
 

 

ODYSSEUS’ POLUTROPIA AND THE DIALEKTIK 
DER AUFKLÄRUNG: ODYSSEUS BETWEEN 

ENLIGHTENMENT AND SEMIOTICS 

GIULIA MARIA CHESI 

In this paper I discuss the characterisation of the self of Odysseus in the 
Odyssey, focusing on Odysseus’ polutropia. In order to do that, I approach 
the famous analysis of Horkheimer and Adorno in the first two chapters of 
the “Dialektik der Aufklärung” (“Begriff der Aufklärung” and “Excursus I: 
Odysseus oder Mythos der Aufklärung”). My analysis focuses on a close 
reading of the Homeric text and aims to show that Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s point of view is revealing in terms of the way in which the poem 
enacts the construction of Odysseus’ identity. 

In this paper I address the issue of the self of Odysseus in the Odyssey, by 
reviewing the well-known analysis of Horkheimer and Adorno in the first 
two chapters of the “Dialektik der Aufklärung” (“Begriff der Aufklärung” 
and “Excursus I: Odysseus oder Mythos der Aufklärung”).1 My discussion 
of Odysseus’ self focuses on the hero’s polutropia; it provides for a close 
reading of the Homeric text and argues that Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s 
point of view is revealing about the way in which the poem enacts the 
construction of Odysseus’ identity.2  

In the Dialektik, Horkheimer and Adorno claim that the purpose of the 
Enlightenment was to control nature by rational laws, suggesting that 
controlling nature causes alienation (Entfremdung) of the human subject 

                                                           
 

1 On the question of whether it is possible to discuss the self in Homer, and to 
assume a psychological characterisation for the Homeric heroes, cf. GRIFFIN (1982: 
92–102), with extended bibliography on this debated topic at n. 1 p. 92. Following 
PUCCI (1987: 76–77), when I discuss the self of Odysseus and its characterisation, I 
mean the depiction of the hero as the man of many turns (πολύτροπος) and of 
cunning intelligence (μῆτις), insofar as this emerges from his own voice 
throughout the poem. On this issue, cf. also SEIDENSTICKER (2001), esp. pp. 390–
393.  
2 When I discuss the Odyssey as a text, I mean the fact that the Odyssey today is a 
fixed and canonical written text. On this point and on the oral tradition of the 
Homeric poems, cf. DOHERTY (1995: 15 n. 21), with extended bibliography.  
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from the controlled object (nature).3 Furthermore, according to the 
dialectical way of thinking, they argue that the alienation of the subject 
from the controlled nature turns at the same time into an alienation of the 
subject from himself: the subject too becomes something that has to be 
controlled. In other words, the subject itself, so as to control nature, has to 
become something it is not, i.e. a controlled and alienated subject.4 The 
control of the subject over itself is equivalent to the destruction 
(Vernichtung) of the subject itself.5  

Horkheimer and Adorno assume that mythos is an early product of 
enlightened reason.6 Looking at the Odyssey and the Apologoi as key-
examples, they argue that Odysseus is the prototype of the subject of the 
Enlightenment: he has control over nature only at the expense of being 
alienated from himself, and therefore at the expense of self-denial.7 

My analysis shall expand the vantage points, as well as the limits of a 
reading of the Odyssey from the critical position of Horkheimer and 
Adorno. Accordingly, I shall explain: 

 
 that it is legitimate to apply the pattern of a self-denying subject to 

Odysseus; 
 that a reading of Odysseus merely as a self-denying subject, however, 

goes too far, and criticism of this reading might help us to further 
explore the characterisation of Odysseus’ self: in Homer, we are faced 
with a denial, and at the same time with a re-affirmation of Odysseus’ 
identity. 

