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The Foolish Hero

A Reader Response Analysis of 

Sophocles' Oedipus the King
The Foolish Hero might be an appropriate modern title for Sophocles' Oedipus the King. The protagonist in the play was certainly meant to be a hero, as all main characters in ancient Greek tragedies were. Greek plays of the time concerned themselves only with heroes, either dramatically or satyrically. (Ridgeway, "Origin") In addition, Thebians claimed they descended from mythical heroic beings, the Spartoi, who allegedly emerged from a slain dragon's teeth sowed by the god Cadmus. ("Thebes") Last but not least, the polis of Thebes endowed Oedipus with heroic qualities when they asked him to save them from a plague, just as he had saved them from the Sphinx. ("Oedipus", Prologue) Nowhere do we read that Oedipus has any medical abilities, therefore we must assume that he was supposed to apply some kind of supernatural force to save Thebes, and this is certainly the domain of Greek heroes. Oedipus obviously believed what people said about him, and he appears decidedly arrogant very early in the play.  ("Oedipus") Perhaps this vanity is the catalyst for what follows. Humility is certainly an important lesson that Sophocles wished to impart in his play. The character Creon's last words just before the Chorus closes down the play with a totally different admonition are, "Think no longer that you are in command here, but rather think how, when you were, you served your own destruction." A reader can take this as relating to free will, or as a comment about the self-destructiveness of egocentric power. As to Oedipus' foolishness, it is evident in how he ignores all warnings and fulfills an evil prophecy involving patricide and incest, two very hot subjects for the Greek society of the time that was busy developing sophistication. Oedipus' story was definitely ancient Greek X-rated, containing not just plain violence and sex, but epic deviation thereof. Overall, there is an insidious theme of brutally attacking the mores of an emergent civilization in this play.
The dramatic element that stands out most in the play is of course irony. The irony is so immense that it propels this story into the status of ultimate stereotype Greek tragedy. Modern events are inevitably Greek tragedies when they contain the same extreme amount of irony. A few years ago, the actor Marlon Brando, seeking to remove his daughter from the clutches of someone he considered an unworthy suitor, convinced his son to shoot her boyfriend. The son then went to jail for life and the daughter, who had lost a brother as well as a lover, committed suicide. His distraught wife's family then ostracized Brando himself from his Tahitian island paradise and so he lost everything: his daughter, his son, his personal Eden of a home, his fortune, and his reputation. That was Greek tragedy because the volume of irony was highly reminiscent of that in the tale of Oedipus who fulfilled his own personal ambitions to be a hero and a King by destroying his own family along with himself. 

