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Sophokles' Philoktetes and the Teachings 

of the Sophists: A Counteroffensive 

Unaccommodated man is no more but such a poor, bare, forkt an­
imal as thou art. 

-Wil liam Shakespeare 
The Tragedy of King Lear 

The work of Aeschylus represents, in the trajectory from 
Homer to Plato, the apogee of progressive ideology manifested in a 
form, the tragic trilogy, which was capable of embodying at least the 
utopian hope of forward movement-however painful-out of the 
brutal hierarchies inherited from the past. That past and that hope 
were conceived of in eminently social and political terms, terms to 
which the vast and mysterious conglomeration of forces beyond hu­
man control, the gods, was seen with cautious optimism as somehow 
ultimately ("in time") amenable. The old gods, whose erotic adventures 
with mortals were alleged to be warrants for ruling-class privilege, 
have been swept away along with a whole array of older determinisms. 
Sophokles (496-406 B.C . ) ,  roughly a quarter-century younger than Ae­
schylus, presumably learned much from Aeschylus, against whom he 
won his first victory as a tragedian in 468 B.C .  Yet his extant plays, dat­
ing from the early 440S to the end of his life,  confront the modern 
reader with a fundamentally different sense of the tragic form and a 
disconcertingly different vision of human society and the forces be­
yond human control. 

Sophokles and Aeschylus 

Sophokles' relationship to Aeschylus has been much discussed. Of 
relatively recent treatments, Winnington-Ingram has made the most 
compelling case for the centrality of some Aeschylean issues in Sophok­
les and in particular a significant return to Aeschylean issues at the end 
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of Sophokles' career ( 1 980: 324-2 7) . ' At the same time, Winnington­
Ingram chooses to emphasize as the final and, one may presume, 
somehow dominant characteristic of Sophokles his irony-a perspec­
tive to which "we find little response . . .  among the adherents of any 
optimistic philosophy" (329) .  Winnington-Ingram himself has only a 
little before acknowledged that Aeschylus' own "solution" is "partly in 
terms of society, and of the evolution of society" (325 ;  cf. 1 983 :  1 66-
74) . We thus find within the same eminent critic's assessment both a 
case for significant continuities and, at the most abstract and funda­
mental level of world view, a sharp disjuncture. 

Irony may seem an abstract point indeed at which to begin our con­
sideration of Sophokles, but it has the virtue of raising some funda­
mental questions that any Marxist reading of Sophokles ignores at its 
peril. Winnington-Ingram tries to sum up, on the last page of his study 
of Sophokles, his own sense of Sophoklean irony by giving a few con­
densed instances of situational irony from the plays and repeating the 
phrase, "But the world is like that !" ( 1 980: 329) .  Before we generalize 
an ahistorical world, we need to inquire what an ironic response im­
plies about the social and political world in which Sophokles lived and 
acted and for which he composed some hundred and twenty tragedies 
during his long career. It would be wrong, I believe, to conclude from 
Sophokles' irony that his texts demonstrate any denial or lack of aware­
ness of dramatic changes in the social and political arena. Few would 
deny the centrality of such change in the Ajax or Philoktetes. Rather, the 
irony seems to derive in no small measure from invoking a transcen­
dent realm from which more permanent realities of the world emerge 
as inherently intractable to mere human efforts , either at comprehen­
sion or control. Inscrutable and essentially inaccessible forces beyond 
human control render ironic the human struggles to impose human 
meaning and human values on the world. This at least is what I take to 
be the gist of Winnington-Ingram's view of Sophokles. 2 It is this irony 
with which Winnington-Ingram attempts to transcend the fundamen­
tal contradiction in interpretations of Sophokles between those who 

'I single out for extended comment the work of Winnington-Ingram because he has 
contributed in major ways to our understanding of both Aeschylus and Sophokles. What­
ever my disagreements with him, I have always found his work not only wonderfully 
learned but deeply wise and honest. Though he is dearly unsympathetic to any political 
reading of Sophokles (cf. 1 980: 308-1 1 ) , he acknowledges much of the key evidence in 
the texts. Though he has much sympathy for what he takes to be the religious tenor of 
Sophokles' worldview, he is too good a philologist to ignore the specific Greek words 
used for various divine forces-never falling into that infallible sign of the pietists, the 
use of "God" with a capital G to translate Zeus or Ho theos or hoi theoi or ho daimiin. 

"This seems as well to be the direction of George Steiner's contribution to the discus­
sion of Knox's paper "Sophokles and the Polis" (Knox 1 983:  30). 
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view the plays as justifications of the actions of their massive protago­
nists (the "hero-worshipers") and those who find a religiously inspired 
critique of heroism at the heart of the tragedies (the "pietists" ; 1 980: 9,  
3 2 2-23 ;  see Johansen 1 962 : 1 5 2 ) .  According to Winnington-Ingram, 
the heroes are critiqued from a religious perspective for their "pathol­
ogy of heroism" (305) ,  yet their intransigence in pursuit of retaliation 
for wrongs (the talio) brings them into a unique proximity to that very 
vindictiveness in the gods (326-27) .  

Sophokles' most obvious continuity with Aeschylus, one perhaps too 
easily seen as simply inherent in tragedy, is his focus, again most obvi­
ous in the Ajax and Philoktetes, on figures of massive importance to the 
societies in which they find themselves, figures whose actions have po­
tentially disastrous consequences on their societies. The attributes I at­
tempted to spell out in the preceding chapter as characteristic of the 
aristocratic, ruling-class type in the Oresteia have long been recognized 
as components of most Sophoklean heroes (Knox 1 964 : chaps. 1 ,  2 ;  cf. 
Winnington-Ingram 1 980: 304-6). These characteristics include pride 
in aristocratic birth, exceptional daring (tolme ) ,  and a single-minded 
determination to impose their purposes and perspectives on the world 
without any consideration of the potentially disastrous consequences 
for the society which, in some sense, is radically dependent on them. 
Aeschylus, however, despite attempts by Aristophanes to appropriate 
his name for elitist politics , is scarcely in danger of being perceived as 
a hero worshiper. The emphasis in his texts on the pathology of her­
oism is profound. Many have found grounds to sympathize with and 
excuse Agamemnon. Others have expressed varying degrees of grudg­
ing admiration for Klytemnestra. But not even Orestes risks being per­
ceived as a positive paradigm held up for the audience to admire and, 
to the best of their abilities, emulate. Yet book after book, article after 
article ,  appears committed to this alleged "misreading" of Sophokles' 
heroes. The pietists see Sophokles doing essentially the same thing as 
Aeschylus-dissecting the pathology of the powerful and dangerous 
figures and affirming their ultimate punishment by a wise and just di­
vine order. The ironists, like Winnington-Ingram, seem to find an Ae­
schylean negation of these dangerous aristocratic types but no 
corresponding affirmation of an imaginable alternative. 

This radical break with Aeschylus manifests itself on the formal level 
as well. We alluded earlier to the impossibility of discovering with cer­
tainty whether Aeschylus invented or simply found congenial the form 
of a trilogy of plays on connected themes. What is quite clear at least 
from the surviving plays of Sophokles is that Sophokles did not choose 
to connect three plays. In his extant work there is no place for the au­
dience , or characters in the drama, to take a long view extending be-
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yond the lifetime of the protagonists. To put it differently, for Sophok­
les only the gods can afford the long view. Aeschylean protagonists 
confront grim choices with vast consequences, but the audience is en­
abled by the trilogy form to distance itself from the protagonists and 
focus on the long-term consequences for society as a whole. Sophok­
lean protagonists tend to sweep the audience into the immediate agony 
of their existential choices; the unknowability of the consequences is a 
central element in the "heroism" of the choice. 

Aristotle ,  who tells us that Aeschylus diminished the role of the 
chorus in favor of more interaction between the speaking characters, 
also attributes to Sophokles the addition of the third actor. There is 
a corresponding new diminution of the role of the chorus and an 
escalated emphasis on the clashing interactions of the protagonists. 
To the extent that the chorus represents the interests and perspectives 
of ordinary citizens, we find it strikingly diminished in comparison 
to Aeschylus. 

But perhaps the most remarkable difference between the Aeschylean 
and Sophoklean protagonists is the latters' sense of their profound iso­
lation and alienation from the community of which they were once a 
part (Knox 1 964 : 5 ,  2 1-2 2 ;  Winnington-Ingram 1 980: 305-6). Even 
when, within the dynamics of the play, the chorus are partisans of the 
protagonists , as in the Ajax or Trachiniae, the dramatist is at pains to 
underline the incapacity of the chorus to understand what is at stake 
for the protagonists. Despite the fairly open hostility of the chorus of 
the Agamemnon, Klytemnestra, like Agamemnon himself, functions as if 
she is in control and fully capable of communicating with the chorus. 
Sophoklean protagonists are isolated from that automatic domination 
of the social and political hierarchy that is so characteristic of Aeschyl­
ean heroes. 

If we see Aeschylus as engaging in a fundamental ideological assault 
on the claims of inherited excellence in a context that insists on a world 
changed decisively by democracy, Sophokles, rather than doing the 
same thing, seems to me to be exploring the implications of a world in 
which the old elite has suffered a fundamental ideological critique and 
an institutional displacement. Heroes who are defined and define 
themselves in terms of an inherited phusis, who are eugenes and gen­
naios-the "winners" in every sense for Pindar-in Sophokles are sub­
jected to a withering critique and stripped of all the material and social 
props of their identity-wealth,  power, family, and friends. Most of 
Sophokles' protagonists begin where Aeschylus' protagonists end: de­
feated, socially and politically dead. It is as if Sophokles accepted the 
victory of democracy, granted the validity of much of the Aeschylean 
critique of the scions of wealth and power, yet set about laying the 



270 Sons of the Gods, Children of Earth 

grounds for an ideological counteroffensive. Rather than a simple cel­
ebration of the Pindaric type, Sophokles engages his audience in an 
essentially rhetorical operation in which key points are conceded only 
to prepare the ground for a new basis on which to insist on the need of 
society to be dominated morally and politically by uniquely endowed 
individuals whose very excellences render them impossible for demo­
cratic society. 

Aristocratic Terminology and the Role of the Sophists 

Part of the thematic shift from Aeschylus to Sophokles is reflected in 
a radically different usage of the vocabulary of inherited excellence­
phusus, phuo, eugenes, gennaios, and so on. As Diller long ago pointed 
out ( 1 956) , there is a conscious juxtaposition in the Sophoklean texts of 
different senses and implications of these terms and, more striking, a 
dramatically central consciousness on the part of the protagonists 
themselves about the implications of their inherited natures. In the An­
tigone, for example, the character Antigone perceives and affirms her 
identity aristocratically in terms of her parentage but presents the va­
lidity of that identity as a challenge to her sister: "Such now is your sit­
uation, and soon you will show / Whether your innate nature is noble 
[eugenes pephukas] or you were bred base from noble parents" (Ant. 37-
38) .  Yet Antigone also uses the vocabulary of innate character to de­
scribe her ethical stance in terms that either are purely arbitrary or 
may be understood as a consequence of her gender: "Not to join in ha­
tred, but rather in love is my innate nature" (ephun, 523) .  There is no 
ambiguity about Ismene's definition of her identity in terms of gender 
(gunaikh' hoti / ephumen, 6 1-62) .  Haimon speaks of his natural duty as a 
son (638) ,  and Kreon defines his phusis in terms of his age (726-27) .  
This variety in conceptions of what is "innate" or "natural" for the in­
dividual invites the audience to recognize that this traditional vocabu­
lary is now "up for grabs." At the same time, the development of the 
dramatic action drives us toward associating whatever moral and po­
litical value we find in Antigone'S position with her aristocratic concep­
tion of her phusis. 

Similarly, in the Ajax Ajax's wife offers a strikingly unaristocratic 
conception of nobility (eugeneia, Ajax 485-524).  The audience here too 
is compelled to engage in a battle over the ethical import of this key 
category of social vocabulary. The whole movement of the drama like­
wise compels the audience to judge Ajax in the light of his radically, 
self-consciously aristocratic definition of his inherited nature (Ajax 
430-80, 545-5 1 ) .  I would argue, though I cannot demonstrate it here, 
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that the rhetorical strategies of both these early plays succeed in valo­
rizing the protagonists' seemingly literal affirmations of their inherited 
natures by transforming aristocratic vocabulary into a metaphor for 
some fundamental integrity-an integrity in principle worthy of em­
ulation. De Romilly has ably shown the strain of heroic absolutism in 
Perikles' Thucydidean speeches ( 1 963 : 1 1 0-55) .  This is not to invite a 
simple equivalence between Sophokles and Perikles (see Ehrenberg 
1 954) but rather to suggest that there is nothing inherently improbable 
in such a form of aristocratic demagoguery. What does require further 
investigation is whether the specific form of Sophoklean heroism 
makes a statement fundamentally sympathetic or hostile to the egali­
tarian thrust of democratic ideology. My sense in general is that 
Sophokles' career might be seen in its entirety as thoughtful question­
ing of democratic ideological hegemony by an informed participant 
(Knox 1 983 :  5, 26-27) ,  a questioning haunted by a profound nostalgia 
for the lost Pindaric vision of society ruled by the innately superior sci­
ons of the old propertied families.3 He sees the inadequacy of this 
older vision but finds nothing comparably compelling in the contem­
porary options. His plays thus imply a negation of what he sees as the 
status quo. At the same time, here and there we can see hints of a uto­
pian projection of a new aristocratic order, one in which the truly best 
people-in terms of ethical stature-meet with the appropriate sub­
ordination from their inferiors. 

In discussing Aeschylean dialectic we alluded to the heated chrono­
logical debate over possible sophistic influence. Though such an influ­
ence seems highly probable to me, it is possible that Aeschylus 
independently developed a conception in harmony with key elements 
of an anthropology worked out in detail somewhat later. What is es­
sential , I believe, is to recognize (along with Havelock 1 957) the central 
role of this anthropology in the elaboration of a specifically democratic 
alternative to the aristocratic worldview, an alternative that substitutes 
a common human identity of the children of earth for the hierarchy 
dominated by the sons of gods. 

Sophokles is chronologically the full contemporary of the Sophists 
during the period of their maximum activity and influence ; his re­
sponse to them has been viewed, with few noteworthy exceptions, as 
fundamentally hostile.4 Wilhelm Nestle seems to have set the pattern 

3Knox ( 1 983) makes a compelling case for a consistently hostile presentation of the 
claims of the polis in the Ajax, Antigone, Oedipus Tyrannm, Philoktetes, and Oedipus at 
Colonos but characteristica1ly ignores the issue of class and, in my view, understates the 
relevance of the specifica1ly democratic nature of Athens. 

4Nestle's view is echoed with slight modifications in Busse 1 927 ,  which in turn is cited 
with full approval in Webster 1 936: 52 .  Compare Weinstock 1 937 :  1 3 ,  Bowra 1 965: 272 ,  
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in this century : "He [Sophokles] can go along with it [the Sophistic] a 
little way, namely, when it concerns itself solely with empirical inquiry. 
But as soon as the Sophistic sets about drawing conclusions based on 
the results of its inquiry-conclusions about a worldview and about 
practical conduct-their paths part. The poet then sees in it the open 
enemy" ( 1 9 10 :  1 34 ;  cf. 1 940: 45 1-55) .  Along the same lines, Sophokles 
has more recently been characterized as "the last great exponent of the 
archaic worldview" (Dodds 1 95 1 :  49) .5  In a rather striking departure 
from what one might call the Nestle consensus, Cedric Whitman ar­
gued: "If the Sophistic rationalism destroyed Euripides, its effect on 
Sophocles was quite the reverse . . . .  Sophocles stood his ground and 
thought through the implications of religion as a human invention and 
man as the measure of all things. The grace and power with which his 
intellect moved amid and transcended and rabid theorizing of the 
avantgarde is one of the miracles of artistic history" ( 1 95 1 :  2 2 8-29, 
emphasis added) . Apart from enthusiastic praise by Friis Johansen 
( 1 962 :  1 6 1 ) ,  Whitman's view had apparently little impact.6 

In the following analysis ,  I attempt to take account of Havelock's 
more political analysis of the Sophists ( 1 957) .  In the light of that anal­
ysis, I examine anew the relation of sophistic thought to Sophokles' 
Philoktetes. What emerges is a view of Sophokles that implies neither a 
pious polemic against the Sophists nor a whole-hearted endorsement 
of their fundamental assumptions. Rather, to use Whitman's phrase, 
Sophokles "thought through" a great deal more of the sophistic than 
their attacks on religion or their fascination with rhetoric. In particu­
lar, I believe that he was profoundly influenced by their comprehensive 
materialist analysis of the origin and development of human society 

Ehrenberg 1 954: 64-66, Opstelten 1 952 :  67, Pohlenz 1 954: 1 59-60, Lesky 1 972 :  272 ,  
Kitto 1 958: 63, and Craik 1 980. 

5Dodds goes on to offer a significant qualification : "the true cleavage" marking the 
end of the Archaic age falls "with the rise of the Sophistic Movement . . . .  In his thought, 
though not in his literary technique, Sophokles (save perhaps in his latest plays) still be­
longs to the older world" ( 1 95 1 :  50 n. 1 ) . More recently, Dodds goes out of his way to 
stress his belief that "Sophokles was no humanist, and the Antigone is no Protagorean 
tract for the times" ( 1 973 :  8) .  Winnington-Ingram's "Tragedy and Greek Archaic 
Thought" ( 1 965) is described by its author as a gloss on Dodds's view in The Greeks and the 
Irrational. Though this is far too modest a description, the emphasis is decidedly on the 
more archaic aspects of Sophokles' assumptions. His comment on Knox's Fondation 
Hardt contribution (Knox 1 983 :  33) suggests his continued adherence to this emphasis: 
"Oedipus' violent condemnation of his won polis is a characteristic product of the irra­
tional workings of his thumos, which increases as he approaches the status of a Mros. " 

&r"his is not to say that no one has offered significant qualifications of the traditional 
view. For example, Segal ( 1 963:  38-39; 1 964, 46-66, 1 98 1 :  esp. 9) relates Sophokles' 
view to those of the Sophists along lines similar to my view of the Philoktetes. A. Long 
concludes : "The use he [Sophokles] made of Presocratic thought, the interest he shows 
in sophistic attitudes and arguments exemplify a mind which was completely involved in 
the intellectual life of fifth-century Athens" ( 1 968: 1 66-67). 
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and behavioral patterns, an analysis that had fascinated him at least 
since the time he composed the Antigone. In his hands, however, it is 
scarcely grounds for democratic optimism. It becomes rather an exis­
tential ground on which he lays the foundation for a refurbished aris­
tocratic ideology, and ideology in which "birth" is still an essential 
component, but one that seeks to incorporate a full awareness of all the 
social factors that contribute to the construction of individual character. 

