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THE SOCIAL CONTROL OF SEXUALITY:
ODYSSEAN DIALOGICS!

JOHN PERADOTTO

It is clear that the Odvssey was put together out of a variety of pre—existing
tales, itself the fullest embodiment of Odysseus’ epithet ToAVoLvog in both
the active and passive senses of that word: ‘““the man about whom many
tales (ainoi) are told” and *‘the man who (himself) has many tales to tell.”
But the multiplicity of these ainoi, “tales.” reduces ultimately to two
models: one is Mdrchen, the tale-type of the master trickster (polymétis)
and master technician ( polyméchanos) who achieves his purposes in a hos-
tile environment; and the other is what I shall here refer to as myth, the
tale—type of one who has little choice other than to endure the full load of
the world’s intractability (polvtias). However, what I am here calling
“myth” and “Mdrchen” are not disengaged tale—types, nor are they merely
abstract analytical models. They are not, in other words, ideologically
innocent. They are, or are at least vehicles for, opinions on the world,
discourses that shape and justify behavior, empowering some and disem-
powering others. The phrase “opinions on the world” derives from Mikhail
Bakhtin, and it is by reference to his concept of “‘dialogism” that a view of
the Odyvssey as a collision of contrasting ideological opinions on the world
can, I think, be elucidated.

The term ‘“‘dialogism” denotes generally the epistemological
mode of opposed and mutually conditioning voices or viewpoints which is

This essay is an expanded version of a discussion published in Peradotto 1990.51-58. Like
so many who have no access to Bakhtin in his own language, I owe a heavy debt of
gratitude to people like Caryl Emerson, Michael Holquist, and Gary Morson for finally
bringing him within range.
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tound in discourse dominated by what Bakhtin calls “heteroglossia.” and
the presence of which in the Odvssev it 1s the purpose of this paper to
articulate.© As distinct kinds of narrative “heteroglossia™ involves two
forces. called respectively “centripetal” and “centrifugal.” By “centripe-
tal” Bakhtin means forces in any language or culture which exert 4 unity-
ing. centralizing. homogenizing. and hierarchizing influence: such forces
tend to be closely associated with dominant political power. with the ofticial
and heroic. with the serious and the proper. with an ascetical and sanitized
body, with “high™ literary genres and “correct™ language. By “centrifu-
gal™ he means those forces which exert a disunifying. decentralizing. strati-
fving. denormatizing influence: these forces tend to be associated with the
disempowered. the popular, and carnivalesque, with the antics of the Auto-
lycan trickster, rogue. clown. and outlaw. with laughter and tomfoolery.
with a coarse and carnal bodyv. and with “low™ literary genres and dialects.

Some cultures. discourses. narratives display the collision of the
centripetal and centrifugal more openly and comfortably than others. but
the centripetal tendency. which Bakhtin considers correlative to all power.
tavors the creation of what he calls an authoritative discourse.™ as op-
posed to—again his words—an “internally persuasive discourse.” "A word.
discourse, language or culture undergoes ‘dialogization.”” says one of
Bakhtin's editors. ~when it becomes relativized. de-privileged. aware of
competing definitions for the same things. Undialogized language is au-
thoritative or absolute.”™* An individual s development. an ideological pro-
cess in Bakhtin's view, is characterized by a sharp gap between the catego-
ries of “authoritative discourse™ and “internally persuasive discourse™: “in
the one.™ he says.

the authoritative word (religious. political, moral: the
word of the father. of adults and of teachers. etc.) that

to

[n an essay likelv to be of great interest to Hellemsts, “Epic and Novel™ (19813 -40;.
Bakhtin argues that among literary genres the novel tends to be the most dialogical, whiic
epic tends to be monological. But readers of Bakhtin have been troubled by this as indeed
by his entire attempt to distinguish the novel from the epic. See. for example. Todorov
1984.80-93. Even Bakhtin himselt appears to have found his distinction problematical.
“Epic and Novel™ was first published in 1970. but it was written in 1941. Twenty years
later, he is calling the epic one among several aspects ot the novelistic (Todorov 1984.90).
In any case. I would venture to say that close rcaders of Homer are far more likely to
recognize the Odvssey in Bakhtin's characterization of the novel than in his account of
epiv.

