on show in his blinding of the Cyclops in Book 9. But despite my
general agreement that these passages are alluded to in Odysseus' description of the
making of the bed, the significance of the allusion is much more complex than
Newton believes. For Newton, the fidelity displayed between Odysseus and
Penelope in Book 23 contrasts with the infidelity of Ares and Aphrodite:

But amidst the many echoes between Demodocus'
'Lay of Hephaestus and Aphrodite’ and Homer's 'Lay
of Odysseus and Penelope’ lies one essential
difference: the Phaeacian song ends in the alicnation
and separation of Hephaestus and Aphrodite, while the
Ithacan episode ends in the physical and spiritual
reunion of husband and wife.3!

The problem with this conclusion is that it fails to take adequate account of
the peculiar nature of Odysseus' rhetoric of building in Book 23, and the
consequent strength of the parallels to the other episodes of craftsmanship.
Odysseus speech is markedly self-contradictory; he begins by suggesting the
impossibility of any other mortal man moving the immovable bed post he has so
laboriously constructed. The elaborate description of the construction is then
provided as evidence for this position. But he ends by recognizing that he does not

know if a mortal has moved the bed. There is thus a shift from certainty to doubt - a

shift which exactly mirrors the narrative pattern of the lay of Hephaestus and

3INcwton 1987, 18.
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Aphrodite. Hephaestus is certain that the humiliating punishment he has so
elaborately contrived for the lovers will ensure that no act of adultery will ever
occur again. But this is quickly undermined by the remark of Hermes to Apollo:
Hermes would still sleep with Aphrodite, regardless of the punishment. I have
already noted that this shift from boundary construction to boundary transgression
is indicated by a pun on Hermes’ name: for the word for bed post is hermis.
Hephaestus® efforts to construct a perfect circle around the bed post (Gugi 8" é&p’
epuiow xée déopata kOkA® andvry. Od.8.278) foreshadow the imminent
failure of his enterprise suggested by Hermes. Odysseus’ efforts to construct a
similar, infallible bed post (gppuiv’ aoknoag) cannot help but suggest the futility
of his efforts, a futility his subsequent doubt acknowledges.

The relevance of the allusion to the theme of construction in Odyssey 9 is
also more complex. The construction of the bed post from olive wood does indeed
mirror the effort involved in the sharpening of the olive wood stake used to blind
Polyphemus. But the olive wood plays a different role on each occasion. In Book
9, Odysseus makes use of the stake to remove the eye of the Cyclops: the act
deprives him of his symbolic identity, creating a void in the center of his being.
This act transformed the asocial Cyclops from an asocial monad into a iomo faber:
technological expertise is turned to in an attempt to find a cure for the incurable
wound that is at the heart of mortal existence. Odysseus’ illusion, in Book 23, lics
in his apparent belief that Penelope can guarantee his identity, and thus cure this
wound. Odysseus’ response to Penelope’s trick, suggested in the movement away
from certainty toward the doubt expressed in the phrase ‘008¢ 11 0180, ‘1 don’t
know’, is thus not only a recognition of the lesson taught by Penelope, but of the
lesson he has taught others, including the Cyclops. Here, it is worth noting that

Odysseus’ initial claim that no mortal has the strength to move the immovable bed
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looks back to another immovable object - the boulder at the mouth of Polyphemus’
cave which Odysseus’ metis succeeds in moving.32

Finally, Penelope's lesson is also a lesson in the nature of signs; for
Odysseus’ construction of the bed is also a construction of a ‘great sign’ (néya
ofjpce) which promises, for him, to ground the constantly shifting, indeterminate
masks he has worn throughout the poem. This ‘péyo ofipa’ functions as a
master-signifier for Odysseus; his allegiance to Penelope promises to make sense of
all his other actions; for every action throughout the poem is performed in the name
of his relationship to Penelope. But does not the size of the sign point toward that
other religious sign, the colossos? The thematic link between the bed as immovable
and the immovable stone guarding the cave of the Cyclops already suggests a
connection. The bed itself is also ‘large’, covered over with stones (Tuxkvijov
MB6deco), and supposedly fixed (Euneddv). We are close to the identifying
features of the senseless objects par excellence, the mute, massive stones which
emerged as sublime objects in the world of the Phaeacians and Cyclopes at the
moment they doubted. The mega sema which at first seemed to guarantee
Odysseus’ identity is perilously close to the sema which signifies nothing.