Sophistic Anthropology : Three Stages 

It is difficult not to be deterred from even discussing the Sophists by 
the sheer weight of potential problems : the relative paucity and ambi­
guity of the sources, the often radical differences between the views of 
particular Sophists on particular topics, the limitations of the very 
term "Sophist" in dealing with some important topics that were of in­
terest to almost all presocratic thinkers. 7 Havelock's brilliant presenta­
tion of the case for a more comprehensive and fundamentally 
sympathetic conception of the Sophists met with some intemperate in­
vective (e.g. , L. Strauss 1 959), but generally, almost worse, with wide­
spread disregard. Yet the broad outlines of his thesis, particularly with 
regard to the role of anthropological speculation in the Sophists' con­
ception of society, have been confirmed by the punctilious scholarship 
of Cole and accepted, with only occasional grumblings, by Guthrie.s 

Perhaps, then, we may concentrate on the process of reevaluating the 
relation of the Sophists' thought to that of major fifth-century and, 
as I argue in the next chapter, fourth-century figures. I begin my 
efforts by offering a brief, necessarily schematic summary of the major 

7Hereafter I use "Sophists" to refer to the whole group of relevant presocratic thinkers. 
8Guthrie (HGP 3 . 1 0  n. 1 )  cites with apparent approval Leo Strauss's bizarrely ferocious 

attack ( 1 959) recently embraced by Allan Bloom, who has written an enthusiastic fore­
word to the recent republication of Strauss's essays ( 1 989)' Strauss rejects every major 
thesis of Havelock's book, especially the existence of a significant body of anthropological 
speculation in the fifth century. But Guthrie's own treatment of the Sophists remains 
deeply indebted to Havelock's work and contains (HGP 3.7g-84) a useful appendix of 
passages, ultimately derived from the Sophists, descriptive of human progress. As for 
Cole's work, while some (e.g., Furley 1 970: 147 ;  Dodds 1 973 :  1 1 ) have raised doubts 
about the centrality of Democritos to fifth-century anthropological speculation, there is 
no longer room for the sort of skepticism expressed by Strauss about the comprehen­
siveness, subtlety, and extensive influence of this body of thought in the fifth century. In 
my own discussion I simply cite what I believe is a reasonable sampling of the ancient 
evidence. For a defense of the admittedly unclear relevance of some of these sources, the 
reader may consult the detailed discussions of Havelock ( 1 957 :  esp. 405-20), Cole 
( 1 967), and Guthrie (HGP vol. 3,  esp. 5 1-54 and the bibliography at the end of the vol­
ume). For a provocative reassessment of the contemporary relevance of the Sophists see 
Jarratt 1 99 1 .  
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sophistic views of human society and values in order to set in clear re­
lief both Sophokles' indebtedness and his specific ideological response 
to those views in the Philoktetes. 

For the sake of clarity, the sophistic analysis of society may be divided 
into three stages: the origin of the species and the early struggle to sur­
vive in isolation or relative isolation before the invention of the polis ; 
the establishment of a social compact that enabled the development of 
cities ; and the functioning of contemporary-primarily Athenian­
social , economic, and educational mechanisms.9 

A central feature of the sophistic analysis of society is a materialist 
anthropology, a speculative account of the origin of human society 
based on the assumption that human beings arose from the earth and 
water, began as animals , and like all other animals confronted the prob­
lems of survival with no special metaphysical or supernatural resources 
or direction. 1 O Characteristic of sophistic anthropology is a detailed 
and highly evocative picture of the horrors of human existence at a 
presocial stage of their evolution. 1 1  Isolated and without the natural 
defenses of other animals against predators and the natural elements , 
primitive human beings are pictured as engaged in a desperate strug­
gle to find shelter from storms and the winter's cold as well as to con­
trive weapons for self-defense and for acquiring food, which their 
natural helplessness rendered a perpetual source of anxiety. The de­
velopment of hunting, medicine, and agriculture and, above all, the 
discovery of fire with its associated technologies were presented as the 
chief means of escaping the worst horrors of the battle for survival . In 
the various accounts of this presocial stage, a fairly consistent term i-

9 The so-called great speech of Protagoras in Plato's dialogue of that name, one of the 
most important sources for the sophistic analysis of society, does in fact divide pretty 
clearly into these three stages; see 32oc8-32 2b8 ; 322bg-d5 ; and 32 2d6-328d2 .  In the 
case of Democritos, Cole ( 1 967) posits that many further substages and some forms 
of elemental cooperation (e.g., hunting and agriculture) precede" the full emergence of 
the social stage ; but his far more detailed analysis is not incompatible with the three 
broad stages I describe. In the case of other fifth-century thinkers, the evidence is far 
more fragmentary, but such evidence as there is seems to me to fit well into this general 
pattern. 

IOAnaximander D-K A 30; Xenophanes D-K B 29 and 33 ;  Anaximenes D-K B 3; Arch­
elaus D-K A 4.5 ;  Democritos D-K A 1 39 ;  cf. Plato Prot. 3 2 I c3-4. The kinship with di­
vinity brought in later (322a3-4) does seem extraneous, and Havelock is probably right 
to see platonic contamination there ( 1 957 :  9 1-92). The purely materialist description in 
Diodorus 8.4 of earth's wombs in which embryos form, a passage closely echoed in Lu­
cretius' fifth book, suggests how rigorously even mother earth was stripped of all divin­
ity. It is Pindar, not the Sophists, who insists on the kinship of humans and gods through 
mother earth (Ne. 6. 1-2) .  

"Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 422-68, 476-506; Sophokles Ant. 332-64; Euripides 
Sup. 20 1-1 3 ;  On Ancient Medicine 3 . 20-30; (in Loeb Hippocrates /) ; Plato Prot. 3 2 1 C l-
322b8; Diodorus 1 .8 ;  Moschion, Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta, ed. A. Nauck, rep. 
1 964 [ I 889l , sup. by B .  Snell. Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchh andlung. 
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nology indicates the fundamental ideas. ' " The driving force i s  "need" 
(khreia) or "necessity" (ananki) ; the only relevant human goal , "sur­
vival" (soteria) ;  the sole criterion, what is "useful" (khresimon) ,  "helpful" 
(ophelimon) ,  or "advantageous" (sumpheron) toward the end of "supply­
ing" (porizo) adequate "sustenance" (tTOPhi) and other fundamental 
needs. The decisive human contribution to survival is the "practical in­
telligence" (sophia) that enables human beings to "learn" (manthano, di­
daskomai) from chance "discoveries" (heurisko) and convert them into 
"contrivances" (mekhane) and "technologies" (tekhne) .  

A second stage posited by the sophistic anthropology has frequently 
been described by the term "social contract" or, as Guthrie prefers, "so­
cial compact" (HGP 3 . 1 35 n. 1 ) .  Technology and some minimal coop­
eration might secure the food supply and protection from the 
elements and beasts, but human beings were still prey to the violence 
of other human beings. Accordingly, the survival of the race required 
the establishment of agreed on values and rules of nonaggression (to 
put it most negatively, see Plato Republic 358e l-359b5) or, as the older 
and generally more optimistic thinkers put it, bonds of affection 
(philia) ,  like-mindedness (homonoia) ,  pity (to oikteirein) ,  the substitution 
of persuasion (peithO) for violence (hubris, bia, kratos) ,  the subordination 

"I am aware that all the words here cited are extremely common in nonanthropolog­
ical contexts, and in that sense they do not constitute a special vocabulary. What is note­
worthy is the consistent nexus of ideas revealed by the frequent combination of these 
terms in the anthropological accounts. A portion of Diodorus 1 .8, listed by Diels and 
Kranz among the fragments of Democritos (elaborately defended in Cole 1 967, but put 
earlier by Guthrie, HGP 1 .69, n .  1 ) ,  suggests the character of this material: "But the first 
men to be born, they say, led an undisciplined and bestial [theriOdei] life, setting out one 
by one [sporaden] to secure their sustenance and taking for their food both the tenderest 
herbs and the fruits of wild trees. Then since they were attacked by the wild beasts, they 
came to each other's aid, being instructed by expediency [hupo tou sumpherontos didasko­
menous], and when gathered together in this way by reason of their fear, they gradually 
came to recognize their mutual characteristics. And though the sounds [tis PhOnes] which 
they made were at first unintelligible and indistinct, yet gradually they came to give ar­
ticulation to their speech, and by agreeing with each other upon the symbols for each 
thing which presented itself to them, made known among themselves the significance 
which was to be attached to each term . . . .  Now the first men, since none of the things 
useful for life [tOn pros bion khresimiin] had yet been discovered [heuremenou],  led a 
wretched existence, having no clothing to cover them, knowing not the use of dwelling 
and fire, and also being totally ignorant of cultivated food . . . .  Consequently large num­
bers of them perished in the winters because of the cold and the lack of food. Little by 
little, however, experience taught them [hupo tis peiras didaskomenous] both to take to the 
caves in winter and to store such fruits as could be preserved. And when they had be­
come acquainted with fire and other useful things [khresimiin], the arts [tekhnas] also and 
whatever else is capable of furthering man's social life [ta dunamena ton koinon hion 
iiphelesai] were gradually discovered [heurethenai] . Indeed, speaking generally, in all 
things it was necessity [ten khreian] itself that became man's teacher [didaskalon] ,  supply­
ing in appropriate fashion instruction [matkesin] in every matter to a creature which was 
well endowed by nature [euphuei] and had, as its assistants for every purpose, hands and 
speech [logon] and sagacity of mind [psuches ankhinoian] .  (Loeb translation) 
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of narrowly conceived self-interest (kerdos, to sumpheron) to respect 
(aidos) for others, right conduct (dike) , and a sense of the common good 
(to koinon, to ksunon) .  1 3 The development of language itself out of inar­
ticulate cries seems associated with this phase in some sources, and oth­
ers include the development of religion. 1 4 Though some later fifth­
century thinkers may have presented this contract stage as a conspiracy 
of the weak and inferior majority to protect themselves from the su­
perior and stronger few, I believe it is legitimate to say that the dom­
inant note in the accounts of this stage is a benign and idealistic 
emphasis on the natural unity of the human species, a celebration of 
all the ties that bind. ' 5  

I n  the most complete accounts we have of this early anthropolog­
ical speculation, the lessons and terminology of the first and second 
stages are applied to the new realities of the contemporary Greek 

' 3Affection : Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 1 1 , 1 23 ;  Plato Prot. 322C I-3 ; Democritos D-K 
B 1 86, with Cole's discussion ( 1 967:  1 1 7) ;  Aristotle EN 8. 1 1 5925-1 1 62 1 4, with Cole's dis­
cussion ( 1 967 : 1 34-38). Like-mindedness: Democritos D-K B 1 86, 250, 255;  Gorgias D­
K B8;  Thrasymachos D-K B I ;  Antiphon D-K A 2, B 44a. Pity : Aeschylus Prometheus 
Bound 239 (the hero's sole motive in helping humankind), see 68, 238,  246, 352 ,  435, 648 
for the persistence of the motif; Democritos D-K B 255, see also B 107a and 293 with 
Havelock's discussion ( 1 957 :  1 44). Persuasion instead of force: Democritos D-K B 1 8 1 ;  
Gorgias D-K 1 1 .8 ;  see also Plato Corg. 452d5-e4, Prot. 337a2-b2 (parody of Prodicus) 
and 337c7-338al (parody of Hippias) ;  Anon. lamb. 6-7 (see Cole 1 960) .  Association of 
ethics with the common good: Plato Prot. 32 2C2-5 , e2-323a4 ;  Democritos D-K B 1 79, 
252 , 293; Anon. lamb. 6-7. 

' 4Language: Sophokles Ant. 353-56, whereas in Diodorus 1 .8,3 it precedes fire. Reli­
gion : Prodicus D-K B 5; Kritias D-K 25.9- 1 5  = TrCF 43 F I 9  (Snell). It is striking that the 
Democritean account preserved in Diodorus Siculus 1 .7-8 does not include religion de­
spite the author's interest in the topic once he switches to other sources. I therefore find 
it extremely misleading that Segal begins his lengthy account of the Philoktetes by an im­
plicit indictment of the hero's lack of religion : "In creating a hero whose struggle for 
survival reflects early man's establishment of civilization, he [Sophokles] omits the insti­
tution of worship, a fundamental point in fifth-century speCUlation on the origin of cul­
ture. In this respect, as in others too, the hero is agrios" ( 1 98 1 :  292 emphasis added). 
Included in Segal's evidence is a clearly Egyptian section in Diodorus ( 1 . 1 6. 1 ) . I would 
say that the most fundamental feature of these accounts is their materialism,  not their 
occasional rationalist account of the origin of religion. It might be more pertinent to note 
that the first references to religion in the play evoke the purely formal piety that is al­
leged in justification of the inhuman marooning of Philoktetes (Ph. 8-1 1 ) . A similarly 
misleading emphasis on religion later on in Segal enlists the dubious support of Homeric 
Hymn 20 to give the impression that "in the anthropology of the Sophists early man 
'dwelt in mountainous caves and sunless gullies' (Moschion, frag. 6.4-6, Nauck) , 'like 
beasts' (Homeric Hymn 20) until Athena and Hephaestus taught them the 'shining 
works' of civilization" ( 1 98 1 :  298). The point of most sophistic accounts-and, I argue, 
of Sophokles' Philoktetes-is that human beings wrested life from nature without any "gra­
ciousness and benevolence of the gods" (cf. 1 98 1 :  295)' 

'5Plato's Kallikles in the Corgias (483b4-c6) describes the social contract so forcefully 
in negative terms that generations of classicists have been convinced that Kallikles is 
the most accurate articulation of the sophistic view. Indeed, Lintott sees the Sophists 
only in connection with the "philosophical background to the oligarchic movement" 
( 1 982 :  1 68-73)· 
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and specifically Athenian society. Here again ,  toward the later part 
of the fifth century, views expressing deep disillusion or extreme 
cynicism are associated with specific Sophists and presented as typi­
cal , yet the evidence indicates that the major proponents of anthro­
pological theories applied them to a fundamentally optimistic, even 
utopian, analysis of Athenian society. Democracy, with its egalitarian 
thrust and structural dependence on verbal persuasion in the assem­
bly, was felt to be in harmony with the anthropological facts of the 
human condition : the necessity for cooperation, mutual respect, and 
the substitution of persuasion for force. 1 6 The same general sen­
timents seem to underlie the call for pan hellenic unity based on 
broadly conceived notions of kinship often associated with the So­
phists. 1 7 The importance of persuasion and the general celebration 
of human intelligence in anthropology validated the primary activ­
ity of the "Sophist" in the narrowest sense of the term, teaching 
rhetoric and political science to those who aspired to power in the 
democracy. 1 8 

The Sophists' egalitarian perspective and pragmatic analysis of the 
socialization process, education in the broadest sense of the term, often 
led to a marked disparagement of the claims of the aristocracy to in­
herited excellence. 1 9 Moreover, the practical , utilitarian, and generally 
materialist assumptions underlying the anthropological analysis of hu­
man progress readily lent themselves to a relativist analysis of ethics 
based on enlightened self-interest or hedonistic calculus and, corre­
spondingly, a distrust of absolutist values supported by traditional an­
thropomorphic religion. 20 At the same time, traditional religious views 

. 6Protagoras' whole "Great Speech" is specifically called forth in defense of the dem­
ocratic practice of the Athenian assembly (Prot. 3 1 9b5-d7). The fact that the author of 
the Proml!theus Bound casts the enemy of human culture and technological advancement 
as a tyrant is in keeping with the general pro-democratic bias of the anthropological 
thinkers ; cf. Democritos D-K B 252 .  

' 7Gorgias D-K B 8a ;  Plato Prot. 337c7-338al. 
. 8The Protagoras makes the dearest connection between the anthropology, in which 

politiki tekhni is presented as essential to survival (322b6-7) ,  and the actual content 
of the Sophist's teaching (3 1 83e5-3 1 ga7). Democritos' description of education as 
a means of building soterii for one's possessions and life has an anthropological 
ring (D-K B 280). 

' 9Democritos D-K B 57, 242 , 33 (on this see Vlastos I g46: 55-56) ; Kritias D-K B g;  
Antiphon D-K B 60.  Protagoras D-K B 3 seems moderate on this issue, but in Plato's 
dialogue the whole thrust of the Sophist's analysis of the socialization process is to dem­
onstrate its priority over inherited characteristics. Moreover, like Democritos D-K B 56, 
85, 109, 1 83) ,  he undercuts the special pride of aristocratic birth by using such terms as 
phusis, aphues, and euphues to designate natural endowments that are not associated with 
descent from a particular family line hut a matter of chance (e.g., 327h4-c3); see Adkins 
1 970: 94· 

2°Democritos D-K B 7 1 , 74, 76, 1 7 2 ,  1 73 ,  1 88,  2 1 1 , 2 1 g, 235 ,  237 ;  Plato Prot. 334a3-
c6 ; Dissoi Logoi. 



278 Sons of the Gods, Children of Earth 

and traditional values seem most often to have been reinterpreted and 
redefined rather than openly repudiated. 2 1 

The late fifth-century stereotype-later elaborated by Plato-of the 
Sophist as a self-seeking, double-talking relativist, a dangerous atheist 
committed to corrupting the minds of the young for exorbitant fees, 
may represent a logical, but not necessarily inevitable, development 
from the philosophical assumptions of the anthropologically oriented 
older Sophists. The impact of a long war on any sort of optimism and 
human kindness is surely a more relevant consideration than the usual 
cliches about the Sophists ruining Athens (Muir 1 985 :  1 9 1-93) .  In any 
case, as I hope my analysis demonstrates, Sophokles was not simply af­
fected by that later development but also clearly grasped and was 
deeply impressed by the entire three-stage conception of human soci­
ety and human values. Indeed, as I try to demonstrate, it is tempting to 
read Sophokles' play as a conscious juxtaposition of the humane vision 
of the older Sophists with the brutal instrumentalism of their late fifth­
century followers. 

