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From Homer to Max
Weber: The Sociology
of the Odyssey

Maria Wisniewska”

INTRODUCTION

Historically, societies have functioned and flourished in the Medi-
terranean for millennia before they became the subject of study in a
scholarly discipline born only two centuries ago - and, predictably,
called sociology. The study of how people interact to ensure survival
and prosperity dates back much earlier, to Aristotle’s Politics. The
European languages have adopted this word and extended its mea-
ning from Aristotle’s concept of things concerning the o\ to the
practice of how modern communities are governed.

However, societies existed long before the 4th century BCE. They were
not described by scholars but were sung about in oral poetry, eventually
written down as Homer’s epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey,” and
in the post-Homeric cycle. Famously, the epic describing Odysseus,
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‘Avdpa [...] moAvTpoTOV, 8G Pdla TOANG

A&y xOn, émel Tpoing iepov mtolieBpov Emepoev-
TOA®V 8" avBpdmnwyv i8ev doTtea kal véov Eyvw,
TOAA §” 6y v mévTe Tébev dlyea &v katd Buuoy,
apvopevog fjv Te Yuxnv kal véotov taipwy,

the man of many devices, driven far astray after he had sacked the
sacred citadel of Troy; many were the men whose cities he saw and
whose minds he learned, and many the woes he suffered in his
heart upon the sea, seeking to win his own life and the return of
his comrades,’

is filled with divine interventions, higher- and lower-ranking gods,
mythological creatures, and fast-paced, fantastic action, portraying
him as an exceptional, strategic thinker and leader, a master of
persuasion, and a realist who knows how to deal with his fellow men.
From under the layers of myth and magic emerges the personality of
a politician who remains relevant and almost modern.

The purpose of this paper is to establish, using sociological con-
cepts defined in the following section, whether the behavior of this
Homeric hero allows us to identify him as a potential archetype
for today’s social roles. This translates into an inquiry into how
Odysseus performed in his role as a politician within his network
of connections and mutual relations as a king, military commander,
and wanderer. Ancient literary testimonies about Odysseus provide
a series of his interactions, which will be reviewed below in light of
his three incarnations and across the spectrum of social capital he
accumulated.

Why choose Odysseus among his many fellow kings fighting in the
Trojan War? It was an easy decision: Odysseus played a crucial role in
ensuring Achilles’ participation, which was the prophesied condition
of a Greek victory in the war, and he invented the ruse of the Trojan
Horse, which allowed the Greeks to capture Troy; he then became
the protagonist of the Odyssey. No other Homeric hero is displayed
with greater depth, detail, and character complexity; the other royal
personalities pale in comparison.

Classicists have been analyzing Odysseus from cultural and lite-
rary perspectives.* While the Homeric world, in its mythological and

3 Hom., Od. 1.1-5; throughout the paper, the Greek text and translation follow A.
T. Murray, revised by George E. Dimock, LcL, 104.

4 Among them, for instance, Slatkin in her 2005 Homer’s Odyssey and in 2020 “Odys-
seus”; Hall in her 2008 The Return of Ulysses, or Marciniak, “Odysseus,” 396-421.
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historical dimensions, appears extensively researched,’ sociological
assessments of the King of Ithaca are few and far between, and it
seems advisable to clarify the approach by first discussing the tools
to be used in the paper.

Society can be defined in different ways, for instance, by the range
of possibilities; as a set of individuals living in a given territory; or as
a field of continuously occurring events that constitute it as an acting
subject. Various ways of looking at the subject of sociological research
have transformed today’s sociology into a multi-paradigmatic disci-
pline, offering different visions of society.® It has been suggested that,
because of their differences, they could be considered three separate
sociologies. They do not cancel each other out but rather complement
one another, broadening the field of view.

THREE SOCIOLOGIES

The first, chronologically, is the oldest and focuses on the structure
of society. Its forefathers were the founders of modern sociology,
Auguste Comte (1798-1857) and Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), and its
leading figure was Talcott Parsons (1902-1979). In this vision, groups
of individuals are distinguished and treated as components of an en-
tire society that forms an integrated system. In sociology, this view of
society is called the systemic-functional approach. According to Piotr
Sztompka, “individuals are subject to the functional requirements
of the whole: organizational formats, social roles or institutions are
created as specific structures in response to the needs or imperatives
of the system.” In consequence, humanity is viewed as the global
society within which smaller entities function, such as political, eco-
nomic, and cultural subsystems. Description of society in this sense
often includes a biological metaphor - society as a unique organism,
an entity composed of organs, tissues, and cells, mutually connected
and subject to growth and diversification in response to the organism’s
needs at a given stage of its development.

