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Opinion

This short opinion extends the discussion of The Odyssey by comparing its representation of the human journey with 
that presented through the contemporary Spider-Man narrative. Although Odysseus and Spider-Man emerge from 
very different cultural and narrative traditions, both protagonists confront physical and psychological challenges, 
experience loss and change, interact with others, and develop through adversity. This analysis contrasts their 
representations of action, psychological development, morality, relationships, and the relationship between words 
and actions. The comparison is interpretive rather than empirical. It argues that the Spider-Man narrative provides 
a more socially and emotionally accessible representation of human development because it places particular 
emphasis on personal change, interpersonal relationships, responsibility, compassion, and the capacity of individuals 
to influence one another. The comparison illustrates how contemporary popular narratives can provide alternative 
frameworks for considering enduring questions concerning human development, agency, responsibility, and the 
human condition.

Abstract

Introduction

The journey of Odysseus has remained an enduring representation of human struggle with adversity, uncertainty, 
responsibility, and change. Contemporary adaptations and reinterpretations of The Odyssey provide opportunities to 
reconsider these themes in relation to modern understandings of the human condition. The continuing adaptability of 
the Odyssey is itself a significant feature of its reception, with contemporary adaptations repeatedly reinterpreting its 
protagonist and his journey in response to changing cultural circumstances [1,2]. A contrasting example can be found in 
the Spider-Man narrative. Although Odysseus and Spider-Man belong to very different cultural and narrative traditions, 
both characters encounter extraordinary circumstances and must respond to challenges that are simultaneously physical, 
psychological, moral, and social. Their journeys therefore provide an interesting basis for comparison. The purpose of 
this short analysis is not to determine which film is technically superior or to provide a conventional film review. Rather, 
it is to consider how two contemporary cinematic representations approach several dimensions of the human journey. 
Particular attention is given to psychological development, moral responsibility, relationships, action and dialogue, and 
the role of the protagonist in determining the direction of the journey.
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A Multidimensional Comparison

Table 1: Contrasting Representations of the Human Journey
Dimension Odysseus Spider-Man

Nature of the journey
A prolonged journey involving physical 
danger, external forces, and encounters 

with fate and divine authority

A continuing process of personal 
development involving physical, 

psychological, moral, and social challenges

Relationship to external 
forces

Frequently confronted by forces beyond 
his immediate control

Increasingly learns to respond to 
circumstances through personal choices and 

relationships

Psychological 
development

Trauma, loss, endurance, and the 
consequences of prolonged adversity

Anxiety, adaptation, maturation, 
responsibility, and learning to cope with 

change

Moral dimension Strongly influenced by fate, duty, divine 
authority, and consequences

Emphasizes responsibility, compassion, 
perseverance, and consequences for others

Role of relationships Relationships contribute to survival, 
identity, and eventual return

Relationships are central to identity, 
development, responsibility, and moral 

growth

Action and dialogue Action is frequently interpreted through 
dialogue and narrative

Action and dialogue work together to 
communicate emotional and moral 

development

Development Development occurs through endurance, 
suffering, experience, and return

Development occurs through experience, 
relationships, choices, responsibility, and 

adaptation

Audience relationship Encourages reflection on an ancient model 
of the heroic journey

Encourages identification with a 
contemporary protagonist undergoing 

continuing personal change
Table 1 summarizes the principal dimensions considered in this analysis.

Action, Experience, and the Human Journey

The two protagonists experience the journey in 
fundamentally different ways. Odysseus is repeatedly 
placed in circumstances in which forces outside his 
immediate control determine the conditions under which 
he must act. His journey is consequently characterized 
by endurance, persistence, survival, and the necessity of 
responding to circumstances that he did not create. Spider-
Man represents a different model. Although the character 
also encounters circumstances beyond his control, his 
development increasingly emphasizes the consequences of 
personal choices. His actions affect other people, and the 
responses of other people affect him in return. The journey 
therefore becomes not merely a movement through 
external circumstances but a process of learning how to live 
with responsibility. This distinction is important because 
the human condition is not composed solely of obstacles. 
It also involves relationships, choices, adaptation, and the 
consequences of one’s actions for other people. A person 
may not control the circumstances in which a challenge 
occurs, but may have some influence over how that 

challenge is interpreted and addressed. The distinction 
between endurance and agency is particularly useful in 
comparing these two narratives. Odysseus repeatedly 
demonstrates the necessity of enduring circumstances 
that exceed his control, whereas Spider-Man is frequently 
presented with situations in which personal choices 
become central to the outcome. The contrast does not 
make one model inherently superior; rather, it highlights 
different ways of representing human agency.