                                                           
 

3 Cf. HORKHEIMER–ADORNO (2010: 15): “Die Menschen bezahlen die Vermehrung 
ihrer Macht mit dem Entfremdung vom dem, worüber sie die Macht ausüben. Die 
Aufklärung verhält sich zu den Dingen wie der Diktator zu den Menschen. Er 
kennt sie, insofern er sie manipulieren kann”. 
4 Cf. HORKHEIMER–ADORNO (2010: 21): “Der Begriff, den man gern als 
Merkmalseinheit des darunter Befassten definiert, war vielmehr seit Beginn das 
Produkt dialektischen Denkens, worin jedes stets nur ist, was es ist, indem es zu 
dem wird, was es nicht ist” (italics mine).  
5 Cf. HORKHEIMER–ADORNO (2010: 62): “Die Herrschaft des Menschen über sich 
selbst, die sein Selbst begründet, ist virtuell allemal die Vernichtung des Subjekts”. 
(italics mine). 
6 Cf. HORKHEIMER–ADORNO (2010: 15): “Der Mythos geht in die Aufklärung über 
und die Natur in bloße Objektivität.” 
7 Cf. HORKHEIMER–ADORNO (2010: 75): “In Wahrheit verleugnet das Subjekt 
Odysseus die eigene Identität, die es zum Subjekt macht und erhält sich am Leben 
durch die Mimikry ans Amorphe. Er nennt sich Niemand, weil Polyphem kein 
Selbst ist […] Seine Selbstbehauptung aber ist wie in der ganzen Epopöe, wie in 
aller Zivilisation, Selbstverleugnung”.  
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As far as I can see, classical scholars have neglected the line of 
interpretation of Horkheimer and Adorno. One exception is Pucci, who 
draws from their interpretation in his paper “The I and the Other in 
Odysseus’ story of the Cyclopes”.8 Such silence among scholars is indeed 
surprising. We certainly have good reasons to read the Odyssey from the 
critical position of Horkheimer and Adorno. First, an interpretation of 
Odysseus as the master of the Enlightenment continues a long tradition in 
the allegorical exegesis of the Odyssey. Allegorical readings of the 
Odyssey were already attempted in antiquity, meeting enormous success 
under the Neoplatonists.9 Second, the interpretation of Odysseus as a self-
denying subject of the Enlightenment is revealing of the poetic process of 
Odysseus’ identity being constantly denied, and constantly re-affirmed, 
throughout the text. In what follows, I turn to the latter point, looking at 
the characterisation of Odysseus as polutropos, that is to say as a plural 
subject. 

The depiction of Odysseus as a plural subject is displayed in the first 
line of the poem, as Odysseus is portrayed as πολύτροπον, i.e. as a man of 
many turns.10 Odysseus’ polutropia, or his plural identity, is precisely what 
endorses Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s definition of the Homeric hero as a 
self-denying subject, and simultaneously challenges this very definition. 
As I claim, Odysseus’ polutropia denies the hero’s time in Troy (i.e. his 
kleos and the necessary condition for the song of the nostos). On the other 
hand, Odysseus’ polutropia saves the kleos of the hero, and the epic song 
of the nostos with it. Depending on which situation he is facing, Odysseus 
engages with his heroic past in quite different ways. Before coming home, 
Odysseus denies his own heroic identity: a trick to survive and safely 
conclude his homeward journey. Alternately, once the nostos is 
accomplished, Odysseus in Ithaca affirms his past in Troy: in this case, a 
trick to survive the final fight with his suitors and to join the marital bed 
with his wife again. Following this interpretation, the making and re-
making of his heroic experience in Troy is a key-element of Odysseus’ 
plural identity, and represents the necessary condition for the success of 
his nostos. It also makes it possible to read the Odyssey as a text that 

                                                           
 

8 Cf. PUCCI (1998: 127 with n. 23). For HORKHEIMER and ADORNO, cf. above n. 7. 
9 Cf. LAMBERTON (1992; 1986: esp. ch. 1 to 3).  
10 Since antiquity, a controversial debate on the meaning of the epithet πολύτροπον 
is going on. Following HEUBECK (1998: ad loc.), I assume πολύτροπον to mean 
“of many ways, of many turns” and to highlight, from the onset of the poem, the 
versatility of Odysseus’ character and the many-sidedness of his own self. On this 
issue, cf. as well STRAUSS CLAY (1983: 25–34); DANEK (1998: 33–34); GOLDHILL 
(1991: 3, n. 3).  
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explores the disaster, i.e. the destruction of Troy, as a necessary condition 
for the bardic song of the nostos.11 