Sophokles' Response : Transforming Anthropology into Drama 

Sophokles was a poet, a dramatist-not a philosopher, political sci­
entist, or a pamphleteer. Insofar as sophistic thought is present in his 
work it is indirectly present in the form of broad homologies between 
philosophical arguments and dramatic representations. These are 
created through the fullest possible exploitation of the fundamental 
elements of Sophokles' chosen medium-through plot choice and con­
struction ; setting; imagery both verbal and visual ; verbal sound effects ; 
characterization through action, interaction, speech, silence, and even 
inarticulate sound. Too many discussions of this play seem based on 
the assumption that the sole intention of this poet's careful artistry was 
to entertain his audience with a good play, as though the meaning of 
"entertainment" and "good" drama for Sophokles' audience in 409 B.C .  
was self-explanatory and inherently nonpolitical . Thus innovations in 
the myth are, we are told, designed to create intrigue, heighten dra­
matic or ironic tensions, endow the plot with concentration, or simply 

· ·On the general topic. see Guthrie HGP 3: chap. 9. On Democritos' use of religious 
language. see Vlastos 1 945 : 58 1-82 .  Prodicus does appear to have been a radical atheist; 
see Henrichs 1 975 :  1 07-15 .  Apropos of Protagoras' allegedly equivocal religious views, 
Dodds aptly quotes Diogenes of Oenoanda: "To say that you have no means of know­
ing whether gods exist amounts in practice to saying that you know they do not exist" 
( 1 973 :  97)· 
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"make a good scene.""" Although I yield to no one in my admiration 
for Sophokles' mastery of his medium, and I concede readily that I 
have learned much from such discussions, intention conceived at so 
low a level seems to me worse than a fallacy. "Pure art" is a dubious 
concept at best for any period; it is a flagrant absurdity in dealing with 
the drama of fifth-century Athens. Ironically, it is only in the case of 
Sophokles that scholars have been tempted to claim that here was a 
poet who achieved a proper Parnassian distance from the intellectual, 
social , and political revolutions that absorbed his contemporaries. In­
deed, it is worth asking whether the impression Sophokles gives of a 
Homeric remoteness from his own times is not itself one of his most 
successful ideological effects. 

Adequate consideration of the text itself must include the poet's use 
of and departures from traditional material known to his audience. It 
must also include the connotations for a contemporary audience of 
the word- and image-clusters he uses. Such consideration in turn in­
volves awareness of the social and political realities shared by the poet 
and his audience. Though Sophokles' relation to these realities is often 
far subtler than in the case of his fellow dramatists , it is no less genuine 
and profound. 

" "T. Wilamowitz and his spiritual descendent Waldock are often taken to task for an 
approach directed purely at dramatic technique (e.g. , on the former, see Schmidt 1 973 :  
51  n. 28) .  Yet too often their detractors really only berate them for daring to criticize 
Sophokles from that perspective. Schmidt devotes considerable space, and admittedly it 
is one of the more useful aspects of his dissertation, to demonstrating Sophokles' artistic 
mastery in the Philoktetes by comparative analysis of roughly paralleled or contrasted 
scenes in other plays by Sophokles. Schlesinger ( 1 968), who like Shucard ( 1 974: 1 33-38) 
is primarily concerned with "intrigue," is much indebted to Knox's 1 964 analysis of the 
plot structure in terms of the relations among persuasion (peithii) ,  force (ma), and deceit 
(dolos) .  Innovations in the plot or difficult actions are viewed as a means for the "dra­
matist to heighten the tension" (99) or "to bring into prominence the end of the plot 
focused on intrigue" ( 106).  Gellie ( 1 972)  is perhaps most fully in the tradition of T. Wil­
amowitz and Waldock: "At this point the play badly needs an injection of new material 
for the principal characters to chew on. . . . Whatever its weaknesses, the scene plays 
well" ( 1 42) .  Spira ( 1 960) , whose point of departure ( 1 2) is a defense of Sophokles spe­
cifically against T. Wilamowitz's denunciation of the deus ex machina, speaks on one level 
of the necessity of bringing in "a new theme (Motif) once the themes set forth in the 
exposition are exhausted (erschopft)" (29). On another equally abstract level he empha­
sizes the "poet's interest in character-drawing" which explain Sophokles' willingness to 
bring the action to an "absurdity" (30) before resorting to the deus. Character drawing, 
like plots and intrigue, thus emerges as a self-explanatory interest; and the implications 
of the particular characters drawn for the realities facing Sophokles' audience are pre­
sumably as irrelevant as the implications of an image of life dominated by intrigue. How­
ever, pace Craik ( 1 979), a representation of life dominated by radical, unanticipated 
reversals of fortune and by the machinations of subhumanly vicious people may say more 
about the actual life experience of the audience than an ahistorical quest for novelty on 
the part of late fifth-century tragedians. 
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The broad outlines of the plot of the Philoktetes are clear in the brief 
allusion to Philoktetes in the catalogue of ships of the Iliad: 

Those who had as their portion Methone and Thaumakie 
And held Meliboia and harsh Olizon, 
Over these Philoktes ruled, knowing well the bow­
Seven ships of them. Fifty rowers embarked in 
Each, knowing well the bow for fighting by might. 
But he lay on an island suffering mighty pains, 
On very holy Lemnos, where the sons of the Achaeans left him. 
Afficted with a bad wound from a destructive-minded water snake. 
There he lay in agony. But soon the Argives beside their ships 
Were about to remember Lord Philoktetes. 

The Odyssey tells us that Philoktetes was among that happy few heroes 
who returned safely home from Troy (3 . 1 90), and Odysseus boasts that 
at Troy "only Philoktetes surpassed me with the bow" (8 . 2 1 9-20) . Pro­
clus' summary of the Little Iliad fills in the tantalizing gap between the 
two Homeric poems, explaining how the abandoned, suffering hero 
became a pattern of final success : "Odysseus,  after making an ambush, 
captures Helenos ; and after the latter made a prophecy about the cap­
ture of Troy, Diomedes brings Philoktetes back from Lemnos" (Homen 
Opera 5 . 1 06). From Diochrysostom (49 and 52 )  we find out about the 
lost tragedies of Aeschylus and Euripides on the subject. Aeschylus has 
Odysseus, not Diomedes, bring back Philoktetes , and Euripides, whose 
play is dated 43 1 B .C . ,  combines the epic and Aeschylean versions by 
having both Odysseus and Diomedes bring him back. 

To sketch broadly my argument in advance, I believe that Sophokles' 
two major innovations in the myth-first, the presentation of an un­
inhabited Lemnos, and second, the inclusion of Neoptolemos-reflect 
a conscious attempt to juxtapose dramatically the three stages of the 
sophistic analysis of society. 23 The first stage is concentrated in the full 
presentation of Philoktetes' battle to survive on Lemnos in total isola­
tion with the sole aid of his bow and the knowledge of fire making. 

23Schlesinger with some justice presents the use of the deus ex machina at the end of 
the play as Sophokles' third major innovation ( 1 968: 1 0 1-2) .  As should emerge clearly in 
the following discussion, Sophokles' use of Herakles grows organically from the poet's 
complex examination of and response to the Sophists' view of society. This "innovation" 
in my view is thus a direct if not inevitable consequence of the two logically prior inno­
vations. But however one interprets the scene, or however drastically the scene affects 
one's understanding of the play, it remains a dramatic surprise at the very end of the play 
and takes up at most one twenty-fourth of the dramatic action . The desolation of Lem­
nos and the addition of Neoptolemos are introduced with heavy emphasis in the opening 
lines of the play and are dramatically relevant virtually every minute of the play. 
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This stage grimly returns in the later part of the play when lyric la­
ments evoke the imminent death of Philoktetes through starvation or 
from predatory beasts due to the absence of his bow. The second stage 
is dramatized in the bonds-both real and feigned-established be­
tween Philoktetes and, chiefly, Neoptolemos, but also, more ambiv­
alently, the chorus. The third stage, the only one for which a t:elation to 
sophistic thought has received much critical attention, is focused in the 
figure of Odysseus and emerges in the educational relationship to 
Neoptolemos and in his role of spokesman for the state in his dealings 
with Philoktetes. 24 

Though the three stages of sophistic anthropology profoundly affect 
Sophokles' structuring and development of the traditional myth, he 
transforms the ideas of the Sophists in such a way as to offer his audi­
ence a passionate and highly personal affirmation of a reformed ver­
sion of traditional aristocratic absolutism. Some critics who perceive at 
least some of the contemporary reference in this play conclude that the 
form itself is thereby diminished, that the Philoktetes is "a tragedy of less 
than complete seriousness" since "topicality of reference has little place 
in high tragedy" (Craik 1 980: 247) . 25 A final answer to such a charge is 
perhaps precluded by the inevitable circularity of genre definitions: 
one deduces what the genre is from a specific, limited set of examples, 
then excludes from the genre instances that do not fit those deduc­
tions. On this basis, the Prometheus Bound with its burden of anthropo­
logical (Havelock 1 957 :  52-65) and political theory (Podlecki 1 966a : 
1 0 1-2 2)  is not a tragedy, and of course our only surviving trilogy, the 
Oresteia, ends with a play marred by a happy ending. But the issue of 
how much and what kind of topicality was acceptable to a fifth-century 
audience is a legitimate one. Phrynikhos, the tragedian who was fined 

24Segal ( 1 98 1 ) ,  as noted earlier, does deal extensively with the role of the Sophists' 
thought in the Philoktetes. Though there is much I admire in his two long chapters on the 
play, I do find myself at odds with the general aura of depoliticized spirituality in which 
he casts the issues. 

251 believe that Craik fundamentally misinterprets the issue of comic moments in the 
play by ignoring the complex class role of comedy in fifth-century Greece. It is inade­
quate, for example, to argue that, because Herakles-the most prestigious of Greek He­
roes for Homer and Pindar-is regularly mocked and debased in peasant-oriented 
comedy, the hero has therefore been decisively stripped of all grandeur and prestige : 
"The very appearance of the god would tend to raise a laugh" (Craik 1 979: 26) .  If this 
were the case, Alexander's efforts some seventy-five years later to cloak himself in the 
aura of Herakles (Pollitt 1 986: 20, 26, 38, 50-5 1 )  would be unintelligible. Rather, Her­
akles is clearly a major site of ideological struggle sought and challenged as a paradigm 
by contending classes. The very convention of satyr plays burlesquing the heroes of trag­
edy suggests that designating a hero as exclusively or primarily comic is questionable. In 
the case of Philoktetes, Craik can cite only one instance of a comic representation before 
Sophokles' play, but this does not deter her from concluding that "neither Odysseus nor 
Philoktetes was a high tragic figure" ( 1 979: 25) .  
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for producing a play about the capture of Miletus (494 B.C . ;  Herodotus 
6 .2 1 )  soon after the event, may well have reinforced the tendency to 
draw plots from the politically safer body of Mycenaean myth, a ten­
dency already clear in the titles (e.g. , Pentheus and Contest of Pelias) as­
cribed to Thespis by Suidas. But as Knox has argued, it was Aeschylus, 
the so-called father of tragedy, who consistently "impose[d] on this 
primitive material [Greek myth] the contemporary framework of the 
polis-still ruled by kings as in the saga but reminiscent in many sug­
gestive details of the polis in which the audience lived" ( 1 983 :  6; see also 
Taplin on Phrynikos in Knox 1 983 :  36) . Sophokles inherited and ad­
hered to this fusion of the mythic and the contemporary. Given both 
the dangers of Athenian political life (ostracism and heavy fines are 
only the most obvious) and the almost constant wars in which Athens 
was engaged, the myth of Philoktetes-the abused hero who somehow 
must be reintegrated into the society that has abused him-might be 
said to have had an inherently contemporary appeal. The tantalizing 
hints of Diochrysostom about the versions of Aeschylus and Euripides 
make clear the heavily political appeal of the myth ; and the date of 
Euripides' version, on the eve of the outbreak of war (43 1 B.C . ) ,  is es­
pecially suggestive . 26 But whether Sophokles' infusion of sophistic doc­
trine detracts from or deepens the appeal of the myth can only be 
answered by a detailed reading of the play itself. 

The Primitive Struggle for Survival 

The absence of human inhabitants on Sophokles' Lemnos (Ph. 2 ,  
2 2 1 )  and even o f  seaports ( 2 2 1 ,  302) i s  a drastic innovation contradict­
ing Homer, Aeschylus and Euripides, and the common knowledge of 
every member of the audience. 2 7  The reasons usually offered seem in-

.6Dio even refers to the political emphasis (to politikon, Or. 52 . 1 5 ,  though the Loeb 
translator renders it as "urbanity") .  In any case, his paraphrase of the prologue of Eu­
ripides' version in Or. 59 has Odysseus speak of "toiling on behalf of the common salva­
tion and victory." 

.7See Jebb's commentary on verses 2 and 302 and intro xxx-xxxi. Obviously embar­
rassed by the innovation, he suggests, citing a scholiast, that Sophokles may have as­
sumed that the size of the island would make it possible for Philoktetes to think it was 
uninhabited though in fact it was not. Nothing in the text supports this view, and the 
silence of both Neoptolemos and Odysseus about any other inhabitants strongly militates 
against it. Nonetheless Maguinness ( 1 958) defends his proposed emendation of line 546 
(reading pedou for pedon, giving the new sense "off the same part of the land") on Jebb's 
literal-minded assumption that Sophokles could not possibly have implied that the island 
was unfrequented by ships. Albert Henrichs has called my attention to ancient lexi­
graphical explanations of the epithet amikhthaloeis applied to Lemnos at II. 24.753 as 
meaning a-limenos. Jebb on Ph. 302 comments that the epithet was probably understood 
in antiquity as "inhospitable." Since serious debate over the precise meanings of rare and 
synonymous words began in the fifth-century among the Sophists (see Plato's malicious 
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adequate. The isolation of the hero is  seen primarily as contributing to 
the pathos of his situation and perhaps better justifying his extreme 
resentment against those who marooned him there. Others find a sym­
bol for an alleged psychological flaw in the hero. Still others see merely 
an attempt by Sophokles to avoid by this daring device the infelicities 
in the dramatic presentations of his predecessors. The extraordinarily 
persistent focus on the physical setting is described as romantic color­
ing and perhaps even as compensation for the inadequacy of the 
plot. 28 To be sure , any such element is overdetermined, but I suggest 
that Sophokles , in presenting Philoktetes' battle for survival in utter 
isolation from other human beings, is primarily offering an image of 
the human condition that derives ultimately from the Sophists' spec­
ulations about the conditions of human life in the primitive, presocial 
stage. The constantly recurring references in the play to beasts, cave 
dwelling, rocks, weather, the difficulties of obtaining food, the absence 
of all but the most primitive herbal medicine, and the pathos of isola­
tion keep relentlessly before the audience the most basic conditions of 
the presocial struggle to survive. 

The opening lines of the play do not merely identify the setting, they 
underline its total lack of human inhabitants with emphatic fullness : 
"This is the shore of a sea-girt land, I Lemnos, untrod on, uninhabited 
by mortals" (Ph. 1-2 ) .  Odysseus describes Philoktetes' rocky cave home 
in terms of two basic necessities of survival : protection against the ex­
tremes of weather (psukhei . . .  therei, 1 6-1 7) and supply of water (poton 
krenaion, 2 1 ) .  Neoptolemos' examination reveals that the cave is empty, 
but his phrase assumes the cave's function as a human dwelling (kenen 
owsin anthropon dikha, 32 ) ;  and Odysseus' next question focuses on the 
whole range of factors that would distinguish this cave as a human hab­
itation (oud' endon oikopoios esti tis trophe, 32 ) .  Neoptolemos first finds 
evidence of the most primitive bedding, the impress on leaves, then 
more decisive evidence of human presence : crude technology (phlaur­
ourgou tinosltekhnemat' andros) and materials for making fire (35-36) . 
The only reasons Neoptolemos and Odysseus can imagine for his absence 
are either need for food (phorbis, 43) or relief of pain, and the latter 
suggests the most primitive medicine achieved by mental observation, 

parody of Prodicus at Prot. 337a l-Q), it is possible that Sophokles was aware of these 
views of the word in fl. 24.753. But this takes us no nearer explaining away Il. 7 .467, 
14 . 230, or 2 1 .40, 58, 79, or for that matter the context of 24.753, which clearly involves 
commercial activity on Lemnos. 

2SPathos : Pohlenz 1 954: 386; Kitto 1 956: 1 1 5 ;  Opstelten 1 952 :  1 07 ;  Segal 1 963 : 38-
39; Mursurillo 1 967:  1 2 2 ;  Ronnet 1 969: 239, 254. Psychological flaw: Feder 1 963 : 40-
4 1 ;  Biggs 1 966: 234; Gellie 1 972 :  1 45 ;  Segal 1 98 1 :  esp. 292. Avoidance of predecessors' 
infelicities: Jebb on line 2 ;  Opstelten 1 95 2 :  1 07 ;  Letters 1 953 :  273 ;  Kitto 1 96 1 :  3 2 1 .  Ro­
mantic coloring: Letters 1 953 :  273 .  Inadequacy of plot: Waldock 1 966: 208. 
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namely, "some pain-killing leaf" (44) . Thus the prologue introduces 
Philoktetes in terms of the primitiveness of the conditions in which he 
must struggle to survive. 

Despite what seems a dramatically adequate description of his cave 
home in the prologue, a primary focus of the ensuing dialogue be­
tween Neoptolemos and the chorus is the nature of Philoktetes' cave 
and the harsh conditions of his existence. Neoptolemos invites them to 
examine the place ( 1 44-46) ; then they ask-with redundancy remark­
able even for a Greek chorus-what his dwelling is like : "What sort of 
chamber [aulas] does he dwell in as a resident . . . .  What's his home [he­
dra] ?" ( 1 5 2-58) .  If one adds to this Neoptolemos' preceding reference 
to melathrOn ( 1 47) and his reply ("you see a home [oikon] that's a rocky 
place to sleep [koites] , 1 59) ,  one almost gets the bizarre idea that 
Sophokles was trying to offer a survey of all the possible Greek terms 
for dwelling! This is not, however, mere elegant variation ; it functions 
as a means of giving the greatest possible emphasis to the harsh con­
ditions of Philoktetes' struggle to survive-conditions explored in the 
lyric dialogue that follows ( 1 60-1 76). 

Neoptolemos repeats and expands Odysseus' earlier inference that 
Philoktetes' absence must result from his need for food (phorbes khreia) .  
The "essential character of  his life" (biotis . . . phusin) consists wholly in 
this quest for food through hunting wild beasts (therobolounta) ,  and his 
total isolation is imagistically focused in his lack of anyone to heal his 
ills ( 1 67-68) . The chorus picks up and expands this grim evocation of 
Philoktetes' isolation. He is devoid of both human companionship and 
aid, he is "always alone" and is "at a loss in the face of each need [khre­
ias] as it arises." The repetition of khreia so soon after phorbes khreias 
reinforces the focus on the absolute necessities of survival . In this con­
text the chorus asks the question that embodies a major dramatic in­
terest in the first half of the play : "How in the world does the poor 
man endure?" 