Psychological Development

Psychological development provides another 
significant point of contrast. Nolan’s portrayal of Odysseus 
can be interpreted through the lens of psychological 
distress and the consequences of prolonged trauma. 
This is an interpretive observation rather than a clinical 
diagnosis. The character’s experiences can be understood 
as illustrating how prolonged exposure to danger, loss, 
uncertainty, and separation may influence an individual’s 
psychological state. The eventual return to his wife provides 
a form of resolution. The journey has consequences, but it 
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also reaches a point at which the protagonist can begin to 
return to ordinary human relationships. The Spider-Man 
narrative presents psychological development differently. 
Anxiety and difficulty in dealing with change are also 
present, but they are embedded within a continuing 
process of maturation. The protagonist develops not 
simply by surviving external challenges but by learning 
from them. This distinction produces an important 
difference in the representation of the human condition. 
Survival is necessary, but survival alone does not constitute 
development. Development can also involve reflection, 
adaptation, responsibility, and the ability to recognize how 
one’s actions affect others. Research on moral development 
likewise emphasizes the importance of social relationships 
and the development of concern for others in the formation 
of moral understanding [3].

Moral Development and Human Relationships

The moral dimension is, in my opinion, one of the 
most significant differences between the two narratives.

The Odysseus tradition is deeply connected with 
questions of divine authority, fate, duty, loyalty, justice, and 
the consequences of human actions within a world governed 
by forces larger than the individual. The protagonist’s 
decisions are consequently situated within a moral and 
cosmological framework that extends beyond individual 
preference. Spider-Man provides a more explicitly 
interpersonal model of moral development. Responsibility 
is repeatedly connected with the effects of one’s actions 
on other people. The protagonist learns that individual 
ability creates obligations rather than merely privileges. 
Contemporary scholarship on superhero narratives 
has similarly examined how superhero stories engage 
questions of morality, responsibility, identity, and social 
obligation [4]. This emphasis highlights several virtues: 
hard work, persistence, endurance, kindness, humor, and 
compassion. These qualities are not presented simply as 
abstract moral concepts. They become meaningful through 
relationships and through the consequences of behavior. 
Human beings are social creatures. Consequently, personal 
development cannot be considered entirely apart from 
the communities and relationships in which individuals 
live. Friends, family members, teachers, mentors, and 
other significant people may influence how individuals 
understand themselves and how they respond to adversity. 
Moral development has likewise been associated with 
interpersonal relationships, communication, cooperation, 
and the development of obligations toward others [3]. In 
this respect, Spider-Man offers a particularly accessible 
representation of the idea that human beings develop 
through interaction with others. The protagonist changes, 

but the people around him also influence that change.

Action and Words

The relationship between action and dialogue 
provides another useful point of comparison.

In narratives of the Odysseus type, dialogue frequently 
explains, interprets, or contextualizes action. The audience 
is invited to consider what an action means within a larger 
moral, psychological, or cosmological framework.

The Spider-Man narrative frequently combines action 
and dialogue in a different manner. Humor, emotional 
exchanges, physical action, and interpersonal conflict 
operate simultaneously. The meaning of an action can 
therefore emerge not only from what happens but also 
from how characters respond to one another.

This distinction is important because human 
communication itself consists of more than words. Actions 
communicate intentions, emotions, responsibilities, and 
priorities. Conversely, words can alter the meaning of an 
action by providing context and interpretation.

The combination of action and dialogue can therefore 
become a method for representing psychological and 
moral development rather than merely advancing the plot.

The Social Dimension of the Journey

The contrast also raises a broader question: Is the 
journey primarily something an individual undertakes, 
or is it something experienced with and through other 
people?

