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Odysseus, Family & Change in Homer’s The Odyssey
Homer’s epic, The Odyssey, or as translated, “The Story of Odysseus” is a story about journeys. As implied by the title the main focus of the epic is Odysseus and his journey, however, the point of the story is not to learn solely about Odysseus’ journey which leaves him stark
ly unchanged. Instead it is to learn about the Odysseus family members, Telemachus, Penelope and Odysseus and how their individual efforts come together to save the family. Telemachus begins as a sorrowful, indecisive and unsettled boy, but after he makes a major internal journey throughout the epic he evolves into a head-strong, confident and stable man; he attains Odysseus-like qualities and in doing so becomes the “true son of Odysseus” (Book 16, 54), who is ready to defend his home. Penelope’s loyalty to Odysseus and cleverness in stalling the suitors proves pivotal in allowing Odysseus and Telemachus to finish their journeys and thus save their home. Odysseus begins his journey in Troy and ends it in Ithaca as the same “godlike,” cunning, strong and witty man he always was, and while some aberrations arise they often add to his original character, rather than challenge it. Although he does not change as a person Odysseus’ journey and resulting absence force Penelope and Telemachus to be strong, and his eventual return home allows for Penelope’s efforts and Telemachus’ growth to not be in vain.
Penelope, whose role in The Odyssey at first se
ems trivial, proves essential to Odysseus’ successful homecoming. Penelope’s position is a delicate one. As a temporarily single woman, she is pursued by the suitors in Ithaca as they eat her “out of house and home” (Book 1, 268). Telemachus describes her dire situation: “She refuses to make a marriage she hates But can’t stop it either” (Book 1, 266-267). As a woman of these ancient times, she has little authority and thereby cannot save herself from the suitors alone; she can only hope that Odysseus will return and that Telemachus will grow up. She could have easily betrayed her husband and married another man, but Penelope’s faith in Odysseus stops her. Penelope cleverly stalls the suitors by telling them that she must weave a shroud for Laertes before she can marry one of them. Then for three years she cleverly “weave[s] at the great loom, And every night unweave[s] the web by torchlight” (Book 19, 162-163). She di
d not delay the suitors forever but every moment she stalled was an additional moment Odysseus had to make it home.

Odysseus was a cunning, prideful and strong soldier at Troy and remained so all the way home. Odysseus’ various Homeric epithets throughout the epic show that Odysseu
s’ remains the same person throughout his journey. For example, at the very beginning of the epic Odysseus is described as “the cunning hero... [who] plundered Troy’s sacred heights” (Book 1, 2-3) and near the end of the story on Ithaca he is still described as “The cunning warrior” (Book 22, 212). Even Odysseus proclaims himself cunning when he says this to the Phaeacians: “I am ... Known for my cunning throughout the world” (Book 9, 21-22). As one of his main characteristics, his cunning is essential to his survival. As Odysseus’ cunning helps him infiltrate Troy in a wooden horse, so too does it help him infiltrate his own home, disguised as a beggar. On his journey he tricked the cyclops by pretending his name was “no man” (Book 9, 409), though not a physical disguise, such as the wooden horse, it is an act of cunning nonetheless.  Odysseus always was “the great tactician” (Book 22, 111) who was fueled by pride, 
and little contradicts so. These characteristics allowed him to make it home in one piece, ready to defend and save his family and home.

Odysseus’ hubris and strength is always a major part of his character, despite some points in the story when these characteristics appear to no longer apply. For example, after Odysseus tricked and blinded the cyclops Polyphemus he was at the height of his prideful nature, but then he came home as a modest beggar, possibly reflecting that he had learned to suppress his pride. While this may appear to be a change, it is not. He was simply suppressing that pride as part of his disguise as a beggar, as it was necessary for his survival. Such pride is later revealed on Ithaca as he drops his disguise and kills the suitors. Therefore what appears to be a change in character is actually a pronounced use of another of one his characteristics: his cunning. One might also argue that Odysseus has lost his soldier’s strength and drive to fight and kill. Such an idea is supported by Athena’s observation of Odysseus’ lack of passion as he fights the suitors:

“I can’t believe, Odysseus, that you, 

Of all people, have lost the guts you had 

When you fought the Trojans for nine long years 

To get Helen back, killing so many in combat 

And coming up with the plan that took wide Troy. 