Most editors print 0 palamai theOn at line 1 77 ,  that is, a purely con­
ventional exclamation at the mysterious devices of the gods. But if the 
manuscript reading of the next phrase (0 palamai thneton, "0 the de­
vices of mortals !") is correct, the words express the chorus's admiration 
for the human resourcefulness to which they attribute Philoktetes' 
survival . 29 The chorus's ensuing lament ( 1 80-1 90) focuses once more 
on Philoktetes as "unaccommodated man" (pantOn ammoros en bioi) .  His 
isolation is again stressed, but this time the idea is expanded on by the 

29Jebb, Webster ( 1 970), and Dawe ( 1 985) all accept Lachmann's emendation theon ("of 
the gods") for thnetOn; but Jebb at least recognizes the true force of the manuscript read­
ing: "0 palamai thnetOn, if sound, would mean 'the resources of men' (as shown by Philoc­
tetes) so Theognis 630. Cpo the praise of man as pantopuros [all-supplying] in Ant. 360." 
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contrast to his  association with "dappled or shaggy beasts" and by fur­
ther allusion to physical pain, hunger, and "incurable and uncared-for 
sorrows."30 Then, climactically, they imagine the babbling echo that is 
the only answer to his bitter cries. As Philoktetes himself is heard ap­
proaching, the chorus reverts to this image of a cry in pain which no 
one hears and denies specifically the pleasant pastoral associations iso­
lation might have for a contemporary audience : he comes "not with a 
pipe song, like a shepherd pasturing in the fields" (2 1 3- 1 4) . 3 '  At a 
time when Euripides, Aristophanes, and perhaps others were explor­
ing the idea of a life of peaceful isolation from other human beings in 
the friendly company of beasts , Sophokles seems to have been at pains 
to emphasize the horrors of real , total isolation from human society.32 

Philoktetes' passionate greeting to Neoptolemos and the chorus sus­
tains this emphasis on the horrors of being alone, desolate, friendless, 
and miserable (monon, / eremon hOde k 'aphilon kakoumenon, 2 28-29) . 33 
His allusion to his wild appearance (apegriiimenon, 2 26) recalls the cho­
rus's evocation of his life among shaggy and dappled beasts ( 1 84-85). 
His long subsequent narrative of his life on Lemnos (269-99) not only 
suggests the pathos of his awful isolation but also narrates in detail the 
process by which he has maintained his life in these forbidding circum­
stances. It thus answers in part the chorus's earlier rhetorical question, 
how could he endure? 

Philoktetes focuses on the bare necessitie& of human survival. He was 
left by the Greeks in the protection of a cave with the crudest coverings 

30See Page 1 940: 39; accepted by Webster 1 970, ad loco 
3 ' See the suggestion of Dover that "even long before Theocritus a shepherd's life 

and music may have been proverbially idyllic and cheerful"; quoted by D. Robinson 
( 1 969 : 39) · 

32The motif of escape, usually to some isolated spot, from an intolerable human situ­
ation by means of a fantasied transformation into a bird is a commonplace of tragedy, 
especially in Euripides : e.g. ,  Hipp. 732-5 1 ,  An. 86 1-865, Ion 796-99; cf. Sophokles frag. 
476 (Pearson) and O.C. 1 08 1-83. In the Helen passage, the imagery of escape as a bird is 
combined with an explicitly pastoral metaphor, "obeying the shepherd's pipe" ( 1 484-85). 
Ion's long monody (Ion 82-1 83) goes farther. He evokes in sacral and distinctly asocial 
terms a happy life in relation to springs, groves, and birds-though the latter are to be 
sure partly viewed as a nuisance. Aristophanes' Birds, though it embraces far more than 
a quest for pastoral bliss, does certainly contain this element (see Whitman 1 964: 1 68). 
On the other hand, such plays as Euripides' Cyclops and presumably Pherecrates' Agrioi 
(alluded to in Plato Prot. 327d) suggest the popularity of exploring discontent with "ad­
vanced" culture by juxtaposing it to its opposite. In particular, the type of the ferociously 
misanthropic recluse seems to have emerged in the last quarter of the fifth century (see 
Handley 1 965 on Dyskolos 6). Sophokles here seems to take advantage in an original way 
of available contemporary responses. 

33Schlesinger ( 1 968: 1 50) points out that monos ("alone"), eremos ("deserted"), and aph­
ilos ("friendless") occur in all the extant tragedies of Sophokles, but in no other do they 
play as significant a role as in the Philoktetes. He might have added that nowhere else are 
these terms given so literal a force. 
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and a small aid consisting of food (boras I epophetema smikron, 275) . 34 His 
greatest horror on awakening is the lack of human aid ( 280-8 1 ) . He 
ironically sums up his total helplessness in terms of his discovery 
(heuriskon) in the course of an exhaustive search of an "abundant pro­
vision" (pollen eumareian) of "suffering" (282-84) . Almost immediately 
he recounts the literal discovery of the barest necessities of survival 
through the agency of his weapon, the decisive nature of which is 
emphasized by its personification : "What was expedient [ta sumphora] 
for the belly I This bow you see discovered [ekseuriske]"  (287-88). After 
shelter and food, his next need is water and fire to protect him from 
the extremes of winter. Painfully he contrives (emekhanomen, 295) to 
win water and wood. Finally, his laborious achievement of fire is made 
the climactic item in his triumph over the most elemental forces 
of destruction : 

Next, there would be no fire at hand. 
But by striking stone on stone at long last 
I'd make shine forth the hidden flame, which saves me always. 
Truly, a livable chamber with fire besides 
Provides me with everything-except escape from my disease. 

(295-99) 

The emphatic, alliterative play on ephen ' aphanton phOs ("I brought to 
light the lightless light") and the suggestive inclusiveness of the phrase 
ho kai me soizei m' aei ("which still saves me always") ,  the literal sense of 
which is explained further in puros metal pant' ekporizei ("wi

'
th fire pro­

vides everything"), rhetorically give to fire a role in Philoktetes' sur­
vival that may appear disproportionate to its warmth-giving function 
or even its function in cooking, to which no direct allusion is made. But 
in the context of Sophokles' anthropological metaphor of the presocial 
struggle for survival , fire constitutes an almost inevitable climax. 

The constant concentration in the opening three hundred lines of 
the play on the harsh absolutes of Philoktetes' mode of survival-his 
rocky cave , his isolation except for beasts and birds , which constitute 
his sole diet, his total dependence on his bow-recurs with a grimly al­
tered emphasis in the last third of the play when he is deprived of his 
bow. Much of the audience's reaction to the callousness of the chorus in 
proposing to leave Philoktetes without his bow (833-38) and Odysseus' 
ironically accommodating release of him to "tread his Lemnos" ( 1 054-

34The strong poetic emphasis of the unique coinage epophelima, a word type favored by 
the Sophists, is stressed by Long ( 1 968: 98). He does not, however, recognize the dis­
tinctly anthropological associations of the -ophel- ("help") element in the context of a 
struggle to survive. 
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60) depends on a full acceptance of the bow as his  only means of sur­
vival. It is explicitly in these terms that Philoktetes first describes 
Neoptolemos' act : "You have deprived me of my life [bion] by taking 
away my bow [toksa] . . . .  Don't snatch from me my life [bion]" (93 1 ,  
933) . 35 Twice earlier ( 1 89,  2 1 5-1 6) the chorus has sympathetically 
imagined Philoktetes' agonized cries to surroundings devoid of human 
life. Now when he is again denied a human response (934) , we hear 
him directly lament to the ever-present but isolating water, the rocky 
harshness of the land, the impossible companionship of wild beasts­
all in language that recalls the imagery of his successful struggle in the 
early section of the play : 

o watery havens and headlands, 0 companionship 
Of mountain beasts, 0 jagged, broken rocks, 
To you-for I know none other to address-
To you, my usual companions, I raise my cries. 

Initially, Philoktetes' lament centers on the human outrage perpe­
trated against him; the harsh environment is invoked merely as a wit­
ness. But when a second appeal to Neoptolemos again meets with 
silence, a second apostrophe to the physical environment becomes a 
meditation on the active hostility it will manifest against a man who is 
now stripped of defense (psilos) and by the same token without means 
for acquiring sustenance (trophin) (95 1-53) .  His rocky home with its 
two openings is now the chamber in which he must wither away from 
starvation, or, as he considers more closely, fall victim to his own former 
victims. He focuses with relentless parallelism and alliteration on the 
primitive law of the jungle which it will soon be his lot to illustrate : 36 

I myself, alas, 
By my death will furnish a feast for those on whom I fed, 
And those I used to hunt will now hunt me: 
Alas ! I will pay by my death the blood price of their deaths. 

(956-59) 

35D. Robinson ( 1 969: 43-44) defends the play on man ("life") and bi6n ("bow") against 
Jebb, who denies its presence. For me the play is decisively confirmed by Philoktetes' 
later bitter allusion to Odysseus "brandishing in his hand the means of my wretched sus­
tenance" (tan eman meleou trophen, 1 1 25-26). Henry ( 1 974: 4) adds plausibly Ph. 1 4 1 6- 1 7  
a s  a further pun. 

36Rhusion (959), a word that occurs in Homer (Il. 1 1 .674) to designate the rough-and­
ready justice of seizing cattle in reprisal for stolen cattle, seems from its use in tragedy 
(e.g. , Aeschylus Ag. 535;  Supp. 728) to have retained connotations of direct retaliation 
unmediated by legal institutions. 
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In the long formal lament (kommos) beginning at 1 08 1 ,  the transfor­
mation of the environment implicit in 95 1-59 is evoked again and ex­
plored more fully. The cave's changes in temperature, so appealingly 
described by Odysseus ( 1 6-1 9),  now appear in a more intensified as­
pect ("now hot, now icy cold ," 1 084) .37 What was earlier a home is now 
a rock hollow that will witness his death . The birds and beasts, his 
former prey, are now free to move or rest at will ( 1 092-94, 1 1 46-55) ,  
while he is fixed in his  cave ( 1 1 49-50). The most marked contrast be­
tween the man and the beasts is with respect to food. A man without 
weapons has no hope of food ( 1090-9 1 ) ;  nowhere can he seek suste­
nance (biota, 1 1 58) ; he must feed on air ( 1 058) .  The beasts , once the 
threat of the human weapon is removed, will take their full  vengeance 
on his corpse ( 1 1 56-57) .  This reversal has been alluded to earlier, but 
now the pathetic helplessness of a human being in isolation is further 
heightened by the suggestion that the land itself feeds the beasts (cf. 
ouresibOtas, 1 1 48) while unaccommodated man cannot enjoy any of the 
advantages of "life-giving earth" (biodoros aia, 1 1 6 1 ) . 38 

This broad contrast between the conditions of a barely successful hu­
man struggle to survive in the opening portion of the play and the 
prospect of total obliteration of a man by environmental forces in the 
latter section constitutes what I consider a strongly anthropological 
framework within which the drama is played out. The imagistic em­
phasis on beasts, food, shelter, weapons,  medicine, and fire ; the termi­
nological focus on need, advantage, discovery, contrivance, supply, 
resourcefulness ; the emotional evocations of loneliness , fear, anxiety, 
and pain-all echo the anthropological speculations of the Presocratics 
and Sophists about the circumstances of pre social human life. 

Arriving at the Social Compact 

The relationships that develop as the play unfolds between Philok­
tetes and Neoptolemos and between Philoktetes and the chorus are 
dramatically complicated by the deception to which Neoptolemos and 
the chorus are committed at the outset; it renders much of what they 
say of questionable sincerity. This deception is not extraneous to the 

37Webster ( 1 970) comments on line 1 6 :  "Odysseus describes the cave like a house­
agent, implying that its desirability mitigated his cruelty (68)" ; contra see Ronnet ( 1 969: 
259), who takes Odysseus' description as proof that "toute l'humanite possible" is em­
ploXed in the accomplishment of his duty. 

3 We may recall that the special point in Protagoras' myth of the puns on the names 
of Epimetheus (Afterthought) and Prometheus (Forethought) is the contrast between all 
other animals, who are perfectly equipped by Epimetheus with the physical means to sur­
vive, and man, who is "naked, barefooted, homeless (literally 'bedless') ,  and weaponless," 
32 I c5-6. 
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sophistic matrix of the play ; it is, as I illustrate later, an intrusion from 
the third or contemporary level of sophistic sociology into the second 
stage. The situation is further complicated by Sophokles' addition of 
clearly nonsophistic elements , which I also discuss later. Despite these 
complications, the major dramatic thrust and much of the emotional 
power of the interaction of these characters derive in no small measure 
from Sophokles' exploitation of the second stage of sophistic sociology. 
Against the background of Philoktetes' isolated struggle for minimal 
survival, human bonds are established on the basis of spontaneous pity 
for a suffering fel low human being, spontaneous affection between hu­
man beings of the same race and same language, and, at the highest 
level-when deception and force have been repudiated-sincere per­
suasion aimed at the best interest of one's friends. This level is achieved 
only by the emergence of fundamental agreement about ethical and re­
ligious values : what is just, what is holy, and what is pious. The ultimate 
goal of the compact established at this level remains the same as the 
goal of Philoktetes' isolated struggle : survival . 39 

We noted earlier the climactic role given Philoktetes' achievement of 
the "salvation-light" (Phos) of fire, which saves him always (2g7) ,  and 
suggested that that emphasis reflects the anthropologists' sense of the 
decisive role of fire in human survival at the presocial level. But the 
most frequent occurrence of the verb soizein is in Philoktetes' appeals 
and his interlocutors' promises for salvation from the horrible isolation 
of primitive life on Lemnos. For Philoktetes this means a return to the 
society and kin ties of his home and father; for Neoptolemos, through 
most of the play, and for the chorus throughout the play, it means a 
return to the society of the Greek army at Troy and full participation 
in their common attempt to destroy Troy. Despite these differences 
over the best kind of salvation, the grounds for saving Philoktetes are 
consistently examined in terms of a sophistic analysis of human ties. 

The chorus, "strangers in a strange land" ( 1 35) ,  anticipate with some 
anxiety encountering a man they have every reason to expect will be 
full  of suspicion ( 1 36) .  Their leader alludes apprehensively to the com­
ing of the "frightening traveler" ( 1 47) .  But as soon as they hear the 
account of his grim way of life ,  they are overcome with pity (oiktiro, 
1 6g) ; as they meditate on his mode of life ( 1 7o-go) , he becomes for 

39Avery ( 1 965:  296) includes a brief appendix demonstrating the importance of the 
theme of salvation but seems to have little idea what to do with his data. M.  H. Jameson 
( 1 956: 2 24 n.  1 6) alludes to saliria ("safety," "salvation") as a contemporary political slo­
gan. This is quite plausible in the context of more than twenty years of war with devas­
tating Athenian losses. But neither Jameson nor Bieler ( 1 95 1 ) , from whom he gets the 
idea, notes the specifically sophistic character of the emphasis on saliria in many of the 
contexts cited by Bieler, particularly those from Thucydides. 
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them a frightening example of the fragility of the human condition 
( 1 78-90) and specifically an awesome reversal of the social order ( 1 80-
86) . Summing up the pains and anxieties of his life, they again pro­
nounce him "pitiful" (oiktros, 1 86). 

Neoptolemos , however, seems at first to be made of sterner stuff; to 
the chorus's meditation on human suffering he opposes the brisk cer­
tainty of a divine plan ( 1 9 1-200).40 But whether disposed to distrust, 
sympathy, or cold indifference, the chorus and Neoptolemos in partic­
ular must be shaken by the dramatically unexpected outpouring of af­
fection from Philoktetes on his arrivalY Over and over again he 
expresses the affection (philia) inspired by all the factors that create a 
bond between them : their Greek dress is "most beloved" (prosphilestate, 
2 24) ;  their Greek speech is "dearest utterance" (philtaton phOnema, 234) ; 
the very wind that brought them together is "dearest" (philtatos, 237 ) ;  
Neoptolemos' father i s  "dearest" (philtatos, 242 )  and his homeland is 
"dear" (phile, 242) .  Philoktetes appeals immediately for pity on the sim­
ple grounds of his sheer misery and isolation : "Showing pity for a man 
wretched and alone,! Suffering this way, isolated and friendless" ( 2 27-
28) .  When the chorus and Neoptolemos hesitate to reply, he begs them 
to speak on the grounds that is not eikos ("probable," "reasonable") for 
them not to speak to each other, implying that their humanity involves 
the reasonable probability of communication.42 

After his full  narrative of his abandonment by the Greeks and his 
long struggle to survive,  Philoktetes prepares indirectly for his first ap­
peal to be saved by describing the island and the behavior of the few 
previous chance arrivals. The island is not a place one chooses to visit 
for profit (kerdos) or personal comfort (303) .  The few who have landed 
against their will have offered him only verbal pity (logois/ eleousi, 307-
8) since their pity (oiktirantes) extended only to the point of token gifts 
of food or clothing; they always balked at the fundamental service, the 
salvation of conveyance home (sosai m'  es oikous, 3 1 1 ) . 

4° Kitto ( 1 956: 1 1 1-1 2 )  is especially good on the defensive smugness of Neoptolemos' 
attempt to counter the chorus's expression of pity. His argument closely parallels Lin­
forth's ( 1 956: 1 07) .  See also Machin for an appreciation of the adroit way Sophokles pre­
pares here for a later level of insight on Neoptolemos' part which would otherwise 
appear in harsh contradiction with his apparent level of ignorance in the prologue 
( 1 98 1 :  63-69). 

4 'This point is emphasized by Avery ( 1 965: 280). The surprise derives in part from the 
contrast to Euripides' more obvious assumption that Philoktetes would be misanthropic 
and highly suspicious and would consider Greeks his worst enemies (see Dio. Chrys. Or. 
59.6-7). Philoktetes' capacity, nicely stressed by Biggs ( 1 966: 23 1 ) , for a warm response 
to fellow human beings in spite of all he has suffered is the best refutation of the com­
mon view (e.g., Gellie 1 97 2 :  1 53 ;  Segal 1 98 1 :  esp. 292) that Philoktetes is too psycho­
logically warped to participate in society. 

4'See Guthrie HGP 3 . 1 78-80 on the Sophists' invention of and fascination with the 
argument from probability. 
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The chorus, with a naivete-or cynicism-that is dramatically ironic, 
declare that they pity him (epoiktirein, 3 1 8) in equal measure (3 1 7) with 
those former arrivals.43 Neoptolemos, however, in pursuance of the de­
ception, appears to ignore the hint and proceeds to lay the foundation 
for the only bond between himself and Philoktetes conceived of in the 
original scheme, a shared hatred of Odysseus and the Atreidai .44 But in 
the course of his lie, he is again confronted by Philoktetes' spontaneous 
expressions of shared love and sympathy. Neoptolemos mentions in 
passing his father's death only to be interrupted by Philoktetes' expres­
sion of deep distress both for the father and the son (337-38) .  Discon­
certed perhaps, Neoptolemos dourly suggests that Philoktetes has 
enough troubles of his own "not to grieve at the suffering of his neigh­
bor" (340) . Despite his explicit denial , the generality of his declaration 
in this context invites a consideration of the bases for shared feelings 
between human beings in proximity (cf. Democritos D-K B 293 ; Anti­
phon D-K B 59). 