The second sociology appeared in the late 19th century with Max
Weber (1864-1920). He viewed society as a set of social actors, and for

5  See, e.g., Moses L. Finley’s World of Odysseus; Hans van Wees, Status Warriors;
Kurt A. Raaflaub’s “Homeric Society,” and more recently, Corinne Ondine
Pache’s The Cambridge Guide to Homer, in particular Jean Paul Crielaard’s
Homeric Communities, 227-45, and Thomas Jenkins’ Homer in Social Thought,
526-28.

6  See Ritzer, Klasyczna teoria socjologiczna, 315-22.

7 Sztompka, Socjologia, 47.
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him, the role of sociology was “to interpret with understanding” their
activities. To quote Sztompka again: “As society does not exist outside
or above the social actors, there are no ‘laws of history, transcendent
developmental tendencies, independent of human beings.”® From this
perspective, society can be described using a metaphor borrowed from
physics — as physical science looks for elementary particles, sociology
looks for the most minor, fundamental component of society, and
finds it in a social actor.

Finally, the third sociology was launched by Georg Simmel (1858-1918),
who observed that individuals in a society are not “atoms” isolated from
one another and that their agency results from continuous, diverse
interactions that dynamically form relations between them.® Using a
geometrical metaphor, one can say that these relations do not assume
various forms or shapes; instead, as they continuously change, they
create “figurations” According to this vision, society exists to a lesser
extent and instead “becomes” - a result of ongoing interactions and
relationships among individuals. Such figurations create a network
of connections, with social actors as its nodes. In consequence, this
“third sociology” is a discipline studying “people acting in the area
of mutual relations,” who impart to this area a continuous dynamic
of functioning and becoming, and leave the fixed, often unintended
results of their activities to the following generations as structural and
cultural frames for consecutive activities.”® Interaction episodes con-
stitute units of analysis ruled by mechanisms such as ties, obligations,
reputations, brokerage, and reciprocity.” In other words, humans, as
social individuals, exist within a network of relationships with others
and may occupy diverse social positions within it. Society determines
the norms, as defined by legal and cultural rules, for each such posi-
tion, detailing the personal attributes and behavior expected of people
occupying it. One can say that such people enter roles that are socially
regulated. Accordingly, they must not behave at will, but should follow
socially accepted models of behavior in these roles.” In the network
of social positions, one can distinguish the roles of a mother, a father,
a physician, a judge, a teacher, a professor, a trainer, a policeman, a
priest, a bishop, and a politician, among others.

8 Ibid,, 51.

9  For more on this topic, see Sztompka, “On Inter-Human Space,” 26-41.

10 Sztompka, Socjologia, 55.

11 See, e.g., Granovetter, “The Strength of Weak Ties.”

12 For more on this topic, see Sztompka, Society in Action, and Biddle, “Recent
Developments in Role Theory.”
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Some positions are more regulated, others less so. A practicing
doctor must have acquired an adequate medical education, hold a
university diploma, and have completed a medical residency su-
pervised by a more experienced physician. One expects doctors to
devote time to diagnosing the health problem and recommending
an efficient therapy. However, one knows from experience that not
all doctors behave like that; people who perform social roles may
be closer or farther from the normative ideal. If these deviations
from the norm gain social acceptance, they may change previous
expectations concerning the given role and even create new models
of behavior. As L.P. Hartley knew very well, the past is a foreign
country par excellence, where things are done differently, and
ancient authors thus provide a privileged perspective for a better
understanding of both ancient and contemporary social models.

THE SOCIAL ROLE OF A POLITICIAN

A case in point is the role of a politician, a person directing the af-
fairs of state. Society, with its functioning and diverse aspects, offers
politicians a range of activities, as they are active participants in
social interactions. They may act individually or in groups, defined
as institutional actors of political life, such as political parties, social
movements, or parliaments. They are not always positive, and in a
pejorative context, a politician may be associated with manipulation,
machination, manoeuvring, jockeying for position, Machiavellianism,
or opportunism.” A politician may assume various positions in the
social structure: a member or leader of a party, an elected official, a
member of a local government, a mayor of a city, a member of local
or national parliament, a diplomat, a minister, the prime minister,
the president of a state, and many others.

