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In Homer's epic, The 0dyssey, 0dysseus faces a daunting decision when
navigating through the dangerous strait that separates the whirlpool
Charybdis from the six-headed monster Scylla. He ultimately chooses to sail
closer to Scylla’'s side of the strait, sacrificing a few of his men to avoid
the greater peril of Charybdis. This decision is rooted in strategic
reasoning, understanding of the monsters’ nature, and the imperative to
minimize overall loss. Odysseus’s choice reflects his leadership qualities,
his desire to protect his crew, and his acceptance of the harsh realities
faced during his voyage. This article explores the reasons behind 0dysseus’s
decision, analyzing the strategic, mythological, and moral considerations
that influence his choice to go on Scylla’s side of the strait.

Understanding the Nature of the Strait and Its
Dangers

Odysseus’s journey through the strait is fraught with peril. The narrow
passage is located between two deadly entities: Charybdis, a monstrous
whirlpool capable of swallowing entire ships, and Scylla, a six-headed sea
monster that preys on passing sailors. The danger posed by each varies,
compelling Odysseus to make a difficult choice based on the threat level and
potential losses.

The Threat of Charybdis

Charybdis is described as a destructive whirlpool that can swallow ships
whole, creating a deadly vortex capable of destroying entire vessels in a
matter of moments. Homer depicts her as a force of nature that cannot be
negotiated with or fought directly. If Odysseus’s ship were to drift too
close to Charybdis, it would risk being engulfed, leading to total
destruction and the loss of everyone aboard.

The Threat of Scylla

Scylla, on the other hand, is a six-headed monster that lurks on a rocky
ledge. She is capable of snatching sailors from ships passing nearby and
devouring them. Unlike Charybdis, Scylla’s threat is more localized; she can
only attack a limited number of sailors at a time, and her domain is a fixed
point along the strait.



Odysseus’s Strategic Decision: Choosing the
Lesser Evil

Faced with these two deadly options, 0Odysseus’s decision to sail closer to
Scylla’s side is driven by a strategic assessment of the risks involved.

Minimizing Overall Loss

O0dysseus recognizes that passing closer to Charybdis would likely result in
the total destruction of his ship and crew. Given the destructive power of
the whirlpool, avoiding it at all costs is paramount. By steering closer to
Scylla, he accepts the loss of a few men—those taken by Scylla—rather than
risking the entire ship being swallowed by the whirlpool’s chaos.

The Limited Area of Scylla’s Attack

Another factor influencing his decision is the understanding that Scylla can
only attack sailors within her immediate vicinity. Odysseus calculates that
sacrificing a few men to Scylla is a better alternative than risking all at
Charybdis. This strategic move aims to preserve the majority of his crew and
maintain the ship’s integrity.

Leadership and Moral Responsibility

As a leader, Odysseus’'s primary responsibility is to ensure the survival of
his men. His decision reflects a pragmatic approach rooted in leadership
qualities such as judgment, courage, and resolve. He understands that no
choice is without loss, but he strives to minimize suffering and ensure the
greatest good for the greatest number.

The Mythological and Symbolic Significance

Odysseus’s choice is not only strategic but also steeped in mythological
symbolism. Both Charybdis and Scylla represent the perilous forces of nature
and fate that heroes must confront.

Scylla as a Necessary Sacrifice

In Greek mythology, Scylla embodies the concept of unavoidable sacrifice. Her
presence signifies that sometimes, heroes must accept losses to navigate
through perilous circumstances. 0dysseus’s decision to face Scylla’s side
underscores this lesson, illustrating that sacrifice is an integral part of
heroism and survival.



The Lesson of Choice and Consequence

The episode emphasizes the importance of making difficult choices under
extreme circumstances. 0dysseus’s decision demonstrates that leadership
involves weighing risks carefully and accepting that not all dangers can be
avoided. It highlights the importance of strategic thinking, moral
responsibility, and the acceptance of inevitable sacrifices.

Historical and Cultural Contexts Influencing
Odysseus’s Decision

Understanding the cultural and historical context of Homer'’s 0dyssey helps
explain why 0dysseus chooses Scylla’s side.

Value of Human Life and Courage

Ancient Greek values placed high importance on heroism, courage, and the
preservation of lives. 0Odysseus embodies these virtues by prioritizing the
safety of his crew. His choice reflects a cultural ideal that sometimes,
leaders must accept loss to protect the many.

Pragmatism in Greek Warfare and Navigation

The Greeks valued pragmatic decision-making, especially in navigation and
warfare. 0dysseus’s decision aligns with this ethos, demonstrating his
ability to assess danger and choose the path that offers the best chance of
survival.