The sympathetic response of Philoktetes, when Neoptolemos' whole 
narrative (343-90) and the chorus's supportive lyric (39 1-402)  are 
over, leads unexpectedly to a further revelation of shared affections. 
Philoktetes asks about various heroes whom he would have expected 
to act as Neoptolemos' allies : Neoptolemos' cousin the greater Ajax 
(4 1 1 ) ,  Philoktetes' "noble old friend" Nestor, Achilles' beloved Patroklos 
(433-34) . In each case, Philoktetes expresses strong sympathy for the 
death or misfortune of Neoptolemos' natural allies among the Greeks. 
The reflections of Neoptolemos about the consequences of ,¥ar (435-
37) may still in part represent his deceitful pose , but it is hard not to 
see as well a perception genuinely shared with Philoktetes about who 
the "good men" (tous khrestous, 437) are.  Neoptolemos' farewell to 
Philoktetes , calculatedly brusque as it is, nonetheless expresses a cor­
responding concern that the gods bring him relief in the way "he him­
self wishes" (46 1-63) .  The dramatic irony of this casually uttered 

43Many readers (e.g. , Fuqua 1 964 : lO5 ;  Schmidt 1 973 :  79) assume that here the cho­
rus is doing their calculating best to adhere to Neoptolemos' injunction to back him up 
in his lies ( 1 48-49) . The ambiguity of their responses, as in the case of Neoptolemos' real 
feelings, is a delicate interpretative problem throughout most of the play ; it is perhaps 
pointless to offer dogmatic judgment where the poet has dearly created an atmosphere 
full of ambiguity. On the other hand, the poet gives us more data than is sometimes per­
ceived. We have heard this chorus moved to a strong, extended expression of pity ( 1 69-
90) by the mere sight of Philoktetes' dwelling when there can be no question of deceit. 
The direct exposure to Philoktetes' pathetic appearance and speech seem dramatically 
more than adequate to move this chorus of Papagenos to pity. But Gardiner rightly 
stresses the Odysseus-like cheap cynicism of much of their behavior ( 1 987:  20-26; 22 on 
this scene). 

44K. Alt ( 1 96 1 :  1 50) correctly notes the emphasis in this scene on a shared hatred but 
fails to distinguish between the bond of hatred prepared for by Odysseus (59-64) and 
the bonds of affection and pity that arise spontaneously and have consequences much 
contrary to Odysseus' intentions. 
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phrase foreshadows the only viable basis on which the bond between 
these two friends can become functional , a sincere respect for the real 
interests of one's friend. 

Philoktetes now makes a direct appeal for soteria; the verb soiuin re­
curs like a leitmotif through his speech (487 ,  496, 50 1 ) . This appeal 
uses the formulas of traditional supplication, but these are trans­
formed by the untraditional circumstances from which he pleads for 
rescue, namely, his isolated struggle to eke out a bare existence on 
Lemnos. As a suppliant (hiketes) , he begins with the traditional appeal 
in the name of his addressee's parents. His rhetorical expansion of that 
appeal ("in the name of whatever is dear [prosphiles] to you at home," 
469) echoes his own earlier outpouring of affection (2 24,  234, 237 ,  
242)  and by its generality almost invokes a principle of  affection. His 
appeal is not the traditional one to be spared death on the battlefield, 
not for protection from some powerful human enemy, not even for a 
simple material boon; rather, he appeals first and foremost not to be 
left alone in the wretched conditions which he has endured : "Do not 
leave me alone [monon] like this-/ Destitute [eremon] ,  in the miserable 
circumstances you see here/ And those you have heard surround my 
daily life" (470-72 ) .  

To support his appeal, Philoktetes enlists a whole array of  tra­
ditional ethical terminology that particularly evokes the world of 
Homeric shame culture : "For those who are true sons of their fathers 
[gennaiois]/ what is shameful [to aiskhron] is hateful and what is good 
[to khreston] is glorious" (475-76) . If Neoptolemos leaves him behind 
he will acquire "ignoble disgrace" (oneidos ou kalon, 477) ,  whereas, if 
Neoptolemos does as he has promised, he will win "the greatest prize 
of glory" (pleiston eukleias geras, 478) .  He calls for the heroic virtue of 
tolma ("daring," 475,  48 1 )  and associates proper ethical behavior with 
the aristocratic class term gennaios ("noble," characteristic of a legiti­
mate son of a noble, 475) .  Yet the content of the daring, the nobil­
ity, and the glory he envisions is worlds away from either traditional 
heroic virtues or the values of the third stage or contemporary world of 
the Trojan War. As is clear to the audience, who have watched the 
scheme against Philoktetes arranged in the prologue, in the world of 
contemporary self-seeking struggles there is no glory associated with 
the daring or nobility involved in an act of kindness to a suffering 
fellow human being-especially when that kindness amounts to en­
during the physical disgust occasioned by a festering wound.45 In-

45Note too the fine reputation Odysseus promises Neoptolemos for a day's shameless­
ness (83-85), discussed below. I am indebted to Winnington-Ingram for reminding me of 
this clearly intentional parallel phrasing. 
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deed, the poet seems to invite recognition of the pathetic disparity be­
tween the ethical assumptions of Philoktetes and those of the real 
world by the emphasis on heroic terminology. What Philoktetes pre­
sents as meritorious behavior is in fact a more private sort of behavior 
in which pity and friendship based on common humanity, rather than 
the expectation of public acclaim, must play the decisive role. And it is 
precisely this sophistic "calculation" of human interdependence in the 
face of a hostile and dangerous world that forms the climax of Philok­
tetes' appeal : 

You save me! You pity me, seeing 
That the state of everything is fearful for mortals, 
Full of danger, that after joy must come its opposite. 
One who stand free of pain must look out for disasters , 
And while he lives, then keep guard on his life-
In case it be totally ruined before he knows it. 

(50 1-6) 

Pity is highlighted in the chorus's response (oiktir, anax, 507) but com­
bined with a crude, third-stage variation of the idea of calculation of 
self-interest : it is profitable (kerdos, 5 1 1 )  to help Philoktetes because he 
is the enemy of their alleged enemies, the Atreidai . Their expression of 
pity may appear genuine in view of their previous sympathy expressed 
in his absence ; but in the context of the deceit they are helping to work 
against him, it is not without shabbiness. Yet their hypocrisy is as noth­
ing compared to the smug snobbery of Neoptolemos, whose reply apes 
the aristocratic, heroic flavor of Philoktetes' un traditionally humane 
ethics. It would be "shameful" (aiskhra) for him to prove inferior to the 
chorus in taking pains in the interest (to kairion) of a stranger (525) .  

The apparent selflessness of this act i s  met by Philoktetes with an ec­
static expression of affection (philtaton [dearest] . . .  hedistos [sweet­
est] . . .  philoi [friends]) and a wish to be able to prove in action the 
affectionate bond they have inspired in him (hOs m' ethesthe prosphile, 
530-32) .  The embarrassing naivete of Philoktetes' openness to the 
bond of philia in this feigned social compact is immediately juxtaposed, 
with tremendous dramatic power, to a proud invitation to Neoptolemos 
to learn (matheis) of his own real daring (tlenai) , the harsh schooling 
<proumathon) he has gradually gained under the necessity (anankei) of 
the grim circumstances of his struggle to survive in his primitive non­
home (aoikon eisoikesin, 533-38).  

The conception of friendship as affectionate mutual service articu­
lated in this scene is echoed several times (557-58 ,  583 , 587-88) in 
more cynical, third-stage terms during the scene with the disguised 
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agent of Odysseus.46 The concept reemerges on an idealistic plane af­
ter the merchant departs , as Neoptolemos takes his first step toward 
gaining control of the bow. Neoptolemos phrases his request to handle 
the bow in the language of religious awe <proskusai . . . hOsper theon, 
657) .  Philoktetes treats the request as a welcome opportunity to dem­
onstrate his commitment to the self-interest (hopoion an soi ksumfere 
genesetai) of his friend (658-59). When Neoptolemos displays some 
hesitation whether his request is themis, a word that nicely equivocates 
between religious sanction and proper human behavior, Philoktetes' 
grateful reply defines holiness (hosia) ,  right action (themis) , and human 
excellence (arete) in terms of an act of kindly service (euergeton) to a 
friend, such as he thinks he is receiving from Neoptolemos and such as 
he himself had performed for Herakles in winning the bow (662-70) . 
Thus the bow, which in the absolute battle for primitive survival had 
emerged as a symbol of the technology that separates man from beast, 
becomes here a symbol of the service to a suffering friend which is held 
up as the fundamental basis both for affection and for a shared ethics 
in a social compact.47 

Neoptolemos also couches friendship in terms of mutual service , but 
he adds special emphasis on his own enlightened self-interest in this 
friendship : 

I am not sorry that I met and took you as my friend: 
For he who knows the art of making fair return for fair service 
Must prove a friend worth more than any possession [ktimatos) .  

(67 1-73) 

The audience's knowledge of the intended crass exploitation of this 
"friend" by Neoptolemos inevitably sharpens the dramatic contrast be­
tween the two definitions of friendship.48 This impression would as 

46Laurenti 1 96 1 :  46-47 emphasizes that the merchant and Odysseus "speak a differ­
ent language" from that of Philoktetes ; cf. Parlavanza-Friedrich 1 969: 59. 

471 disagree with Harsh's whole interpretation of the symbolism of the bow, and in par­
ticular with the notion that it is an objective and unchanging symbol. Part of the richness 
of the symbolism is precisely that it changes with the different stages of society envi­
sioned in different scenes. Musurillo ( 1 967:  1 2 1-2 2)  is much better on the range of sym­
bolic associations of the bow. Segal's pervasively religious emphasis emerges again in 
positing the bow's "broader meaning as a gift of the gods, immortal and bearer of a god­
given destiny" ( 1 98 1 :  299). It is true that the bow figures in a complex destiny inacces­
sible to ordinary human calculations, but the crucial emphasis is on Philoktetes' having 
earned it by his action. 

48Webster assures us ( 1 970, ad loc.)  that "again the emotion is genuine: Neoptolemos 
feels a natural sympathy for Philoktetes as a like-minded hero." Similarly, Kirkwood de­
scribes the lines as heartfelt ( 1 958:  60). Reinhardt's comment apropos of an earlier pas­
sage seems to me to be valid here too: "Even the gnomic generalization is put in the 
service of the deceitful game" ( 1 947:  1 79). Parlavanza-Friedrich ( 1 969: 58) speaks more 
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well be reinforced for those who retain the echo of Odysseus' seductive 
argument that "seizing hold of victory is sweet possession" (hedu . . .  
ktema, 8 1 ) . As so often in Sophokles, N eoptolemos' words turn out to be 
true in a sense he cannot envision at this point. 

The smugness of Neoptolemos' false friendship is immediately jux­
taposed to a further reminder of Philoktetes' long struggle to survive . 
The chorus at 676-729,  "the only proper stasimon of the play" as Jebb 
noted, sustains the harsh reality of Philoktetes' situation for ten years 
alone on Lemnos. Thus it holds up for the audience a touchstone 
against which to test both the second-stage values of pity and friend­
ship and the more ruthlessly utilitarian values of the third stage. After 
insisting on the absolutely undeserved character of Philoktetes' suffer­
ings by the negative paradigm of Ixion, the chorus repeat their earlier 
expression of awe at Philoktetes' capacity to endure, then narrow their 
focus to a further exploration of a central theme of the anthropolo­
gists' account of the presocial battle to survive, namely, the lack of an 
abundance of material resources (eumarei' . . .  porou, 704-5) ;  cf. the 
ironic use of eumareia at 284). In particular, the theme of food is de­
veloped in the second stage of social development. The chorus offers a 
sustained contrast between the pathetically haphazard food and drink 
(i .e. , game and standing water) of an isolated individual and the food 
and drink (i .e . ,  bread and wine) that are consequences of the organized 
work of civilization (706-1 7) .49 

bluntly of Neoptolemos' repeated use of "platitudes." Calder ( 1 97 1 )  insists that Neop­
tolemos is an unredeemed villain from beginning to end and is accordingly most harsh 
on the "naivete of those victimized by Neoptolemos idolatry" ( 1 959). His attempt to 
present the mythic tradition about Neoptolemos as uniformly black ( 1 68) is an impor­
tant reminder, but it conveniently (for his argument) brackets Odysseus' speech to 
Achilles (Od. 1 1 .505-37). .  in which, even allowing for Odysseus' tactful suppressions, 
Neoptolemos figures as the very embodiment of the successful son of a great father. 
Sophokles is clearly inviting his audience to meditate on both aspects of the character. At 
the same time that the smugness of tone in this immediate context deserves to be 
stressed, it is also true that in the broader context the lines reflect the clear dramatic 
irony that characterizes much of this section of the play; the terms of the deceit are in 
fact the terms on which real friendship will at last be established. Neoptolemos will reject 
the hedu ktima ("sweet possession") of victory offered by Odysseus (8 1 )  for the friendship 
of one ready to risk his life for the man who has saved his life (see 1 404-8 and my sub­
sequent discussion). 

49Albert Henrichs has called my attention to the excellent, nearly contemporary par­
allel in Teiresias' "Prodicean" discourse on Demeter and Dionysos (Euripides Ba. 274-
85, with Dodds's note) . See also Diodorus 1 .8 .6-8; Ancient Medicine 3 .7 ,  1 3 ;  Lucretius 
5 .944-45 and Cole's discussion ( 1 967:  36-38). The emphasis in the Philoktetes on hunting 
alone rather than on gathering fruits and nuts represents, I believe, Sophokles' concen­
tration of dramatic interest on the bow. At the same time, there is perhaps also an 
element of class ideology at work. For all his wretchedness, Philoktetes remains ex­
clusively an aristocratic hunter; food gathering might associate him too closely with 
peasant farmers. 
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For the chorus there seems to be no sense of conflict between their 
expression of pity for Philoktetes and the personal advantage they ex­
pect to win from him without his consent through their elaborate lies. 50 
Neoptolemos , though he appears earlier to be even more smugly con­
fident in the pursuit of his own advantage , now begins to break down 
in the face of a direct experience of Philoktetes' hideous suffering from 
a sudden attack of his disease . 5 '  One of the fundamental ironies built 
into Sophokles' plot consists in the fact that it is precisely the direct ex­
perience of Philoktetes' hideous scream of pain-the reason alleged by 
the rest of the Greeks for abandoning him-that precludes Neop­
tolemos' abandoning him.5" It sweeps away his narrowly selfish de­
fenses against the genuine pity and affection he has begun to feel for 
Philoktetes. Thus conditions for a genuine social compact between 

5°Reinhardt's attempt ( l g47 :  I g l )  to defend the chorus by distinguishing a double 
function (supporting the intrigue, stressing the sufferings of Philoktetes) pinpoints a 
problem rather than solves it. He is followed closely by Burton ( l g80: 2 26-50) . Linforth's 
attempt to exonerate the chorus ( 1 956: 1 27-30) and in particular his argument that they 
only express Neoptolemos' suppressed sympathies (cf. Schlesinger I g68: 1 38) gives us a 
curious sort of psychodrama that obscures Sophokles' sharp sense of a class difference 
between the perceptions and emotions of the chorus and those of the son of Achilles (see 
Gardiner I g87:  48-49) . 

5 ' In  general I agree with Erbse's impressive refutation ( l g66 : 1 8g-go) of attempts 
such as those of K. Alt ( l g6 1 )  and Schmidt ( l g73) to find mitigating hints of Neop­
tolemos' pity as early as possible in the play. Winnington-Ingram has stressed to me the 
implications of the repetition of palai (806, g06, g66) in Neoptolemos' expression of pity 
and shame. Seale too speaks persuasively of "sustained ambiguity which forms the basis 
of the dramatic tension, allowing two possible interpretations of the behavior of Neop­
tolemos and the Chorus, deception or sincerity" ( l g72 :  g8). Of course, a good actor play­
ing the part of Neoptolemos would attempt to exploit this dramatic possibility to the hilt, 
and it is equally true that Neoptolemos' conversion must be dramatically credible. At the 
same time, defenders of Neoptolemos tend, in my view, to take inadequate account of the 
far more impressive dramatic tension between, on the one hand, the shabbiness and nar­
row selfishness of Neoptolemos' conversion to Odysseus' goals and means in the pro­
logue and, on the other hand, the terrible misery, amazing inner strength,  and decency 
of the victim constantly before our eyes to whom Neoptolemos keeps lying so long and 
so effectively. Whatever hints of distress might be conveyed by gesture and however 
much ambiguity the initial conflict of values with Odysseus in the prologue may lend to 
Neoptolemos' situation, the actual content of his words and behavior toward the helpless 
and trusting Philoktetes remain morally shocking until the attack of the disease finally 
breaks down his defenses. Grene puts it well :  "It is surely remarkable how very sharply 
Sophokles has chosen to mark the limits of Neoptolemos' decency . . . .  He takes a very 
long time to come to himself, to realize that he cannot win his objective at such a price 
of torturing another human being" ( l g67:  1 45). 

52Knox ( l g64: 1 30-3 1 )  has a powerful discussion of this scream, yet his own irony 
blurs the dramatic irony in the play; he declares, "We understand now fully why the 
Achaeans abandoned him" ( 1 3 1 ) . Ronnet ( l g6g: 256) even defends as valid the "religious 
scruple" alleged for abandoning Philoktetes. Craik's attempt ( l g7g: 28) to find "an ele­
ment of burlesque" in this scene strikes me as grotesque. Gardiner ( l g87 :  37) is especially 
good on the way the text, with its "frantic antilabe, the stumbling meter," the explicit 
question from Philoktetes, "Why are you silent?" (805),  clearly marks Neoptolemos' deep 
reaction to the horror of human pain. 
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them begin to emerge. Philoktetes' agonized cry for pity (oiktire me, 
756) and Neoptolemos' own inability to help him (757) elicit from 
Neoptolemos a highly emotional, heavily alliterative lament: "Alas! 
Alas ! You poor man !! Truly, poor man you clearly appear through all 
your pains !" (io io dusti'ne suI Dustene deta dia ponOn pantOn phaneis, 759-
60) . His own long-suppressed pain at the pain of his friend is soon 
expressed openly in terms that echo, with great dramatic irony, his 
own earlier injunction to Philoktetes not to "groan at the pains of his 
neighbor" (340) : "I have long been in pain, groaning at your suffer­
ings" (806). 

