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“I love a hundred times better the poor Ithaca of Ulysses,
than a city shining through so odious a magnificence.
Happy the men who content themselves with the pleasures
that cost neither crime nor ruin!

--Fenélon, Lettre sur les occupations de I’ Académie Francaise

We are not presented with Odysseus choice on theidand of Ogygia: immortdity
is not an option for those of us not becalmed on enchanted idands populated by
divinities. Yet, how we view such an offer, how we findly regard the rdative attractions
or disadvantages of such a possibility, whether we praise or question Odysseus choice,
may have implications beyond the sheer brute fact that immortality isnot our lot. For, it
seemsthat Odysseus' choice reflects awhole range of commitments regarding human
limits, limits most obvioudy on lifeitsdf, but dso limits that human affections demand,
and limits on the range of those affections themsdlves, on human designs, on ambitions,
on optimism, limits on the extent to which mankind can or should seek to conquer nature.
The embrace of death represents an acceptance of an array of limiting festures to human

existence, and the admission that we would be incapable of making, or unwilling to
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make, Odysseus choice, might give us pause as to what other implications that stance
would entail.*

To ask whether the Odyssey can shed light on contemporary debates about
“cosmopolitanism” versus its opposite — defined by cosmopolitans as “nationdism,” but
by its supporters more positively perhaps as “communitarianism” or “particularism” —
would gppear to engage in an anachronigtic and perhaps unjudtified inquiry. The very
concept of “kosmou politgs’ — “citizen of the world,” the phrase coined by Diogenes the
Cynic in the fourth-century B.C. — would have been incomprehensible within the more
limited epic ethos. Some, even mogt, of the most respected Homeric scholars view the
epic worldview as one defined solely by polels, and the hero’ s identification solely with a
particular place and a particular people. Inasmuch as* cosmopolitanism” impliesa
choice that can be made between competing identities of where and to whom one belongs
and should commit one' s efforts toward justice, many Homeric scholars disdlow in the
first instance that such a*“choice’ was available to Homeric man.?

However, some of the defining features of what came to be known as
“cosmopolitaniam” existed certainly before the phrase itsdf was coined, and, arguably,
can be found in certain guises within the Homeric texts aswell.®>  According to one
definition, “cosmopoalitanism” represents the attempt “to transcend chauvinigtic national
loyalites or parochid prejudices,” and, to exhibit “afamiliarity with, or appreciation of
many parts and peoples of theworld....”*  Inthe case of Odysseus, the latter part of the
definition — a“familiarity with,” even an “appreciation of,” many parts of the world
certainly gpplies (witness his admiration for the polity of the Phaiakians, for example).

However, it is on one aspect of the former part of the definition, especially regarding the



idea of “transcending” one's parochia knowledge with the aspiration of gpprehending a
greater whole of humanity, or beyond, that | would like to examine in the following
pages.

If the possibility of “choice’ is often denied the Homeric hero, the prospect of
“transcendence’ is even more dubious. Even a sympathetic thinker such as Alasdair
Maclntyre does not credit the Homeric heroes with the ability even to contemplate, much
less achieve a standpoint of objectivity achieved through transcending one' s limited
worldview. For Macintyre,

the slf of the heroic age lacks precisdly that characteristic which ... some
modern moral philosophers take to be an essentid characteristic of human
sdf-hood: the capacity to detach onesdlf from any particular standpoint or
point of view, to step backwards, asit were, and view and judge that
gtandpoint or point of view from the outsde. In heroic society thereisno
"outsde" except that of agtranger. A man who tried to withdraw himself
from his given postion in heroic society would be engaged in the
enterprise of trying to make himsdlf disappear.®
Maclntyre' s conclusion about the impossibility of achieving a sandpoint of pure
objectivity — either for ancients or moderns dike — attracts and persuades as he proceeds
in hishigtorical investigation. However, in considering Homer's heroes as incapable of
achieving such remova from society at large, or objectivity, he amilarly deniesthe
temptation for transcendence. | will suggest that this temptation is no less powerful —

and, no less dangerous — for the Homeric hero as it continues to be for modern man.



In fact, Odysseus is explicitly offered such "detached”" knowledge of the world,
that clear unmediated vision only permitted to the gods. it is the knowledge offered by
the Srens. His hunger for thiswisdom is manifest: he srains againgt the salf-imposed
and twice-fastened bonds that kegp him from the Siren's offer:

Come thisway, honored Odysseus, great glory of the Achaeans,

and stay your ship, S0 that you can listen here to our Singing;

for no one else has ever sailed padt this place in his black ship

until he has ligened to the honey- sweet voice that issues

from our lips; then goes on well pleased knowing more than ever

he did; for we know everything that the Argives and Trojans

did and suffered in wide Troy through the gods despite.

Over dl the generous earth we know everything that happens.

(12.184-191).°
Odysseus physical temptation to fling himsdf off the ship to know the Siren'srevelation
reved s the power of this offer over Odysseus; the rotting corpses of other humans who
lay about the water's edge further indicates this power over al humans (12.45-46).”

Similaly, redity of the temptation that Calypso's offer of immortaity entails
should aso not be underestimated: at stake is Odysseus eternd existence, either on the
paradisc idand with the beautiful and unaging goddess Caypso, or among the
immateria shadesin the cold necropolis, Hades. Within the epic itsdlf we learn of
Odysseus existence on Caypso'sidand Ogygia at the outset (asrelated by Athenato
Zeus, 1.48-59), and again return to his existence there after the Telemachia in Book 5.
Y et, chronologically Odysseus journey to Hades occurs before his exile on Ogygia, to be
related later to the Phaiacians upon escaping Caypso in Book 11. He decides to refuse
Cdypso's offer of immortality aready having descended to the underworld, and aready
having learned there hisfate both in the near term — regarding his return to Ithaca— and

longer term, concerning his mortd fate.



Odysseus s ahility to resist these offers of universal knowledge or immortaity —
both representing aform of “transcendence” that bears some remarkable smilaritiesto
cosmopoalitanism, or its cousin universdism — yet dso remain tempted by them, suggests
agtance of “limited transcendence,” a transcendence of which humans are aware and
even to which they can aspire, but which findly they must dso be wary and which they
must rgject when it tempts them to total transcendence of what Homer understands to be
the human condition. ® 1 will suggest below that this form of “limited transcendence” is
exemplified in some of the actions and choices of Odysseus, especidly those that reved
the smultaneous attractions of the cosmopolitan dternative and the requirements of
partidity that bind usto particular places and particular people. These latter requirements,
the Odyssey findly suggests, keep us fully human and represent the only avenue by
which justice can finally be achieved, not through dedication to universa or
cosmopolitan knowledge, snce this knowledge threatens to attenuate our connections,
devotion, and duties to humanity, especidly to the humblest and least powerful of our

fdlow dtizens.

Contemporary Debates
The question of whether particularity isto be preferred to universdity is played
out in many different debates in contemporary politica philosophy. Of course, the issue
istopical given the dimensions of the “culture wars’ and especialy recent responses to
the multicultura chalenge in the wake of the end of the Cold War. Primarily in the face
of the devolving nationdisms of the post- Soviet erafollowing thefdl of the Berlin Wall

in 1989, thinkers who shared some of the same palitica aspirations of multiculturd



critics nevertheess became uncomfortable with disconcerting smilarities between the
renewed politics of ethnic and national strife and arguments about ethnic and raciad
identity forwarded by colleaguesin the academy.® A renewed fascination with the
origins of liberdism during the Enlightenment, of the promise of equa status and equel
rights, of universa reason, of the overcoming of religious superdtition, and of the
possibility of cosmopolitan citizenship found new support among awide range of
scholars whoseinitia impetus was argjection of multiculturalism’s critiques linked to a
desire to retain the aspirations of the traditiona Left.

Echoing older laments that the true universdism of the Enlightenment has been
betrayed, such asthat of Julien Bendain The Betrayal of the Intellectuals (La Trahison
des Clercs, 1927), are recent authors ranging from sociologist Todd Gitlin, to the
historian David Hollinger, to the philosopher Martha Nussbaum. In The Twilight of
Common Dreams, Gitlin for one regrets the embrace by the Left of aform of
particularism that betrayed the older Enlightenment ided of universaism, especidly a
form of cosmaopolitanism which stressed the commondlities of human beings over the
differences of ethnicity, gender, race, or nationdity. The competing “universaisms’ in
the wake of the Left's betraya of Liberalism hold less appeal, and more danger, from
Gitlin's perspective: either the universdism prevaent among some on the Right, the
“rhetoric of globa markets and globd freedom” that has about it “something of the old
universaligt ring”; or, the renewa of an even older universaism than thet of the
Enlightenment emanating from religious impulses around the world1° If thefirst is
worrisome for the fase universalism that reduces us primarily to consumers rather than

citizens or more fully integrated human beings, the second is equaly worrisome less for



its purported attempt to convey a universa message than for its actual practice of
exduding “the infidd, the secularist, the modernist blasphemer.”! Instead, Gitlin
recommends aform of universdiam that dlows us, on the one hand, to overcome any
differences that either religious or “multiculturd” divisons may portend, “to agreeto
limit the severity of their differences— even while pounding the table and daming the
uniqueness of their communities”*? Only by limiting the embrace of those identities that
only partidly define us, and instead focussing on that part of our common human identity
that links us, Gitlin contends, can the Left re-engage in a palitics that hopes to address
true conditions of injugtice not only within universities, but throughout the world as well.