The Odyssey provides many instances of the ambivalent relationship 
between Odysseus and his heroic past. Given the constraints of this paper, 
I will just hint at some key-examples. In book 8, Euryalos reproaches 
Odysseus for not being able to engage in competitions. Promptly, 
Odysseus answers back that he knows the wars of men, and that in Troy 
only Philoctetes might do better than he could with the bow. However, at 
the end of the book, Odysseus corrects such a claim of his heroic value. 
When Demodocos sings the story of the Trojan horse, Odysseus bursts 
into tears. As Podlecki and Macleod have observed, Odysseus’ cry can be 
read as an expression of empathy with the pain suffered by the victims of 
the Trojan War, and, accordingly, as a moment of problematisation of his 
heroic identity.12 Moreover, the depiction of Odysseus as a crying man 
seems to suggest a denial of his heroic identity. As Foley has analysed at 
great length, Odysseus is not the conqueror of Troy anymore, but a victim 
of war; he cries like a woman in a sacked city (Od. 8. 523–530).13 

Similarly, in book 9, Odysseus at first recalls his heroic past with pride 
(lines 259–262); then he denies his heroic identity in the famous line 367, 
where he claims that his name is “Nobody” (Οὖτις ἐμοί γ’ ὄνομα). The 
denial of Odysseus’ heroic identity is, shortly after, the focus of lines 407–
412 as well. In response to crying Polyphemus, who claims that nobody is 

                                                           
 

11 Here, I am relying on BLANCHOT’s understanding of the concept of disaster in 
his book “The writing of the disaster” (1986). Following BLANCHOT, the disaster is 
what undermines the possibility of writing and safeguards it at the same time. Cf. 
a. o. BLANCHOT (1986: 1): “The disaster ruins everything, all the while leaving 
everything intact. […] When the disaster comes upon us, it does not come. The 
disaster is its imminence, but since the future, as we conceive of it in the order of 
lived time, belongs to the disaster, the disaster has always already withdrawn or 
dissuades it”; ibidem p. 38: “Write in order not simply to destroy, in order not 
simply to conserve, in order not to transmit; write in the thrall of the impossible 
real, that share of disaster wherein every reality, safe and sound, sinks”. 
12 Cf. PODLECKI (1971: 86); MACLEOD (1983: 11); GURD (2004: 101). This 
interpretation is controversial. However, I follow PODLECKI and MACLEOD, as their 
critical position opens up a space for reading Odysseus’ voice as a self-questioning 
voice, and, accordingly, for reading the Odyssey as a text that puts into question 
the meaning it produces (i.e. the characterisation of Odysseus as the hero of Troy). 
For different readings of this passage, cf. FRIEDRICH (1977: 63–69), MURNAGHAN 
(1987: 153); GOLDHILL (1991: 53–54); ROISMAN (1994: 6–7); LLOYD (1985: 87–
88).  
13 Cf. FOLEY (1978: 20). On this reverse simile and the related concealment of 
Odysseus’ heroic identity, cf. as well GOLDHILL (1991: 53). 
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killing him (Od. 9. 408: Οὖτίς με κτείνει), the Cyclopes say that he shall 
pray to Poseidon, if nobody is harming him (Od. 9. 410: εἰ μὲν δὴ μή τίς 
σε βιάζεται). In Greek, the form μή τις sounds exactly like μῆτις, the word 
for cunning. In the pun μή τις/μῆτις we have to recognize the denial of 
Odysseus’ heroic identity, in the sense that his most famous heroic value 
(μῆτις) is actually said to be the value of nobody (μή τις). Notably, at the 
end of book 9, Odysseus will claim his identity, as he confesses to the 
Cyclops to have blinded him. As Strauss Clay has aptly observed, 
Odysseus is compelled to reveal his name as a means to redeem himself 
from oblivion and safe his kleos.14 However, the aristeia of Odysseus 
would be impossible without the negation of his own identity: in fact, in 
the Kyklopeia, Odysseus, as the man of “μῆτις”, is the “οὖτις” man as 
well.  

Furthermore, the episode of the Sirens points to a situation in which 
their heroic song implies, for Odysseus, the denial of his heroic kleos. 
Odysseus wants to listen to the Sirens. Yet, as has been noticed, that 
would imply an identification with his heroic past, which would result in 
his death.15 Therefore, the only way for him to hear them singing is to 
travel past them, while being tied to the mast by his men.  