The doubt acknowledged by Odysseus seems to be resolved by Penclope’s
later acceptance of him, as she seems to take back her suggestion that the bed could
have moved. But her words of acceptance contain a host of complications of their
own. She begins by identifying with Helen, the most important example of ‘evil’,
untrustworthy womanhood, and the adulteress par excellence:

aiel yap pot Qupdg évi otibesot gidowoty

éppiyer, un tig pe Ppotdv andport’ Enéesoy
* , \ ’
EAB@v- moAldot yap xaxd xépdea BovAehovaoty.

32There is, once more, a verbal parallel: peio petoyhicoeiey (0d.23.188), ovk Gy 1oV ye Svw
xoi eikoo’ apalon/ eoBrai tetpdrvkdor an’ oldeog dxAigoeiay: (0d.9.241-2)
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OVOE kev Apyein Elévn. Atbg gxyeyovie,

av8pl nop’ akloﬁomw euwn @AOTNTL KOt €OV,

£l {10, 8 py admig apmm vieg "Ayondv

aéspeval oikovde (pt)\nv £ natpt& epe)\lov

'mv & 1 ot pe&m Beog G (opopav EPYOV QEIKEG:

v & atnv oV npooeev £Q eyxateeto Buud

Avypnv, eé TG TPDTO KOt THERG TKETO nsveog (0d.23.215-24)

For always the spirit deep in my heart was fearful

that some one of mortal men would come my way and deceive me

with words. For there are many who scheme for wicked advantage.

For neither would the daughter born to Zeus, Helen of Argos,

have lain in love with an outlander from another country,

if she had known that the warlike sons of the Achaians would bring her

home again to the beloved land of her fathers.

It was a god who stirred her to do the shameful thing she

did, and never before had she had in her heart this terrible

wildness, out of which came suffering to us also.

Lines 218-224 have often been athetized by critics who want to preserve the
image of a chaste Penelope. It is not difficult to see why. The comparison to Helen,
and the implicit defense of her, is quite unbearable.33 There is also a parallel with
Clytemnestra; for in Nestor’s rendition of her adultery with Aegisthus, it is the
tenuousness of the barrier separating the shameful, modest Clytemnestra from her
‘shameless’ dark side which is emphasized.34 But what is most striking, especially
as Penelope is supposedly demonstrating her fidelity, is the incoherence of the
picture of Helen provided by Penelope. She ends her remarks by suggesting that
Helen was in no way responsible for her actions - the ‘external’ arrival of a god
deprived her of her senses, took away any ‘choice’ she might have had in the
matter. Yet this is in stark contradiction to the first half of the defense of Helen,

which emphasizes her initial choice to sleep with Paris. It is true that Helen’s choice

33Thesc lines are central to the argument of Devercux, who sces them as further indication of the
simmering, unconscious sexual desire of Penclope which is only barcly kept under wraps in the
pocm itsclf. While agreeing, once more, that Penclope displays a sexual desire here, once more [
would emphasize that there is nothing unconscious about this.

