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The Role of Women in The Epic of Gilgamesh, Oedipus Tyrannus, and The Odyssey
In most cases, literature works depict the culture of the historical period from which the works spring. As such, the characterization in any literature work sheds light on the different roles of the characters represented in the work. In view of this, it is inarguable that most authors have focused on the role of women in the cultures within which their work is framed. The characterization of women in literature work is a representation of the treatment and the role of women in the culture from which such literature work originates. This paper will compare and contrast the role of women in three societies as depicted in their characterization in Oedipus Tyrannus, The Epic of Gilgamesh, and The Odyssey.
In Oedipus Tyrannus, the women are depicted to hold an important social status as the mothers, wives, a source of inspiration, and an impetus to noble action by men. Jocasta, the queen of Thebes is the most important representation of women in Oedipus Tyrannus. Her characterization depicts the significant role of the queen in maintaining order and wellbeing of the society. To start with, when her husband Laius dies, and Oedipus saves Thebes from calamity, she fulfills her loyal duty of marrying Oedipus so that he can rule with her, and protect their kingdom and people from calamity. Her authority is depicted when Creon asks the king, “Tell me then Oedipus.Is not my sister, Jocasta, your wife, and are you two not equal rulers of Thebes?” the king answers, “I begrudge Jocasta nothing. What is mine is hers.”  This indeed means that Jocasta holds the same capacity as the king. Her authority is further portrayed when she meets Oedipus and Creon arguing and she scolds “What is all this? What is all this silly squabbling? Are you not ashamed? The whole country is suffering the pains of a horrendous pestilence and you two –here you are… arguing about your petty little affairs”. This passage indicates Jocastar’s wisdom and authority. Alternatively, every mention of women in Oedipus Tyrannus is connected to child-birth. For instance, “…and all our women have become barren,” “no child follows the women’s birth-pains,” “let no god…make your women fertile.” This means that women’s role as wives and child-bearers was considered as important for maintaining the future generations of Thebes. 
Alternatively, the depiction of women in The Epic of Gilgamesh is double-sided, making it hard to define their cultural function precisely. On the one side, women are depicted as temptresses and prostitutes. A good example is priestess Shamhat who is a harlot, and who is used to tame Enkidu. “Find Gilgamesh... Ask him to give you a harlot, she will…, stripped naked; and when he sees her beckoning he will embrace her”. In this case, Shamhat is used to seduce Enkidu. Also, throughout the poem, it is normal for the women to work as prostitutes in the temple of Ishtar the goddess of love as “children of pleasure”. However, women in The Epic of Gilgamesh are also depicted as nurturing mothers, and as impetus to the noble action of men. For instance, before going to any of his quests, Gilgamesh always seeks the blessings of his mother Ninsun. Also, Ninsun voluntarily adopts Enkedu. Also, even though Shamhat is a priest, she manages to tame Enkidu and teach him the ways of the civilized world. Also, Siduri the wine tapper manages to help Gilgamesh with directions in his quest for immortality. Therefore, unlike in Oedipus Tyrannus where women have a clear cultural function as the fabric that holds the society together, the double sided roles of women in The Epic of Gilgamesh makes it hard to define their precise roles.
In The Odyssey, the role of women can be read from the characterization of Penelope, as well as the other queens and women whose husbands have gone to war, “leaving their wives now keeping households under their husbands’ sway.” Most of the queens and wives remain loyal to their husbands for instance, Penelope, Odyssey’s wife manages to remain loyal to her husband. By tricking the stream of her detested suitors so that she does not marry any of them. Besides, in most contexts, the wife is referred together with her children. “his wife and children reverent …his loving wife,… fasting between his wife and many children, …wife and son,… taking joy in my children and loyal wife.” Therefore, just like in Oedipus Tyrannus, all these contexts, the role of the woman as a wife and as the bearer of tomorrow’s generation is recognized. 
Indeed, in The Odyssey and Oedipus Tyrannus, the women are fully realized. For instance, both Queen Penelope and queen Jocasta are depicted as important part of the administration in authority and wisdom. For instance, after realizing that Oedipus was her son she feels really guilty because of her moral and social standing she kills herself. Alternatively, in The Odyssey, Penelope manages to keep all the suitors away until her husband arrives. Both women are judged differently. On the one hand, when they realize that Jocasta got married to her son unintentionally, the Chorus of the elders takes pity on her saying, “such a harsh sadness took her inside.” They do not victimize her. On the other hand, Penelope is victimized because her suitors think that her husband is dead. 
In The Epic of Gilgamesh, the women are stereotyped as having “sexual power” as depicted in the taming of Enkidu, temple prostitution, and the beautification of Ninsun before she presents her petition to the gods. They maintain this role up to the end of the poem. Alternatively, in The Odyssey, Penelope is victimized when she stands her ground of not marrying any of the suitors. She is not depicted as masculine, but the absence of a strong male figure to defend her stance makes her to be harassed by the suitors. In Oedipus Tyrannus, it is expected that Jocasta would stand strong for Thebes and for Oedipus despite the shameful and distressing realization. However, even when she commits suicide, and thus evades her prescribed social role, nobody blames her for her action.
In the three stories, the gods are characterized similarly to human females. in Oedipus Tyrannus, the female gods have a significant role in protecting Thebes and redeeming it from calamities. For instance, when calamity arises, the Chorus of elders call upon goddess and Athen, and goddess Artemis to redeem Thebes as they had done before. In The Epic of Gilgamesh, Ishtar the goddess of love portrays immorality that is depicted in the other women. She is their head, and although she had had five previous lovers, she lusts for Gilgamesh and even proposes to him. In The Odyssey, goddess Athena acts as a source of inspiration for Odyssey, and even as an impetus to his noble action. 
In conclusion, the characterization of women in The Epic of Gilgamesh, Oedipus Tyrannus, and The Odyssey is a depiction of the role women played in the societies from which the stories spring. In The Epic of Gilgamesh, the role of women is double-sided. There are some who are prostitutes and temptresses, while others depict motherly love and are impetus to the protagonists’ noble actions. In Oedipus Tyrannus and The Odyssey, the important role of women as mothers, loyal wives, and impetus to noble actions by male characters is depicted. The women are also fully realized. Nonetheless, in The Odyssey, women are judged dependently on their relationship with males. In the three stories, female gods are characterized similarly to the human females.