' Michael Hoiguist in Bakhtin 1931 427
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does not know internal persuasiveness, in the other the
internally persuasive word that is denied all privilege,
backed up by no authority at all, and is frequently not
even acknowledged in society (not in public opinion, nor
by scholarly norms, nor by criticism), not even in the
legal code.4

“Word” in the quote above (Russian slovo), and the —log— in
Bakhtin’s “dialogism” (dialogizm) refers, like its forebear the Greek logos,
to discourse in the broadest sense, and so signifies not simply individual
words but also ways of using words, such as utterances, arguments, ideas,
narratives, plots.5> When I speak of the two “voices” in the Odyssey, 1
mean, like Bakhtin, not only actual instantations of the narrative structures
I am calling myth and Mdrchen, but any use of language which belongs to
or emerges from the particular opinion on the world sustained by one or the
other of these narrative types. Two examples will serve to concretize what is
meant here.

The first is in Odyssey 5, where Zeus dispatches Hermes to Ca-
lypso to order Odysseus’ release. Calypso’s response lays bare the asym-
metry in the norms of sexual conduct governing males and females (118—
20):

oyxétilol €ote, Beol, CnAnuoveg EEoxov AWV
ol te Beaig aydaobe ma’ dvdpdolv edvaleobal
audadinv, fv Tig te dpilov mooet’ axoitnyv.

You [male] gods are unbearable, surpassing all others in
your jealousy: you stand aghast at goddesses who openly
sleep with men, if ever any one of them wants to make a
bedmate for herself.

When we place that statement against the larger backdrop of fe-
male sexual conduct and of the “centripetal” social reaction and comment
it elicits, not only in the Odyssey but indeed also in the rest of archaic epos,
it is not easy to conceive how what Calypso is allowed to say could have
been placed on the lips of a human character. It has already been lent

4 Ibid. 342.
5 Ibid.
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definite if muted prolepsis in this book’s opening lines, with the 1mage ot
the goddess Eos rising up from the side of her mortal lover Tithonus. It is
hard not to see this as representing a revolt against a system whose order is
made to depend on the suppression of female sexual desire in a way that is
not expected of males.© It would not have appeared at all in a less dialogic
text. Even here. it is muted by a narrative environment dominated by the
conventional. “centripetal”™ voice which requires tight constraints on fe-
male libido. It is hardly accidental that Calypso’s island is made to occupy
the center of the formless sea, distant from all forms of social. political. or
religious normativeness. where even Hermes. the divine crosser of borders.
is il at ease (100-102):

TC O AV EXMV TOGOOVOE DUIOUUOL ULAULQEOV VWY
AOTETOV: OVOE TIg (yyL PeoTdv TOMZ. o Te Beoloy
lepd Te H€Covot rai £Eaitous éxutoupus.

Who, unless against his will. would make so long a pas-
sage as this over the boundless salt sea? There is no hu-
man community hereabout. and so no sacrifices and
choice hecatombs for the gods.

Furthermore. in offering the paradigmatic fates of Orion and lasion o
support her charge of divine male jealousy. Calypso is also made to enunci-
ate the powerful sanction against forbidden conduct. Her revolt ends limply.
and as she gives voice to the grand. “centripetal™ principle already enunci-
ated by Hermes. “the mind of Zeus is uncircumventable.” she is made to
suppress. along with her desire. all traces even of her grammatical gender.
the traditional formula allon theon here stripped of its genericness by being
lodged in a context where it is precisely the revolt of goddesses. not (male)
gods. that is at issue (103—-04 =137-38).