345cc 0d.3.265ff. Nestor emphasizes both that at first Clytemnestra was faithful - ‘for her own
naturc was honest’ - and that she only gave in to Aegisthus after he had murdered a singer,
appointed by Agamemnon to look after her.
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is then partially exonerated insofar as, with hindsight, Penelope claims she would
not have made such a choice; yet even this exoneration is undermined by its
utilitarian air. It is only wrong in hindsight, because she was finally dragged by
force back to the house of Menelaus. The split between pure agent and pure victim
displayed in Penelope’s words is characteristic of the whole myth of Helen.35 But
we can make more sense out of the description if we see it as another hint at the
difficulties of understanding the motivations of the parthenos. The split marks the
divide between Helen as player of roles, wearer of masks (to the extent that she
merely fills roles that are always already created for her in the symbolic, she is
pointedly not free, a victim of the ‘gods’), and something of Helen that evades
these masks (what is left over is an inexplicable decision that manages to defy any
of the roles allotted to her in the symbolic). In this way, we can understand the
attribution of a ‘divine’ cause for her actions as a necessary afterthought, covering
over the horror of the possibility of the power of Helen's agency. If so, then the
scandal of Penelope’s lines here has little to do per se with her identification with
the sexual longings of Helen. They are scandalous insofar as Penelope aligns
herself with a Helen who is something more than the multitude of masks she wears;
even after the Trojan War, Helen can not be fitted in to any pre-conceived
categories. Could the same be true of Penelope?

Penelope's allusion to the complexities of Helen as agent at the end of Book
23 is also related to the difficulties of determining Penelope's responsibility for the
actions of the suitors - a theme which underlies the Ithacan narrative. For the verbal
battles between Telemachus and the suitors center on the question of Penelope's

control of the situation. When Antinous defends himself and the suitors against

35CK. Porter 1993 passim, but in particular his remarks on Homer's Helen, 278.
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Telemachus' charges by diverting the blame onto Penclope, he does so in a way

that recalls a crucial scene in Iliad 3 where Priam absolves Helen of blame:

coi &’ ob T pvnothipeg "Axandv aitiol eiotv
aAla @iAn pntnp, 1) Tot mept képdea oidev. (0d.2.87-8)

And yet you have no cause to blame the Achaian suitors,

but it is your own dear mother, and she is greatly resourceful.

ob i pot aitin éoat, Beol vi pot aitiol eiciv

ot pot épwpuncav moAepov moAvdaxpuv "Ayondv- (11.3.164-5

I'am not blaming you: to me the gods are blameworthy
who drove upon me this sorrowful war against the Achaians.

Helen flits between being viewed as the cause of the Trojan war, and one of
its innocent victims.36 So too Penelope appears to the suitors as cause of the
situation on Ithaca (in that she wears the mask of Nausicaa for the suitors) and to
Odysseus as an innocent victim (the mask of Arete). But equally interesting is the
way that the one/many motif which is central to the role of Helen in the Trojan War
- the war is fought by many for the sake of one - is replayed in the Odyssey. 37 At
the moment when the killing of the mass of suitors is about to begin, Athena
encourages Odysseus by referring back to the war fought over Helen:

g pat’, 'ABnvain 8¢ yoldoato knpdbr uaiiov,

veikesoev 8’ "OBvotio xoAwtoicwy énéecoy -

"oVkETL 6ol 7', 'OduceD, pévog Eunedov ovdE Tig dAKT,
oin 07’ aue’ 'EAévy AevkwAévy edmatepein

elvaeteg Tpweoowv éudpvoo volepts aiel,

noAAovg &’ Gvdpag Enepveg év aiviy Sniotiit,
" ofi 8" A BovAf TMpidpov moALg edpudyvic.

36Notc also the similar streak of self-destructiveness which both scem to show, as suggested in
their mutual desire for death. Penclope’s desire to be snatched off by stormwinds rather than face an
inferior husband at 0d.20.61ff, looks back to Helen's desire not to have been born, but rather
snatched away by a stormwind at /1.6.345ff. In Helen's case, of course, this desirc is tempered by
her willingness clsewhere to sleep with the worse man, Paris, which in turn cannot help but call
into question Penelope's fidelity.

370n Helen and the onc/many motif, cf Porter 1993, passim. The paralic] between Penclope and
Helen as women who arc fought over by many men is suggested by Nestor at 0d.3.212 - ‘many
suitors are in your palacc for the sake of your mother.’ Cf Achilles words on Helen at 119,343,
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ndg 6N viv, 6te oov ye dopov xal kTipab’ ikavess,
avto pvnotipwv ologupeat GAxipog eivar; (0d.22.224-32)

He spoke, and Athene in her heart grew still more angry,

and she scolded Odysseus in words full of anger, saying:

'No longer, Odysscus, are the strength and valor still steady

within you, as when, for the sake of white-armed, illustrious
Helen, you fought nine years with the Trojans, ever relentless;

and by your counsel the wide-wayed city of Priam was taken.