Sharing Gitlin's concerns about multiculturalism'’s assartion of an inescgpable
identity according to ether ethnicity, race or gender according is David Hollinger, for
whom the very openness of identity that modernity affords leads less to the easy
assumption of identity dong ethnic or culturd linesthan to aStuation of “podt-ethnicity.”
Due especidly to shifting idenitites that would alow, for example, Alex Haley to idenify
his“roots” as much with hiswhite Irish forebears as with his black African ancestors, as
well as with the various heritages that compose America more generdly, such asthat
democratic heritage arisng from America s documentary higtory of the Declaration of
I ndependence and the Congtitution, Hollinger suggests that the more gppropriate
perspective for twenty-first century is one of “cosmaopoalitanism,” which he diginguishes
from both universalism and plurdiam.

In contrast to universaism, which he suggests seeks to find a common ground
where multiculturdists would be inclined to find only “difference,” cosmopolitans by

contrast do not seek ether to identify dl people as fundamentdly distinct or smilar, but



rather are receptive to “recognition, acceptance, and eager exploration of diversity.”*3

Cosmopalitans are “diversity-gppreciating” in outlook, and view such diversty asa
ample “fact”; universalists, by contrast, actively seek to creete unity despite existing
diversty, and ultimately must view such diversity more as a“problem” than asmple
fact. On the other hand, cosmopoalitans differ from “plurdists’ to the extent that
plurdism tends to view human beings first as members of groups rather than as
individualists, cosmopolitans, by contrast, view people primarily asindividuas for whom
group identity is potentidly shifting and evolving. Thus, according to Hallinger,
plurdigts grant privilege especidly to dready-established groups, assuming the existing
landscape of human relaions to be the norm; cosmopoalitans, dternaively, are “willing to
put the future of every culture at risk through the sympathetic but critical scrutiny of
other cultures.”**

While Hollinger’ s formulation is compelling, to an extent he attempts to draw too
fine a ditinction between cosmopolitans and universdigts, on the one hand, and plurdists
on the other. While heisintent on creating an ideal “type’ of cosmopolitan, thereisno
denying that a cosmopolitan, however defined, continues to place a priority on the
universa over the particular (or ese cosmopolitan would cease to mean anything), even
if the cosmopolitan continues to appreciate diversity in the world. Indeed, thereisless
tensgon between “cosmopolitan” and “universdis” as Hollinger defines them than he
suggests, epecidly congdering the distinction Hollinger draws between the
cosmopoalitan and the “plurdist.” Regarding the plurdigt, the cosmopolitan concludes
that group affiliation can be a problem, hence drawing on the critica perspective of what

Hallinger describes as “universdis”; yet equaly so, regarding the universdig, the



cosmopoalitan concludes that plurdity must have aplace. In effect, the “ cosmopoalitan” as
described by Hollinger shifts between the two poles, evoking a more universaist stance
in response to plurdism and apluraist stance in response to universaism. However,
Hollinger’ s version of cosmopolitanism does not reside precisaly between the two poles,
but resembles more closdly what he regards as its universdist orientation, inasmuch as
group or patriotic idenitity, whether our own or someone d<g's, is something to be
regarded as wholly unnatura, changeable, even findly discardable. Whilea
cosmaopoalitan by Hollinger’ slights can appr eciate difference, even acknowledge that it is
ineradicable & some leve, he aso maintains that such differences can dways be
transcended by an act of valition or will, by choice. Suchisa base the fundamenta
assumption of liberd cosmaopolitanism, whether defined as “universdist” or not.

This agpect is seen most clearly in the work of the preeminent proponent of
cosmopolitanism during this period, Martha Nussbaum.  Based on arguments she made
in aBoston Review aticle in 1994 entitled “ Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” later
collected with various repliesin the 1996 collection For Love of Country, and recently
reiterated in her 1997 book on libera education, Cultivating Humanity, Nusshaum has
been in the forefront of reasserting the Stoic and Enlightenment idedl of
cosmopalitanisn.’®  Nusshaum finds particularly appedling the stance of Diogenes, who
declared himsdlf to be “acitizen of theworld.”*® Theimport of this phrase, for
Nussbaum, is not to extirpate our citizenship of any particular place, but, as she putsit, to
reved that our more “fundamenta” and “primary” dlegiance is with the human race, not
any particular group thereof, from which we derive generdizable mord obligationsand a

universal conception of justice!’
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While Nussbaum stresses that the Stoics recognized our dud idenitities — that
identity deriving from “the locd community of our birth,” the other from *the community
of human argument and aspiration” — it isthis latter community to which we owe our
primary dlegiance, Since, she suggests, only this latter alows usto overcome the
limitations of perspective and prejudice that the former forces upon us*® Nussbaum
recognizes that the latter community of the cosmos is the more volitional of the two:
whereas our birth community is an “accident,” an arbitrary place where any human being
might have been born but only particular humans happen to occupy, the latter condition
of universa humanity is something that we can choose to theorize and accept. At the
same time, even Nussbaum must acknowledge that the very fact of our common
humanity is a some leved arbitrary; after dl, we did not choose to be human any more
than we chose to be born in any particular place. Thus, in afootnote she writes that

| am surprised that none of my critics have asked why | focus on the mora
claim of the human species, and they gppear to neglect the claims of other
formsof life. From this direction one could imagine a serious chdlenge to
my position, onethat | have not yet answered.*®
The chdlenge she imagines undoubtedly would force her to articulate either an inherent
dignity solely inhering in the human cregiure, or to extend her andysisto include sentient
and perhaps even dl living creatures. In any event, most “fundamenta” to Nussbaum’'s
recommendation is the ingstence that arbitrariness be lifted from our identities, thet we
seek rather the fundamental sameness that attends the human or sentient condition — what
sheindgsis our shared human dignity — regardless of any underlying distinction that

may at first seem to separate us>® We can choose between our identities: that oneto
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which we should afford priority is the more universd, as it removes contingency and
accident which for Nussbaum amost alway's prevent gpprehension of justice and
mordity.?

Like Gitlin, she ressts multiculturdism’s apped s to particularity as preeminent
over the fase claims of reason and enlightenment: Nussbaum favorably cites, in addition
to the Stoics, the philosophy of that arch-rationdist and cosmopolitan, Immanue Kant.??
However, like Hallinger she dso resgs calling for akind of “universdism” that
eliminates difference. while occasondly she spegks as if we should concentrate only on
underlying smilarities of human baings— arguing a some points that “we should
recognize humanity — and its fundamenta ingredients, reason and mora capacity —
wherever it occurs, and give that community of humanity our firg dlegiance’ — at others
she inggts that a cosmopoalitan education should concentrate on exploring the uniqueness
of other cultures and traditions®® She aso resists Hollinger's depiction of “plurdism,”
inggting that we are in the firg instance dways individuas, never primarily part of a
group. She assertsthat we should “give our first alegiance to no mere form of
government, no tempora power, but to the mora community made up by the humanity of
al human beings”?* The presumption, of course, isafamiliar onein liberd theory,
viewing “government” as fundamentaly unnaturd, even inherently wicked, but humanity
as potentially good dither asindividuals and or in its collectiveincarnations®® Thus,
Nussbaum is able to adhere both to an individudist worldview which she combines
smultaneoudy to afictive ideaof “world community” deriving from the inherent

mordity of our human attributes.



In Nussbaum’s most explicit description of the connection between the

cosmopolitan and the citizen of a particular place, Nussbaum writes of “concentric

circles’ that capture the series of obligations defining agiven human being. Stating thet a

cosmopoalitan does not “propose the abolition of loca and nationa forms of politica

organization and the creation of aworld state,” nevertheless we must view our relations

with particular people within againg the backdrop — and standard — of humanity

generdly:

Thefirg [circle] is drawn around the sdif; the next takesin one's
immediate family; then follows the extended family; then, in order, on€'s
neighbors or loca group, one' sfellow city-dwellers, one' sfdlow
countrymen.... Beyond al these circlesisthe largest one, that of
humanity asawhole. Our task as citizens of the world, and as educators
who prepare people to be citizens of the world, will be to “draw the circles
somehow toward the center,” making al human beings like our fdlow city
dwellers. In other words, we need not give up our specia affections and
affiliations and identifications, whether nationa or ethnic or rdigious; but
we should work to make al human beings part of our community of
dialogue and concern, showing respect for the human wherever it occurs,

and alowing that respect to constrain our national and local politics?®

Cosmopolitanism, both in its ancient, Enlightenment, and contemporary

manifestations, and despite dight differences between them, is marked by severa

fundamentd shared feaiures. Thefird isits preference for universality. Notwithstanding

Hollinger's correct reservation that cosmopolitanism does not necessarily seek the
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homogenization of the world according to a universa standard (although some versions
do, notably varieties of Marxism), cosmopolitanism can acknowledge a plurdist cultura
universe while ingsting that certain features of human existence gpply across nationd
and cultural boundaries. Cosmopolitanism stresses the need to study other cultures with
the toleration to resst condemnation of different practices, at the same time, however, it
isfully expected that aresult of that examination will be, as Nusshaum suggests, a
“drawing together” of the circles when we come to redlize the common fegtures of
humanity uniting us. Those features are our shared rationdity, a universd mordity
(expressed, among others, by Kant in his formulation of “the kingdom of ends), and a
fundamental human dignity. To varying degrees, cosmopolitans dso exhibit a
confidence in science and technology to conquer natura chalenges to human penury and
bresk down physical barriers separating humans;?’ abdlief in progress, not only in the
ability of science to ameiorate humanity’s materid and politica condition, but its mora
cgpacities aswell; the certitude that irrationd religious beliefs, often manifested in
persecution and intolerance, will give way to ether the willingness to forego religion
atogether, or inits place anaturaigtic or deigtic piety that offersamora code without
accompanying thregts of punishment from adivine being or a class of clericsto enforce
them; and, informing al of these beliefs, the underlying certainty thet dl of these
outcomes can be effected by a properly designed educationa approach, rationaly
concelved, widdly disseminated, universaly applicable and irresistible in its effect once
its teachings were moved from the dite intellectua arena to the populace at large?®
Critics of cosmopolitanism rgect many and at times dl of these defining feetures,

athough often based on radically different bases. Respondents to Nussbaum'’ s origina
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aticderanged in their critiques, from Benjamin Barber’ s conditioned patriotism to
Gertrude Himmefarb's daims of American universalism; from Nathan Glazer's
indstence that loydty has actud physicd limitsto Michad McConndl’ sinvocation of
Burkean “little platooons’; from Michagl Wazer’ s gentle reminder that cosmopolitanism
is as much prone to palitical abuse as patriotism, to Anne Norton'stelling critique that
cosmopoalitanism may smply be another variety of particularism. Nether exclusvely
coming from the Left nor Right, these critiques were dmost uniformly informed by a
mistrust in both the practicability of a cosmopolitan worldview — summarized in Harvey
Mandidd's dismissve response that while “Martha Nusshaum is one of the most
eminent female philosophers of our time..., when it comes to politics she' sagirl scout” —
and more often than not its desirability if such aworldview comes &t the cost of
weskening people stiesto locd affiliations and loyalties?®