In this truly dynamic play, the protagonist begins as a rescuer when the Thebians ask him to be their Hero; he then discovers he was a persecutor when he killed his father, King Laius, and he ends as a victim, of his self-mutilation and of expected condemnation by the people of Thebes. Perhaps this switch in and out of the three classic roles of the supposed "drama triangle" does make the play the highly emotional drama that it is. ("Module 4") Anyone seeing the play or reading the story for the first time cannot help but be touched in some way. Perhaps the biggest moral of the story in Oedipus is that satisfying blind ambition can be very expensive. Oedipus physically blinds himself after the denouement in the play; people have speculated for a long time if that was punishment or some other figurative thing. It was probably an act of self-desperation; Oedipus was fed up with himself for his general foolishness, a form of blindness, and specifically for having gratified his desire to be King without seeing who he was affecting. In other words, he recognized that he had already been blind in his thinking and felt it appropriate that he should also be blind in his body.
Today, we look at fate as an interaction between ourselves and the natural processes of the world that we live in. Sophocles and his generation of humans were in the process of developing intellectual thought; they considered fate in the same context as their explanation of everything else around them, that is, as something supernatural. To them, destiny was either an act of god or even a god itself; in fact, in Greek mythology, the Fates or Moirae were a personification of destiny. (Graves)  Thus, everything that we read in the story involving gods means things beyond anybody's control. However, for these Greeks, personification included attributing motive to the gods, and so the play is resplendent with insinuations that Oedipus is simply a toy in the hands of the gods. That neatly would explain his inevitable misfortune. Oedipus himself however, at the final denouement, sees all that has transpired not as accidental or the act of the supernatural, but a consequence of his own folly. 
Perhaps a sin is not a sin if one is unaware of committing it. The revelation stage of the play robs Oedipus of this potential defense. He is guilty of patricide and incest compounded by responsibility for his mother's suicide. Oedipus blinds himself so that he will see no more of his life and pleads for death or ostracism, which in the context of his established identity means another kind of death: a change of identity. Nothing seems better for him right then, if he cannot have death, than to lose his mind, or become someone else. The metaphor of blindness appears liberally in this play and in the end, it means Oedipus would simply like to disappear from the world, turn the lights off, we might say.
Oedipus the story is probably more a paradigm of misjudgment than one of misfortune. The conflict in the play appears to be between free will and fate; however, fate looked at differently may really be a matter of personal judgment: the exercise of free will to commit an error. Sophocles was trying to compel his audience into resolving an intellectual riddle: is it possible that what we deem to be free will is simply when we make the right decisions that produce "good" results and what we call fate is when we make the wrong decisions that lead to "bad" results. We choose good but bad is something that happens to us not by choice. Misjudgment is never intentional; otherwise, it would be mis-something-else. Misjudgment is making a wrong decision while oblivious to what the correct decision would be. For this reason, Sophocles depicts Oedipus as not knowing, during most of the play, that he in fact is the one responsible for Thebes' dilemma. The play peels away the truth piece by piece, scene by scene, until Oedipus in retrospect, finally perceives where he went wrong.
Oedipus did not kill his father King Laius in a highway robbery although various characters report it that way here and there in the play. He killed him in an argument over the right of way at a crossroads near Thebes. ("Oedipus") When Jocasta tells Oedipus this, it is the turning point of the play because he now guesses that he in fact did kill his own father, based on the story Jocasta has just told him about the old prophecy, the son abandoned in the wild, and the slaying of Laius. Varying historical periods received the play very differently. It was even useful to Freud as the basis for a psychological condition that he dubbed the Oedipus Complex, allegedly describing every human's psychosexual progress from infantile parent adoration to mature individual. However, Oedipus' tragic character flaw, or frailty, what Aristotle called Hamartia, ("Bryson") was in fact blindness. He did not see nor hear anything that he did not wish to see nor hear. If we apply a later Judeo-Christian translation of the term, we must ask what Oedipus' "sin" was, the one that got him into so much trouble. ("Bryson") Surely, that sin would have to be Oedipus' vanity, which made him unable to neither see nor hear. That is what unsynchronized him with his world and led him to make several crucial errors in judgment, the pivotal one being to kill a group of strangers at a crossroads just because they insulted his vanity by arguing with him over the right of way.
Oedipus the King is the story of a man searching for himself who is unhappy with what he finds in the end. Sophocles appoints his protagonist to investigate and report all of the truth in the story because Oedipus' challenge is meant to be a voyage of self-discovery. Although the story contains the required beginning, middle, and end, Oedipus the King is an incomplete tragic drama by itself. Sophocles' audience needs to see or read the rest of the trilogy to grasp fully what the story means as well as the intentions of the author.  If the story is meant to evoke fear and pity in the audience, as Aristotle evidently believed ("Module 4") it is only in terms of fearing that we can all make mistakes if we are not careful and we can only pity those who do make them because time and events cannot be changed once they have come to pass. The "implied reader" (Dobie, Glossary) of any Greek Tragedy must surely have been a theater audience composed of moralistic urbanites interested in philosophical thoughts only as an abstract indulgence for idle minds.  Sophocles does not provide answers to the questions he generates for his intellectual audience to ponder. That is the whole idea of his play. To make people think, and react emotionally. Aristotle and Plato both agreed that successful poetry serves a purpose. ("Bryson") The design of Greek tragedies was after all to serve as a mixture of entertainment and moral messaging and the background context was the evolution of civilization through expansion of the human intellect. Oedipus' egocentricity destroyed him; however, his tragic story continues to open the eyes and the ears of the world.   
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