Taking an example from Central Europe: the Constitution of the
Republic of Poland determines the formal conditions for holding
political positions, such as the minimum age for the position of
an MP, a senator, or the president of the state, as politicians elected
to these positions must implicitly have an adequate experience
in order to reach the political goal, to ensure the common good.
The Constitution protects parliamentarians from prosecution for
their political activities by granting them immunity. It also forbids
combining an MP’s mandate with certain other public functions

13 See New Oxford Thesaurus, 731.
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or economic activities.* Acts of parliament, or legal acts of lower
instances based on the constitutional dispositions, may determine
other formal conditions for assuming political positions. However,
one will not find regulations or normative instructions regarding the
proper performance of political roles, the duties related to playing
those roles, or personal requirements.

Still, over the course of history, social praxis established specific
models. The dual perception of a politician discussed above in it-
self mirrors the results of social practice and the perception of the
concept. Models of political behavior can be found in the oldest
literary texts, beginning with the epic of Gilgamesh. According to
Aristotle, “political animal” is by nature a social being, born to live
in a politically organized human community; and politics is the art
of control and reaching agreements — within an organized human
community — between interests of diverse social groups.” Politics, in
this sense, has been inextricably connected to the social, communal,
and collective existence of humanity. Aristotle considered politics to
be one of the three spheres of human activity, along with ethics and
economics. If ethics taught people to be good human beings and the
economy taught them to be good stewards, politics shaped people
as citizens.'® Even though politics has evolved, social expectations
towards politicians endure.

This provides a basis for reviewing Homer’s model of a politician’s
role in the Odyssey. Stanistaw Juliusz Kotodziejczyk once wrote:
“There is no time period in history that would want or was able to
completely turn away from Homer, possibly because each found in
him what it was looking for.”” And indeed, besides the stories of
heroes and their deeds, of cities, lands, peoples, institutions, and
social relations from the dawn of Greek civilization, the Odyssey
also portrays Odysseus as a politician. Interpreting the behavior of
a character in Homer’s epic through sociological concepts does not
mean attempting to reduce this reality to a comparable sociological
reality, as if it were merely a poeticized expression of history. On the
contrary, this is one way of investigating how the myth of Odysseus
and his personality resonate in modern society.

14 See Konstytucja Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej.
15 Wnuk-Lipinski, “Polityka,” 135.

16 Aristotle, Pol. 3.2.1-3.

17 Kolodziejczyk, “Postowie,” 390.
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THE ODYSSEAN ARCHETYPE

Perceived from this viewpoint, Odysseus appears in the poem in three
distinct incarnations: the king of Ithaca, the commander of troops
and the navy during the Trojan War, and the wanderer seeking to
return home after the war.

The King

As the king of Ithaca, he holds a political position within the island’s
social network. He is also the exemplary son of his parents, Laertes
and Anticlea, the husband of Penelope, and the father of Telemachus.
He loves his country and takes care of its inhabitants” well-being.
Penelope describes him as a king who

obte Tva pekag ¢Eaiolov obte L einav

év dnuw, fi T éoti Sikn Beiwv facthfwv:

dAhov K €xBaipnot fpotdv, &ANov ke gLhoin.
Kkelvog & ol mote mapmav dtdoBalov GvSpa éwpyet.

[...] did no wrong in deed or word to any man in the land as the
custom is of divine kings — one man they hate and another they love;
yet he never dealt intemperately at all with any man.*

Athena corroborates this opinion in her conversation with the gods
on Olympus, when she attempts to convince them to help Odysseus,
imprisoned by the nymph Calypso, with reference to the people whose
lord he was (“Aa@v olotv &vaooe”), suggesting that he enjoyed among
his compatriots a position of authority and trust:

natip 8 @g fmiog fev
gentle was he as a father.”

The events in the faraway Sparta — the abduction of Helen by Pa-
ris and the violation of Menelaus’ sacred laws of hospitality and
marriage — lead the Achaeans to declare war against Troy, forcing
Odysseus to face a new challenge. Agamemnon, the brother of
the betrayed Menelaus, takes the high command and summons

