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Political Allusions in Book 22 of the Odyssey

Odysseus, Pisistratus and the deployment of myth
for the justification of tyranny.
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RESUME

L'auteur s'attache & démontrer que des concepts politiques peuvent étre dépistés
dans des textes littéraires et notamment dans deux genres, I'épique et le tragique. Le
texte exposé dans l'article ne releve ni de I'histoire ni d'une pure propagande mais
présente une philosophie de la politique concernant la démocratie & Athénes au Vi
siecle avant Jésus Christ.

ABSTRACT

This article considers how political information can be gleaned from literary
sources, notably epic and tragedy. Although not history, although manipulated as
propaganda at times, the text that the author describes exemplifies howa philosaphy
of politics relative to democracy in sixth-century Athens may be discerned.

Relating 6th Century Athens to the Political
Parameters of the Epics

It has been an academic tendency to associate the Homeric epics
with a historically disputed social background. Two mainstream
theories inform this basis: the first one claims that the epics reflect a
Mycenean code of political organization and are, therefore, indicative
of a pragmatic community arrangement. The other view regards the
epics as a compilation of mythical facts, with little or no relevance to
political structures in the semi-historical times described by their
composer.? There is a functional way out of these problems. One has
only to accept that the epics are indeed the compilation of different
stories, with, nevertheless, an accretion of various historical truths.
These may, however, originate from unparalleled and asynchronous
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temporal periods of the Mycenean Era, as well as from the times
usually referred to as “Dark Ages”.3

The embodiment of these stories into the temporally and culturally
specific environment of classical Athens is a process that raises
potentially controversial points.t It is well known that the epics
formed the basis of the officially constituted Athenian educational
system,’ and most classical scholars accorded them a degree of respect
bordering on awe.® Many a modern scholar, though, has often
wondered about the political projections of the epic narratives. It is
only natural to investigate the way that a consciously political society,
such as the one of classical Athens, relates to the political conveyance
of those ancient poems. Literature, as a form of public and civic
expression, had never been free of politics, as the case of Athens often
proves. The subtle way that emotions are manipulated and ideologies
are reinforced for the sake of the polis has been extensively researched,
especially with regard to tragedy.” It would be naive, then, to presume
that a state which paid so much attention to the political dimension
of its public art, would neglect the political aspects of a text used in
the education of its future citizens.®

It has been recently suggested that in the Homeric epics appear
elements of democratic concepts.” This sounds logical to anyone who
connects Athens to the democratic constitution. However, there
might be more to this case. Without underestimating these
democratic traces in the epics, we should strive for a wider
appreciation of the position of the epics within the contemporary
historical and political framework of classical Athens.

The parameters that will inform the present research follow briefly:

* The epics are, indeed, a compilation of stories. Nevertheless,
reference to historical events should be regarded as factual,
especially information concerning political organization.

* The ways in which various community types are described in the
epics - especially the way that different kinds of government are
described - do not necessarily mirror historical facts. These
descriptions should not be regarded as an attempt to chart a
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political situation synchronous to the times of the composer, but
as an attempt to inform a philosophy of politics, in general.

* The present article shall not be concerned with clarifying the
pragmatic, historical parameters of the poems. Focus is placed on
the political allusions of Book 22, in relation to the society
responsible for the establishment of the first known written copy
of the epics: this is the Athenian society, in which a moderate
tyrant, Pisistratus, is trying to establish himself.

e It will be claimed that the decision to write down the epics was
taken with dual criteria: undoubtedly esthetic, since it was oral
tradition that preserved and established the epics in human
consciousness. On the other hand, an intuitive and gifted
politician like Pisistratus could not have neglected epic paradigms
that might subconsciously inform political opinions. He managed
to detect in them the possibility of an acceptable and subtle
propaganda that would allow him the chance to justify his
tyranny; even if it had been imposed in the manner that tyrannical
constitutions were usually established.

It should also be remembered that the term #yrant had not always
carried negative connotations and the first known tyrants exhibited a
lot of care for the prosperity and the interests of the people.”® It is often
hard to draw clear lines between different kinds of rule — a task that
Aristotle himself does not seem able to solve clearly."" In book III of
the Politics, Aristotle defines six forms of constitution, three of which
are “right” (kingship, aristocracy, polity) and three of which are
“deviations” (tyranny, oligarchy, democracy).” We already detect a
political possibility here: Pisistratus, as seen by Aristotle, could have
noted a latent connection of democracy to tyranny, as well.