How is it that now, when you’ve come home, 

You get all teary-eyed about showing your strength 

To this pack of suitors?” (Book 22, 238-246).

However, this softness is but a remnant of Odysseus’ disguises, which had always forced him to hold back his true self. Odysseus’ genuine self is revealed shortly after when he takes the initiative to attack: “‘It’s our turn now. I say we throw our spears Right into the crowd’… He spoke, and they all threw their sharp spears With deadly aim” (Book 22, 277-281). Therefore, despite these instances that appear to indicate a change in Odysseus, Odysseus began as he ended. And being that strong soldier-like man is necessary for him to be able to defeat the suitors in the end. H
is son, in contrast, undergoes great change in character.

Telemachus goes on an internal journey that drives him to manhood, bringing him closer to Odysseus as a person and preparing him to protect his home. Telemachus begins as hesitant, unconfident and sensitive. He le
ts the suitors ruin his household for years. His sensitivity is shown early on in the story when he cries at the name of his own father, as Menelaus reveals in saying the following: “And just now when I was talking about Odysseus…Tears welled up in his eyes, bitter tears” (Book 4,157-159). With the help of Athena, Telemachus makes a journey to visit Nestor and Menelaus to learn about his father, after which he returns to Ithaca. While this is a small physical journey compared to Odysseus’, it is significant for him emotionally. By learning about his father and gaining knowledge from Athena, Telemachus grows in confidence, and upon his return, Telemachus’ mind is stable as shown when he is described as “clear-headed” (Book 16, 33) and “cool-headed under fire” (Book 22, 58,). His new epithet even becomes “godlike Telemachus” (Book 17, 24), which draws a parallel between he and his father who is also frequently compared to the gods. Telemachus becomes more and more like his father and when his transformation is complete Telemachus is pronounced the “true son of Odysseus” (Book 16, 54). Telemachus is finally ready to stand up and fight alongside his father as is evident when “Telemachus armed himself, The two servants did likewise, and the three of them Took their stand alongside the cunning warrior” (Book 22, 117-120). Then as father and son, Odysseus and Telemachus kill the suitors and save their household. 

The efforts of Penelope, Odysseus and Telemachus prove essential in saving the Odysseus family. Penelope’s patience and cunning allow for Odysseus to get home and give Telemachus time to grow up. Odysseus’ cunning and pride, coupled with Telemachus’ growth ultimately permits them to save their household together. Odysseus changed little, but this lack of change meant he came home as the strong, confident and determined man who could take on the suitors. By finally coming home and eliminating this threat Penelope’s patience and Telemachus’ growth did not go to waste. Their combined efforts saved the fa
mily.
�This idea that Odysseus is starkly unchanged is actually a pretty big part of your thesis.  It deserves a sentence of its own in the introduction.


�To whom?  She's not present (or present only in name) for long stretches of the story.   But when she is there, she's pretty clearly a major character.  


�And it's also clear that this ruse couldn't keep working forever – either she would be discovered, or Laertes would die and the game would be up(!)


�Don't want the apostrophe here.  


�“little contradicts so”?  Do you mean that there is little to contradict that assessment of him?  


�I know some writers put transitions at the ends of paragraphs and introduce the idea of the next paragraph this way.  However, I think it is often clearer to conclude an idea at the end of a paragraph and then introduce the new idea at the start of the 


next paragraph.  


�It's not really up to him when he's a boy, is it?  


�Francois, 





   Very good paper on the assigned topic.  Your use of evidence and quotations from the text is excellent.  The only things that I would say still need a little work are things like the way things are laid out in the introductory paragraph, transitions,  etc.
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