18 Hom., Od. 4. 690-93.
19 Ibid., 5.11-12.
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Odysseus to present himself with his troops to defend the honor
of the Greeks. To avoid the call to arms, despite the pledge to un-
conditionally support the man chosen by the lovely Helen made
before her marriage, Odysseus resorts to a ruse by pretending to
be a single-minded madman obsessively focused on plowing his
fields. Yet Agamemnon’s messenger, Palamedes, outsmarts him
by grabbing his son, Telemachus, and putting the baby in front of
the plough. Odysseus reveals his real state of mind by saving his
son and, now unable to avoid the call to arms, joins Agamemnon’s
army with his fleet and troops. The episode displays his intelligence,
ingenuity, and cunning. He does not want to go to war, but having
“lost” to Palamedes, he does not protest and accepts the challenge.
This dramatic episode comes from the post-Homeric cycle, namely
from Cypria, but Homer himself repeatedly praises his wisdom and
character in the Odyssey. In one passage, it is Zeus who says:

ndg av Enert’ Odvonog £ya Oeioo Aaboiuny,
8¢ mepi uev véov éoti Bpotdv, mept § ipd Beoioty
aBavdtoioty E€dwke, Tol OVPAVOV £DPLV EXOVTLY;

How should I, then, forget godlike Odysseus, who is beyond all mortals
in wisdom, and beyond all has paid sacrifice to the immortal gods,
who hold broad heaven?*°

In another, it is Nestor who declares:

€vO’ ol Tig mote pijTLv Opotwdpevat &vtn
Vi{0eX,, €mel pdAa moANOV évika 81o¢ Odvooedg
navtoiolot Sohotot,

there no man ventured to vie with him in counsel, since noble
Odysseus far excelled in all sorts of wiles.>

In still another passage, Menelaus estimates that

o? T Ayaudv 1600° épdynoey,
600" 'Odvoevg éndynoe kal fipato.

no one of the Achaeans toiled so much as Odysseus toiled and endured.”
20 Ibid. 1.65-67.

21 Ibid. 3.120-22.
22 Ibid. 4.106-7.
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And Helen herself admits:

névTta puév ok &v éyw pobroopat ovd’ dvopvw,
80001’'08voofiog Takacippovog eioty deblot

AN olov 168’ Epeke kai ETAN KapTepOG Avip
Snuw évt Tpdwv, 661 taoyxete mipat’ Axatol.
avTév v TAnyfiow detkelinot Sapdooag,

oTEipa KAk apg’ dpolot Pakdv, oikijt E0tkdg,
avdp@v Suopevéwv katédv OV evpvayviav- [...]
moAAoVG 8¢ Tpwwv KTeivag Tavankel XaAkd

NAOe pet” Apyeiovg, katd 8¢ @pdviv fjyaye ToAAAy.

All the labours of steadfast Odysseus I cannot tell or recount; but what
a thing was this which that mighty man wrought and endured in the
land of the Trojans, where you Achaeans suffered woes! Marring his
own body with cruel blows, and flinging a wretched garment about
his shoulders, in the fashion of a slave, he entered the broad-wayed
city of the foe [...] he had slain many of the Trojans with the long
sword, he returned to the company of the Argives and brought back
plentiful tidings.»

Most importantly, he stole the Palladion from the city, a miraculous
statue of the goddess Athena, which had the power to ensure the
protection of Troy against any conquest. The theft of Palladion was
not mentioned in the Iliad or the Odyssey, but comes from the Little
Iliad, part of the post-Homeric cycle. In the Odyssey, Menelaus, con-
firming Helen’s opinion, adds:

1j0n pév moAéwv £84nv PovAfv te véov te
avdp@v fpwwv, oAV § éneAnlvBa yaiav-
AN ob nw TotovToV éydv Idov d@Baipoioy,
olov'Odvoaoiiog talacigpovog Eoke gilov kip

Before this have I come to know the counsel and the mind of many
heroes, and have traveled over the wide earth, but never yet have my
eyes beheld such a one as was steadfast Odysseus in heart.>+

23 Ibid. 4.240-46, 257, 258.
24 Ibid. 4.267-70.
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The Military Commander

These traits of character are why Odysseus, in his second incarnation
as a participant in the Trojan War, is tasked with the most difficult
challenge and plans activities to achieve victory over Troy.” He
is the one whom Agamemnon sends to bring Achilles, on whose
presence, according to an old prophecy, the fate of Troy depended.
In implementing this command, Odysseus tries all possible ways -
provocation, lies, and crime, when he lures Agamemnon’s daughter,
Iphigenia, to the camp, realizing she may be sacrificed to the gods
to ensure favorable winds. While in some sources Iphigenia is saved
by Artemis, who makes her a priestess in her temple, Odysseus is
nonetheless ready to proceed without qualms, determined to achieve
his goal. Iphigenia’s tragic story is not told by Homer but recoun-
ted in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Sophocles’ Electra, and Euripides’
Iphigeneia in Aulis.