How is it now, when you have come back to your own possessions
and house, you complain, instead of standing up to the suitors?’

Athena’s scolding leads to the eruption of the long anticipated, destructive
eris. A long war over Helen is replayed in the short, violent massacre of the suitors
over Pencelope. Of course, the teleological reading of the poem depends on what
Zeitlin has recently called the one ‘crucial and obvious difference’ between the two:
‘Helen went away; Penelope did not.’38 But surely what is more significant is the
similarity between these two wars, not the difference: one war is fought in the name
of Helen’s infidelity, the other in the name of Penclope’s fidelity. But both are
clearly wars fought as part of a futile attempt to guarantee fidelity - that is, they are
inter-male fights over the fantasy of what a woman should be.

If Penclope’s identification with Helen casts a shadow over her fidelity, her
next rhetorical move brilliantly diverts us from the implications:

viv &, érnel 10N onpot’ aprppadéa kotédeEog

evviig Nuetépng, v ob Bpotog GAlog onanet,

aA)’ olot 60 T' £y 1€ KOl dp@inolog pio povvn,

"Aktopig, fiv pot ddke mothp €11 Sebpo kioloy,

1 vdiv elputo Bpag nukivod BoAdporo,

neiferg 6 pev Bupdv, annvéa nep paA’ édvia.” (0d.23.225-230)

But now, since you have given me accurate proof describing

our bed, which no other mortal man beside has ever seen,

but only you and I, and there is one serving woman,

Aktor’s daughter, whom my father gave me when I came here,

who used to guard the doors for us in our well-built chamber;
so you persuade my heart, though it has been very stubborn.

38Zcitlin 1995, p144.
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Through the trick of the bed, Penelope manages to reverse the roles the two
of them play. Before the trick, the narrative centered on the question of Penclope’s
fidelity, but the possible movement of the bed shifts our attention to the ability of
the skills of Odysseus as bed-maker to guarantee her fidelity. We shift from
concern with the referent of the sema (Penelope’s fidelity) to the fidelity of semata
in and of themselves. Odysseus no longer plays the role of accusing husband, and
is instead is portrayed as someone engaged in persuading Penelope of his identity
(neiBerg &n pev Bupdv), which is turn dependent on his ability to make the bed as
a sign of a safe, mutual pact. But the allure of this possibility is also undermined.
Penelope’s speech of recognition exhibits the same pattern as the speech of
Odysseus over the bed: she begins by arguing that no other mortal could have seen
the bed (just as Odysseus believed no other mortal could have moved it), but
undermines this certainty by the mention of a serving woman who shares the
knowledge - a woman who appears nowhere else in the poem, and whose identity
is a complete mystery.39 Because another mortal Aas seen the bed, its secret is
potentially available to anyone; Penelope’s mention of Aktoris can only emphasize
the tenuousness of the bond linking her to Odysseus. There is also significance in
the anonymity of the serving woman; their reunion ultimately depends on their
mutual belief in the good will of an unknown other. They thus act out the ‘leap of
faith’ into the social made by Deucalion and Pyrrha, for their pact also depended on
their faith in the benign auspices of an absent other, Zeus. For all the supposed
clarity of the signs interpreted by Odysseus and Penelope, their pact is built around
nothing more than what they believe they signify - in Lacanian terms, upon their

belief in the big Other.