Often, then, agtark choiceis presented: cosmopolitanism or patriotism,
universdity or particularity; locality or humanity. Y et, ancient reflection on human
aspirations and persona duties suggests that this choice may be too stark, too severe.
The Odyssey in severd momentsintimates that if a some level such achoiceisfindly
unavoidable, it is a choice made with afundamenta recognition about the limits imposed
by that choiceitsdf. Odysseus own choices reflects acommitment to that which most
retains our connection to humanity, yet can only find its degpest sources of commitment
by opening itsdlf to the possibilities which draw us beyond humanity toward aform of

transcendence.
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Nostalgia: “Homecoming” and the “Longing born of Separation” ¥

At the outset of the Odyssey we are told that Odysseus has seen untold marvels of
the world:

Many were they (the men) whose cities he saw, whose minds he learned
of.... (“pollén d’ anthrépbn iden astea kai noon egnd” : 1.3)

Of dl the heroes who fought in Troy, Odysseus most fully embodies that first injunction
toward achieving a cosmopolitan education as recommended by Nussbaum and most
other proponents of cosmopoalitanism, that a cosmopolitan education “must be a
multicultural education, by which | mean one that acquaints students with some
fundamentals about the histories and cultures of many different groups”3! Yet,
curioudy, we are told shortly thereafter that this undeniably “multicultural” experience
did not succeed in making Odysseus long for acommunity composed of citizens of the
world, but instead might be said to have had the opposite effect — to make him pine for
nostos, return to a particular place and particular people.

Then dl the others, as many as fled sheer destruction,

were & home now, having escaped the sea and fighting.

this one done, longing for his wife and his homecoming (nostou),

was detained by the queenly nymph Calypso, bright among goddesses,

in her hollowed caverns, desiring that he should be her husband. (1.11-15)
Only in Book 5 do we learn the extent of the sacrifice that Odysseus makes. not only
does Caypso offer to make Odysseus her husband, but accompanying the invitation of
matrimony is that exceedingly rare offer that few mortas ever encounter: the possbility
of immortd life. Odysseus sngular refusa of this offer suggests a stance of suspicion

toward what might be caled proto-cosmaopolitanism, or aform of universalism, that

nevertheless recognizesiits attractions as well as dangers.
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When we join Odysseusin the midst of his ninth year of wandering, we encounter
aman who consigtently turns down Calypso’ s astonishing proposals, but so aman who
has found both Calypso and presumably those proposals enticing at some point. It is
important to note not only that Odysseus refuses the offer of immortality, but that he does
30 having acknowledged fully the attractions of Calypso and her idand. While his eyes
are described as “ never wiped dry of tears’ (5.152), and heis to be found often sitting at
the edge of the sealonging for a means by which to return to Ithaca, we are dso told that
he “wept for away home since the nymph was no longer pleasing to him” (5.154) —
meaning, of course, a one time she was pleasng to him.  In light of our later discovery
that Odysseus remains for ayear with Circe, despite her promises to perpetrate no further
evils againg him (which would seem to preclude the spinning of apdl which forces
Odysseusto remain againgt hiswill), and only leaves upon being approached by his men
and chdlenged not to forget his desire to return to Ithaca, it comes asllittle surprise that
while upon theidand of Caypso, for at least some time, he finds the bounty of her
immortal offerings and the pleasure of her bed to be irresstible.

While the many varieties of pleasure and ease offered by both Caypso and Circe
prove appeding, in their purdly physica aspect they resemble more the temptations of
endless torpor with which the Lotus-esters tempt Odysseus men than the presumed
atractiveness of universdlity or cosmopolitanism.®?> However, in addition to the
attractions of longevity, as well as the sexua aspects of Odysseus temptation by the
goddesses, one perceives how life among the goddesses intimates not only the
unconsciousness accompanying the Lotus, but aso the expanded consciousness that

seemsto bethelot of the gods. Aswe learn upon Hermes arrival on Caypso’sidand,
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the gods ingtantly recognize one ancther: there is no point in dissembling their thoughts
or words, since they are able to perceive the true purpose and intentions of each other.>
Indeed, Hermes is the source of many of these revelations concerning divine
apperception. Not only do the gods know one another and each other’ s thoughts
ingtantly, but the ability of instant gpperception extends dso to nature itself: Hermesis
able to apprehend the “nature’ of the moly plant even though its true attributes lie hidden
to Odysseus (10.302-306). In these many smdl pictures of divine Sght, alarger portrait
gppears suggesting that divine vison comes closest to that to which humans aspire when
they spesk of avison of the whole, the ability to envison acomprehensive picture of
existence that transcends their own shortcomings and limitations born of ignorance,
partidity or prejudice. In short, the gods seem to have the ability to see as
cosmopolitans, as true citizens of the universe, to see through the apparent divisons and
culturd accretions to the “nature’ of things, to apprehend others truthfully and ingtantly,
to understand the undercurrents of human and divine existence from a point above, and
not as mere participants caught in its many currents and tides.>*
Thisdivinevisonisatempting one: Tithonus especidly, but dso Orion, and
lason fdl prey to the atractions of the immortas and its accompanying universdity,
aways a the dreadful price of death and outright destruction however. If Odysseus does
not know of this particular fate often awaiting mortas who seek more than their lot, he
does seem able to resst Caypso's offer of immortdity, it seems, mostly dueto hisown
distaste for the repetitive emptiness of existence on Ogygia. If ayear’ sinfinite pleasure
on Circe sidand proves multifarious enough not to weary, seven years of smilar

titillation with Calypso is more than enough to dert Odysseus that an eternity of the same



would represent less the ultimate reward than perpetua torment. Existence among
humanity, if morta and redtricted in itsvison, isaso curioudy fuller and more “red”
than that bloodless universdity offered by Caypso. Even Hermes senses as much as he
lights upon Calypso’sidand, lamenting that he did not wish to make the journey to the
god (if not goddess) forsaken idand, where

there is no city of men nearby, nor people

who offer choice hecatombs to the gods, and perform sacrifice. (5.101-

102)
While life on Cadypso'slondy idand gpparently represents the more obvioudy atractive
option, having tasted the emptiness of divine existence, Odysseus resffirms his longing to
return “back to my house and see the day of my homecoming” (5.220).

Odysseus decision remains remarkable, however, not only given the later
revelation that he has descended to Hades — and hence knows the find horrors of mortal
exisence, the inescapabiility of desth and its attendant miseriesin eternd lamentation —
but as well snce he dso knows the overwheming attractiveness of universdity that he
seemsto rgject in hisrefusd to accept divine immortality. For, prior to the offer of
immortality, Odysseus has been tempted by the prospect of “cosmopoalitan” visonin as
pure amanner as ever described in human experience. A short time before he reaches
Calypso’'sidand in a shipwreck, he firgt sails by the idand of the Srens who afford him
the most severe temptation of his entire perilous journey. As CharlesH. Taylor observes,
“thereis, indeed, only one occasion when he conscioudly wishesto yield to atemptation,

even though he knows it would mean his destruction. Despite Circe' s explicit warning of

the mortal danger, he wishesto stop and hear the Siren's song. Since he takesthe
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precautions Circe has advised, he is unable to yidld, but it isingructive thet this one time
he wishes he could.”®
What is the content of this mogt irrestible temptation? Taylor stressesthe first

part of the Srens song, in which they promise to reved “the greet glory of the
Achaeans” For Taylor, the crux of the temptation isafull redization of Odysseus
identity, that which often comes under threat by temptations of unconsciousness, but in
this instance a temptation offered to secure find knowledge of his own identity. This
may be correct asfar asit goes, but this reading wholly misses the second hdf, and
findly more intriguing promise offered by the Srens.

for we know everything that the Argives and the Trojans

did and suffered in wide Troy through the gods despite.

Over dl the generous earth we know everything that happens. (12.189-

191)
Not only do the Sirens offer to confirm that which Odysseus aready knows, but they hold
forth the temptation of al the many things that he does not, and cannot possibly know.
Each person who passes by the Sirens' idand and takestime to listen to their
comprehensive song comes away “awiser man” (pleiona eidos. 12.188). What the
Srensessentidly promiseisto lift the vell of darkness that limits human vison, that
imperfect vison that dlows only partid or mistaken knowledge of those things we
directly encounter and even more things we cannot. In the place of our fragile and
incomplete knowledge they promise to Odysseus the sight of the gods, that vision of Zeus
whichinthelliad is described as pleiona eide, an expansiveness of apprehension that the
Sirens promise to those who listen as well (X111.355).