Odysseus will be the author of the ruse to hide a dozen Achaean
warriors, including himself, in the belly of a wooden horse to
get inside the walls of Troy and open the way to the Greek army.
Odysseus’ ruse allowed the Greeks to exact a bloody revenge on
Menelaus’ behalf and to recover Helen. As one of the leaders of the
siege, Odysseus proves to be determined, clever, brave, and unen-
cumbered by scruples when seeking to achieve the goal. The story of
the Trojan Horse is not mentioned in the Iliad it is only referred to
in the Odyssey and told in detail in the Epic Cycle, in the Little Iliad
and the Sack of Troy. Vergil’s Aeneid (book 2) is the main Roman
source of the narrative.

The Wanderer

Finally, one sees Odysseus in his third incarnation as a wanderer
trying to return home. Nestor tells Telemachus that his relations with
Odysseus were always good:

€v0’ 1} ToL fog pev éyw kai §iog Odvooelg

obte mot’ eiv ayopii Six’ éBalopev 0BT’ €vi PovA},
AN Eva Bupov Exovte vOw Kal Emigpovi POVAf
epaloped’ Apyeiowoy énwg 8x” dplota yévorto.

25 For Odysseus as a man of many talents and an exceptional strategist, see, e.g.,
Detienne & Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, 22-23;
227-29.



FROM HOMER TO MAX WEBER: THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE ODYSSEY 175

Now all the time that we were there noble Odysseus and I never
spoke at variance either in the assembly or in the council, but being
of one mind advised the Argives with wisdom and shrewd counsel
how all might be for the best.>¢

However, after the victory, a disagreement arises between Menelaus
and Agamemnon. The former wants to embark on the return journey
as soon as possible, while the latter insists on delaying to sacrifice a
hecatomb in honour of Athena. The returning army is divided into
those who agree with Menelaus and those who support Agamemnon:

N@0ev & of pev véag Elkopev eig GAa Stav
kTipatd v evtiBépueaba Pabuldvoug te yvvaikag.
fuioeeg & dpa Aaoi épnTvovTo pévovTeg

avBt map” Atpeidn Ayapépvovt, otpévi Aadv-

(I]n the morning some of us launched our ships upon the bright sea,
and put on board our goods and the women in their deep-bosomed
garments. Half, indeed, of the host held back and remained there
with Agamemnon, son of Atreus, shepherd of the host,”

says Nestor, who agreed with Menelaus. As before, he was joined by
Odysseus, who, after departure, changed his mind and led a group
of warriors back to join Agamemnon. Not the right decision; Nestor
with Menelaus returned home, while Odysseus, having lost his com-
panions, reached Ithaca alone after wandering for ten years. It is the
only instance when Odysseus makes an error: his political instinct
fails him; he picks the wrong side and suffers dire consequences. As
long as Nestor and Odysseus agreed, they remained successful. As
soon as they fell out, trouble began.

At the beginning of the return home, a storm pushed Odysseus’
ships toward the shores of Thracia, a territory inhabited by Cicones.
He lost many companions fighting with them. As he recounts himself
to Alkinoos:

€vBa & &¢y® méAw Empabov, dreca § adTovG:
¢k OAL0G & &NOYOoVG Kal KTpata TOAAA AafovTeg
Sacodped’, g pn tig pot dtepfopevog kiot tong.

26 Hom., Od. 3.126-29.
27 1Ibid., 3.153-56.
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I sacked the city and slew the men; and from the city we took their
wives and much treasure, and divided it among us, that so far as lay
in me no man might go defrauded of an equal share.*®

Unfortunately, his authority among the soldiers is no longer what it
was during the war. Despite Odysseus’ order to swiftly return to the
ships, the soldiers remain on the shore, celebrating the victory over
the Cicones:

w6ppa § &p’ oixopevol Kikoveg Kikdveoot yeydvevv,
ol o@v yeitoveg floav, dpa mhéoveg kal dpeiovg [...]
NABov &nel®” Soa @OAAa kai dvBea yiyvetal dpn [...]
otnoduevol § éudxovto paxnv napd viot Bofiot [...]
8E S 4@’ ExdoTng vnog gukviudeg Etaipot

®AovO™ 0i 8" dANot uyopev Bdvatdv te popov Te.

Meanwhile, the Cicones went and called to other Cicones who
were their neighbors, at once more numerous and braver than
they [...]. Soon they arrived, in numbers like the leaves and
flowers that bloom in the spring, at dawn [...]. Setting their line
of battle by the swift ships, they fought [...] six of my well-grieved
comrades perished from each ship; but the rest of us escaped
death and fate.”

