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Homer’s Odyssey: Where does the boundary between Human and Monster lie?
Although there tends to be a stereotypical view of what a monster is or looks like, this notion changes depending on the context monster is used in. Similarly, one can expect to find that the boundary between human and monster blurs depending on the characteristics exhibited by what is considered a monster in text. Monsters are cross-cultural and they exist in many different forms, (Hybrid of human and animal, animals with abnormal amount of extremities, transformational monsters such as werewolves, disproportional body parts, etc.) especially within Epic[footnoteRef:1]. Shame and honour is arguably a common theme interlinked throughout the Odyssey, which encompasses the monsters encountered by Odysseus as well as the humans; and provides a distinction between human and monster based on honourable and shameful behaviours. Therefore, it would be unreasonable to assume that the boundary between human and monster in the Odyssey is not related to shame and honour. D. Cairns (Aidōs, 1993) discusses in detail the concept of aidōs within Homeric poetry. Cairns states that the need to protect strangers arises from within society,[footnoteRef:2] which transcends status and as such guest-friendships form an integral part of Homeric values[footnoteRef:3]. Cairns theory can be implemented to both book 9 and book 10 of the Odyssey, as in both honour is to be achieved by providing for guest-friendships. This will lead to contradictions that are unavoidable as the rubric for what is considered honourable or shameful changes, however slight these change may seem they contribute to the blurring of a boundary between human and monster. As such, it is impractical to impose the edict of book 9 on book 10, and vice versa. Using Cairns’ theory as the preliminary research, this paper intends to show how the interactions between Odysseus and Polyphêmos in book 9, and Odysseus and Kirkê in book 10 provide the potential for a boundary between human and monster within the Odyssey that is rooted within shame and honour culture stressed by Homeric values.[footnoteRef:4] Simultaneously, it will discuss the variables that allow the blurring of the boundary between monster and human.  [1:  Calypso (Hom. Od. 1.1), Polyphêmos (Hom. Od. 9.231), Kirkê (Hom. Od. 10.133), Sirens (Hom. Od. 12.153), Scylla and Charybdis (Hom. Od. 12.234). One could consider the god Poseidon a monster in the Odyssey as he punishes Odysseus by making his journey back to Ithaca as long as possible for blinding Poseidon’s son Polyphêmos (Hom. Od. 1.74-1.75). ]  [2:  Cairns, Aidos, 1993: 1.3.5.]  [3:  Cairns, Aidos, 1993: 1.3.5. ]  [4:   The translations of Greek names have been taken from Fitzgerald’s edition of the Odyssey. ] 

It is in book 9 that Odysseus encounters the land of the Kyklopês. After he and his men have spent time feasting on farm animals, Odysseus plans to embark further inland with a select few of his crew. It is within this planning that Odysseus states: 
“…I’ll make the crossing in my own ship, with my own company, and find out what the mainland natives are- for they may be wild savages, and lawless, or hospitable and god fearing men.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 9.137- 9.141. ] 

In this section, one can see the first direct examples of distinctions between human and monster. The language used places negative connotations on being inhospitable toward strangers; however, being hospitable, as Cairns suggests, is an embedded part of shame and honour culture within Homeric poetry.[footnoteRef:6] By making this comparison, the poet introduces the reader to the societal obligations expected of a stranger within the Odyssey. He suggests that if the natives do not fit within this remit of expectation they cannot be considered ‘men’, and in extension, cannot be considered ‘human’. There is, however, variables to this ideology. For example, outside the Odyssey, if a person of regular physicality fails to fulfil a social obligation he is not necessarily a monster, but could still be considered odd or unusual as he ignored correct social behaviours. So the distinction between human and monster within the Odyssey appears to rely on the physicality of the person (or animal) and the social characteristics they exhibit. In this excerpt, shame lies within being unlawful and inhospitable toward strangers; whilst being honourable is abiding by the social constructs. In turn, this affirms the notion that the boundary between human and monster lies within shame and honour constructs as the shameful party is considered inhuman. Odysseus notes before this extract that the Kyklopês live independent from one and other,[footnoteRef:7] unlike Odysseus and his crew. This sets the precedent for how their interactions with Polyphêmos are likely to end. After the above extract, when Odysseus and his crew are confronted by Polyphêmos, Odysseus continues: [6:  Cairns, Aidos, 1993: 1.3.5.]  [7:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: Pg. 160.] 

“It was our luck to come here; here we stand, beholden for your help, or any gifts you give- as custom is to honour strangers.”
Again, the poet is using Odysseus to show the reader the different characteristics expected from a person(s) in order to be considered honourable; due to his physicality Polyphêmos is already outside the parameters of ‘normal’ to Odysseus and his crew. By doing this, the poet is allowing the reader to understand the correct, or expected, reaction to strangers and guests. This, in turn, stresses the importance of shameful social behaviours in the defining of monster. In order to be considered within the parameters of human by the reader – and Odysseus – Polyphêmos must now display the social nuances expected of him, which will define whether he is a monster, or just abnormal in physicality. But Polyphêmos refutes this: 
“We Kyklopês care not a whistle for your thundering Zeus or all the gods in bliss; we have more force by far. I would not let you go for fear of Zeus – or for your friends – unless I had a whim to.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 9.241- 9.245.] 