Philoktetes now swoons into unconsciousness , after entrusting his 
bow to his friend with a strong affirmation of their mutual depen­
dence (772-73) and exacting a pledge (pistin, 8 1 3) that Neoptolemos 
will stay. The split between the chorus and Neoptolemos at this point 
emerges sharply. He refuses to accept their broad hints that he take the 
bow and leave the man.53 Yet at this point there is only a hint that his 
motives involve a fundamental agreement with Philoktetes about eth­
ical values ; he echoes emphatically Philoktetes' transformed moral ter­
minology of the shame culture (aiskhron oneidos, 842 ,  cf. 476-77) .54 
The chorus perceive only a simple choice between something that in­
volves fear (phobOn, 864) and pain (pathe, 854) on the one hand, and, on 
the other, an opportunity for their advantage (kairos, 837 ; kairia, 863). 
Philoktetes' ecstatic praise of Neoptolemos on regaining consciousness 
sharpens further the conflict of values. For Philoktetes, the fact that 
Neoptolemos has remained transforms the light he now sees again into 
a symbolic victory light (phengos) ,  confirming, beyond expectation, the 
bond between them based on a new kind of heroic endurance (tlenai) that 
in turn consists of pity (eleinos) and cooperation help (ksunophelounta 
moi, 867-7 1 ) . 

53Hinds ( 1 967 :  1 75-76), though excessively tentative, correctly refutes Linforth's 
( 1 956) absurd defense of the chorus on the grounds that they do not explicitly say, "Take 
the bow and leave the man." There are good reasons for being vague when one makes so 
cruel a suggestion. Gardiner ( 1 987:  38) rightly points to the chorus being the first to 
introduce the idea that the bow is worth having without the man so that it is less of a 
shock when Odysseus takes it up subsequently. D. M. Jones ( 1 949: 83-84) nicely reminds 
us that Hera fetches Hypnos from Lemnos (II. 1 4. 230-3 1 )  to aid her seduction of Zeus. 
He suggests plausibly that in their hymn to Hypnos (827-32 )  the chorus have in mind 
the ambiguity of his role as both bringing relief from pain and rendering his victims 
helpless and vulnerable to trickery. 

54Winningham-Ingram ( 1 969: 49) offers the attractive suggestion that Neoptolemos' 
use of hexameters here suggests not the sudden insight of an oracle (Bowra 1 965 : 2 8 1 )  
but heroic action. "There i s  a discord between the Homeric metre and the unheroic en­
terprise in which the son of Achilles has allowed himself to be engaged." This view does 
not, I think, conflict with my argument that the context of Philoktetes' unusual predic­
ament and his entire interaction with Neoptolemos substantially have altered the moral 
content of these shame culture terms. 
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In Neoptolemos' ensuing painful confession of fraud, in the drama­
tization of his gradually completed alienation from Odysseus and his 
achievement of a full  compact with Philoktetes, the decisive factors are 
pity, cooperative help, and a deeply transformed heroic ethic. Neop­
tolemos at first insists that his real intention in taking Philoktetes to 
Troy still includes the humane motive of saving him (sosai, 9 1 8) .  But 
when Philoktetes demands back the bow, which is his only means of 
survival on Lemnos, Neoptolemos refuses on the grounds that obedi­
ence to the army involves a harmony of proper behavior (to endikon) 
and private advantage (to sumpheron, 926) .  A scathing denunciation by 
Philoktetes and his pathetic lament, evoking the death he must suffer 
without his bow, force Neoptolemos to acknowledge the terrifying pity 
(oiktos deinos) that has "attacked" him (965-66) . 

Throughout this exchange, a noteworthy series of verbal echoes 
highlights the fact that for Neoptolemos, locked into the crass calcula­
tions and manipulations that characterize "advanced" society, sponta­
neous feelings of pity and decency occasion an inner agony (806, 906, 
9 1 3) ,  a terrifying attack (965) ,  a sense of inner disgust (902) that di­
rectly contrast with the physical agony (e.g. , 283 ,  73 1-820) that attacks 
(699) Philoktetes and the physical disgust (473 ,  900) occasioned by his 
wound. This careful symbolism of a wound in Neoptolemos' psyche re­
sulting from his association with a corrupted society suggests the need 
for some caution in too easy an acceptance of the popular interpreta­
tion of Philoktetes' wound as a symbol of the hero's alleged patholog­
ical incapacity to relate to society. 55 On the contrary, the wound, like 
the rest of Philoktetes' appearance, functions as a particularly striking 
instance of Sophokles' characteristic fondness for contrasting appear­
ances with reality. The handsome young prince, shining with confi­
dence and promise, turns out to have the real wound deep within. It  is 
the scruffy old cripple who, as we have noted, reverses all expectations 
by his generous outpouring of affection for human strangers, his readi­
ness to trust and serve his new-found friends ; he has all the social in­
stincts and basic decency that can reasonably be expected of any 
human being. His wound represents one of those arbitrary, inexplica­
ble impositions of forces external to and beyond human control-an 

55See note 4 1  above. The view was first popularized in Wilson's famous essay The 
Wound and the Buw ( 1 94 1  [ 1 929] :  272-95). Biggs, despite excellent perceptions of the 
ways Philoktetes' disease is sharply differentiated from those of Ajax and Herakles, still 
speaks of "the poison of deep grief' and interprets the emphasis on the stench of the 
wound as symbolic of the hero's fostering of his own self-pity and hate which "makes 
association with the sufferer so difficult" ( 1 966: 233) .  Schlesinger also cautiously sets 
forth a psychological explanation of the wound symbolism ( 1 968: 1 54-55). Segal ( 1 98 1 :  
esp. 292) ,  as noted earlier, repeats the notion so often that it takes on, for all his caution, 
the force of a de facto "tragic flaw." 
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amoral ananke that is as much a given as the harshness of the physical 
environment unmediated by society. 56 The consistent characterization 
of the wound itself as a beast involves a symbolic intensification of 
the hostile presocial world from which Philoktetes must wrest his 
survival. 57 Only in this sense does it symbolize his need for society, but 
clearly not just any society. His afflictions,  both general and specific, 
require a society characterized by decency and pity. 

Neoptolemos' vulnerability to these essential social emotions of pity 
and moral shame now opens the possibility for genuine social bonds. 
Philoktetes immediately fastens onto the idea of pity (eleeson, 967) and 
links it, just as he had in his first appeal to be saved (476-78) ,  with the 
shame culture ethic (oneidos, 968). Neoptolemos now is morally para­
lyzed and can only exclaim in terms that echo Orestes' moral paralysis 
when confronted by his mother's breast (Ch. 899) , "What am I to do?" 
(969) , "What are we to do?" (974) . But from the angry exclamation of 
Odysseus, who now intervenes, Neoptolemos seems to have been in the 
process of returning the bow. After the intervention of Odysseus,  pity 
seems something Philoktetes can only pray for from the gods ( 1 042) .  
But his  desperation as Odysseus ,  Neoptolemos, and the chorus pre­
pare to abandon him leads to a further appeal-first to Neoptolemos, 
then, when he fails to respond, to the chorus, whom he can no longer 
consider friends: "0 strangers [ksenoi] ,  will I really be left behind-des­
olate like this-l By you as well ,  and will you show me no pity?" ( 1 070-
7 1 ) . Their reply affirms once more (see 1 39-43, 963-64) their total 
dependence on the judgment of Neoptolemos. Once again the pity felt 
and acted on by Neoptolemos plays a decisive role in the unfolding of 
the drama: he orders his men to remain with Philoktetes in the hope 
he will change his mind but comments : "True, I will have it said of me 
that my nature is full of pity/ -Said by this man, but all the same, stay" 
( 1 074-75) .  His assumption that this act of pity will win him a bad rep­
utation (akousomai) in the eyes of Odysseus contrasts ironically with 
Philoktetes' earlier, apparently naive assumption that a failure in pity 
would bring Neoptolemos reproach in the eyes of mankind (brotois onei­
dos, 968) .  

In the ensuing lyric dialogue between Philoktetes and the chorus, 
the themes of friendship and pity are set in sharp relief against the full ,  

560f itself, belief in necessity implies neither an archaic, demonic view of the world nor 
an anthropological view. But Biggs ( 1 966: 233) rightly notes that, although Philoktetes 
can speak in generally pessimistic terms of the gods (e.g., 452) ,  he does not, in contrast 
to Ajax and Herakles, attribute his wound to divine persecution or punishment. Only 
Neoptolemos raises such a moral/religious interpretation of the wound. In Neoptolemos' 
later allusion to a vaguely divine source of Philoktetes' sufferings ( 1 3 1 6-1 7) the em­
phatic tukhas ("chances") precludes a moral view. 

57This symbolism is beautifully worked out in Kamerbeek 1 948. 
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grim evocation of Philoktetes' inability to survive on Lemnos without 
his bow; the apparent breakdown of the social compact leaves him no 
longer able to confront successfully the pre social conditions of exis­
tence. The chorus chide him for rejecting their affectionate feeling for 
him (philotet', 1 1 2 1 ) ;  they declare that they draw near him with com­
plete concern for his best interest (eunoiai pasai pelatan, 1 1 64) and de­
scribe the doom awaiting him on Lemnos as pitiful (oiktra, 1 1 67) .  Yet 
they deny that they have had any part in a deception (dolos, 1 1 1 7) of 
Philoktetes , reject any criticism of Odysseus ( 1 1 40-45),  and twice ex­
press their great eagerness to leave Philoktetes to his fate ( 1  1 77-8 1 ,  
1 2 1 8) .58 Indeed, the idiom they first choose to express this eagerness 
(phila moi, phila, 1 1 77) seems to embody the poet's ironic comment on 
the superficiality of their philotes (bond of affection) for Philoktetes. 

The consequence of the delay won by Neoptolemos' pity is course 
not the submission of Philoktetes but the completion of Neoptolemos' 
break with Odysseus. In the staccato exchange between the returning 
Neoptolemos and the unsuccessfully obstructive Odysseus,  Neop­
tolemos describes his earlier behavior as a crime (hos ' eksemarton, 1 2 24 ,  
cf. 1 248) involving shameful deceptions (apataisin aiskhrais . . .  kai do­
lois, 1 2 28 ,  cf. 1 233 ,  1 249) and contrary to right (dikei, 1 233) .  He de­
clares his imperviousness to fear ( 1 25 1 ) ,  even of the entire army 
( 1 243) ,  as long as he is allied with "what is right" (wi dikaioi, 1 25 1 ) . This 
passage is not uncommonly cited as marking a definitive repudiation 
of sophistic thought.59 It does clearly mark a particularly self­
conscious internalization of the heroic shame ethic : terms that nor­
mally derive their validity from the approval or disapproval of the 
group are here held up as a basis for defying the group's opinion. The 
attempt to found a more inner-directed morality based on traditional 
terminology is generally associated with the name of Sokrates, who in 
turn is presented by Plato as the very antithesis of a Sophist. Yet the 
process, never complete, by which the traditional shame culture's eth­
ical terminology was transformed into a set of mental constructs affect­
ing the psyche of an individual apart from witnesses was longer and 

58Twice, that is, if the much suspected (see Jebb, ad loc.) lines 1 2 1 8-2 1 are retained. 
Taplin ( 1 97 1 :  39-44) has renewed the attack on them. It is hard to say how much his 
conviction of their inappropriateness is affected by his false view that the chorus's at­
tempt at persuasion has been honest (38). Gardiner ( 1 987 :  42-44) is particularly good 
on this "dialogue of the deaf' (44) in which she sees a "genuine attempt on the part of 
the chorus to persuade Philoctetes, an attempt which Sophocles deliberately designed to 
fail ,  in order that we may see Philoctetes' refusal to go to Troy as a natural consequence 
of the brutal treatment he has received, rather than as merely petulant obstinacy . . . .  
The chorus seem to be engaged not so much in persuasion as in recrimination" (42 ) .  

59E.g. ,  Knox 1 964 : 1 36 and Pohlenz 1 954: 335. Opstelten ( 1 952 :  1 08-9), though he 
does not specifically cite this passage, seems to have it particularly in mind. Again, Nestle 
( 1 9 10 :  1 55) seems to have set the pattern.  
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more complex than Plato suggests. We have already seen how central 
such an internalization of values is to Aeschylus' vision of democracy. 
The anthropologically oriented thinkers who explored the origin of 
ethics in the survival needs of the group also examined the subtle so­
cialization process by which necessary values are internalized in mem­
bers of the group. They recognized that without some internalization 
of ethical values no social intercourse is possible,  that instead of rela­
tions based on persuasion there would be only deceit or brute force .60 
Thus, despite the clear admixture in the ethical assumptions of the 
Philoktetes of nonsophistic or even antisophistic elements, the dramati­
zation of the break between Neoptolemos and Odysseus is in harmony 
with significant aspects of the sophistic analysis of the social compact. 
The emergence of fundamental agreement about ethical matters be­
tween Neoptolemos and Philoktetes is presented as an integral factor 
in the establishment of bonds of true friendship and sincere pity, which 
in turn are the prerequisites for the survival and joint action of these 
two men. 

The break with Odysseus is followed by the reestablishing of bonds 
of pity and friendship, based on a concern for the best interest of one's 
friend, presupposing fundamental agreement about ethics and di­
rected toward the salvation of both.  Thus, just as there were two views 
of the presocial battle to survive-one successful with the bow, the 
other impossible without the bow-so there is a double dramatization 
of the process of establishing the social compact-one perverted by the 
intrusion of deceit, the other purged of suspicion caused by previous 
deceit. In this second version there is an important difference of opin­
ion between friends on a matter that affects the survival of each. Thus 
this scene dramatizes the problem of the grounds of persuasion, which 
is presented as a fundamental need if human beings are to survive in 
a group. 

Neoptolemos begins by expressing his desire to persuade through 
speech ( 1 278) and to speak pros kairon ( 1 278) ,  which in the context of 
his retention of the bow retains an ambiguity : does it mean "season­
ably" to Philoktetes' advantage or does it retain Neoptolemos' earlier 
expressed commitment to the intentions of the Atreidai? Philoktetes at 

60 Adkins's chapters ( 1 970: chaps. 4 and 5) on the Presocratics and Sophists are disap­
pointing on this topic, due in part, I suspect, to his ignorance or disregard of Havelock's 
work. Adkins does not even discuss anthropological speculation until he deals with the 
Epicureans and deals only superficially with a few of the ethical fragments of Democritos 
( 1 970: W I ,  1 07 ,  1 1 0) .  Guthrie too is deficient on this topic for similar reasons : he is un­
duly hesitant to take Democritos seriously (HGP 2 .489-9 1 ) . On Democritos, see Vlastos 
1 945 and 1 946. On the whole topic, see Havelock 1 957 :  esp. chaps. 6-8. On the need for 
internalization of ethical values, particularly in a democracy, see Chapter 4 on fear (to 
deinon, deos) in the Eumenides. 
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first rejects persuasion on the grounds that Neoptolemos' previous de­
ception precludes genuine friendship, that is, friendship based on sin­
cere concern for the friend's best interest (eunoun, 1 28 1 ) .6 1 But once 
Neoptolemos has returned the bow and restored to Philoktetes the 
means of minimal survival , spontaneous affection (0 philtat' eipon, 1 290) 
begins to return. Once this bond is reestablished, Neoptolemos sets 
about the task of serious persuasion ( 1 3 1 5-96) . He begins by setting 
forth quite abstractly the conditions under which human beings merit 
pity (epoiktirein, 1 3 20), namely, when their sufferings are imposed and 
enduring them is inevitable (anankaion, 1 3 1 7) .  Philoktetes , he argues, 
by refusing proffered social ties demonstrates the characteristics of a 
beast (egriosai, 1 3 2 1 ) .  Bestiality is further defined as a refusal to accept 
joint decision making by failing to distinguish friend from enemy. The 
whole argument recalls sophistic attempts to define what is peculiarly 
human as a basis for exploring the foundations of human social bonds.62 

After Neoptolemos has raised these general preliminaries to persua­
sion, he catalogues a series of concrete advantages that will accrue to 
Philoktetes if he returns to Troy. These include cure for his malady 
and winning supreme renown as the sacker of Troy.63 Philoktetes' ag­
onized reply is first a wish that he were dead. The intensity with which 
he states his predicament suggests that he is by no means devoid of 
human susceptibility to the kindly intentioned (eunous) advice of a 
friend : "Ah me, what am I to do? How can I distrust speech! Coming 
from this man, who has advised me with good will?" ( 1 350-5 1 ) .64 With-

6 'The theses of Knox ( 1 964: 1 1 9-20) that Odysseus' choice of dolos ("deceit") over bia 
("force") or peithO ("persuasion") precludes the success of peitha, which might have 
worked if it had been tried first, is taken up by Schlesinger, who adds a suggestive anal­
ysis ( 1 968: 1 03-5) of the embassy in II. 9 as a parallel and a useful discussion of the am­
biguity of persuasion in Gorgias ( 1 23) .  The thesis is attractive insofar as it casts light on 
the meanness of Odysseus' assumptions and reminds us of the very solid grounds for 
Philoktetes' distrust, but Schlesinger in particular tends to argue the matter as if the pri­
mary intention of Sophokles were to display his cleverness in writing a drama of intrigue. 

6'The gist of Neoptolemos' argument has some affinities with Protagoras' analysis of 
faults that merit pity and those that are punished (Prot. 323c8-324C l ) ,  the unusual char­
acter of which is well emphasized by Havelock ( 1 957 :  1 74) and Guthrie (HGP 3.67). For 
the beast analogy, see Democritos D-K B 57,  1 98. 278, and perhaps Antiphon D-K B 48. 

63Machin ( 1 98 1 :  6 1-103) treats in great detail the dramatic mechanisms by which this 
information, which Neoptolemos seems to know now for the first time, emerges as just 
barely plausible from his lips in this context. 

64Philoktetes' use of the virtual formula for climactic tragic helplessness at an impos­
sible decision ("What should I do?" ti drasa, 1 350, cf. Aeschylus Ch. 899) echoes Neop­
tolemos' earlier pained declarations of helplessness (908, 969. 974) and dramatically 
underlines the intensity of his dilemma. This strong expression of Philoktetes' openness 
to genuinely friendly persuasion is undervalued by those who present Philoktetes as im­
piously stubborn or psychologically damaged by his hatred of his enemies (e.g. , Bowra 
1 965: 293; Ronnet 1 969: 255-58,  Winnington-Ingram 1 980: 296-97). To be open to the 
persuasion of friends is the mark of a true aristocrat (see Ajax 330), but to refuse-in the 



Sophokles ' Philoktetes and the Sophists 303 

out denying the advantages cited by Neoptolemos , Philoktetes implies, 
through a series of passionate rhetorical questions, that the most ele­
mentary social intercourse (prosegoros, 1 35 2 ;  ksunonta, 1 356) is unthink­
able with men who are not kindly intentioned, who have treated him as 
Odysseus and the Atreidai have. But he is not simply motivated by bit­
terness for past crimes ; it is the strong probability, based on their pre­
vious and recent behavior, of equally unjust treatment in the future 
which seems to preclude social ties and joint action with such men 
( 1 359-6 1 ) .65 Philoktetes strikingly clinches his argument with what is 
in effect a sophistic argument from probability, but couched in lan­
guage that fuses the metaphors of birth and education : 66 "For men 
whose judgment! Becomes the mother of evils, it teaches the rest evils" 
( 1 360-6 1 ) .67 

Philoktetes now turns the tables on Neoptolemos. It is not to Neop­
tolemos' advantage to associate with such men, much less give them 
help (epophelOn, 1 37 1 ) . Neoptolemos acknowledges the plausibility of 
Philoktetes' arguments but appeals simply for trust (pisteusanta, 1 374) 
and reaffirms the bond of a friend (philou . . .  andros toude, 1 375) .68 

Once more he declares his own belief that a return to Troy represents 

face of the strongest inducements-to allow a criminal society to define one's role is the 
special characteristic of the Sophoklean hero; cf. Knox 1 964 : chaps. 1 and 2, esp. pages 
8-9. K. Alt ( 1 96 1 :  1 69) has a good appreciation of Philoktetes' vulnerability to Neop­
tolemos here: if he gave in at this point, it would be only out of friendship, not from hope 
of a cure. 