39Sce Stanford ad loc for a discussion of the problem.
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The reversal of roles engineered by Penelope’s trick of the bed paves the
way for another well-known reverse simile which describes their recognition scene:

g 9dto, 1® &' €T paAAov be’ Tuepov Gpae ydoto-

xkaie 8 i»fxmv &koxov 9upapéa xedva iSuiav

mg &' ot’ av acnamog g vnxouevowl Qoviy,

WV 1€ Hocstﬁamv euepyea viy’ ev1 oVt

poucm. ¢retyopévny avép kol KopaTL nny('f)

naupom &’ é&épuyov nolmg a?»og nnmpovﬁe

vnxousvm, noAAn ¢ nepl xpot 're'cpoq>sv ozlun.

acndotol & énéfav yoing, xakdTHTO PUYOVTEG:

g Gpa Tfi aonactog Env ndc1g eicopotoy,

deipfig &' ob) mw maunay agieto nixee Asvkd. (0d.23.231-40)

She spoke, and still more roused in him the passion for weeping.

He wept as he held his lovely wife, whose thoughts were virtuous.

And as when the land appears welcome to men who are swimming,

~ after Poseidon has smashed their strong-built ship on the open

water, pounding it with the weight of wind and the heavy

seas, and only a few escape the gray water landward

by swimming, with a thick scurf of salt coated upon them,

and gladly they set foot on the shore, escaping the evil;

so welcome was her husband to her as she looked upon him,

and she could not let him go from the embrace of her white arms.

After an cpic poem of Odyssean wandering, it is Penelope, not Odysseus,
who is compared to the sailor who finally reaches dry land. The reversal underlines
the power of Penclope’s earlier rhetoric which put Odysseus’ faith under the
spotlight, and suggested that the relief at the moment of recognition was all hers.
But it does more. The reversal underlines the contingency of gender roles; if the
Odyssey is the tale of a (male) wandering in search of a truth which rests upon the
knowledge of a woman, there is no reason why these gender roles could not be
played by cither sex. In the reversal of the simile, it happens to be Odysseus who
occupies the (female) position of truth, and Penelope who looks to him for a
guarantee of her identity. The contrast between the certainty of land which
promises to set a limit on the flux of the sca also returns us to the fantasized worlds
of the Cyclopes and Phaeacians. The Cyclopes lived a static existence on mountain

tops, and remained unaware of travel by sea; the perfection of Phaeacian ships

meant that they had no concept of a limit to their ability to travel. They are both
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introduced to the aspect of society which they themselves had lacked, which leads
to the creation of a constitutive desire. For should they fully identify with the mode
of existence they lack, this can only come at the price of losing their current mode
of existence, and to deny the desire for this alternate world is to enter the
impossible, inhuman fantasized universes they had inhabited before Odysseus’
arrival. So too with Penelope and Odysseus; both hold out to each other the
promise (but only the promise) of the satisfaction of desire. Just as the stones
which appeared between the civilizations of the Phaeacians and Cyclopes were a
signifier of a division between the two societies, opening up the vision of what the
other lacked, so we can see the mega sema of the bed as a divider as much as a
uniter. For to look toward semata for a guarantee of unity between two selves is

also to recognize that semata need to patch up a division already present.

Odysseus as Proteus, Penelope as Pandora

There is a further puzzle which haunts the reunion of Penelope and
Odysseus. For shortly after the recognition scene, and before they turn to love-
making, we find that this much anticipated end of the Odyssey is not to be the end.
Instead, Odysseus remembers the prophecy of Teiresias that he must soon embark
on another journey. Though I will not attempt to resolve the numerous problems
associated with the specific form of Teiresias’ prophecy,40 some further parallels
between Odysscus and Proteus, Penelope and the figure of the parthenos, can help
us gauge what is at stake.

Proteus’ initial reaction to the trick which undermines his system of

counting is to go on with business as usual. It is only later (when he gives in to

40For a discussion of the problems, sce Peradotto 1990, Chapter 3 passim,
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Menelaus) that he comes to sce (retroactively) that his system of counting was
always contingent, dependent on his arbitrary imposition of closure on the
numerical chain. So too the challenge to Odysseus’ ability to self-count, and thus
impose a sense of closure on his travels, is undermined by Penelope’s trick.
Though this provokes initial doubt, the recognition scene continues as if his doubt
was not justified, as if the sign of the bed is certain. But in his later recollection of
the prophecy of Teiresias, can we not see a belated understanding of the
significance of Penclope’s trick? Odysseus’ belief in the bed as sign of Penelope’s
fidelity coincided with his belief in his own identity. Penelope functioned as the
telos of his voyage, which in turn promised to guarantee that he was the person he
always thought he was. But just as Proteus came to realize that any telos imposed
on the counting sequence was only a felos insofar as it was imposed by him, so too
Odysseus (belatedly) realizes that the telos of Penelope is ultimately his own fantasy
construction. It is perhaps for this reason that Odysseus’ recollection of the
prophecy of Teiresias not only denies the possibility of closure, but emphasizes that
his future toils will be immeasurable:

® yovat, o0 Y&p nw ndviev éni teipat’ dé0Awv

fABopev, AL’ €’ dmobev apétpnrog ndévog €otar.

noAAOG Kal YOAENOG, TOV EuE PN navia teAéoont. (0d.23.249-51)

Dear wife, we have not yet come to the limit of all our

trials. There is immeasurable labor left for the future,

both difficult and great, and all if it I must accomplish.

The ‘immeasurable labor’ not only looks forward, it looks back to
Odysscus’ previous failure to measure the scope of his toils. His former belief that
Penelope would be the felos of his journey, which in turn promised to guarantee the
logic of his system of beliefs (all performed on her behalf) is swept aside. He is left

at the same terrifying moment that confronted Proteus; his belief in himself is gone

because the system upon which his calculation of toils depended is undermined.
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Penelope’s fidelity, together with his sense of self, is incalculable, and it is the
recognition of this prompts him to recall Teiresias’ prophecy.4!

Odysseus’ words are thus much more disturbing than has been realized;
they hint at the destruction of his belief in his former world, and replace it with the
worrying chaos of an incalculable world. Penelope’s response is motivated by an
awareness of this problem:

£l pev 3n ynpag ve Beot Tedéovoiy apetov,
EAnwpn to1 Enerta xoxdv VndAvEy Eoecban. (0d.23.286-7)

If the gods are accomplishing a more prosperous old age,
then there is hope that you shall have an escape from your troubles.

She first latches onto the apparent optimism implied in the old age
prophesied by Teiresias. This single aspect of his highly enigmatic pronouncements
then forms the basis of a message of hope - éAnwpn. The final words uttered by
Penelope are in stark contrast to her actions as parthenos, which destroyed
Odysseus’ self-belief. The destruction of any belief in any system of counting, of
language’s ability to guarantee identity, is replaced by the hope that nevertheless
meaning can be constructed. And in the appearance of hope following in the wake
of destruction, it is possible to detect a story familiar from the mythical tale of the
first parthenos - Pandora.42 For in Hesiod’s tale, though Pandora lets loose evils

from Zeus’ jar upon the world of the mortals, * 'EArig’, ‘Hope’ is allowed to

4IHere, it is worth noting the similarity of the prophecy of Teiresias to the prophecies of
Nausithous to the Phacacians and of Telemus to the Cyclops. All three prophecics are ignored by
their listeners, and all three arc remembered “too late’ at the time when their victims confront the
loss of their identity. Odysscus, after he reaches the telos of Penclope, recalls the prophecy of
Teiresias which had alrcady predicted that Penclope was not his ultimate telos. Throughout the
poem, Odysscus acts as if he had ignored this prophecy, as if Penclope was his telos. The
destruction of his identity enables a new reading of a prophecy which former sense of self
prohibited. Odysscus re-reads the prophecy of Teiresias; in this regard, it is intcresting that
Teiresias himsclf makes no mention of *immeasurable toil’: these are the words of Odysscus. The
‘truth’ of the prophcecics in each case is created by the specific reading their victims provide.
420n Pandora as parthenos, Loraux, 1993, 74ff.
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remain.*3 The narrative of the Odyssey uses the figure of the parthenos to highlight
the logical difficulties involved in the presumption of a fixed, calculable identity
(and accordingly the difficulties of the social systems which promise to confer such
identity), and yet also leaves open the hope that some sense can be constructed out

of the human condition.