& Ttcould be argued that the social purpose of this practice is to maintain the vilue of women
as a kind of currency in a system of exchange between otherwise potentially hostile oikoi.
Their value as currency depends on their sexual partners being determined for them in the
hest interests of the oikos. irrespective of their own desire. A number of examples clearly
point this way: the susceptibility of Helen: the seduction of Clytemnestra as the first step in
subverting Agamemnon’s oikos: the danger associated with Circe’s social isolation. her
independence from males. and her assertive sexuality: the indignation of Odysseus at his
temale slaves™ tornication with the suitors
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AMO naA’ ob mwg €0l ALOg VooV aiyLoyolo
oUte ToeeEehBelv dAdov Beov oV’ dhdooL.

Thus Calypso’s rebel, “centrifugal” voice, though it is allowed to surface,
is not allowed to stray very far from the center; it is, like her island, lost in
the surrounding sea of “centripetal” voices. The voice of the enveloper is
itself enveloped.

There is, however, a not so subtle irony here that needs to be
underscored, for it serves to caution us not to oversimplify dialogism as
a process involving two utterly polarized voices, each characterized by
wholly disparate ends, rather than to see them as two inseparable sides of
the same coin. Calypso charges the male gods with a double standard in
exercising superior force to suppress female sexuality. Taken at face value,
this seems like a simple case of power over powerlessness. But if we step
back for a look at the larger context, something else comes through. Ca-
lypso’s charge is set within a context in which she is herself using superior
force on Odysseus, a mortal, in achieving her will. Her pouting reluctance
to let him go, and the sense of frustrated domination that lies behind it, will
find all the more emphasis when set against the foil of Circe’s unforced
hospitality and gracious sendoff.” In fact, the Circe episode seems to re-
spond, across five books, to the imperfect conclusion of the problem raised
by the Calypso episode. Circe begins with a manifestation of power at once
more domineering and more dangerous than Calypso’s. Odysseus, fore-
warned and forearmed by Hermes, responds with the threat of superior
force, to which Circe yields with an oath to do him no harm. Her power to
dominate is not merely suppressed, or even neutralized, but transmuted to
beneficence. The result is one in which, unlike the encounter with Calypso,
desire is achieved on both sides without domination.

The god Hermes, consummate embodiment of méris, “‘cunning
intelligence,” figures prominently in this model of how power and desire
get negotiated, even as he will play a prominent role in our second example
below. In the Homeric Hymn that bears his name, a similar message of
power and desire negotiated is conveyed. What we find there, briefly stated,
is a playful and nonviolent demand by the infant Hermes for equal status in
the society of the other gods. He proceeds to establish his place among his
physically more powerful peers, on his own terms, paradoxically by the

7 See Segal 1968.424.
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exercise of unconventional and even antisocial skills, the very same he will
later give to Odysseus’ grandfather. the arch-trickster Autolycus. namely
kleptosvné and horkos. stealth and equivocation.® He manages all this with-
out grim confrontation. defusing every step of the way his father Zeus’
ponderous authoritativeness and his elder brother Apollo’s rigidity and
violence. That same whimsicality and iconoclasm characterize his behavior
in our second example of dialogism.

This second example of dialogism in the Odvssev? is more daring
than what we find in book 5. It allows the “centrifugal™ voice nearly
equivalent status. so much so. in fact, that it came under vigorous censure
in antiquity. notably by Xenophanes (fr.11) and the Platonic Socrates (Re-
public 390c). Even its language displays not a few departures from conven-
tional Homeric forms and usages (see Hainsworth 1988 ad 8.266-369). It s
the story of Ares. Aphrodite. and Hephaestus sung by Demodocus in book
8. As has often been observed. this tale of the triumph of cunning craft
(Hephaestus) over boorish strength (Ares) reiterates the point made in
Odysseus” encounter with the handsome but uncivil Euryalus earlier in this
book. and looks ahead to the hero’s own account of his victory over the
Cyclops in book 9 and ultimately to his conquest of the careless suitors. At
first sight, the “centripetal™ voice appears to be the stronger. affirming the
sanctity of the marriage bond and the sanctions taken against adulterers. An
assembly of the gods gathers to determine the tate of the trapped adulterers:

Although we cannot here devote to the subject the tull expioration it deserves. it 1> worth
noting that Autolycus™ divinely bestowed powers of equivocation must be associated with
another important Bakhtinian theme, the “word with a loophole™ (slovo s lazeikoi. In
Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics (233). Bakhtin says i loophole is the retention tor
oneself of the possibility of altering the ultimate, final meaning of one’s words. . . . This
potential other meaning. that is. the loophole left open. accompanies the word like a
shadow. Judged by its meaning alone. the word with a loophole should be an ultimate word
and does present itself as such. but in fact it ix only the penultimate word and places after
itself only a conditional, not a final pertod™ (cited in Morson and Emerson 1990.160: see
further their discussion of the loophole. 159-61, 223-26). Autolycus is the unsocialized
individualist (auros) par excellence. living wolt~like t/vkos) on the fringes of society. a
cunning predator. One of his two greatest skills. a gitt of Hermes. 1s proficiency in <o
phrasing an oath (horkos) that he profits. no matter what the outcome --a subversion of the
social fixity and finality one thinks ot as the essence of an oath. There is also a tradition in
which his linguistic agility is matched by his power to transform himselt. like Proteus, into
any shape at will. He is thus a walking symbol of the untinalizable. Sec further Peradotto
1990.128-35

For a stimulating. lengthier analysis of this passage. see Oison 1989, where many of the
same issues are raised without the use of Bakhtinian terminology
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the goddesses, in the conventional modesty expected of them, remain at
home (323), incidentally, like the Phaeacian wives who seem to have been
deliberately excluded from the social context, with its male club atmo-
sphere, in which this kind of bawdy tale serves as entertainment. There is a
great deal of fussing about proper procedure, as a sober, unsmiling, “cen-
tripetal” Poseidon promises to give the injured husband Hephaestus lawful
satisfaction, should the adulterer Ares fail to pay his fine. A terse apothegm
of conventional, “centripetal” wisdom serves as moral to the tale:

0UX AQETQ naxd EQya: xiyAver Tol Peadlg wxruv.
Crime wins no prizes; the gimp outstrips the sprinter.

A purely conventional, moral fable would have ended there. But Demodo-
cus’ story gives an uninhibited, uncensored, and unanswered voice to un-
lawful sexual desire of the very kind Ares is punished for. So startlingly
uninhibited is this *“‘centrifugal” voice, especially following as hard as it
does on the heels of the moral just mentioned, that it became a target for
censorship at least as early as the Alexandrians.10 Apollo asks Hermes if he
would want to lie with Aphrodite in bonds as tight and constraining as
these. The Bordercrosser answers (338-42):

al yap touto yévorto, Gvag éxoatnfBor’ "Amolhov:
deopot pev toilg 16000l ameipoveg audic Exolev,
vueig & eicopdwte Beol maoal te Béarval,
avTdE Eyarv ebdoul TaEd XEvoén 'Adeodity.

Exactly what I crave for, Lord Apollo, Shooter from afar!
The bonds wrapped round us could be three times as
strong, infinite in length, and this in full view of all you
gaping gods, and all the goddesses as well; no matter, I'd
still want to sleep with golden Aphrodite.