Analysis of Odysseus’s Decision in the Context
of the Epic

The decision to go on Scylla’s side also serves a narrative purpose in
Homer’s epic, emphasizing themes of heroism, sacrifice, and cunning.

Highlighting Odysseus’s Leadership Skills

Odysseus’s decision showcases his qualities as a cunning and pragmatic
leader. He understands the dangers and makes a calculated choice to maximize
the chances of survival for his men.

Foreshadowing and the Cost of Heroism

The sacrifice at Scylla foreshadows the ongoing struggles 0dysseus faces. It
illustrates that heroism often entails loss and hardship, reinforcing the



epic’s themes of perseverance and resilience.

Conclusion: The Rational and Symbolic Reasons
Behind Odysseus’s Choice

In conclusion, 0Odysseus'’s decision to sail on Scylla’s side of the strait is
driven by a combination of strategic reasoning, leadership responsibility,
and mythological symbolism. He recognizes that Charybdis represents a
complete and unavoidable destruction, whereas Scylla offers a limited but
manageable threat. By choosing to sacrifice a few men to the monster,
Odysseus aims to preserve the majority of his crew and his ship,
demonstrating pragmatic leadership in the face of insurmountable dangers.
This choice reflects the Greek values of courage, sacrifice, and strategic
thinking, which are central themes throughout The Odyssey. Ultimately,
Odysseus’s decision exemplifies the complex and often painful realities faced
by heroes, illustrating that sometimes, navigating perilous situations
requires making difficult, calculated sacrifices for the greater good.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why does Odysseus decide to sail closer to Scylla
rather than Charybdis?

Odysseus chooses to go closer to Scylla because he believes it is safer than
risking being entirely swallowed by Charybdis, as Scylla will only take a few
men while Charybdis could destroy the entire ship.

What is Odysseus's main motivation for avoiding
Charybdis?

His main motivation is to minimize loss of life, as Charybdis poses a greater
threat to the entire crew than Scylla.

How does Odysseus justify his decision to face
Scylla?

Odysseus justifies his decision by understanding that confronting Scylla is
the lesser of two evils and that he must accept some loss to ensure the
survival of the majority.

What does Odysseus’s choice reveal about his
leadership qualities?

It reveals that Odysseus is a pragmatic and courageous leader who makes



difficult decisions based on the safety of his crew and his strategic
judgment.

How does the mythological nature of Scylla influence
Odysseus’s decision?

The mythological portrayal of Scylla as a dangerous monster influences
Odysseus to see her as a deadly threat that must be faced with caution,
leading him to choose the side with less overall danger.

What are the risks associated with choosing to go
near Scylla?

The risks include losing several men to Scylla’s attacks, which can be
devastating but still preferable compared to the total destruction by
Charybdis.

Does Odysseus’s decision reflect his understanding
of the dangers in his journey?

Yes, 0dysseus’s decision demonstrates his awareness of the dangers and his
strategic thinking in balancing risk and safety.

How does this decision impact the outcome of
Odysseus’s voyage?

Choosing to face Scylla allows Odysseus to continue his journey with minimal
loss, ultimately helping him reach his goal of returning home, despite the
tragedy of losing some crew members.

Additional Resources
Why Does 0dysseus Choose To Go On Scylla's Side Of The Strait?

In Homer's 0Odyssey, one of the most compelling moments occurs when 0dysseus
faces the treacherous decision to sail past Scylla, the six-headed monster,
rather than Charybdis, the deadly whirlpool. The question of why 0dysseus
chooses to go on Scylla's side of the strait has intrigued readers and
scholars for centuries. This decision reflects the complex interplay of
heroism, strategic thinking, and the harsh realities of his journey.
Understanding Odysseus’s reasoning requires a detailed examination of his
circumstances, the nature of the monsters, and the broader themes of his
odyssey.

Context of the Strait and the Monsters



The Setting: The Strait Between Scylla and Charybdis

Odysseus and his crew find themselves navigating a narrow strait between two
deadly hazards: Scylla, a six-headed monster lurking on one side, and
Charybdis, a massive whirlpool that threatens to swallow the entire ship on
the other. This stretch of water is notorious for its danger, and 0Odysseus
must choose which peril to confront. Historically and mythologically, sailors
faced this dilemma, knowing that avoiding one monster often meant risking
encounter with the other.

The Nature of the Threats

- Charybdis: A monstrous whirlpool capable of swallowing entire ships,
representing a universal threat of destruction.

- Scylla: A six-headed creature that snatches sailors from the ship’s sides,
killing some crew members but leaving others untouched.