43Hesiod, Works and Days 94ff. The meaning of this passage is notoriously difficult to fathom,
For a discussion of the problem, sce West ad loc, For my present purposces, I go along with
West's suggestion that Elpis must be intended as a good thing, countering the evils emitted from
the jar (however paradoxical this ‘good’ may be)
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CONCLUSION

Bernard Williams, in the preface to Shame and Necessity, modestly
suggests that philosophers may have some role to play in correcting the bad
philosophy of historians and literary critics alike. Yet he readily acknowledges that
his philosophical reflections on the Homeric texts hardly exhausts their interest;
because of this, he is willing to leave open a space for ‘imaginative criticism’ to re-
evaluate our conception of the poems. I have tried to take up this invitation to
literary critics, but in such a way as to signpost (however tentatively) some
philosophical consequences. Williams suggests that some literary scholars are
‘closed to the idea that reflections might involve some bad philosophy.'! Ihave
tried to show that a sensitivity to the workings of Homer’s narrative helps raisc a
series of complex philosophical questions.

Williams has argued that though Homer has no terms with which to refer to
the ‘unity of the person’, this unity is the poem's working assumption, and the
basis for a coherent psychological theory. I agree that this is Homer's working
assumption, but suggest that the narrative of the poems is structured in such a way
as to challenge the assumption’s coherence. Williams discovers, within the poem,
all the parts which are necessary to make up a 'unified self': the Homeric agent
thinks, deliberates, acts, and eventually dissolves at the point of death. But the logic
of the narrative reverses Williams' procedure of unification; it picks apart the unity
of the person in order to question the assumption of that unity. The person is carved
up into its constituent parts as a way of reflecting back upon the psychological
complexities which arise from the fantasized social situations the narrative creates.

The Homeric poems do not merely have a working psychological theory, they

IWilliams 1993, x.
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question the limits of such a theory in a series of complex ways which still need
further exploration. Homeric agents act; yet it is never clear if they quite know what
they are doing, aud this in turn calls into question the possibility of conscious
agency as such. Homeric heroes deliberate; but the narrative is alive to the
possibility that autonomous deliberation is an ideological illusion, an acting out of a
predictable fantasy which leaves the agent open to manipulation.

The literary readings themselves are an exploration of what might be gained
from questioning the critical assumptions which still dominate readings of Homeric
epic. Perhaps most important of these is the belief that the epics are profoundly
teleological; for Goldhill, the Odyssey is 'the most teleological of epics’. Peradotto
claims that ""The end justifies the means" could never be truer than in the art of
story telling.’ A dependence on just such a teleology underlies many of the feminist
readings of the character of Penelope. Yet quite different readings of the poems
emerge when one allows the possibility that the poems are involved in an ongoing
critique of a certain sort of teleological thinking. In the Odyssey, the narrative docs
not simply look forward to its own closure; it demonstrates that this narrative of
closure is ultimately the fantasy of the protagonist, Odysseus, a prop which has
sustained an illusory belief in his self-identity. But by the time the illusery nature of
this fantasy of Penelope's fidelity has been laid bare, we are left to reflect upon the
sca of corpses (of suitors and companions) which were the price to be paid for the
ability to sustain the fantasy. The poem ends not with a self-identical, centered
Odysseus at home with Penelope, but rather with an Odysseus whose self is in
tatters, about to embark on a further, obscure journey he shows no sense of
understanding, and away from a marriage- bed (and marriage) whose stability has
been irrevocably undermined. In the Jliad, Achilles' wrath is not a perversion of the
heroic ideology which sustains the poem; rather, it provides an insight into its

repressed truth by following the logic of battles for status among warriors to their
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natural relos. In both cases, the poems offer an invitation to witness the dangers of
teleological thinking rather than identifying with it, and ultimately force us to
question the sorts of teleological fantasies which structure our reading of these
poems. What do we have at stake in continuing to believe in Penelope's fidelity,
trustworthiness and chastity? What do we have at stake in explaining away
Achilles’ barbarity in terms of a descent into 'bestiality’, and thus ignoring its

specifically human dimension?
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