For this expanded vision Odysseus uniquely strains toward and submitsto

temptation. Yet, we aso know that the promiseisin fact anilluson. The Srersmay
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indeed know dl that passes on the bountiful earth, and even may be able to discloseit to
the passing sailor as he dtrives to reach their barren idand, but we aso know that in the
course of that desperate effort any man who tries to redize the Srens' offer will meet a
cdamitousfate. Odysseus hastied himsdlf to the mast in order to hear their song but to
avoid the fate that awaits those mortals who pass by the Sirens without knowing the
dangers accompanying their song. He singularly knows those dangers, since Circe has
related:

You will comefirg of adl to the Sirens, who are enchanters

of al mankind and whoever comes their way; and that man

who unsuspecting gpproaches them, ligens to the Sirens

sanging, has no prospect of coming home and ddighting

his wife and little children as they stand about him in greeting,

but the Sirens by the melody of their snging enchant him.

They st in their meadow, but the beach beforeit is piled with boneheaps

of men now rotted away, and the skins shrivel upon them. (12.39-46)
Odysseus, who is so often notable for his ability to hold himself back from temptations
that divert him from nostos — those many offerings that would overcome the algos that
seemingly separate humanity from a greater comprehension of the whole either through
the loss of consciousness represented by the effects of Lotus, or aform of hyper-
consciousness offered by the Sirens— in the case of the Sirens shows how ultimately
tempting, and devadtating, the offer of “expanded vison” isto the human who craves
knowledge of the whole. Of dl the many challenges confronting Odysseusin hislong
journey home, not the vengeance of Posaidon, not the barbarism of Cyclops or the
Laestrogonians, not the wiles of Circe or the immortality offered by Caypso bring him to
amoment of total succumbing as does the song of the Sirens.

Knowledge of dl that passes on the bountiful earth appedsfor its

comprehengveness. Similar to argumentsin favor of cosmaopolitanism, the knowledge of
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the whole attracts especialy due to the promise of afundamenta knowledge, thet vison
of physis that is otherwise only accorded to the gods (as Hermes demonstrates, 10.302ff.).
The Sirens offer to Odysseus an encompassing knowledge of what makes humanity, and
perhaps al of exisence, asingular whole. From our limited perspective, we tend to see
only the many distinctions that culture and history accord to people separated by distance
and time; the Sirens, on the other hand, have a globa knowledge that comprehends
diversity and dlows a glimpse of underlying unity. What startles about the Odysseus
response to this knowledge is how much this globa knowledge undermines his actud
sympathies to human beings. Odysseus exhibits a complete lack of awareness of those
corpses described by Circe lying about the shore of the Sirens’ idand, * bonehegps of men
now rotted away, their skin shrivel[led] upon them....” At no point in Odysseus
description of the actud passage of his ship past the idand of the Sirens does he
acknowledge that he had percelved the rotting bodies of smilarly tempted humans. we
only know of them from Odysseus' recitation of Circe's description, not from Odysseus
recollection of his moment before the Srens. It isasif, in the midst of hisown
enchantment, entranced by the overwheming attraction to the promise of universa
knowledge, Odysseusis no longer able to see either the true effects of that temptation, or
even the mortdity of hisfdlow humans, the fundamental Smilarity thet is seemingly
promised by the knowledge of the Sirens but which in fact lies before him unseen on the
shore.

In some respects, Odysseus’ tota succumbing before the Sirens reflects deep

ambivaence about homecoming (or remaining & home), the uncertainty of his devotion
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to justice and the deep tension between the promise of transcendence and the possibilities
of commitment. Seth Benardete has observed in damning terms that Odysseus

greatest and deepest desire is not for home, but for knowledge. Odysseus

can resist the enchanting speeches of Caypso, which offer him

immortality, but he cannot resst the enchantment of omniscience, and he

iswilling to give up hislife for the chance. Judticeis not & the heart of

his nature.
Hisinahility to gpprehend the true commondity of humanity before the Sirens, exhibited
both by hiswillingness to sacrifice his homecoming and an absence of pity toward fellow
humans who have fdlen as well as an acknowledgement of his own shared fate, seemsto
be the concomitant result of the very temptation toward an unachievable and mideading
comprehensve knowledge. If Odysseusis able to resst the temptation of immortality
offered by Caypso precisely because of his acknowledgement of a shared fate and
underlying smilarity with hisfdlow mortals— indicated by his recognition of Pendlope's
limitations, especialy her mortdity, compared to Caypso's eternd splendor — by
contragt, it is due to succumbing to the Sirens gpped of pleiona eldos that he forgets his
mortaity and the mortality of those around him, literdly becoming unable to see the
actual humans who have fdlen before him in hisvain effort to comprehend the totdity of
humenity.3’

However, what islost in Benardete' s condemnation of Odysseus abandonment of

justice, and Odysseus utter forgetfulness of both his and others needs and limitations, is
the fact that Odysseusis only able to survive this calous moment because he has

previoudy ordered himself bound. Thisisthe same character who, escaping Cyclops,
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seeking kleos, announced his name and taunted the more powerful since he had nat, in
Plato’ swords, been cured of “hislove of honor” (Republic, 620c). However, before
reaching the Srens, he heeds Circe' swarning to have himself bound, in effect suggesting
a commitment to law, those externd restraints that are necessary for limited and easily
tempted mortasin the pursuit of justice. Thus, to anticipate his own weakness reflected
in his respect for Circe' s warning, Odysseus reveals what may be construed as a
commitment to a higher form of justice, which, even while occurring amid his ultimate
temptation, reflects his more fundamental commitments to homecoming and to the
pursuit of justice on Ithaca.

Cosmopolitan vison is something of agren’'ssong: irresistible to those who
open ther earsto it, but finaly diverting in its true effects and damaging to the actud
relations among exigting people, ultimately threatening to undermine the possibility of
achieved judtice in communities of humansin the pursuit of imagined universa justice
for the community of humanity. If the Srens threaten to divert Odysseus findly and
irrevocably from his homeward journey, and turn him entirely from the concerns of
humanity — including concerns for judtice — it is later, when confronted with the choice of
Caypso that Odysseus seems to reassert his humanity by reference to humans, and to re-
dedicate himsdf to the push homeward that will culminate in the re-establishment of
judticein Ithaca.

The Temptations of Temptation

This sequentid reading may, of course, render the answer too smply and far too

definitively than the text will dlow. After al, Odysseus does return and poignantly

recaptures the erotic love that binds him to Penelope (23.300-309); he does vanquish the



suitors and — with the assstance of Athena and the find intervention of Zeus— he does
put Ithaca on ajust footing, setting the stage for the rule of Telemachus. We aso know,
however, that he must leave Ithaca in accordance with the prediction of Teresas, that he
must journey to aland whaose people cannot distinguish between an oar and awinnowing
fan, and that he will findly die “by agency” of — either at or from —the sea. Has he been
cured of the temptations of the Sirens? Has he overcome the seemingly eternd longing
for transcendence, to know “ everything that happens’? Does not his own savagery in the
trestment of the suitors, in the severe punishment of the serving girls, and the gridy
execution of Mdanthios contradict anything that might be said about his tenderness
toward Telemachus, Eumaios, Penelope, or Laertes (only after treating even his father
with some unnecessary crudty of deception)? Has he become fully capable of seeing the
rotting corpses surrounding the feet of the Sirens, or, if forced to travel past their idand
again on subsequent journies, would he overlook them again, diverted from human
sympathies to see only the dream of knowledge?

Dante seemed to think that Odysseusis not wholly cured of hislove of
knowledge, but continues his journey after his homecoming. Dante understood that the
pure love of knowledge, the pursuit of “experience,” represented a concomitant rejection
of his commitmentsto people. As Ulysses himsdlf rdates from the flames of the inferno,

my heart forgot

My aged father, | regarded not

My fondness for my child, my wife bereft

Of her due rights of love, but through my heart
Again the unconquerable ardour burned

To search experience of the world, anew

The vice and vaour of mankind to view,

And seek the events of londly lands apart
From known adventures of my race.
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At the foot of amountain which likdly ascends to “ Paradiso” itsdf, Ulysses urges hismen
to “deny not that we add to dl our gains, / While the brief vigil hour of life remains, /
Experience of the unpeopled world that lies/ Behind the lights of sunset,” acdl that
lesds to their final destruction as punishment for their hubris>®

A telling understanding of Odysseus continued “dgos” hisincurable “longing,”
despite even the achievement of “nogtos,” is rendered in touching detail by the
contemporary Greek poet, C. P. Cavafy in the poem “Ithaka’:

Hope the voyage isalong one.

May there be many a summer morning when,
with what pleasure, whét joy,

you come into harbors seen for thefirg time;

may you stop & Phoenician trading stations

to buy finethings,

mother of pearl and cord, amber and ebony,

as many sensud perfumes as you can;

and may you vigt many Egyptian cities

to gather stores of knowledge from their scholars.

Keep Ithaka awaysin your mind.

Arriving thereiswhat you are destined for.

But do not hurry the journey at dl.

Better if it lasts for years,

S0 you are old by the time you reach theidand,
wedthy with dl you have gained on the way,
not expecting Ithaka to make you rich.

Ithaka gave you the marvelous journey.

Without her you would not have set out.

She has nothing |eft to give you now.

And if you find her poor, Ithakawon't have fooled you.