Yet, back in Ithaca, Odysseus reclaims his kleos as a constitutive part 
of his self. Once recognized by Penelope, for example, Odysseus tells his 
wife all his heroic adventures (Od. 23. 300–341). This long passage in 
book 23 is of particular interest. Here Odysseus, for the first time in the 
poem, enjoys story-telling about the past. The same is true for Penelope, 
who previously could not retain her tears, while listening to Phemius’ 
heroic song (Od. 1. 325–344).16  

The recognition scene between Penelope and Odysseus allows us to 
notice how, throughout the poem, Odysseus’ self-representation as the 
hero of Troy involves different poetic effects. At the court of Alcinoos and 
Arete, Odysseus refers to his heroic past just to forego it. Moreover, 
Odysseus’ recollection of the past and, accordingly, the Phaeacians’ 
recognition of him as the hero of Troy is, for Odysseus, a source of pain. 
Quite the contrary, the mutual recognition between Odysseus and 
Penelope necessarily implies a mutual identification with the past: 
Odysseus rejoices at the value of his heroic deed, just as Penelope does. It 
is a very important point. The series of analogies and mismatches in the 
text (that is to say, Odysseus’ different reactions to his own representation 
of his kleos) lead us to question the unity of Odysseus’ heroic self and the 

                                                           
 

14 Cf. STRAUSS CLAY (1983: 120).  
15 Cf. MURNAGHAN (1987: 150–151); SEGAL (1988: 142–144).  
16 Cf. MURNAGHAN (1987: 154–155).  
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status of its exemplarity. Indeed, as I claim, Odysseus’ denial of his own 
kleos at the court of Alcinoos and Arete, as well as Odysseus’ affirmation 
of his kleos in the exchange with Penelope, are both crucial elements of 
the displacements of language (Goldhill) that shape Odysseus’ self-
representation through story-telling. Quoting Goldhill:17 

For how Odysseus is represented as representing himself is a key aspect of 
the Odyssey’s deployment of deceitful language – the manipulations, 
disguises, fictions that language can effect. ‘A man/the man’ is made up by 
the language in which he represents himself and is represented. […] Man’s 
place is (to be) found only in and through the displacements of language. 

In other words, through language Odysseus represents his heroic identity 
as a network of differences, and not as a unity, because his denial and 
affirmation of his past manipulates the narrative of kleos, enacting 
different shifting levels of self-representation.  

It is possible to explore Odysseus’ representation of his own heroic 
past further, debating again the poetic process through which the identity 
of Odysseus is constantly denied and re-affirmed. To begin with, let us 
look at Odysseus’ manipulative language. As Goldhill has poignantly 
observed, Odysseus constructs falsehood like the truth: “In the narrative of 
the Odyssey, the fictive is always part of the voice of truth.”18 The 
Homeric text supports this line of interpretation: 

Od. 19, 203:  ἴσκε ψεύδεα πολλὰ λέγων ἐτύμοισιν ὁμοῖα 
  In his speech, he made his many lies seem like the truth 

According to this line, Odysseus is polutropos since he is the man of many 
turns of speech, that is to say the man who reinvents himself through 
language.19 This has a crucial consequence: the apologoi are neither true 

                                                           
 