65At line 685 Jebb accepts Schultz's and Lachmann's isos On isois, for the reading of L, 
isiis en isois, and specifically denies that the text "implies that he dealt with isoi in one way 
and adikoi in another." Yet Philoktetes' argument at lines 1 354-6 1 seems to imply pre­
cisely that familiar code; he cannot envision consorting with the Atreidai and Odysseus 
on the same terms as with Neoptolemos. Thus the reading of A rec, isos en isois, or Her­
mann's isos en g' isois (to correct the meter) , only are not closer to L but more accurately 
describe Philoktetes' conception of fairness with a nice touch of dramatic irony: the cho­
rus, like their political leaders, are not among the isoi and accordingly have no claim 
on Philoktetes. 

66Cole ( 1 967:  1 45-46) notes that the "the appeal to eikos [probability) was probably the 
most characteristic form of argumentation in the late fifth century, evident alike in 
drama, history, and oratory . . . .  What evidence we have suggests that the appeal to eikos 
was much less popular in the fourth century." To be sure, the word eikos is not used by 
Philoktetes here (note its earlier use by him at 230 and 498 and by Neoptolemos at 36 1 
and 1 373,  with Winnington-Ingram's comment 1 980: 296), but the gesture of predicting 
future behavior on the basis of past action, especially when cast in terms of education, 
has a sophistic flavor to it. 

67Retaining kaka of the manuscript where Jebb reads kakous. 
68Lesky ( 1 972 :  245) remarks on the artistically fine irony that it is Neoptolemos' own 

previous lies that render Philoktetes' arguments against participating in the Greek army 
even more plausible. Schlesinger ( 1 968: 1 33) goes even farther, suggesting that the de­
tails of the lie Neoptolemos tells Philoktetes, inasmuch as they recall Agamemnon's theft 
of Achilles' prize of honor and Odysseus' defeat of Ajax in the judgment of the arms, 
turn out to be a poetic image of the real relationship of Neoptolemos to the Atreidai 
and Odysseus. 
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the best interest of both Philoktetes and himself ( 1 38 1 ) . The issue of 
whose benefit (opheloumenos, MSS 1 383 ;  ophelos, 1 384) sparks further 
debate and provokes from Neoptolemos a strikingly relativistic argu­
ment: the Atreidai , who have cast Philoktetes from society, will "save 
him back" into it (palin sosous', 1 39 1 ) .69 

When agreement on this sort of salvation seems impossible, Neop­
tolemos declares that he sees no alternative but to leave Philoktetes in 
his present circumstances, which he describes as "living" (zen) ,  but liv­
ing without the salvation of social supports (aneu sotenas, 1 396) . Philok­
tetes now insists that Neoptolemos abide by his earlier dishonest 
promise to convey Philoktetes home. By his agreement now, however 
reluctant, the social compact of these two men is formally set in com­
plete opposition to the third or contemporary stage of Greek society. It 
is this opposition that elicits the fullest mutuality in the bond between 
these two friends. When Neoptolemos asks how he will escape the at­
tack of the Greeks, Philoktetes pledges his presence. Using a solemn 
polysyllable,  a unique coinage that emphasizes the significance of the 
concept (Long 1 968 : 67) ,  Neoptolemos asks "What act of helpfulness 
will you perform?" (tina prosophelesin erkseis, 1 406) .  Philoktetes replies 
by pledging to hold off the Greeks with the arrows of Herakles. Thus 
the weapon Philoktetes had earlier defined in terms of mutual aid (662-
70) is confirmed in that function as the final basis of their compact.70 

In the foregoing discussion of the relations of Philoktetes to the cho­
rus and to Neoptolemos, I have featured several dominant, related 
themes : spontaneous affection and pity, concern for the best interest of 

�Democritos D-K B 1 72 and 1 73 are particularly suggestive of the peculiar delight in 
paradox characteristic of sophistic relativism. 

7°1 cannot agree with those who, like Harsh, ( 1 960: 408), Knox ( 1 964 : 1 39-40) , K. Alt 
( 1 96 1 :  1 72) ,  and Segal ( 1 98 1 :  3 20), see Philoktetes' commitment here to defend his 
friend against the putative aggression of other Greeks as simply a misuse of the bow of 
Herakles. The bow has not been defined in this play in terms of civilizing service to 
Greece at large, but of special service of one friend to another. Nothing in Sophokles' 
play suggests that the destruction of Troy is inherently a service to the common good­
indeed, the worth of the commonality as embodied in Odysseus and the Atreidai is much 
in question. Patriotic appeals are conspicuous by their absence here. This lack is partic­
ularly striking in view of the emphasis on patriotism in Euripides' version (Dio. Chrys. 
Or. 52 . 1 3 , 59. 1 ;  ponein huper this koines sOterias ltai nikes) presented at the outbreak of the 
war in 43 1 B . C .  Since we are dealing with Euripides, however, there is a strong likelihood 
that these sentiments would emerge as heavily ironic if we had the whole play (see Web­
ster 1 967:  6 1 ) . The date of Aeschylus' version is unknown, but it is hard to imagine an 
Aeschylean treatment of such a theme not being strongly patriotic. 1 do agree that the 
reference here to Herakles is one of several preparations for his later appearance; but his 
words consistently focus on the greater destiny awaiting PhiJoktetes and Neoptolemos. 
Troy is the proper arena for the exercise of Philoktetes' arete and that in turn is seen as 
in accord with the slow-moving justice of Zeus;  but the common good of Greece is not 
presented as a specific component of that justice but rather as the punishment of the 
guilty and the reward of the best ( 1 425-26). 
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one's friends, the exploration of true persuasion,  the process of arriv­
ing at agreement about ethical values. I believe that these themes, pre­
sented in constant juxtaposition to Philoktetes' isolated struggle to 
survive on Lemnos, constitute a dramatic exploration of the funda­
mental ties between human beings which reflects the anthropological 
speculations of the Sophists. Those speculations, as we noted, posit a 
presocial struggle to survive followed by a social-compact stage during 
which the achievement of human ties enables successful escape from 
the insecurity, isolation, and physical discomfort of the presocial stage . 

Contemporary Society : The Sophist's Way to Survive 

Though I have postponed full consideration of the many transfor­
mations by which Sophokles sets his own distinct ideological stamp on 
the sophistic matrix he employs in the Philoktetes, a few of the poet's 
changes are already obvious. We noted the decisive intrusion of the de­
ceit from the contemporary sphere into the more naive and spontane­
ous interactions that characterize the bonds established between 
Philoktetes and Neoptolemos. Moreover, despite what I consider the 
dramatist's emphasis on the peculiarly sophistic bases of those ties, it is 
obvious that a bond between the two men against the whole world is 
radically different from the spirit of the older Sophists' view of a broad 
social compact based on common human needs. In Sophokles' version,  
the consolidation of the bond between Philoktetes and Neoptolemos 
before the entrance of Herakles seemed, as we noted, to imply irrec­
oncilable alienation from Odysseus and more broadly from the 
Atreidai and the whole Greek army. Sophokles' sense of a gap and per­
haps even of open hostility between, on the one hand, the social and 
ethical implications of the first two stages and, on the other, the con­
temporary world represented by Odysseus colors the entire dramati­
zation of that contemporary world, giving it at times the air of a 
diatribe. Here in this isolated play, far more than in Aeschylean trilogy, 
tragedy seems to confront the audience directly with contradictions 
presented as irreconcilable (cf. Vernant and Vidal-Naquet I g88 :  3 3 ;  
Segal I g8 1 :  5 1 ) . 

We come then to the point at which most discussions of the sophistic 
influence on the Philoktetes begin and end, the character of Odysseus 
and the educational implications of the addition of N eoptolemos to the 
traditional myth . 7 '  As we noted earlier, the Sophists' interest in the 

7 ' E .g. ,  Nestle 1 9 10 :  1 54-55, Weinstock 1 937 :  1 00, Pohlenz 1 954: 334-35,  Lesky 1 939: 
370-73,  Bengl 1 942 :  1 44-46, and Craik 1 980. Ronnet ( 1 969: 259-62)  is the only work 
I have seen that undertakes to refute the association of Odysseus with the Sophists. 
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presocial struggle to survive and in the bases for a social compact con­
stituted a philosophical or pseudo historical prop for their analysis and 
education in the technique of survival-of acquiring and exercising 
political power-in contemporary society, especially democratic Ath­
ens. Odysseus is unmistakably presented as a contemporary politician 
imbued with sophistic doctrines. He has distinctive ethical views and 
his own clear terminology of survival. In relation to Neoptolemos, he 
clearly enacts the role of teacher, and his difficulties in teaching are 
emphatically presented as a consequence of Neoptolemos' inherited 
nature , thus dramatizing a fundamental issue in the educational de­
bate of the fifth century. 

Odysseus' relation to Philoktetes, by which he functions in a large 
part as the spokesman of state authority, brings into sharp focus the 
sense of a potential conflict between the natural needs of the individual 
and the impositions of the community. This conflict, often loosely as­
sociated with all the Sophists under the tag phusis/nomos (nature vs. law 
or custom), probably became a central concern only toward the last 
quarter of the fifth century when its most radical implications were ex­
plored by the Sophist Antiphon.72  Thus we should note that even what 
appears to be the strongly antisophistic opposition in Sophokles' play 
between the first two societal stages and the third stage probably has its 

Ronnet's main arguments are Odysseus' lack of eloquence and brusque reliance on 
threats and force in his one sustained encounter with Philoktetes (974-1 080) and even in 
his interactions with Neoptolemos. She speaks instead of Odysseus' "Iaconisme" (26 1 ) . 
This argument ignores the strong Athenian associations of his allusion to Athena Polias 
( 1 34), but her emphasis on his relative lack of (flowery) eloquence, his open disparage­
ment of long speeches ( 1 047-48), and his reliance on force and threats is valuable. It 
closely parallels the role of the Athenian spokesmen in the Melian dialogue, a passage in 
which, as far as I know, sophistic influence has never been doubted. In fact, Bowra 
( 1 965: 286) cites this passage as an illustration of Odysseus' character. Moreover, a dis­
tinction must be made between eloquence, reserved as in Sophokles' other plays for the 
hero, and effective manipulation of arguments. In this skill Odysseus is quite impressive, 
as Knox ( 1 964 : 1 25) emphasizes. 

?'Fuqua ( 1 964 : 55, 70, 2 1 5) maintains that this antithesis is the underlying organiza­
tional principle of the play. In the rather loose sense in which he uses the terms, I agree. 
He appears, however, unaware of the decisive role of anthropological speculation both in 
the formulation of the antitheses and in the structure of the play. In particular, despite 
a lengthy summary of the views of phusis set forth by Diller, Lesky, Heinimann, K. Alt, 
Muth, and others, there does not emerge from his argument a clear sense that the so­
phistic use of the term phusis grew directly out of an anthropological orientation that saw 
in the individual's basic physical and emotional needs a common core of fundamental 
similarity between all human beings and a link with other animals (see especially Anti­
phon D-K B 44) . As the scholars cited by Fuqua have noted, Sophokles' uses of the term 
are strongly aristocratic in flavor, emphasizing the moral factors that establish a rigid 
social hierarchy. Sophokles' juxtaposition of the needs of this aristocratic phusis to the 
impositions of organized society thus involves a virtual subversion of the egalitarian 
thrust of sophistidanthropological phusis. It is just possible that Sophokles contributed as 
much to the assumptions of a Kallikles (see Plato's Gorgias) as did any Sophist. 
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roots largely in the thought of more radical late fifth-century 
Sophists.73 Odysseus' ethical views and terminology of survival are con­
sistently juxtaposed to those of Philoktetes and gain much of their pe­
jorative or ironic color from the implicit contrast to the grimness of the 
reality or necessity that conditions Philoktetes' struggle to survive. 

The chief means by which Odysseus expects to achieve success he 
calls at the outset of the play his sophisma ("trick," "piece of cleverness," 
or "sophistry," 14,  compare sophisthinai, 77) ,  which he himself rede­
fines as "devising evils" (tekhnasthai kaka, 80). 74 Neoptolemos immedi­
ately echoes this description by alluding to Odysseus' plan as acting 
from an evil devise or plan (ek tekhnes prassein kakes, 87) .  This pejorative 
sense of tekhne as a deceitful contrivance is as old as Homer, but it has 
already gained special irony in the prologue by the contrast to Philok­
tetes, whose rough wooden cup is described as a "devise of some crude 
craftsman" (phlaurourgou tinosl tekhnemat' andros, 35-36). Similarly, Odys­
seus' Homeric aspect as the "man of many devices" (polumekhanou an­
dros, 1 1 35) is given a particularly negative force , not only by its 
association in the immediate context with shameful deceits ( 1 1 36) but 
by the contrast to Philoktetes' more fundamental "contrivance" of the 
bare necessities of survival (emekhanomen, 295) ' 

Philoktetes' primary weapon in his physical struggle to survive is his 
bow. Odysseus' weapon in the battles of the contemporary world is 
his tongue: 

Son of a noble father, I too once, when young, 
Kept my tongue unemployed and my hand a hard worker. 
Now that I 've come to the test, I see that 
The tongue, not action, has total sway over men. 

(96-99) 

Certainly the commitment to speech as opposed to the violence of 
weapons was a cardinal element in the more benign, pro-democratic 
sociology of the older Sophists. But Sophokles' characterization of Odys­
seus' commitment to speech clearly implies not progress but degener­
acy ; it is constantly associated with trickery (dolos, 9 1 ,  1 0 1 ,  102 ,  107 ,  
608 , 948 , 1 1 1 2 , 1 1 1 7 , 1 2 28 ,  1 282 ) , deceit (apati, 1 1 36, 1 1 28) , and lying 

73Moulton has argued persuasively for a closer relationship between Democritos' views 
of the potential conflicts between the individual and society and the views of Antiphon. 
He does conclude, however, that "Democritus was certainly more optimistic about nomos" 
( 1 974: 1 39). On the relative dates of the forms of the antithesis, see also Havelock 1 957 :  
255-94 and Guthrie HGP 3 :  chap. 4· 

74Craik 1 980: 249-5 1 is a useful historical survey of the change in soph- words from 
positive to negative connotations. 
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(pseudos, 1 00 ,  1 08 ,  1 09 ,  842 ,  1 342) ,  not only in the view of others but 
often in Odysseus' own language . 75 Indeed, his first description of 
N eoptolemos' goal, "to steal Philoktetes' soul rpsukhen] by speaking with 
speeches" (54-55) ,  is closely paralleled by Gorgias' triumphant allusion 
to "speech which has persuaded and deceived the soul" (logos ho peisas 
kai ten psukhen apatesas) (D-K B I I  = Praise of Helen 8) .  Although this 
"sophistic" aspect of Odysseus is frequently noted, scholars often ig­
nore the fact that this aspect is counterpointed in the play to a full  cel­
ebration of the triumph of sincere peithO over both verbal deceit and 
physical violence in the bonds of mutual support established between 
Neoptolemos and Philoktetes. Thus here too Sophokles seems to have 
exploited a contrast between the humane enlightenment implicit in the 
anthropological speculations of the older Sophists and the ferocity he 
perceived in the contemporary application of sophistic doctrines. 

Ferocity is not too strong a term for Odysseus' behavior, since per­
haps Sophokles' most pointed contrast between the contemporary and 
presocial struggles for survival is in his handling of the hunting motif. 
Not only is hunting constantly associated with Philoktetes' isolated 
struggle, but we recall that his bow is personified as "discovering the 
things needed for his belly" (gastri men ta sumphoral tokson tod' ekheuriske, 
288) .  Because Odysseus' weapon is his tongue, his "discoveries" are in 
fact nothing but the invention of ingenious lying arguments (hoia k '  ak­
saneuriskeis legein, 99 1 ) . 76 His values, goals, and achievements are char­
acterized as "hunting," fundamentally the hunting of human beings. 
The metaphor is first introduced to show dramatically Neoptolemos' 
decision to accept Odysseus' assessment of the situation : "If that is the 
case , it would appear they are worth hunting for" (theratea, 1 1 6) .  The 
verbal adjective is applied with heavy dramatic irony to the bow (toksa, 
I 1 3) of Philoktetes , which Odysseus asserts is the only means by which 
Neoptolemos will be able to sack Troy. 

It is not until the audience has been fully exposed to Philoktetes' lit­
eral hunting of birds and beasts with this same bow ( 1 65 ,  1 85 , 288-90) 
that the hunting metaphor is applied directly to Odysseus' character­
istic behavior as a hunter of human beings. The alleged ship captain 
describes how tricky (dolios) Odysseus seized the noble son of Priam, 
Helenos, and displayed him in the midst of all the Greeks, a "fine 

75Podlecki, though he begins his article ( 1 966b) with a line from Gorgias, fails to set his 
survey of the allusions to speech and persuasion in the Philoktetes within the context of 
the fifth-century sophistic explorations of those ideas. 

76Note the HettOn logos (the inferior or worse argument) in Aristophanes' Clouds who 
boasts that he will gain victory over the kreittOn logos (the stronger or better argument) "by 
inventing bizarre arguments" (gliomas kainas ekseuriskon, 896). Forms of heuriskii are, not 
surprisingly, common throughout the Clouds. 
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catch" (theran kalen, 609). Neoptolemos' first effective turning away 
from Odysseus' views echoes ironically his own earlier use of the met­
aphor ( 1 1 6) as well as the passage just quoted. Despite the urging of 
the chorus, he perceives that the bow alone without the man is a futile 
"catch" (theran) for them (839-40) .  But it is reserved for the man him­
self, Philoktetes, to articulate the bitter reversals of nature involved in 
Odysseus' theft of his bow: not only will he, the hunter of beasts, be­
come the hunted of beasts (956-58),  but he has been reduced to this 
subhuman state as a result of being hunted (suntheriimenai, 1 005 ; 
etheraso, 1 007) himself by a fellow human being who has used the un­
known youth as his "hunting screen" (problema, 1 008 ; see Jebb, ad loc.) .  