Wise as you will have become, so full of experience,

you will have understood by then what these Ithakas mean.
One wonders if Odysseusis content with hislot, whether he even comesto regret his
decison — if not congtantly, at least occasiondly during times of ennui, when the

demands of ruling become burdensome or the wrinkles adorning Penelope’ s and his own
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face degpen and spread. The satirist Lucian, for one, thought that Odysseus must have
cometo regret hischoice: indeed, in afanciful |etter written to Caypso, he imagined
Odysseus lamenting his Stuation, “thoroughly sorry to have given up my life with you
and the immortaity which you offered me. Therefore, if | get achance, | shdl run and
come to you.”>®

Asthe Sirens episode reminds, humans may successfully resist the temptations of
knowledge, the cosmopoalitan gaze, the transcendent opportunity of divine sight, but the
temptation nevertheless remains and — above al — it isatemptation, constant, irking,
never fully overcome. Thereis something desirable about transcendence, alonging that
even our eros for particular people and our commitments to justice cannot completely
overcome:*® To deny the fact that such temptation exists— to deny that aredl choiceis
presented to Odysseus or to humans generally — isto deny that most anciently described
longing to see beyond the horizons that limit our Sght, to place ourselves so firmly in the
world of limitsthat we forget aspirations beyond what “these Ithacas redlly mean.” Quite
ironicaly, the embrace of aworld defined only by limits and the abbsence of longings
beyond the apparent can breed pride in the recognition of our own humility.**

Curioudy, the view that transcendence holds little fundamental apped to
humanity isto be found in the writing of Martha Nusshaum — not now in her recent
discussions of cosmopolitanism — but in a profoundly senstive reading of the Odyssey
that, focusing on Caypso's offer of immortdity and Odysseus denid, deeply appreciates
the dangers posed to existing human bonds by the temptations of the divine and
transcendert. At some leve her reading of the Odyssey in the essay entitled

“Transcending Humanity” seemsto exist in irredeemable tengon with her later writings
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on cosmopoalitanism (athough, | will suggest below, there is a continuity to be
detected).*> Nussbaum, who in her recent writings on cosmopolitanism poses the priority
of humankind over particular humans, in focusing especialy on Odysseus decison to
decline Caypso's offer of immortaity finds instead a recommendation of homecoming
opposed to the transcendence offered by Calypso. Faced with the choice — like that of
Achilles—for along, uneventful life with Caypso or a short, glorious one with Penelope,
Odysseus gpparently does not hesitate (unlike Achilles). Rather, according to Nussbaum,
he chooses “the whole human package: morta life, dangerous voyage, imperfect morta
aging woman. He [chooses], quite smply, what heis....”*3

One understands Nusshaum here: Odysseus confirms his position as human
opposed to the divine option offered by Caypso. Y e, to alarge extent, Nusshaum seems
to undergtate the magnitude of that decision, indeed to deny an actual choice was made.
Can one smply choose to be what one dready is? To be what one “is’ neglects both the
option of what oneis not — clearly attractive to Tithonus, who unlike Odysseus opts for
immortality — and the thought that what one thinks one*is’ does not fully comprehend
the full range of longings of the human experience, the possibility that one can “be’ more
than what one“is.” Such areading neglects not only the evidence that Tithonus longs for
immortality — hence, that transcendence “is,” or can be as much a part of the human
experience asits conscious denia — but tellingly, the temptations to which Odysseus
succumbs before the Sirens, which Nusshaum neglects to discuss. For Nussbaum, there
would seem to have been no actua choice since she cannot credit the longing for
transcendence in the firgt place; she wholly ignores the very attractions of becoming a

god.** If Odysseus can only choose that which heis, then he i's presented no redl choice
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a dl. Suchaview isfindly too limited, too disregarding of widening horizons, and one
that seems refuted by the descriptions of the frequent, if mostly unhappy, human
temptation to transcend humanity.

“Transcendence,” then, is not aswhally “strange” or unavailable to Odysseus as
Nussbaum suggests in her account of the Odyssey (just as it seemstoo strange and wholly
available in her account of cosmopoalitanism), at least not from the perspective of human
craving. As baoth the examples of Tithonus— who tragicaly but wholeheartedly accepts
immortdity — and Odysseus before the Srens reved, transcendence may be wholly
ingppropriate for humans, a some essentia level undermining what it means to be
human, but paradoxicaly, &t least one recognized festure of “humanity” in antiquity is
the overwhelming but dangerous temptation to transcend our human estate. Part of being
human meansto long to be more than human, even if we stand to lose our humanity in
the pursuit. Our natures as human beings are more divided than Nussbaum indicates in
her andyss— one that quite rightly stresses the “ otherness’ of “externa” transcendence,
but which does not credit its attraction nonetheless. The choice that Odysseus makes on
Ogygia, refusng Caypso’s long-standing offer of immortdity, reveds acentrdly
important festure of the human brush with transcendence. Not only is such
transcendence “foreign” to being human at some leve, but that in the struggle to
ascertain that which is more centrally human — our aspirations or our limitations — the
choice for the latter in many ways degpens our commitments to humans in ways that a
devotion to “humanity” or to the “diving’ cannot. That is, curioudy, the lack of
recognition by Nussbaum of the attractions of divine transcendence when considering

Odysseus choice seemsintimately related to her subsequent downgrading of



commitments to particular humans, as opposed to the priority of “humanity,” in her later
writings on cosmopolitanism. Altogether absent in Nussbaum’s own sympethetic
treatment of Odysseusis the abosence of doubt, of misgiving, of curiogty, the sense that
Odysseus — having heard the Sirens, descended to Hades, tasted the moly plant, dept with
Circe and Calypso — will never be wholly content with the limits of the human condition,
even if (pace Lucian) he continues to view his choice as correct.

Odysseus choices, especidly that one arrived at on Caypso’sidand, suggests
that the encounter with transcendence can be limited, without denying its dangers and
attractions. In the first instance, one can detect “limited transcendence” in Odysseus
own embrace of human infirmity — his devotion to Penelope and Ithaca— an infirmity thet
is underscored by the dangerousness of comprehensive knowledge or divinevison
whenever humans encounter it.  Thislimit is not automaticaly recognized: before the
Sirens, Odysseus shows significantly less resstance to the dream of transcendence than
with Circe or Calypso, who themsalves offer aform of transcendence nearly irresstible
to most mortals. Once human infirmity is embraced, however, aform of transcendence
proves possible, but only on alimited bass. Transcendenceis possible to imperfect
humarity as aglimpse, not asaway of being. Thus, Odysseus does hear the song of the
Sirens, however momentary in nature. He does remain with Circe for one year, and with
Caypso for seven. He does journey to the underworld and see there the fate of all
humanity. His momentary contact with the divine and chthonic afford him glimpses of a
comprehensive knowledge reserved for the gods, but briefly perceptible to those who are
open to its existence yet wary of its overarching temptations. In this sense, he asserts

human aspiration for and the temptations of comprehensive knowledge even as he denies



itsfull possibility, Sding with “humanity” — in Nussbaum’ s account — without denying
the attractions of the divine.

The second manner that transcendenceislimited reies on thisfirst. An embrace
of human limits suggests that the encounter with transcendence, if successfully ressted a
some level, degpens human commitments to “partidity,” namely to the placesfrom
which we come, the people with whom we regularly concert. Where Nussbaum sees
Odysseus choice as exhibiting only his commitment to *“humanity,” it isin fact more the
case that Odysseus denies the divine estate because of particular humans. She disregards
Hannah Arendt’ s observation that “not man, but men inhabit the earth.”*®> The limitation
that this observation represents, Homer suggests, results for two reasons. First, knowing
the fina inaccessibility of transcendence, we view more redidicdly the limitations
placed on our senses and the finite extent to which we can extend the rellm of our senses.
Arigtotle writes as much in the Politics when he asks who could be herald of an immense
city whose borders were beyond the limits of our senses; unless he had the voice of
Stentor?*® The admission of our limitations, often only possible having made contact
with transcendence or even its possibility — an encounter that reveds the true extent of
our limitations— can have the unexpected effect not of making us crave endlessly for the
inaccessible transcendent, but rather to cast our lot more firmly with those who surround
us, those with whom we can reasonably pursue justice in the more limited fashion
possible for humanity. Secondly, inasmuch as the encounter with transcendence reveds
our smilarities most profoundly not from agloba perspective, but rather by making us

aware of our shared limitations — especidly our fragile mortdity — our sense of
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commondlity with other humansis correspondingly deepened, alowing usto see likeness
even where the evidence of our senses suggests only differences.

The effect of Odysseus travelsis not, as might be predicted by Gitlin or
Hollinger or Nusshaum, a degpening of Odysseus dedication to his fellow “citizens of
the world,” but rather quite the opposite: in recognizing his own limitations, he comesto
see alikeness especidly to those he might otherwise not usualy see, the people before
his eyes who most desperately need a person of Odysseus’ taents and wiles to help them
in their pursuit of justice in Ithaca. Acknowledging the limits of what one can rightly
perceive has the concomitant effect of comprehending those with whom one is connected
through eros, the people closest to one’'s senses and salf — not only one' s family, but
fdlow citizens and especidly those whose own prospects are most limited.  Much of the
tale of Odysseus encounters upon his return to Ithacais infused with his own sense of
human limitations, of the ever-present possibility that even the greastest man can be
brought down easily and swiftly by awhim of the gods or fate*’ Nor is Odysseus aone
in thisunderstanding: it is perhaps alesson that has been deepened by his encounters
during his homecoming, but it is not one thet is only available to those who are able to
become true cosmopoalitans, those who see “many cities” and who learn of “many minds’
(1.3). Even the humblest of humans— perhaps especidly the humblest — can encounter
not only the fragility of human existence, but aso the possibility of something greater,
hence yearn too for aredization of jugice. Thisyearning is most conspicuoudy found at
the conclusion of the Odyssey in the encounter with the Smple swineherd, Eumaeus.