17 Cf. GOLDHILL (1991: 56). 
18 Cf. GOLDHILL (1991: 68). 
19 On the adjective πολύτροπον in the meaning “of many turns of speech”, cf. 
PUCCI (1982: 53–55). On Odysseus’ plural identity (polutropia) in its relation to 
the many ways in which the hero represents himself through language, cf. PUCCI 
(1982: 55), who briefly mentions this idea without however taking it further: “The 
identity of Odysseus must run forever in the tracks of displacement and must be 
enacted by figures of speech, disguises and riddling turnings of turns”. On 
Odysseus’ stories as telling of the representation of Odysseus’ self, cf. GOLDHILL 
(1991: 46–47): “The tales construct a series of different shifting levels of 
representation […] Telling tales not only may conceal identity and test the listener, 
but also are telling about the speaker”.  
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nor false.20 The same can be said for the proper name “Odysseus”: it does 
not refer to a true or false Odysseus (that is, a sign representing the real). 
Rather, the proper name “Odysseus” is nothing but a sign. That means that 
it refers to all the other signs that shape the hero that we (readers of the 
epos, and characters in the epos) identify as such: the bed (Od. 23. 206: 
σήματα), the scar (Od. 21. 217: σῆμα; 24. 329: σῆμά τί, 24. 346: σήματα), 
the trees of Laertes’ garden (Od. 24. 329: σῆμά τί, 24. 346: σήματα).21 Seen 
this way, “Odysseus” is for Euriclea (Od. 19. 386–502), as for Eumeneus 
and Philetius (Od. 21, 205–225), the name of the man with the scar from a 
wound he got in his childhood, on a hunt for a wild boar. For Euriclea, 
Odysseus is the injured child she nursed; for Eumeneus and Philetius, he is 
their beloved master. For Laertes, “Odysseus” is not just the name of the 
man with the scar (Od. 24. 331–335); Odysseus is the man who knows the 
names of the trees in Laertes’ garden (Od. 24. 336–348). Thus, as the 
power of naming proceeds from father to son, for Laertes Odysseus is his 
son. For Penelope, “Odysseus” is the name of the man who knows the 
secret of her marital bed (Od. 23. 163–255); for her, Odysseus is her 
husband. Finally, for Telemachus, “Odysseus” is the name of the man who 
wandered and suffered much, and therefore, Odysseus is his father. Indeed, 
in Od. 16, 204–206, Telemachus is willing to identify him as his father only 
after Odysseus has proved himself able to indicate the sign to which the 
name “Odysseus” refers, i.e. the suffering and travelling: 

 
οὐ μὲν γάρ τοι ἔτ’ ἄλλος ἐλεύσεται ἐνθάδ’ Ὀδυσσεύς,  
ἀλλ’ ὅδ’ ἐγὼ τοιόσδε, παθὼν κακά, πολλὰ δ’ ἀληθείς,  
ἤλυθον … …  
 
For no other Odysseus will ever come here, 
but here I am, such as one who suffered 
evils and wandered much 

                                                           
 

20 On Odysseus has having a true and fixed identity, cf. a. o. BLOCK (1985: 3); 
PUCCI (1987: 81–82); KAHANE (1992: 129). On the question whether the apologoi 
represent false or true story-telling, cf. a. o. JONES (1986); PARRY (1994), esp. p. 1 
n. 1, with further bibliography; RICHARDSON (1996), esp. p. 339 n. 8 with extended 
bibliography.  
21 I am following here BARTHES in “Proust et les noms” (2002). According to 
BARTHES, a proper name is a sign insofar as it is the sum of all signs that designate 
their holder. This is the reason why a proper name has always different meanings. 
So, for example, the names “Parma” or “Balbec” do not signify because they refer 
to real locations in Italy and France. They signify through their specific signs: 
“Parma” is the city of violets and of Stendhal’ sweetness; “Balbec” is the place of 
storms and a small strip of beach.  
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As I claim, we might recognize the differences within these tokens of 
identity as the sign of Odysseus’ plural identity. That means that 
Odysseus’ plural identity is semiotic, because the difference between 
saying “Odysseus” and saying “the husband of Penelope”, “the son of 
Laertes”, or “the father of Telemachus” is enclosed in different signs (scar, 
trees, bed, and suffering). Thus, the Odyssey does not only explore the 
difference within the tokens of identity, as has been suggested; it reflects 
on the proper name “Odysseus” itself as a sign of difference.22 Taking for 
granted that the name “Odysseus” is a sign of difference, the man 
Odysseus, as Ritoók has aptly pointed out, is and remains a “rätselhafter 
Wanderer”, whose identity displays itself as an open question.23  

To conclude, Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s point of view is revealing of 
the way the Odyssey employs the characterisation of Odysseus as 
polutropos, that is to say as a subject of many turns of speech, who 
constantly affirms and denies his own identity. In particular, I have shown 
that, for Odysseus, the making and re-making of his identity is equivalent 
to the making and re-making of his kleos as well as with the making and 
re-making of his proper name. 
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