The true meaning of rhapsodies and of the Odyssey becomes clearer
if we accept the fact that the epics were first brought to Athens by a
tyrant" and that they were first recorded in the 6* century B.C. for the
official celebration of the Panathenaia, established by Pisistratus.'
This fact is one of the reasons why it could well be true that the last
couple of rhapsodies of the Odysey were added at a later stage - a
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subject to be addressed promptly. This hypothesis refers to an
extremely important question; is there a possibility that there were
additions or alterations made to the epics during the stage of their
official recording during the reign of Pisistratus? The truth is that we
are in no position to determine exactly the original nucleus of the two
poems. The compilers of the epics probably had several versions to
choose from — every oral composer would have added something of
his own — so even if Pisistratus’ camp did not actually add
interpolations themselves, they may have chosen the versions most
amenable to his purposes. Furthermore, there was presumably
tremendous scope for censorship. If a passage appeared which
reflected badly on Pisistratus, he could simply have it omitted. As a
result, it may be just as important to look for what is missing in the
epics as it is to look at what is present. More important, however, is
that we are certain that altering text was indeed a known, if not
common, practice in classical Athens.”” It should therefore not come
as a surprise that Pisistratus’ régime might have had something to do
with the final shaping of the poems, which were meant to educate its
future citizens. After all, Pisistratus had realized the importance and
ideological power of education and he created a good name for
himself by making education one of his prime tasks in the new-
founded regime."

Pisistratus and the Populist Régime

The fact that Pisistratus cared for the citizens is not necessarily
proved by the longevity of his reign — albeit with intervals — but this
longevity may be evidence that he was successful in placating the
people and in justifying his tyranny. His tyranny really ended in 510,
when the Spartans, aided by the Alcmaeonids and other Athenian
exiles, removed Hippias. Pisistratus and his sons had managed to
maintain their status by diminishing the powers of local aristocrats,
and the period from 546 to 510 B.C. was one of stability with a
developing sense of unity in Attica.'” The encouragement of civic
festivals in honour of Athena and Dionysus not only offered an
alternative to the faith in local archons, but they also redirected
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attention towards festivals of the polis which were open to all
Athenians. The Panathenaia and the City Dionysia were bound to
evolve into powerful symbols of Athens and its people in the 5*
century B.C."®

Pisistratus had to make use of peaceful means of propaganda, in
order to establish himself in the public consciousness. He had
attempted three times to institute a tyrannical constitution in
Athens.” So, it was obvious that he needed to find other means to
make himself accepted by the people of Athens. When he tried to
bring himself in (both metaphorically and literally, since he was in
exile) from the periphery to the centre, he enacted a drama in which
the goddess Athena in person restored him to Athens.® A beautiful girl
of impressive physique was enrolled to dress up as Athena and to lead
him into the city, where an astounded crowd actually believed in the
epiphany and hence a divine justification for his comeback!

Within a decade of the foundation of the Panathenaic Games, he
had attempted two coups. The second was cemented by the political
alliance with Megacles, an Athenian aristocrat, whose daughter he
married. Megacles himself had envisaged “the end of the complicated
faction-fighting between groups representing different geographical
areas as well as different socio-economic and political interests in
Attica. ... Initially, the marriage allegiance was a success, and through
it, Pisistratus achieved, briefly, the second of his three tyrannies some
time around the mid-550s. But it ended all too soon in tears, allegedly
because Pisistratus refused to practise the sort of sexual intercourse
that might lead to procreation (he already had two sons by an earlier
marriage)”.*

Pisistratus was forced into exile once more, this time for a decade. It
must have been during this period that he realized the importance of
symbolic and cultural means of securing himself on the political stage
of Athens. Economic power was not enough and military prowess was
a relative measure. Therefore, when he returned to power, he paid
attention to religion (via the glorification of the Panathenaia), and to
tragedy, as a means of educating people and informing the civic
ideology.
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“Less predictably, rather than simply ruling by dictatorial fiat
Pisistratus chose to operate through the existing constitutional rules of
Athens, that is those laid down at the beginning of the century by the
moderately oligarchic reformer Solon. Of course, he was careful also
to see to it that the top jobs were always held by the “right” men, that
is his men”*® However, the people of Athens were allowed
participation in the state-affairs, thus gaining political experience, and
at the end of the day, the twenty-year reign of Pisistratus was recalled
as an era of prosperity and political stability.* It was this kind of
enlightened leadership that fits Aristotle’s description of the ruler who,
“if he has been well educated by law, gives good decisions; but he has
only one pair of eyes and ears, one pair of feet and hands, and it would
be a paradox if he had better vision in judgment and action than many
men with many pairs. Monarchical rulers, as we see even in our own
times, appoint large numbers of men to be their eyes and ears, hands
and feet; for such people as are friendly to themselves and to their rule,
they make sharers in it.”>’

Deployment of Myth and Literature in Civic
Propaganda: Odysseus the Tyrant.