Eumaeusis obvioudy a specid character for Homer: heis, among the many

characters who populate the lliad and the Odyssey, the only character whom Homer
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refersto directly as“you,” somefifteen timesdl told. Heisthus, in some senses, the
person for whom the Odyssey is written, paradigmatic of an ided audience. Itisapoem
intended for the ordinary people as this unique use of “you” reveds, people who work at
timesin seemingly futile Stuations and who seek order and decency from the universe
around them. Notwithstanding his ordinary status in the epic, Eumaeusis aso
remarkable for his apparent smilarity to Odysseus. When, disguised as a beggar,
Odysseus first encounters Eumaeus, Odysseus weaves a fable (one he will tell some five
times to various persons, dways with some differences) claming to be born the son of a
rich man who has fallen on bad times, even at one point dmost being sold into davery
(14.192-359). We discover shortly theresfter that Eumaeusis truly the person Odysseus
cdamsto be: born the son of aking, abducted from his home as a child by a duplicitous
servant, and at atender age sold into bondage to Laertes, father of Odysseus, heisahigh-
born man brought low by fate and fortune. Odysseus, through his disguise and by means
of hislie, becomesindisinguishable from Eumaeusin fact. What this pecuiar
resemblance begs us to further consider, then, iswhat isthe redlity of their smilarities,

and what is mere appearance. That is, knowing as we do that Odysseusisin fact high-
born posing as one low-born, and Eumaeus at least at the outset gppears olely as low-
born but is, in fact, equdly high-born, we are forced to ask whether appearances or even
one's apparent status can tell us about a person’s nobility or inherent virtues. The
gmilarities of the highest and the lowest bring us closer to an understanding of a shared

human condition.
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Odysseus responds to this tale of woe in arevealing manner, bemoaning
Eumaeus sad fate, but thankful that he has now found a good home, unlike the fate that

Odysseus supposedly suffers:

But beside the sorrow Zeus has placed some good for you, seeing

that after much suffering you came into the house of akindly

man, who, as he ought to do, provides you with victuas

and drink, and the life you lead isagood one. But | come to you

only after much wandering in the cities of people. (15.488-492).
Odysseus views his own long journey as a curse compared to Eumaeus seemingly
unenviable gatus as a bondsman and as servant to the suitors endless appetites. Tobea
wanderer adrift in the world is worse than the “good” life that Eumaeus gpparently leads,
and but for the absence of Odysseus — who ruled once with justice, according to Eumaeus
— one thinks Eumaeus might well agree with that assessment, notwithgtanding his
misfortune.

Eumaeus understanding of the Situation of humanity relaive to the godsis

gmilar to that of Odysseus. He often expresses the fragility of human condition, the
impotence of people in the face of fate and the inscrutable plans of the gods. Yet, that
redlization does not give over to resignation or rage, but rather to an acceptance of the
obligations that this understanding of the human condition leads one to recognize
between one s fdlows who are equally limited and frail. As he saysto the “beggar”
Odysseus during their first encounter,

Stranger, | have no right to deny the stranger, not even

if one came to me who was meaner than you. All vagabonds

and grangers are under Zeus, and the gift isalight and dear one that

comes from us, for that isthe way of uswho are servants and forever filled

with fear when they come under the power of masters
who are new.
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Eumaeus undergtands his condition as one that is potentidly shared by any human,
informed by the fear of the suddenness that any Situation can change for the worse.
Further, he recognizes the protection that Zeus accords to dl humans, even the most
desperate, despite — or perhaps because of — his vast distance from the concerns of the
gods, in contrast to the divine status of Poseidon’s son, Polyphemus, who views with
contempt and crudty the daims of guest-strangers.

Eumaeus understanding of how his own position in the world connects him to
othersisclearly not a“class’ condition any more than it isaresult of one srdative
expectationsin the world. Thereis more in common between the beggar Iros and the
gentleman suitor Eurymachos, and more smilarity between Odysseus and Eumaeus, than
one might expect if class and Satus were determinative of one’ sworldview. One might
suppose that the exposure to the fragility of the human Situation makes Eumaeus and
Odysseus more kindred, but the beggar Iros smilarly knows the degp misfortune to
which humanity is subject, but nevertheless treats the disguised Odysseus with contempt
and humiliation. Homer does not tell us why some people interpret their Stuation
differently, how some embrace the human limits that connect us to those around us and
impel us toward the pursuit of justice, and in others the experience leaves one bitter and
ruthless toward others, especialy the less fortunate. It seems, however, to be an
gopreciation of the “middle position” of humanity, the condition smultaneoudy of
longing for more than one can have, and committing to that which one does have, that
marks the dispositions of an Odysseus and a Eumaeus, making them at once appreciative
of the limits of human longing yet the possibilities for human decencies and even judtice

among a community of kindred.
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TheFinal Limit

The acceptance of deeth is the acceptance of utmost limits. Humanity pushes a
most other limits nature imposes, even gpparently overcoming some from time to time,
but, as Sophocles acknowledges in the“Ode to Man” in Antigone, “only death, from
death aone [man] will find no rescue....”*® Of course, it makes no difference whether
we “accept” our degths or not: our demise isinevitable. What the attitude of
“acceptance’ entails, however, isawhole range of acceptance of limitations negatively
dated, limitations to hubris and overweening ambition; more postively, those limitations
that make us aware of our fundamenta equality to other humans who aso face death, that
focus our attention on what can be done in concert with others, and cause usto cherish
the living as we make our inevitable journey toward degth.

To accept death is to repeat Odysseus contemplation of Caypso’s offer of
immortdity as he confronted it: serioudy, poignantly, perhaps desiroudy, but findly
deciding againgt its temptations. Most paradoxicaly, as the reason for Odysseus' choice
of death reved's, namely nostos, the embrace of our mortality does not separate us from
others — as assuredly our actud entombment will — but, in life, degpens our affections and
provokes shared remembrance and the desire to enshrine memory in story and song.*°
Acceptance of death links generations, affords us alonger term view of life's
continuities, helps us to see beyond our momentary desires (reveding their stark
indgnificance), yet, at the same time, makes us redize that our morta condition isthe
fundamental condition thet we share with dl others, hence confirming the underlying

equdity of that our human condition entalls



Degth is portrayed as nothing if horrific in the Odyssey. In the Nekyia —the
descent to Hades in Book 11 — Odysseus is portrayed standing above a pit of Seaming
sheep’ s blood with sword drawn to fend off the innumerable spirits who would drink the
vilebrew. Itisasif the spirits are drawn to corpored fluidsin order to assuage their
inability to embrace one ancther. Degth separates, turns humanity insubstantial, makes
us as olitary and aone as individuas described in any State of Nature scenario.
Nevertheless, in Odysseus confrontation with the dead, Homer shows how an encounter
with mortality as harrowing as Odysseus actudly resultsin a degpening of his
commitments not only to those he loves, but to those who would seem otherwise
insignificant and unworthy of one's atention or friendship.>° This dynamic is shown
with particular poignancy in a series of episodes somewhat sartling for their unusuaness.
the death of Elpenor that shortly precedes Odysseus' journey to the underworld, his
presence as the first soul that Odysseus encounters while in Hades, and the burid of his
body upon the Odysseus' return to the land of the living (10.552-560; 11.51-83; 12.9-15).

Elpenor is an inggnificant and wholly forgettable figure in the epic, previoudy
one of the nameless figures who rows Odysseus boat. Y et, on the day that Odysseus and
his companions are to descend to Hades, Elpenor emerges from his anonymity when,
following an evening of drunkenness, he awvakens on the roof of Circe's paace and,
descending the ladder, loses his balance, gtriking the ground “so that his neck bone / was
broken out of its sockets, and his soul went down to Hades” (10.559-560).>* Only afew
of Odysseus companions are named at any point, usualy due to their excdlence (eg.,
Polites, “the leader of men, who was best and dearest to me of my friends’ — 10.224) or

for the purpose of making competing clamsto Odysseus clamsto rule (eg.,
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Eurylochos indgstence that they et the kine of Hdios— 12.279 ff.). Elpenor, by contrast,
isnotable for hislack of notability: heis, Odysseus rdates, “the youngest man, not
terribly powerful in fighting or sound in histhoughts® (10.552-3). Elpenor’s death, while
tragic, does little to advance the story; his presence in Hades, narratively speaking,
merely diverts the reader from the true purpose of the journey, which is Odysseus
interview with Teiresas. Oneistempted to agree with the “anaytic” interpretation of
Denys Page, who views the presence of Elpenor as a convenient bridge between the
worlds of life and deeth, and as a figure who provides atrangition between the bulk of the
Odyssey to what he takes to be the interpolation of the Nekyia, but by himsdf and
uninteresting and discardable character.>?

However, this dismissve interpretation atogether misses the poignancy of the
meeting between Odysseus and Elpenor, and the exchange there that foreshadows
Odysseus' choice for mortdity as confirmation of his commitments to family and polity.
Odysseus has descended without redlizing that Elpenor has died: in kegping with
Elpenor’ singgnificant status, his absence goes wholly unnoticed.  As the most recent
soul to descend to Hades — and, as an unburied soul — Elpenor stands closest to the
entrance of Hades, and isthefirst soul that Odysseus encounters. Seeing him, suddenly
confronted with his desth, Odysseus addresses him in anguished tones:

| broke into tears at the Sght of him, and my heart pitied him,

and so | spoke doud to him and addressed him in winged words.

“Elpenor, how did you come here beneath the fog and the darkness?

Y ou have come faster on foot than | could in my black ship.” (11.55-58)
In Odysseus' recognition of the swiftness of Elpenor’ sjourney isan implicit comparison
the length of time it has aready required and will yet take to return to Ithaca, and the

comparable brevity of our fina journey to our true “homeland.” Odysseus pity for
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Elpenor implies a sadness about the findity of that journey not only for the previoudy
nameless, but for himsdf and al mortas.

Elpenor responds by asking Odysseus to give his body rightful burid. Yet, he
extracts this promise not only by reminding of the traditiona curse that will result should
his body be left exposed (a curse that the action of Antigone aptly reveds), but by
reminding Odysseus of his own obligations to others, to those who bore him, to those he
has chosen to love, and to those he will leave behind:

“But now | pray you, by those you have yet to see, who are not here,

by your wife, and by your father, who reared you when you were little,

and by Tdemachus whom you have left donein your paace;

for I know that after you leave this place and the house of Hades

you will put back with your well-made ship to theidand, Aiaia;

there at that time, my lord, | ask that you remember me,

and do not go and leave me behind unwept, unburied,

when you leave, for fear | might become the god's curse on you,

but burn me there with al my armor that belongsto me,

and heap up a grave mound beside the beach of the gray sea,

for an unhappy man, so that those to come will know of me.” (11.66-78)
By naming Odysseus three most beloved living relatives, Elpenor reminds Odysseus of
his duties to the living, and by extenson to those who die, even one asinggnificant ashe.