During the journey, he loses the rest of his companions - some
perish in the clash with the cyclops, when Odysseus sacrifices them
to save himself and his remaining companions, others in the battle
with cannibalistic Laestrygonians, and the rest during the following
stages of the journey, to finally reach Ithaca alone, after ten years of
wandering and many adventures.

The price Odysseus paid for his political error in planning for the
return home was high. During his solitary wanderings, Odysseus is no
longer a politician. His social position in Ithaca is of no significance,
but the relationships he maintained during his life, particularly his
relations with the gods, remain meaningful.

The most notable is Athena’s favor, as the goddess admires his
intellect and comes to his aid in the most challenging and seemingly
hopeless situations. As Nestor recalls:

28 1Ibid., 9.40-42.
29 Ibid.,, 9.47-48, 51, 54, 60-61.
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el yap 0" @G £0€hotL gihéey yYhavk@mg ABrvn,
¢ 16T 'Odvoofiog mepikrdeto kvdahipoto

Ah, would that flashing-eyed Athene might choose to love you even
as then she cared exceedingly for glorious Odysseus.®

Poseidon’s disfavor towards Odysseus, caused by the blinding of
Poseidon’s son Polyphemus, is also important:

¢k 100 O 'Odvofia ITooeddwv évooixbwv
ob Tt kataxteivel, TAGLeL 8 &md matpidog aing.

From that time forth Poseidon, the earth-shaker, does not indeed
slay Odysseus, but beats him off from his native land >

Ultimately, it is Athena who wins this contest between the gods, with
Zeus expressing his will:

IMooelddwv 8¢ pebroet
8V xOAov- 00 pév yap Tt Suvioetat dvtia mdvtwv
dBavdtwy dékntt Be@v épidatvépey olog.

Poseidon will let go his anger, for he will in no way be able, against
all the immortal gods and in their despite, to contend alone?*

Odysseus’ bet pays off; Athena does not fail him. The error he makes
splitting off from Menelaus and Nestor may be explained by how
diligently he cares about good relations with his divine protector. He
did it because he wanted to sacrifice to Athena.

The favor of the gods, of his son, and of his devoted subjects, who
assist him in his return home and in vanquishing Penelope’s suitors,
demonstrates the importance of good relations, their value, and the
fact that they may be exchanged for other precious things, like, for
instance, help and support in tasks undertaken and goals achieved.
One could say that Odysseus had social capital at his disposal;* to
use a colloquialism, he realized that who you know might be more
important than what you have.

30 Ibid., 3.218-19.

31 Ibid., 1.74-75.

32 Ibid., 1.77-79.

33 For more on this topic, see Coleman, Social Capital in the Creation of Human
Capital; Lin, Social Capital, and Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” 241-58.
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CONCLUSION

Homer, in his sketch of the character of Odysseus, creates an image
of an individual in action, and in constant interaction with others -
with family members, subjects, soldiers, leaders, the gods, friends,
and enemies. He assigns him various positions and social roles:
a king, a soldier, a sailor, a leader, but also a world-weary human
being who surrenders his fate to the gods. In each of his roles, by
building his network of relationships, Odysseus grows his social
capital and exploits it to achieve his goals. One may be tempted to say
that Homer was a good sociologist, even if sociology as a discipline
did not appear for several millennia, in perceiving individuals as
causal factors in society, reminiscent of what was later termed the
third sociology*

Homer’s Odysseus, as a politician, is devoted to the common
good, determined, intelligent, ingenious, clever, but also cruel,
unscrupulous, inclined to take risks, and ready to sacrifice others
for his goals. This Homeric model of a politician has been socially
accepted for centuries. Over time, social expectations of the role of
a politician evolved towards rejecting cruelty, deceit, and Machia-
vellianism; such behaviors are no longer considered acceptable in
politics. Still, other traits of politicians described by Homer in the
character of Odysseus, such as the care for the common good, intel-
ligence, wisdom, ingenuity, creativity, cleverness, and efficiency in
action, remain constant, socially expected attributes of politicians.
They are what remains from the Homeric model.

Vocation and Responsibility

The groundwork leading to the contemporary understanding of
politics and social roles was laid by Max Weber in his 1919 Munich
lecture, given to the Free Student Union of Bavaria and entitled
Politik als Beruf, “Politics as a Vocation.” Describing the ideal type
of a modern politician, Weber talks about the individual who is
“independent, exceptional, of above-average qualities, able of ethi-
cal reflection, guided only by his own sense of responsibility, and
consequently seeking to achieve his goals”* Odysseus consistently

34 See Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains; Turner, Face to Face.
35 Holona, Max Weber i jego dzieto, 42.
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prioritizes and acts upon his sense of duty and understanding of the
role he, unwillingly, but accepted, and must fulfil.