As already mentioned, Pisistratus managed to detect the powerful
effect of mythical stories in the process of shaping ideology. Therefore
he provided for an official and formal context in which tragedy was
developed.®® Since tragedy draws extensively upon epic, it is a
possibility that the reason for which Pisistratus supported these two
genres was more complex than just the wish to keep people
entertained: both epic and tragedy deal with stories about kings and
royal courts. Both genres do not question the need of rule by
exceptional people. Perhaps this is the reason for the late
establishment of theorika, by Pericles:”” During his most “democratic”
constitution, Pericles felt the need to disseminate tragedy to as many
people as possible, even the poorest, whereas Pisistratus was satisfied
by educating politically only the ones who could afford the ticket to
the theatre — the aristocrats.
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It is possible that the intuitive ruler had grasped the essence of
applicatory history, through the paradigms of which one can draw
historical parallels.?® Since, just like its successor, tragedy, the epic was
such an important means of political education, some parts of it might
possibly serve as justification of the regime. After all, the allegorical
use of Homer was a common practice at least since the 5* centurey

BC.»

The /liad presents us with a world in which the aristocratic, heroic
ideal prevails. The heroes of the Jliad are the depiction of the land
owning, prevailing social echelons of the archaic period, whereas the
Odlyssey shows more interest in people from the lower classes.* It seems
that the political tendencies are clear-cut in the two stories; the world
of the aristocracy in the liad and interest in the importance of
common people in the Odyssey. Nevertheless, the Odyssey includes a
particularly interesting rhapsody, book 22, which allows space for
break-through approaches.

This rhapsody holds distinctive importance in both epics, as it
marks the logical conclusion of the whole story.' The war of Troy has
ended, the hero Odysseus has left the bartlefield, wandered around the
world and after long sufferings now confronts the final obstacle that
stands between him and the regaining of his status and identity: the
threat posed by his wife’s suitors.”

A number of incidents occur in this book, which is characteristic of the aristeia,
one man’s heroic heat of arms against a series of powerful enemies. Typical elements
in an Iliadic aristeia, for examp%e, are: divine exhortation and inspiration of a hero,
arming, enthusiasm for battle, the advance of the hero through the ranks, a number
of single combats, various counter-attacks, 2 moment of danger or weakness (often
a wounding), a grand duel, and finally victory, with ritual boasting over the dead
man. The whole episode is frequently enlivened with similes (often multiple similes)
and divine interventions at critical points. See, for example, Diomedes’ aristeia
beginning at the start of //iad 5 and Agamemnon’s ac the start of /liad 11.

It is obvious that the conditions that apply to battle in the hall in the Odyssey 22
are radically different from those which apply to the battlefield. First, the arena for
the conflict is the palace, not an open field, and battle is joined by subterfuge, before
the opposition realizes that a battle is going to take place at all. Second, until his
arrows run out (119), Odysseus is fighting exclusively with a bow, a weapon which
scarcely encourages Jliadic hand-to-hand combat, and it is with this instrument that
he dispatches his two deadliest rivals Antinoos (14-21) and Eurymachos (81-8) at
the very start of the contest. Third, the odds are so numerically stacked against
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Odysseus that before the contest even starts he has organized some help, in the shape
of Telemachos, Eumaios and Philoitios. These have a part in the household, und}::r
Odysseus' leadership, and finally bring to an end the rule of the suitors in the palace
—and so must, to some extent, detract from the mighty achievements of one man.*?

In these ways, the battle in the hall in the Odjyssey cannot be said to
fit the aristeia-structure typical in the /liad?*

The resemblance here of Odysseus to a classical tyrant in the mold
of Pisistratus is very graphic. He is a political leader who marches
against the old, established régime (the institution of the suitors). In
this task he is not alone, but is assisted by loyal supporters
(Telemachus, Eumaius). In analogy, Pisistratus marched against the
old, decadent aristocratic régime, supported by a number of loyal
followers. It should be stressed at this point, that tyranny is not a one-
man régime, as opposed to a multiple democratic leadership, despite
the deceitful perception created by the single-numbered essence of the
noun tyranny/tyrant. After all, Thucydides was the first to notice that
democracy was not all it was cracked up to be from the point of view
of collective decisionmaking.”® The following diagram shows the
analogy between Pisistratus and Odysseus:

Political Analogy of Leaders:

| I

PISISTRATUS ODYSSEUS
| |
People-oriented tyrant. Legal ruler.
T T
Gains power in violent manner: Re-gains power in violent manner:
coup d’etat. killing of suitors.
1 |
A women dressed as goddess Athene The goddess Athene
reinstitutes him in Athens. reinstitutes him in Ithaca.
I [
Afrer his establishment After his re-establishment
he cares for public acceptance. he cares for public acceptance.
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The analogy of the situation in the Odyssey and that in Athens is
thus based on the analogy between Odysseus and Pisistratus, both of
whom fight against old, decaying aristocratic régimes. The pattern is
reinforced by the analogy one could highlight between Telemachus
and the sons of Pisistratus, both of whom support their father. There
is also Eumaius, who could well stand for the common folk, willing to
assist the rightful leader’s comeback. Even Pisistratus’ banishment
from Athens, during which he only dreamt of his return, could be
compared to Odysseus’ wanderings and his burning desire to return to
Ithaca.