The invocation of Odysseus father in order to provoke pity and to remind
Odysseus of his obligation even to one as lowly as Elpenor is particularly gtriking, given
its Smilarity to Priam’ sinvocation of Achilles father Peleus as he pleads with Achilles—
the man who killed his son and maimed his corpse. Priam pleads for the body of Hector
thet he might give him arightful burid: “Achilleslike the gods (theois epieikel’

Akhilleu), remember your father, onewho / is of years like mine, and on the door-slI of

sorrowful old age....”®® Theinvocation of hisfather's own infirmity and approaching
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death — and by extension, Achilles own morta ot — provokes profound and newly
discovered pity in Achilles

So [Priam] spoke, and stirred in the other a passion for grieving

for hisown father. He took the old man’s hand and pushed him

gently away, and the two remembered, as Priam sat huddled

a the feet of Achilles and wept now for mandaughtering Hektor

and Akhilles wept now for his own father, now again for Petroklus.

(24.508-512).
In each case, the pity invoked by remembrance of a dying generation, and areminder of
our own inevitable journey, succeeds in bringing seemingly divided people together:
Achillesis moved to hold Priam’s hand, and, in an eerily Smilar scene, Odysseus—who
is not recorded having spoken to Elpenor during hislife — is amilarly moved to share
remembrance and fleeting contact with Elpenor now that he has died:

So we two stayed there exchanging our sad words, | on

one sde holding my sword over the blood, while opposite

me the phantom of my companion taked long with me. (11.81-83).

Reminding Odysseus of the onesthat are yet “unseen,” those whom he cherishes,

Elpenor, like Priam, recdls the deep commitments that motivate Odysseus, reminding us
too of the links that our own mortality to the deaths of those we love, and extends that
congderation beyond our own fears to a concern for that fate we share with even the least
noticed, the most anonymous, the previoudy unnamed. Elpenor’s request that an oar be
raised over his burid mound foreshadows the task that Teiresias will shortly reved to
Odysseus, that he must carry an oar far inland, to a place where an implement of the sea
will be misaken for afan. If the oar in thislatter instance will become, in the words of
Seth Benardete, areminder that “there is a god who presides over something you cannot

see,” inthe case of Elpenor, the oar isto remind us that here lies a human who was barely

seen in life, but whose life neverthaess mattered, and over which other men mourned and



remembered.>* The poet is careful that we know that Elpenor is not forgotten when
Odysseus and his crew return from Hades. Immediately on the morning following their
return to Circe' sidand, Elpenor is buried by the crew that remains:

Then we cut logs, and where the extreme of the foreland jutted

out, we buried him, sorrowful, shedding warm tears for him.

But when the dead man had burned and the dead man’s armor, piling

the grave mound and pulling the gravestone to stand aboveit,

we planted the well-shaped oar in the very top of the grave mound.

(12.11-15).
The poet notes that the burid mound lies on a bit of land that juts out into the water, so
that any passing ship may see there the grave site of a man who was not forgotten, and
know that others mourned his passing. The presence of Elpenor’s honored gravesite
forms a profound contrast to the unburied and unseen bodies of those who lay scattered
around the idand of the Sirens. If the invocation of loved ones reminds us more
extengvely of our commitments to other humans, and recalls us to the limits of our
human estate, Odysseus’ inability to “seg’ the rotting bodies benegth the Sirens
demonstrates the dangers of transcendence, even acknowledging its ultimate attraction.>®

Accepting desth shows our awareness of limits, acknowledgement of our
feebleness, and our participation in the continuities of nature, no matter what dienation
our technology can buy. To resist deeth, to attempt to overcome that find and inevitable
human limitation, isto pursue the mastery of nature to its extreme but unavoidable
concluson. The Odyssey shows us how old this most dusive and subversive dreamis,
and how the gods eventudly exact their punishment.
The Odyssey aso shows that death is indeed to be feared: the spirits of the

Underworld cannot be touched by Odysseus; even their words are strange and

incomprehensble. As Homer understood desgth, it meant the freezing of al one's
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attributes and characterigtics a the moment of desth: thus Achilles remains bitter,
Agamemnon bewildered, Ajax furious. Desth, it seems, can only be overcomein life,
through being "polutropos,” many-sided, such that death's frozen quality can be thawed
by variegated brilliance. Odysseus does not seek immortality through mastery or hubris,
but rather as a human, fully, magnanimoudy, many-sided. Perhaps the key to
comprehending Odysseus quality of polutroposis that, having embraced death, he seeks
to deny it itsfina victory. Through poetry and palitics and home he stakes hisclam to
life. Like Odysseus, our journey may not end in Ithaca, but Ithaca remains the god of

those who would remain human.
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Notesto Chapter 5

1 My teacher Wilson Carey McWilliams has written, “the willingness to dieis an
ultimate guarantee of mora standards, of purposes, and of the sdf; it establishes control
over the tendency of the passionsto seek survivad at dl costs, not excluding the
destruction of the ego, the identity, of man.” Wilson Carey McWilliams, The Idea of
Fraternity in America (Berkdey: University of Cdifornia Press, 1973), 43. By contras,
Martha Nussbaum — whose view of “cosmopolitanism” will be contrasted with the
limitations embraced by Odysseus — asks and answers the following question: “Who,
given the chance to make a spouse or child or parent or friend immortal, would not teke
it? (I would grab it hungrily, | confess at the outset).” Martha C. Nussbaum,
“Transcending Humanity,” in Love’ s Knowledge (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1990), 368.

2 M.1. Finley is among those who holds this view a“predetermined” Homeric
identity. Hewrites: “The basic values of [Homeric] society were given, predetermined
and so were aman's place in the society and the privileges and duties that followed from
hisstaus” The World of Odysseus (1954), 134. See dso Bruno Snell, The Discovery of
the Mind (New Y ork: Dover Publications, 1982) and Herman Fraenkd, Early Greek
Poetry and Philosophy, trandated by Moses Hadas and J. Willis (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1975). A more recent echo of thisview isfound in Charles Taylor's
Sources of the Salf (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 117-118.

% Examples of “cosmopolitan” expression are widely recognized in writings from
the fifth- century B.C., including Herodotus' demondtration of Pindar’ s adage “ Custom is
King” by means of comparing the differing disposa of corpses by Greeks and Indians
(History, 3.38). Another example of a“cosmopolitan” perspectiveis found in Hippias
pompous speech in Plato’ s Protagor as, where he statesthat “1 regard you dl as kinsmen
and intimates and fellow-citizens by nature, not by law: for likeis akin to like by nature,
whereas law, despot of mankind, often congtrains us againgt nature” (337c-d).

* Thomas J. Schlereth, The Cosmopolitan Ideal in Enlightenment Thought, (South
Bend: The University of Notre Dame Press, 1977), Xi.

® Alasdair Macintyre, After Virtue (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press,
1984), 126.

® Throughout this essay | will use Richmond Lattimore' s trandations of the lliad
and the Odyssey. Greek versons of salected passages are provided from the Loeb editions
of the epics. Throughout, | have adopted the customary manner of citing the Homeric
epics. Citationsto the Iliad utilize a Roman numera for the book number and arabic
numerdsfor the line numbers (e.g., VI1.11-12), whereas citations to the Odyssey will
adopt both arabic numeras for the book and line numbers (eg., 6.11-12).

"See Gabrid Germain, “The Sirens and the Temptation of Knowledge,” trandated
by George Steiner, in Homer: A collection of Essays (Englewood Cliffs. Prentice Hall,
1962), 96, edited by George Steiner and Robert Fagles. Germain comparesthe
temptation of the Sirensto the great temptations throughout ancient literature, including
those of Gilgamesh and of Eve in Eden. Notably, both succumb to their dangerous
desre. Hewrites, "To abgtain in the face of divine temptation is the mark ether of a
primitive mistrugt ... or of asuperhuman sage” Odysseus abgtention, however, is
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neither: hisissmple physicd redraint, in the case of the Srens. Hisresstanceto
Cdypso's offer is more complicated, but findly suggests neither primitivism nor
"superhuman” wisdom, but smple acceptance of his humanity, located between his
animd and godlike propengties.

8 The notion of “limited transcendence” is avariation of and draws upon Drew A.
Hyland' s understanding of Platonic philosophy as one of “finite transcendence,”
Finitude and Transcendence in the Platonic Dialogues (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995).

® Amanda Anderson sympathetically observes that “the reconsiderations of
univerdism are being made in the face of grave concerns over resurgent nationdisms and
the often atomizing politics of identity.... The new universaism ... focuses on those
ideals and practices that propd individuals and groups beyond the confines of restricted
or circumscribed identities.” “Cosmopolitanism, Universalism, and the Divided Legacies
of Modernity.” In Cosmopalitics, ed. Pheng Chesh and Bruce Robbins (Minneapalis.
University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 266.

OGitlin, Twilight of Common Dreams (New Y ork: Metropolitan Books, 1995),
84, 86.

1 Gitlin, Twilight of Common Dreams, 86. See aso Barber, Jihad v. McWorld
(New Y ork: Times Books, 1995) and Richard Falk’s essay “ Revisoning
Cosmpoalitaniam,” in For Love of Country, edited by Joshua Cohen (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1996) for an exploration of the false cosmopolitaniam of the market.