On the other hand, he defines politics as “a drive to participate in
power or to influence the division of power, whether between states,
or within a state, among groups of people the state encompasses.™*
One must add that Weber understands power as “a means in service
of other goals, ideal or egotistical, or in service of ‘power for power’:
in order to enjoy the sense of prestige that it confers.™”

Weber distinguished three possible ways of being a politician:
occasionally, collaterally, and permanently. Occasionally, you are
a politician if you exercise your right to vote. Collaterally, when
you join a political party and act if required. In such cases, politics
is not the main content of your life, neither in ideological nor in
material sense. However, being a politician is a permanent profe-
ssion, remunerated for the work. Odysseus, as a hereditary king, is
a “permanent” politician, fully aware of the legitimacy of his role
and his duties towards his subjects, companions, and fellow Greek
leaders. He demonstrates charisma in the merciless conditions of
the war and an exceptional ability to convince and sway others
to his responsible beliefs and ideas. One wonders to what extent
Weber’s frequent use of Homer?® betrays the echo of the Ithacan in
his political incarnation, even through centuries of modification
by successive generations.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Biddle, Bruce J. “Recent Developments in Role Theory.” Annual Review
of Sociology 12 (1986): 67-92.

Bourdieu, Pierre. “The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and
Research for the Sociology of Education, ed. John G. Richardson,
241-58. New York: Greenwood Press, 1986.

Calhoun, Craig J. Classical Sociological Theory. Malden, ma: Wiley-
-Blackwell, 2002.

Catanzaro, Andrea. Politics Through the Iliad and the Odyssey: Hobbes
Writes Homer. London: Routledge, 2019.

Coleman, James. “Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital.”
American Journal of Sociology 94, supplement (1988): s95-s120.

36 Weber, “Polityka jako zawdd,” 266.

37 Ibid., 267.

38 For his “excessive use” of Homer, see De Fidio, “Max Weber on Bronze Age
Societies,” 81.



180 MARIA WISNIEWSKA

Collins, Randall. Interaction Ritual Chains. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2005.

Crielaard, Jan Paul. “Homeric Communities.” In The Cambridge
Guide to Homer, ed. by Corinne Odine Pache, 227-44. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2020.

De Fidio, Pia. “Max Weber on Bronze Age Societies.” Ziva antika 50
(2000): 73-93.

Deneen, Patrick J. The Odyssey of Political Theory: The Politics of
Departure and Return. London: Bloomsbury, 2003.

Detienne, Marcel, and Jean-Pierre Vernant. Cunning Intelligence in
Greek Culture and Society. Trans. Janet Lloyd. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1991.

Finley, Moses I. The World of Odysseus. With an introduction by
Bernard Knox. New York: New York Review Books, 2002.

Foley, John Miles, ed. A Companion to Ancient Epic. Oxford: Black-
well, 2005.

Goftman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Garden
City: Doubleday, 1959.

Granovetter, Mark S. “The Strength of Weak Ties.” American Journal
of Sociology 78, no. 6 (1973): 1360-80.

Hall, Edith. The Return of Ulysses: A Cultural History of Homer’s
Odyssey. London: 1.B. Tauris, 2008.

Hammer, Dean. The Iliad as Politics: The Performance of Political
Thought. Norman, ok: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002.
Hanks, Patrick, ed. The New Oxford Thesaurus of English. Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2000.

Holona, Marian. Max Weber i jego dzieto. In Max Weber: Racjonal-
nos¢, wtadza, odczarowanie, trans. Marian Holona. Poznan:
Wydawnictwo Poznanskie, 2011.

Jenkins, Thomas E. “Homer in Social Thought.” In The Cambridge
Guide to Homer, ed. by Corinne Ondine Pache, 526-27. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2020.

Kolodziejczyk, Stanistaw Juliusz. “Postowie.” In Homer: Odyseja,
trans. Jan Parandowski, 381-96. Warsaw: Czytelnik, 1956.

Konstytucja, Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej (1997). Available online at isap.
sejm.gov.pl.

Kubiak, Zygmunt. Mitologia Grekéw i Rzymian. Warsaw: Swiat
Ksigzki, 2003.