From a Bakhtinian perspective, it is not accidental that the mouthpiece for
this voice should again be Hermes, playful arch-trickster, polytropic
crosser of borders, who had served as intermediary between the voice of

10 Hainsworth 1988 ad 333-42; Bolling 1925.237; Apthorp 1980.87-91.
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authority and the voice of desire in the Calypso episode and as instrument
of accord between potential adversaries. Circe and Odysseus. At the center
of Bakhtin’s complicated concept of the carnivalesque. where the competi-
tive edge is given to the centrifugal in its clash with the centripetal. pride ot
place is given to the trickster. clown. and rogue. whose essential trait is to
be free of essential traits, unconstrained by the conventions associated with
class. status. profession, or any other social category. This figure. Bakhtin
claims. is the world’s primordial laugher. laughing not only at others but at
himself.!! “The principle of laughter,” Bakhtin declares in his study ot
Rabelais. ““destroys . . . all pretense ot an extratemporal meaning and an
unconditional value of necessity. It frees human consciousness. thought.
and imagination for new potentialities.” !2 Demodocus” story in Odvssev 8
twice puts the gods into a fit of laughter: once at the stratagem that traps the
adulterous lovers and Hephaestus™ pagliaccioesque exposé of his own cuck-
olding: the second time at Hermes’ irreverent remark. as if to endorse each
voice.

Comic heroes like Hermes who embody this principle of laughter
are figures of ““free improvisation.” representing a “life process that is
imperishable and forever renewing itself.”!3 Hermes. in the Homeric Hvmn
(54-59), within hours of his birth, takes up the Iyre. instrument of his own
recent invention, and improvises a song on the theme of his own procrea-
uon:

HEOZ O VIO HUAOV QELDEV
£5 APTOOYENNC TELQMUEVOZ. NUTE HOVQOL
APNTul BaAinot Taoutora nepropéovoty
audt Ala Kpoviony xoi Mauda ruriltédihoy
S TAQOS MOLLETROV ETULRELY] PLAOTNTL.
NV T alTol YEVERV OVOUUXALTOV €E0ovoudalmy.

FU Morson and Emerson 1990.436. Morson and Emerson (454 =557 also alert us to Bakhtin's
account of the decline of folk humor in Rubelais und His World (102--36). The post-
Homeric failure, especially of the Alexandrians. to be amused by Demodocus™ comic song
is a good example of that decline in the ancient Greek context.

[> Bakhtin 1968.49. Compare what the anthropologist Mary Douglas (1973.103) has to say
about jokes: “The message of a standard rite is that the ordained patterns of social life are
inescapable. The message of a joke is that they are escapable. The joke is by nature an
anti-rite.” See also Olson 1989.142. who speaks of appreciating o joke as a “covernt
intellectual conspiracy.”

I3 Bakhtin 1981.36 in the essay “Epic and Novel.” cited m Morson and Emerson 1990.225.
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As he tested it [the lyre], the god sang a sweet, im-
promptu song, the way young men bandy insults at festi-
vals. His song was about Zeus, son of Cronus, and fair-
sandalled Maia, and the light talk the lovers spoke be-
fore, in the intimacy of their lovemaking, all this as he
narrated the famous story of his own begetting.

In all this he shows himself to be not only polytropos (13, 439), “infinitely
versatile,” but autotropos, capable of the absolutely unique (avTOTQO-
mmoog, 86).14

And how does the whole tale in book 8 end? With the moralist’s
maxim confirming convention? No. With arrangements for legal compensa-
tion by Poseidon, steadfastly incapable of laughter (344), too stuffy to share
in the general merriment? No. It ends with a controlled leer: Demodocus’
and Homer’s audience invited to share the gods’ vision of that body, the
embodiment of untrammeled carnality so dear to Bakhtin’s notion of the
carnival: Aphrodite the laughter—loving (this the only occurrence of ¢pthop-
uewdng in the Odyssey) on Paphos, still centrifugal, still remote from her
husband and now from home as well, still untouched by punishment,
freshly bathed, ““a marvelous thing to look at” (Bavpa idéoBatl, 8.366).

State University of New York at Buffalo

14 S0 unique, in fact, that it is not at all clear what Hermes is actually doing at this point in the
Hymn (. . . ol& T &nerydpevog Sdohynv 686v, adrorgomnoas). And it is altogether
appropriate and not a little amusing that the word, autorropésas, used to designate this
absolutely unique action, should itself be a hapax legomenon!
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