By refusing to acknowledge correct social customs, coupled with his physicality, one could now consider Polyphêmos a monster; as the honourable and shameful has now been clearly defined (Odysseus being honourable by following correct social custom, Polyphêmos being shameful for refusing such). One can begin to understand the aforementioned boundary between human and monster resting within shame and honour. This failure to acknowledge the honourable customs expected from a member of society defines the boundary between human and monster in the exchange between Odysseus and Polyphêmos. It also reveals the importance shame and honour has as a defining social construct embedded within Homeric values. 
After this extract, the poet uses the notion of pity[footnoteRef:9] before describing how Polyphêmos kills two of Odysseus’ men. Introducing the notion of pity before the actions of Polyphêmos provides another variable to the boundary between monster and human in epic. Being pitiful is another defining factor; it is considered a human quality, and being without pity is considered monstrous, like with Polyphêmos. Kirkê, in book 10, feels pity[footnoteRef:10] and this separates her from being a monster (even though she is a goddess) for practicing witchcraft and turning Eurýlokhos’ men into pigs.[footnoteRef:11] Polyphêmos’ hubristic[footnoteRef:12] behaviour is how the boundary between human and monster is defined within book 9: if the boundary depended solely on physicality (which is still rooted in shame and honour culture), the poet would have no need to use Odysseus to infer the correct social interactions expected of a person toward a stranger. This is confirmed by Cairns (Aidōs, 1993), as he describes the honour of a host is lost by their inability to care for their guest.[footnoteRef:13] This does contradict the aforementioned example from book 10. However, Kirkê shows pity (and, arguably, remorse) toward her guests and, despite transforming them to pigs, does not harm them; in fact Kirkê transforms them back to their human form better than previously[footnoteRef:14]. By reversing the previous actions that caused her to break social normality to punish her guests, Kirkê becomes honourable. The transformation of these men to pigs, and back to men, creates a difficulty in deciphering the boundary between human and monster with shame and honour, although there is still a definitive link between the two. The reader is introduced to witchcraft and transformational monsters in book 10, Kirkê practicing witchcraft is outside of social boundaries. The aim here is not to dispute her position as a witch or goddess, but to focus on her being considered a monster for breaking social boundaries. Although the poet refers to her as a goddess, the use of potions to control a being is considered witchcraft. However, the debate is largely irrelevant to classifying her as a monster as the transformations are performed on others and not herself. As such, this will primarily discuss the notion of those whom are transformed as monsters, and Kirkê as monster based on honour and shame within her actions. Using the rubric described previously for defining Polyphêmos, one could argue the men Kirkê transformed are now monsters. As they have been transformed from human to animal in physicality, but mentally retained the same mind.[footnoteRef:15] It is true that during the time they are pigs, these men could be considered monsters as they are a hybrid of human and animal. It is here that one can see the lines between human and monster blur, as the changes from honourable and shameful simultaneously. It would be fair to say that the notion of being a monster comes from committing generally shameful in actions, such is the case with Polyphêmos as he possesses none of the social graces expected for someone to be an honourable person. Unlike Polyphêmos, Kirkê’s later actions toward Odysseus and his crew humanise her. This affirms Kirkê as a human, rather than monster, as she continues to care for Odysseus and his crew until they leave the island of Aiaia.[footnoteRef:16]  [9:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 9.287]  [10:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 10.363- 10.364.]  [11:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 10.202- 10.203.]  [12:  This translation of this Greek word was taken from Cairns, 1993. ]  [13:  Cairns, Aidos, 1993: 1.3.5.]  [14:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 10.359- 10.360.]  [15:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 10.199 “…adding her own vile pinch… Scarce had they drunk when she flew after them with her long stick and shut them in a pigsty – bodies, voices, heads, and bristles, all swinish now, though minds were still unchanged.”]  [16:  Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 10.548- 10.549.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Though this cannot be concluded outside of epic, the use of shame and honour provides a boundary between human and monster in more ways than just one. Firstly, the use of shame and honour in the Odyssey translates Homeric values that are stressed throughout Odysseus’ journey.[footnoteRef:17] And so, there is a boundary within Homeric values between human and monster; demonstrated by Kirkê’s ability to redeem her earlier transgressions.[footnoteRef:18] Secondly, the poet allows the reader to place judgement on the boundary between human and monster. By providing the opportunity for the reader to understand social values and customs within the Odyssey[footnoteRef:19], the reader is enabled to recognise distinctions between monsters and humans. It is evident in book 9 that the boundary between human and monster lies within shame and honour culture in the Odyssey. However, through using book 10, the boundary between both human and monster, and shame and honour, blurred due to changes with the physicality of the subject and the social obligations that were fulfilled. Due to this, the paradigms in which one could consider the subject a monster changed, and made it more complex to understand. But this just reaffirms the fact that what is defined as a monster, changes depending on the context or, as is the case with the Odyssey, what social obligations have been fulfilled. [17:  Specifically, how one is expected to act when faced with strangers or guest-friends. It is essentially a moralistic view of how one should conduct one’s self through life. As such, it places importance on the boundary between acceptable and unacceptable: using monsters to demonstrate the negative behaviours in society. ]  [18: Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 10.318- 10.319.]  [19: Odyssey, Trans. Fitzgerald, 1988: 9.233-9.234, 9.137- 9.141.] 



Bibliography:
Primary Sources
Homer. The Odyssey with an English Translation by A.T. Murray, PH.D. In two volumes. Cambridge, MA. Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann, Ltd. 1919.
Homer. The Odyssey. Trans. Robert Fitzgerald. Indiana University; Great Britain, Collins Harvill. 1988.
Modern Scholarship
Cairns, D. 1993. Aidos: The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame in Ancient Greek Literature. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Konstan, D. 2003. ‘Shame in Ancient Greece’, Social research 70, 1031-1060. 





6