Odysseus’s journey is deeply personal, but it is also 
populated by relationships that influence his survival 
and eventual return. His identity cannot be separated 
completely from his relationships with his wife, son, 
companions, enemies, and the gods.

Spider-Man similarly develops through relationships. 
The protagonist’s abilities alone do not determine 
the outcome of his journey. His relationships provide 
knowledge, emotional support, conflict, responsibility, and 
opportunities for moral growth.

This suggests that the human journey should not 
be understood solely as an individual’s struggle against 
external obstacles. It can also be understood as a process 
of learning how to live with others. The broader lesson is 
significant. A functioning society depends not only upon 
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individual strength but also upon cooperation, empathy, 
responsibility, and mutual recognition. Kindness and 
compassion may therefore be understood not merely as 
personal virtues but as social capacities.

A Religious and Cultural Dimension

This interpretation also has a broader cultural and 
religious dimension. The Christian tradition, for example, 
contains numerous narratives emphasizing generosity, 
community, compassion, and responsibility toward others. 
The account of the five loaves and two fish is one such 
example (Matthew 14:13–21). The relevance here is not 
that the two narratives are equivalent. They clearly arise 
from different historical, religious, and cultural contexts. 
Rather, both can prompt reflection on the consequences 
of recognizing the needs of others and on the relationship 
between individual action and collective well-being.

Such comparisons illustrate why popular narratives 
can sometimes provide useful starting points for 
discussions of enduring ethical questions. The purpose is 
not to claim that one narrative proves the truth of another, 
but to identify recurring concerns about human behavior 
across different traditions.

The Continuing Journey

The contrast between Odysseus and Spider-Man 
ultimately concerns more than two fictional protagonists. 
It concerns two ways of imagining the human journey. One 
model emphasizes endurance in the face of forces that are 
frequently beyond the individual’s control. The other places 
greater emphasis on continuing personal development 
through choices, relationships, and responsibility. Both 
models have value. Human beings encounter circumstances 
they cannot control. They experience loss, uncertainty, 
anxiety, failure, and change. At the same time, they possess 
varying degrees of agency. They can learn, adapt, seek 
assistance, reconsider their assumptions, and alter how 
they respond to circumstances. Mentors and relationships 
are particularly important in this process. People often 
learn from other people, but they can also learn from 
literature, history, philosophy, religion, and accumulated 
cultural experience. The journey therefore involves both 
endurance and adaptation. One must sometimes withstand 
circumstances that cannot immediately be changed, while 
at other times one must recognize that change is possible 
and act accordingly.

Conclusion

A metaphor may help explain this opinion.

The Odyssey is, metaphorically, a Tesla: a sleek, 
powerful, technologically advanced vehicle in which the 
passenger experiences an extraordinary journey but has 
limited control over the direction of the trip. By contrast, 
Spider-Man is more like riding in a fully equipped truck, 
with familiar instrumentation and at least some possibility 
of making choices about the journey. The metaphor is 
not intended as a literal comparison of automobiles or 
filmmaking technology. Rather, it expresses two different 
experiences of agency. In the first, the traveler is carried 
through a remarkable sequence of events whose larger 
forces are frequently beyond individual control. In 
the second, the traveler is more directly involved in 
determining how the journey develops.

For me, that distinction is significant.

The Spider-Man narrative provides a more 
participatory representation of the human journey 
because it places considerable emphasis on development 
through relationships, choices, responsibility, compassion, 
and adaptation. The protagonist does not simply overcome 
obstacles; he changes through the process of confronting 
them. The comparison is therefore not simply about 
which film provides greater spectacle or entertainment. 
It concerns how each narrative represents the human 
condition. Odysseus represents endurance, survival, return, 
and the struggle against forces larger than the individual. 
Spider-Man represents continuing development, social 
responsibility, interpersonal relationships, and the 
possibility of change. Both approaches remain relevant. 
Human beings must sometimes endure what they cannot 
control, but they must also learn what they can change and 
how their choices affect others.

For this reason, my judgment favors Spider-Man as 
the more satisfying representation of the human journey.

No contest.
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