As noted in the diagram, the first political problem that Odysseus
faces after the killing of the suitors is the placation of their relatives.*
The problem is resolved in the last book of the Odyssey by divine
intervention. Odysseus, aided by Telemachus, is ready to fight the
suitors’ relatives and, in fact, he kills Eupeithes, the initiator of the
attack against him.*” However, Athene and Zeus intervene in time to
enforce order and bring an end to the retaliations.®

There are considerable problems about the authenticity of this final
book.? Even if the spirit of it is not anti-Homeric, it carries a logical
conclusion of a coup d’état’s aftermath. Odysseus, just like Pisistratus,
would have to explain his actions to a crowd of varied opinions.
Eupeithes is the voice of those who condemn the violent change of the
regime (Od. 24. 425-37) and Halithersis is the one who sees the need
for the change and understands the necessity for it, even if it is
brought about by violent means (Od. 24. 454-62). One can easily
apply the voice of these characters to the Athenian people subjected to
the upheaval of the political situation by Pisistratus.

The end of the Odyssey is a glorification of Odysseus and an
affirmation of Athene’s favour of him. Just as Athene assisted
Pisistratus in his comeback from exile and continuously watched over
the city that honored her through the Panathenaia, Athene of the epic
promises to protect Odysseus and the people of Ithaca. One might
still doubt the originality of this rhapsody, but the lesson is simple and
it applies to Pisistratus’ Athens too. In sum, a ruler who has the
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approval of gods can exercise his power with wisdom and sincere care
for the people, even if this power was gained by violent means.

Conclusion: Mythological Justification of
Contemporary Political Patterns

Being a remarkably perceptive politician, Pisistratus realized the
authority that literature and especially myth held. It not only
preserved tradition, but also helped forge political ideologies and
attitudes. Since the political change he was about to introduce had to
be justified before a skeptical, not to say hostile, public, he needed to
legitimize his position. Therefore, the trick with the girl/Athene and
the aid of the epics for the justification of his actions were politically
necessary. The establishment of the festival of the Panathenaia was
indeed an act of honouring the goddess who brought him back to
power. In fact, Pisistratus made this festival an occasion for the
celebration of the people, unlike the character of other state-festivals.
Even at later times, when the Parthenon was constructed, Pericles’
populist policy favoured the depiction of the Panathenaic procession
on the Parthenon’s frieze, rather than the carving of heroic or divine
figures. Thus, Athenian citizens with their sons and daughters are
given the illusion of priority and importance in the state.”

Furthermore, Pisistratus detected in the popular fiction of his times
a means of justifying his rule by analogy to mythical patterns that had
earned the people’s approval. It has been argued that Pisistratus made
conscious use of the epics, taking advantage of the political allusions
of the Odyssey, especially through the comparison between himself and
Odysseus. If we turn, yet again, to Aristotle, we could see another part
of the analogy reinforced: according to Aristotle, kingship (Odysseus)
and tyranny (Pisistratus) were both “rule by one man”, the literal
meaning of the word monarchia, monarchy.®

In relation to the main theme of this rhapsody the killing of the
suitors by Odysseus should not be considered as the re-establishment
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of the constitution of basileia (since Odysseus is the rightful king of
Ithaca), butas a reference to the constitution of tyranny. The approach
is based mainly on three points:

*  First, the suitors represent the decaying aristocracy of the archaic
and classical period.

*  Second, the violent manner of their removal from the palace refers
to the manner that tyrannical constitutions are enforced upon the
political stage.

* Third, the 24™ book of the Odyssey, in which a civil war and the
final rule of Odysseus thanks to the intervention of Athena are
described, remind us of the way that Pisistratus devised for his
return from exile, in order to gain the rule of Athens by force.

If one sides with Page, who doubts the authenticity of this book,*
one would have firm ground for the hypothesis that this final
rhapsody was added at a later period* — perhaps during that very
period when Pisistratus needed to justify his political rule, and
perhaps via a popular narrative that was turning into an educational
tool. Even if Pisistratus did not deliberately manipulate the epic text
for his own purposes, he may have simply populized for political
reasons a story which was already current, but, at that time, just one
amongst many. We may therefore owe something of the popularity of
the Odyssey today to his political ambition.
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