Odysseus’s decision to face Scylla rather than Charybdis is rooted in the
understanding that some loss is inevitable, but total destruction can be
avoided if he chooses the lesser evil.

Why 0Odysseus Decides to Go on Scylla's Side
The Imperative of Strategic Choice

Odysseus’s choice is driven by a strategic assessment of the dangers. His
primary concern is the survival of his remaining crew. Since Charybdis
threatens to destroy the entire ship and all aboard, avoiding it becomes a
priority.

The Mythical and Practical Rationale

1. Avoiding Total Annihilation

Odysseus recognizes that steering closer to Charybdis risks losing everyone,
including himself. The whirlpool is an all-consuming force, and no crew can
survive its pull. Conversely, Scylla, while deadly, can only take a limited
number of men-specifically six, corresponding to her six heads.

2. The Lesser of Two Evils

Odysseus’s decision exemplifies the classical dilemma of choosing between two
dangers. He consciously opts for the option that results in fewer casualties,
accepting that some crew members will be lost. This demonstrates a pragmatic

and realistic approach to leadership under extreme circumstances.

3. Fate and Heroic Responsibility

Odysseus’s choices are also influenced by the idea of fate. The gods have
decreed that some men will die, and 0Odysseus’s role as a leader is to
minimize the overall loss. His decision embodies the heroic duty to safeguard
as many as possible, even at the cost of sacrificing some.



The Role of Homeric Heroism and Wisdom

Odysseus’s decision reflects both his heroism and wisdom. He is portrayed as
a cunning and strategic leader who understands the dangers and makes tough

choices. His willingness to face Scylla instead of Charybdis underscores his
resilience and practical intelligence, qualities celebrated in Greek heroism.

Analyzing the Decision: Theoretical and Literary Perspectives
Literary Significance

In Homer's narrative, 0dysseus’s decision underscores a recurring theme: the
hero’s need to face difficult choices with courage and foresight. The choice
between Scylla and Charybdis symbolizes the broader human dilemma of
balancing risks and benefits.

Theological and Cultural Underpinnings

Ancient Greek culture often depicted heroes as individuals who accept
suffering for the greater good. Odysseus’s willingness to sacrifice some crew
members aligns with this ethos, emphasizing his leadership and the importance
of strategic sacrifice.

The Mechanics of the Choice: How Did Odysseus Decide?
The Specifics of the Encounter

- The Advice of Circe and Other Mythological Sources

Though Homer'’s 0dyssey doesn’t explicitly detail Odysseus’s decision-making
process, other sources and mythological traditions suggest he was advised to
sail closer to Scylla, accepting the loss of a few men, rather than risking
all with Charybdis.

- 0dysseus'’s Personal Judgment

Homer portrays 0dysseus as a keen observer and a leader who understands the
landscape and the nature of his enemies. His decision reflects an assessment
that Scylla, though terrifying, is a manageable threat, especially compared
to the whirlpool.

The Moment of Choice

- Preparation and Courage

As they approach the strait, Odysseus prepares his crew mentally and
emotionally. His leadership during this moment demonstrates his resolve and

strategic thinking.

- The Execution of the Plan



Odysseus steers the ship toward Scylla, knowing that six men will be lost but
that the rest will survive to continue their journey. This decision
emphasizes the hero’s acceptance of the harsh realities of his voyage.

The Broader Implications of 0Odysseus’s Choice
Lessons on Leadership and Moral Dilemmas

Odysseus’s decision symbolizes the difficult choices leaders must face, often
involving sacrifices for the greater good. It highlights the importance of
pragmatism, courage, and foresight in leadership.

The Archetype of the Hero’'s Journey

This moment exemplifies a pivotal point in 0Odysseus’s hero’s journey:
confronting peril head-on, accepting losses, and demonstrating resilience. It
underscores that heroism often involves making morally complex decisions
under pressure.

Summary: Why Did Odysseus Choose To Go On Scylla's Side Of The Strait?

In conclusion, 0Odysseus chooses to go on Scylla's side of the strait because
he recognizes the practical and strategic necessity of avoiding total
annihilation by Charybdis. His decision is grounded in a careful assessment
that sacrificing a few men to Scylla is a lesser evil than risking the entire
ship and crew being swallowed by the whirlpool. This choice exemplifies the
qualities of a wise leader—courageous, pragmatic, and willing to accept
difficult sacrifices for the survival of the majority. It also reflects
broader themes in Greek mythology and literature about heroism, fate, and the
moral complexities faced by those in positions of leadership.

By understanding the context, the risks involved, and 0dysseus’s leadership
qualities, we gain insight into why he deliberately navigates closer to
Scylla, accepting the loss of some crew members as the price for survival and
progress on his arduous journey home.
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