12 Gitlin, Twilight of Common Dreams, 209.

13 Hollinger, Postethnic America (New York: Basic Book, 1995), 84.

14 Hollinger, Postethnic America, 85.

15 To the extent that Enlightenment authors — ranging from the philosophes to
Benjamin Franklin — relied on earlier Stoic expressions of cosmopolitanism, see Thomas
J. Schlereth’s The Cosmopolitan Ideal in Enlightenment Though, xvii-xxv.

16 Martha Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” Boston Review Val. 19,
No. 5 (October/November, 1994): 4; Nussbaum, For Love of Country, 6; Nussbaum,
Cultivating Humanity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 52.

17 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 52.

18 Nussbaum, For Love of Country, 7.

19 Nussbaum, For Love of Country, 151, n. 12.

20 Nussbaum, For Love of Country, 9.

21 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 60. She writesthat “Stoic texts show
repeatedly how essy it isfor local or nationd identities and their associated hatreds to be
manipulated....” That is dl locd &ffiliations necessarily and unavoidably giveriseto
“associated hatreds,” which can only be overcome by a more universa apped to reason
that transcends such emotiona attachments.

22 E g., Nussbaum, For Love of Country, 13; Cultivating Humanity, 59, 61.

23 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 58-59; For Love of Country, 9-10.

24 Nussbaum, For Love of Country, 7.

25 Nussbaum acknowledges this form of liberalism to be more Kantian — and
perhaps Rawlsan — than the classic liberalism of Hobbes or Locke, which assume a
fundamenta humean viciousness, dbet o distrusting the motives of governments.

26 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 59, 60-61.



27 John Dewey is agood exemplar of this belief in the dua benefits of science for
both materid and political ends, among many others. See my essay “Havel, Rorty, and
the Democratic Faith of John Dewey,” Social Research 66 (Summer, 1999): 577-609.
Benjamin R. Barber is at times sanguine about technology’ s ability to unite people across
great distancesin Strong Democracy (Berkdey: Universty of Cdifornia Press, 1984).

28 | addition to Nusshaum'’ s own recommendations for a cosmopolitan education
(Cultivating Humanity, ch. 2), see Diderot’s famous “Preface’ to the Encyclopedie as
well as Rousseau’ s Emile, in which achild isto be educated asa“man,” not a“citizen.”
On dl of these features of cosmopolitanism as pursued during the Enlightenment, consult
more generaly Schlereth, The Cosmopolitan Ideal in Enlightenment Thought.

29 Most of the mentioned replies appeared in the volume of Nussbaum's For Love
of Country. Harvey Mandfidd' s response, aswell as that of Anne Norton's, appeared
only in the origind Boston Review debate, “Foolish Cosmopolitanism,” Boston Review
XIX (October/November, 1994), 10.

%0 The word “nostalgia’ is acombination of “nostos,” meaning “return’” or
“homecoming,” and “algia” (from algos) meaning grief or longing, afeding of
separation, the sense of pain and loss from something lacking.

31 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 68.

32 On the relationship of these assorted pleasures to the threats to Odysseus
consciousness and findly return to the redlm of the human, see Charles H. Taylor' sfine
aticle, “The Obgtacles to Odysseus Return: Identity and Consciousnessin ‘The
Odyssey.”” The Yale Review 50 (1960-61): 569-580.

33 See 5.77-80 describing Calypso’ s instantaneous recognition of Hermes; and
5.97-98, in which Hermes acknowledges that since heis questioned by a goddess, he
must spesk truthfully. Of course, the gods can be diverted if they are not attentive, and
can on occasion even hide their identities from one another, but to accomplish thislatter
obfuscation requires extraordinary devices, such asthe cgp of invishility donned by
Athena and the golden cloud sheltering Zeus and Hera described in the lliad (5. 845; 14.
344-345).

34 Jenny Strauss Clay’ s discussion of the differences between mortal and divine
apprehension seems to me authoritative. See Clay, The Wrath of Athena (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1983) chs. 1,3.

35 C.H. Taylor, 573.

36 Seth Benardete, The Bow and the Lyre: A Platonic Reading of the Odyssey
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997), 99.

37 Dostoevsky notes this phenomenon in The Brothers Karamazov when Ivan
observes that the more one loves humanity, the less one cares for people in near
proximity (Part 2, Ch.4: “Rebdlion”). Gilbert and Sullivan in alighter vein capture this
paradox in averse from the Gondoliers: “When everyone s someone, then no one's
abody;

Dante, Inferno, Canto 26.

39 ucian, A True Story I1. Trandated by A. M. Harmon. Loeb Classical Library,
Lucian Val. 1. (Cambridge: Harvard University, Loeb Classica Library), 341. In some
regards, Lucian’sdismissa of Odysseus choice resembles Homer trestment of Achilles
choiceinthe Iliad by reveding his regrets during the confrontation in the Odyssey
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between Odysseus and Achillesin the underworld (11.465ff.). What each of these
instances suggests is that regret may be built into the most resolute decision of thiskind,
even if we know that the choice we made islikely the correct one.

40 1t is perhaps comparable to the most comprehensive eros that Dictimaexplains
as Beauty itsdf in the Symposium. She clams of the one who can contemplate it, “if any
human being could become immortd, it would be he’ (211¢€).

“1 This paradox iswonderfully captured by Benjamin Franklin, who — while
trying to practice each virtue of alist he creasted — discovered that in the process of
practicing humility, he noticed that “no one of our natural passonsis so hard to subdue
as Pride. Disguiseit, sruggle with it, beet it down, difle it, mortify it as much as one
pleasss, it is il dive, and will every now and then peep out and show itsdlf.... For even
if I could conceivethat | had compleately overcomeit, | should probably be proud of my
Humility.” Autobiography. In Writings (New York: Library of America, 1987): 1393
1394.

42 “Transcending Humanity,” 365-391. The essay was originally written in
response to areview by Charles Taylor of Nussbaum'’s The Fragility of Goodness.
Taylor' sreview appeared in Canadian Journal of Philosophy 18 (1988): 805-814.

3 Nussbaum, “Transcending Humanity,” 366.

44 Nussbaum, “ Transcending Humanity,” 376.

> Arendt, The Human Condition, 7.

48 politics, 1326b; 7. Aristotle makes asimilar observation when discussing
friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics where he argues that “the number of one' s friends
should be limited, and should perhaps be the largest number with whom one can
congtantly associate; Snce ... to live together isthe chief mark of friendship” (1170b-
11718). On the connection between Arigtotle' s conception of friendship and politics, see
my essay “Friendship and Politics Ancient and American,” in Friends and Citizens:
Essaysin Honor of Wilson Carey McWilliams, ed. Nancy Schwartz and P. Dennis
Bathory, (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000).

*" Perhaps no other passage best captures this than when Odysseus warns the
begger Iros of the fragility of human life — athough there are many others. There he
states,

Of dl creaturesthat bresthe and walk on the earth there is nothing

more helplessthan aman is, of dl that the earth fosters;

for he thinks that he will never suffer misfortune in future

days, while the gods grant him courage, and his knees have spring

in them. But when the blessed gods bring sad days upon him,

agang hiswill he must suffer it with enduring Spirit.

For the mind in men upon earth goes according to the fortunes

the Father of Gods and Men, day by day, bestows upon them. (18.130-137)

48 Sophocles, Antigone, in The Three Theban Plays, trandated by Robert Fagles.
(New York: Penguin Books, 1984), 77.

%9 The idea of shared remembrance, of course, is drawn from Hannah Arendt’s
discussion of death and remembrancein The Human Condition (New York: Anchor
Books, 1958).
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The organization of the polis ... isakind of organized remembrance. It
assures the morta actor that his passing existence and fleeting grestness
will never lack the redlity that comes from being seen, being heard, and,
generdly, gppearing before an audience of felow men, who outsde the
polis could attend only the short duration of the performance and therefore
needed Homer and “others of his craft” in order to be presented to those
who were not there. [176-77]
®0 John E. Seery, in aprobing and, at times, very funny book about desth,
suggests how such visits to the underworld serve to reinforce our connections to others:
“Underworldly accounts have been particularly good at providing a sense of linkage
between past and present, for recollecting in the land of the dead the memories of lost
lovers, neglected parents, and vanquished enemies” Palitical Theory for Mortals
(Corndl: Corndl University Press, 1996), 34.
®1 Seth Benardete notes that Elpenor dlimbed to the roof in thefirst placein
search of cool air (psuckhos), but in the process loses his soul (psuche), (The Bow and the
Lyre, 91).
®2 Page writes “ aimless anecdotes about insignificant persons are not at &l
characteridtic of the Odyssey...."” Pagefindsthe only judtification for the story inasmuch
as"it forms alink between the story of Circe and the Sory of the Visit to Hades,” and he
suggests furthermore “this link too was subsequently forged in order to connect two
Separate narratives’ i.e., between the Odyssey and the interpolated Nekyia. Denys Page,
The Homeric Odyssey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955), 44.
°3 At criticdl momentsinthe lliad, Achilles morta father isinvoked by othersin
order to remind him of his morta condition, and hence his connections to other people.
Since Achillesis here explicitly described as “like the gods,” Priam here seeks dso to
remind him of his own mortd origins as well.
°4 Benardete, The Bow and the Lyre, 93.
> Elpenor is remembered in another significant way aswel: by induding himin
the story of his journey to the Phaiakians (Odysseusistdling his own story here), which
is“preserved” atigticdly by the epic poet, Elpenor is remembered every time the epic
poem is subsequently told, or read. Indeed, Elpenor has found another form of
immortdity than remembrance itself, regppearing often in the pages of poetry and
literature. See Nasos Vaghends, “Elpenore: I” anti-Ulisse ndlalitteraturamoderna” in
Ulisse: archaeologia dell’ uomo moderno, ed. Piero Boitani and Richard Ambrosini
(Rome Bulzioni Editore, 1988).