Lin, Nan. Social Capital: A Theory of Social Structure and Action.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.



FROM HOMER TO MAX WEBER: THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE ODYSSEY 181

Marciniak, Katarzyna. “Odyseusz (Ulisses) Arcymistrz intelektu.” In
Mitologia grecka i rzymska: Spotkania ponad czasem by Katarzyna
Marciniak, 396-421. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 2018.

Murray, Augustus T., trans. Homer: Odyssey. Revised by George E.
Dimock. Loeb Classical Library 104-5. Cambridge, ma: Harvard
University Press, 1998.

Parandowski, Jan. Mitologia. Warsaw: Iskry, 1982.

Raaflaub, Kurt A. “Homeric Society.” In A New Companion to Homer,
ed. by Ian Morris and Barry Powell, 624-48. Leiden: Brill, 1997.

Rackham, Harris, trans. Aristotle: Politics. Loeb Classical Library
264. First ed. 1932. Cambridge, mA: Harvard University Press, 1944.

Ritzer, George. Klasyczna teoria socjologiczna, trans. Hanna Jankowska.
Poznan: Zysk i S-ka, 2004.

Slatkin, Laura M. “Homer’s Odyssey.” In A Companion to Ancient Epic,
ed. John Miles Foley, 315-29. Oxford: Blackwell, 2005.

. “Odysseus.” In The Cambridge Guide to Homer, ed. Corinne
Ondine Pache, 179-82. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020.

Sztompka, Piotr. Society in Action: The Theory of Social Becoming.
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991.

——. “On Inter-human Space: Toward a Third Sociology.” In The
Shape of Sociology for the 21st Century: Tradition and Renewal,
ed. by Devorah Kalekin-Fishman and Ann Denis, 26—41. London:
Sage Publications, 2012.

. Socjologia: Wyktady o spoteczeristwie. Krakéw: Znak Horyzont,
2021.

Turner, Jonathan H. Face to Face: Toward a Sociological Theory of
Interpersonal Behaviour. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002.

van Wees, Hans. Status Warriors: War, Violence and Society in Homer
and History. Amsterdam: J. C. Gieben, 1992.

Weber, Max. Polityka jako zawdd i powotanie. Trans. Andrzej Kopacki
In Max Weber: Racjonalnos¢, wtadza, odczarowanie. Poznan:
Wydawnictwo Poznanskie, 2011.

Wnuk-Lipinski, Edmund. “Polityka.” In Encyklopedia socjologii 3, ed.
Zbigniew Bokszanski. Warsaw: Oficyna Naukowa, 2000.




182 MARIA WISNIEWSKA

ABSTRACT

The paper presents the protagonist of Homer’s Odyssey from a socio-
logical perspective, specifically within the framework of the so-called
“third sociology,” which views society as a realm of constant inter-
action among individuals. Its dynamic network of relationships places
every acting individual in its nodes - social positions or roles. This
process generates both group and individual social capital, which
shapes each individual’s life course. In this perspective, Odysseus is
an acting individual occupying a political position in ancient society.
The interpretation of his behaviors, as described in various episodes
of the Odyssey, reveals his personal attributes, modes, and methods
of action; and their combination produces an archetypal image of
the role of a politician, later echoed by Max Weber.

KEYWORDS: network of relationships, social position, social role,
social capital, political position

Od Homerja do Maxa Webra: Sociologija Odiseje
IZVLECEK

Clanek analizira protagonista Homerjeve Odiseje s socioloskega
vidika, natancneje z vidika tako imenovane »tretje sociologije«, ki
druzbo obravnava kot podro¢je nenehnega medsebojnega delovanja
posameznikov. Njena dinami¢na mreza odnosov postavlja vsakega
posameznika v ustrezna vozli§¢a — druzbene polozaje ali vloge. Tak
proces ustvarja tako skupinski kot individualni socialni kapital, ki
oblikuje Zivljenjsko pot vsakega posameznika. V tej perspektivi je
Odisej dejavni posameznik, ki zaseda politi¢ni polozaj v anti¢ni
druzbi. Socioloska interpretacija njegovih ravnanj, kot so opisana
v razli¢nih epizodah Odiseje, razkriva njegove osebne lastnosti ter
nacine in metode delovanja; njihova kombinacija ustvarja arhetipsko
podobo politikove vloge, kot jo je kasneje obravnaval Max Weber.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: mreZza odnosov, druzbeni polozaj, druzbena vloga,
druzbeni kapital, politi¢ni polozaj