Sophokles further displays the anthropological character of the par­
allel activities of Odysseus and Philoktetes by summing up the goals of 
each with forms of the term soteria. When Neoptolemos objects in the 
prologue to Odysseus' scheme on the grounds that it is shameful, Odys­
seus retorts that it is not if the lie achieves at least "being saved" (to 
sothenai, 1 09) .  Having won Neoptolemos to his position, Odysseus leaves 
the stage at the end of the prologue with a prayer that encapsulates his 
guiding principles in the contemporary battle for survival : "May tricky 
Hermes be our guide and leader/ And Victory, and Athena-of-the­
polis, who always saves me" ( 1 33-34) . 77 Odysseus defines himself in 
terms of deceit (dolios) and a commitment to victory (Nike) . For his 
safety he counts on Athena Polias, an epithet that implies broadly the 
supports of organized political life but also strongly suggests contem­
porary democratic Athens. This final phrase of Odysseus' credo (he 
soizei m ' aei) is later echoed in Philoktetes' equally climactic summation 
of his triumph over the primitive forces of the environment by making 
fire (ePhen ' aphanton phOs, ho kai s6iui m ' aei, 297) .  

This sustained parallel between Odysseus' vocabulary for successful 
political manipulation and Philoktetes' description of his isolated 
struggle for minimal survival is one of the crucial factors unifying the 
intellectual matrix of the play. The inherent bitterness of the juxtapo­
sition is made explicit again by Philoktetes. When he first realized the 
full import of the trick perpetrated against him, his outburst against 
Neoptolemos treats him as if he were Odysseus himself and strikingly 
combines the notions of fire, artifice, and deceit: "You fire ! you total 

77Calder declares: "The patron saint [Athena] was not to be contaminated by collab­
oration with oligarch [Odysseus] . Soph. Phil. 1 34 is a fourth century (?) interpolation, a 
doublet to 1 33 ,  inserted by an ignorant chauvinist, possibly to agree with Euripides' ver­
sion" ( 1 97 1 :  1 69 n. 94). Though Calder claims the authority of Fraenkel, he offers no 
account of the echo of the phrase he siiiz.ei m ' aei by Philoktetes at 297 (ho kai siiizei m ' aei). 
Calder moves in a familiar circle when he expunges a line that does not jibe with his 
peculiar reading of the politics of the play. 
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monster! you utterly hateful! Contrivance of clever criminality ! Look 
what you've done to me!! How you've tricked me!" (927-29).  Fire (pur), 
the symbol of his salvation through a literal technology of survival, is 
transformed here into the symbol of Philoktetes' destruction through 
the contrivance (tekhnema, 36) of a liar. The word "monster" (deima) 
may further suggest the bestiality that characterizes the behavior of 
"advanced" society toward "wild" Philoktetes. 78 

The contrast between the values of Odysseus and Philoktetes is, how­
ever, most sharply focused in their respective relations to Neoptolemos. 
This aspect of this much-studied play has been dealt with especially 
fully, but we can set that exploration of sophistic educational theory 
within the broader framework of sophistic anthropology and sociology. 79 
As we noted earlier, for the anthropologically oriented Sophists, their 
own activity as educators received philosophical validation in the fun­
damental role played by the learning process in the presocial battle to 
survive and by the educational process that inculcates the skills and 
ethical values essential for the preservation of the social compact. At 
the same time, their views and activities were deeply involved in the 
class conflicts of fifth-century Greece, particularly those of demo­
cratic Athens. 

The relation of the Sophists to the class divisions of Athens is rather 
complex and explains in part the almost universally negative view pre­
served of their educational role :  there was something about them to 
offend every class sooner or later. As we noted earlier, the general 
thrust of their anthropology was egalitarian, and most Sophists are as­
sociated with a pro-democratic perspective.80 Indeed, as Havelock has 
shown ( 1 957) ,  the fragments of their texts are the best single source 
from which to attempt to reconstruct the contours of democratic 
ideology.8 ) On the other hand, their large fees and foreign status pre­
cluded their serving the demos directly. Whatever their sentiments , 
they served the interests of those who had money, and accordingly they 

78Jebb cites a parallel (Aristophanes Lys. 1 0 1 4) for the use of pur where therion (wild 
beast) would correspond to deima here. See also Euripides Heracles Furens 700, deimata 
therOn, noted by Webster ( 1 970, ad loc.) .  

791 find Erbse's 1 966 article a most penetrating discussion, but he has nothing to say 
about the sophistic background. 

BoKerferd ( 198 1a :  1 8- 19) rightly emphasizes the patronage of Perikles, whose name is 
clearly associated with Damon, Anaxagoras, Hippodamos, Zeno, Protagoras, Herodotus, 
and, of course, Sophokles. The choice of Protagoras in 444 B.C. to compose the consti­
tution for Perikles' pet project of the panhellenic colony at Thourioi , presumably in­
tended to be a showcase for democracy, is particularly revealing. 

8, A. H. M. Jones's otherwise excellent chapter "The Athenian Democracy and Its Crit­
ics" ( 1 964 : 4 1-72) makes good use of the "Great Speech" of Prot agoras in reconstructing 
democratic ideology, but it generally ignores the Sophists. 



Sophokles ' Philoktetes and the Sophists 3 1 1 

seem to have been distrusted by the demos pretty early.82 Within the 
monied classes, their readiest pupils would appear to come from the 
newly rich , who were in a hurry to achieve political power in the dem­
ocratic assembly and lacked the traditions of public life that charac­
terized the older aristocratic families. 83 To this bond with the newly 
rich we might reasonably attribute in part the tendency of several 
Sophists to downgrade or openly disparage inherited characteristics. 
We may reasonably attribute to the same cause the common hostility, 
first articulated by Pindar, of the born aristocrat to the activity of 
teaching and in particular teaching by Sophists. As I hope is clear by 
now, the qualities a Greek aristocrat claimed by birth were not primar­
ily physical but moral and political , a point that is especially clear in the 
poetry of Pindar, whose genre invites emphasis on purely physical in­
herited superiority. 

Still, the association of the Sophists with the non-aristocratic rich is 
sometimes exaggerated. Protagoras and Anaxagoras were closely asso­
ciated with Perikles, whose lineage was second to none ; and Plato's pic­
ture of the Sophists' clientele includes many scions of aristocratic 
families. The Sophists in fact seem to have been closely associated with 
what we might call the liberal wing of the ruling class , those who, re­
gardless of their lineage, were open to employing the most up-to-date 
sentiments and methods-including professional education-to main­
tain or extend their power. 

In the light of these divergent trends-on the one hand, sophistic 
education as a vehicle for the newly rich to achieve power and, on the 
other, sophistic education as an enlightened means of maintaining the 
status of the old ruling class-we should view Sophokles' second major 
innovation in the traditional plot of the Philoktetes myth, the inclusion 
of Neoptolemos. The emphasis on Neoptolemos' noble nature , inher­
ited from his noble father Achilles-an emphasis no study of the play 
can ignore-is by no means incompatible with an important trend in 
sophistic educational theory.84 On the contrary, the use of stories 

8·See Guthrie HGP 3: 37-39. Whether Protagoras' book was ever burned (D.L. 9.52 = 
D.K. A 1 )  or Anaxagoras was ever in serious danger (Plutarch Per. 32 . 2  = D.K. A 1 7) is 
much disputed (see Kerferd 1 98 1 a : 43,  2 1-23 ;  Muir 1 985). But it does seem a reasonable 
inference from Aristophanes' Clouds that the demos had no love for Sophists. 

8sSee Adkins 1 970: 94. Connor, however, makes an interesting case for the anti­
intellectualism of many of the "new politicians" in the last quarter of the century ( 1 97 1 : 
1 63-68). As OUT own era has taught us, anti-intellectualism is not at all incompatible with 
the use of intellectuals to heIp manipulate public opinion. 

84Here I am most at odds with Diller ( 1 936: 245-46) and Lesky ( 1 939: 370-73). Al­
though there is no explicit modification of his earlier view in a later edition of Dichtung 
( 1 972 :  246), Lesky was far more definite in the earlier edition, which was translated into 
English ( 1 965) :  as his final comment on the Philoktetes he cited Pindar 01. 9. 1 00 and con­
cluded that "this world of thought is a complete contrast to that of the sophists and of 
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about the offspring of famous noble heroes to illustrate educational 
doctrines seems a particular feature of sophistic teaching. Rather than 
attacking the pretensions of the aristocrats, they chose to set them in a 
new context that stressed the need for the noble phusis to be supple­
mented by paideia. 

We know that the Sophist Hippias wrote a dialogue in which Nestor 
lays down the proper pursuits by which young Neoptolemos may show 
himself a "good [ruling-class] man" (agathos aner, D-K 86 A 2 .4) .  Pro­
dicus' educational myth of Herakles' choice is especially suggestive of 
Sophokles' treatment of Neoptolemos.85 Baseness or Evil (Kakia) ad­
dresses Herakles first with words that perfectly sum up the dramatic 
interest of Neoptolemos in Sophokles' play : "I see , Herakles , that you 
are at a loss [aporounta] what path to turn to for your life." She then 
offers him the pleasantest (hedisten) and easiest path (D-K 84 B 2 . 23) .  
Excellence or Goodness (Arete) begins her subsequent appeal to Her­
akles by an emphatic allusion to his high ancestry and early upbring­
ing: "I too have come to you , Herakles, knowing your parentage [tous 
gennesantas se] and having observed the nature fPhusin] that is yours 
through your education [en iii paideiai] . On these grounds, 1 have 
hope . . .  " (D-K 84 B 2 . 27) .  Prodicus implies no sharp Pindaric antith­
esis of education and inherited qualities (Ol. 9. 1 00 ;  Ne. 3 .4 1 ) . 86 He 
grants and builds on the idea that noble parentage augurs well .  But, 
true to his profession, he attributes the actual phusis of Herakles to his 
early education . This combination of high birth and the proper early 
rearing will, given the appropriate encouragement in early manhood 
by the right mature voice, achieve greatness. At the same time, the spe­
cific point of the myth is to emphasize the threat to the noble nature of 
the youth which is ready at hand in the appeals to short-term pleasures. 

Those who see in Neoptolemos' final rejection of Odysseus a simple, 
old-fashioned affirmation of aristocratic phusis and an equally simple 
repudiation of sophistic educational theory ignore the structure and 

Socrates" ( 1 26). Bengl ( 1 942 :  1 42 )  cites and echoes much the same view from an even 
earlier edition of Lesky. 

85Ronnet goes out of her way to denounce a "Manichean" view of the play presenting 
"the two protagonists as Goodness and Evil between whom the young man hesitates" 
( 1 969: 258-59). Sophokles is, to be sure, subtler than Prodicus, whose young Herakles 
is offered a choice between discourses presented by the allegorical figures Kakia and 
Arete (D-K 84 B l and 2) .  Yet the absolutism of the antithesis and of Sophokles' own 
moral judgment is parallel, as is the explicitly educational focus of Sophokles' version of 
the myth. 

8&rO be sure, Pindar has kind words for the teaching of athletic trainers (e.g. , Ot. 8. 
54-6 1 )  and was perfectly aware that talent needed hard work and guidance. But this 
only makes his attack on "learned aretai" the more clearly ideological ; he seems to im­
ply that only those with the right ancestry can achieve authentic success-the rest is 
"mere" learning. 
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dramatic development of the myth. Neoptolemos is on stage with Od­
ysseus for a mere 1 34 lines, and in fact it takes only some 80 lines for 
Odysseus to lay out his plan and overcome Neoptolemos' objections by 
offering something hedu (lit. "sweet," 8 1 ) . After this brief "education" 
by Odysseus, Neoptolemos, despite Philoktetes' compliments to his 
parentage and early rearing (242-43) ,  despite his outpouring of af­
fection and truly pitiful circumstances, displays consummate skill as 
a liar and hypocrite. He is on stage with Philoktetes an extraordinary 
amount of dramatic time, more than 1 ,000 lines, before he is fully won 
over to Philoktetes' side. 

The painfully slow process by which he moves from his initial callous 
readiness to use brute force (90)-a revealing indication of the content, 
so to speak, of his untutored phusis-to a surrender of all the ambitions 
inevitable in such a youth is a primary dramatic interest of the play. 
There is nothing automatic or inevitable about the emergence of his 
good phusis. 87 His rejection of the chorus's invitation to steal the bow 
and leave the man does force him to reveal the truth to Philoktetes ; 
but, as we have seen, he still insists on following Odysseus' orders and 
insists on a basic harmony of his own narrow self-interest and what is 
right (926).  When pity makes him waver, the mere appearance of his 
first mentor, Odysseus, seems adequate to suppress all but the most 
hesitant gesture of sympathy ( 1 074-80) . 88 Neoptolemos' return with 
the bow is definitely a calculated dramatic surprise, and even then he 
attempts persuasion before actually returning the bow (D. Robinson 
1 969 : 45-5 1 ) .  Despite all the particularly Sophoklean emphasis on 
Neoptolemos' inherited nature, Sophokles has controlled the action in 
such a way as to dramatize the educational dictum of Antiphon : "One 
must necessarily become, with respect to character [tous tropous],  of the 
same sort as the person with whom one spends the greatest part of the 
day" (D-K 87 B 62) . 89 Sophokles in the Philoktetes is far nearer to Plato's 

87Emphasized by Knox ( 1 964: 1 2 2-23) .  Erbse ( 1 966: 1 87) remarks that what Neop­
tolemos calls his phusis in the prologue is nothing more than a claim (Anspruch) which for 
a considerable part of the play he lacks the courage to validate. This seems an improve­
ment over Diller's declaration that the real theme of the play is "the imperviousness of 
nature to external influences" ( 1 936: 245). But the inadequacy even of Erbse's formu­
lation is that it too accepts at face value the poet's verbal insistence on the emergence of 
Neoptolemos' noble phusis as if it were a fixed, unalterable entity while ignoring the full 
dramatization of a fundamentally different and richer content imparted to that phusis by 
good education-not to mention its vulnerability to bad education. 

8�aplin ( 1 97 1 :  35) nicely emphasizes the visual presentation of N eoptolemos' vulner­
ability to Odysseus' influence, who stops him in the very act of returning the bow and 
reduces him to silence for almost the whole rest of the scene. 

89See also Democritos' emphasis on education by imitation and association (D-K B 1 54, 
39, 79, 1 84) and Protagoras' similar focus on the consequences of association (Plato, Prot. 
3 1 6c5-d3). Concern for the "right" company was, as Guthrie (HGP 3 .250-5 1 )  stresses, 
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sense (particularly in the Republic) of profound anxiety for the fate of 
the well-born in the corrupting environment than to Pindar's confi­
dent affirmation that "thanks to birth the noble temper shines forth in 
sons from their fathers" (Py. 8 .44-45). Like Plato and the Sophists , 
Sophokles dramatizes the absolute necessity of such a nature meeting 
with the right education. 

But uniquely in Sophokles' play the conflict of the values between 
which the pupil, Neoptolemos, must choose is explored within the 
framework of learning to survive in three stages of the development of 
human society. Philoktetes has had to learn to acquiesce in sufferings 
imposed by necessity during his long struggle to eke out bare survival 
in isolation (538) .  In order to be saved out of that isolated struggle into 
a civilized human compact, both Philoktetes and Neoptolemos must, as 
we have seen, establish bonds based on pity, affection, and a sincere 
concern for each others' best interest. At this stage too they must agree 
on definitions of "daring," "noble," "right," "shameful," and "holy." 
The content, so to speak, of the good phusis which has been tested and 
educated in terms of this anthropological vision of reality emerges as 
more complex than could be inferred from Neoptolemos' initial com­
mitment to truth, success , and violence. 

The education Odysseus attempts to give Neoptolemos on survival 
in the contemporary world at times echoes these same terms, but in a 
strikingly different sense, and at times it directly repudiates them. Pity 
and affection are not in Odysseus' vocabulary. He occasionally takes a 
paternal tone, addressing Neoptolemos as son (pai, teknon) ,  but words 
in phil- (i .e . ,  "love ," "dear") come not from his lips. go We have no rea­
son,  given Odysseus' past and present treatment of Philoktetes, to be­
lieve that Neoptolemos is mistaken in assuming pity to be grounds for 
reproach from Odysseus ( 1 074-75) '  Odysseus does attempt unsuccess­
fully to define the term "noble" (gennaion, 5 1 )  in a self-consciously new 
(kainon, 52 )  sense, but soon he frankly acknowledges that the inherited 
phusis (79-80) of Neoptolemos is an obstacle. Later he expresses a fear 
that this very nobility (gennaios per on, 1 068) may ruin everything. The 
situation with "daring" is a bit more complex because the idea itself is 
ambiguous and, depending on context, can imply heroic courage or be­
havior that flies in the face of public opinion. Odysseus urges Neop­
tolemos to be daring (tolma, 82)  in the pursuit of victory (8 1 ) ,  which 

also an aristocratic idea; but Guthrie underestimates the special emphasis of the Sophists 
on the decisive role of socialization in determining character. 

goAvery ( 1 965: 285) counts two instances: teknon at 1 30 and pai from Neoptolemos' lie 
at 372 .  He omits pai at 79, an emendation, and those where the addition of a reference 
to his father (50, 96) tempers the potentially affectionate tone. In contrast, Avery finds 
52 instances of the paternal address from Philoktetes. 
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sounds a bit heroic, but the action is soon frankly described as shame­
less (anaides, 83,  cf. Kirkwood 1 958 :  234-35 n.  23) .  Odysseus equivo­
cates about the term for "right" (dikaios) behavior, now claiming it 
irrelevant for the present (82) ,  later amplifying this relativism by the 
assertion that when circumstances require it he can be as devoted to 
right behavior as anyone ( 1 049-5 1 ) .  But at one point, where the tone 
of his sophistry approaches broad comedy, he attempts a definition of 
"right" that would guarantee him the fruits of a theft on the grounds 
that he had planned it ( 1 246-47} .9 1 Holiness (eusebeia) he first presents 
a virtually synonymous with dikaios and, like that value, irrelevant in 
the present but available when the circumstances require (85, cf. 1 05 1 ) . 
The chorus, speaking of the arms of Achilles which the Atreidai alleg­
edly gave Odysseus improperly, describe them as an "object of religious 
awe" (sebas, 402)  for Odysseus. This suggests a pointed contrast to the 
religious awe (656-62)  that both Neoptolemos and Philoktetes express 
in relation to the bow of Herakles, there explicitly defined in terms of 
helping friends (euergetiin, 370). Odysseus later claims with great so­
lemnity that his behavior is the will of Zeus (989-90) and attempts to 
prevent Neoptolemos from returning the bow by calling the gods to 
witness ( 1 293) .  Finally, when it comes to what is shameful, Odysseus is 
only mildly equivocal. In pointed contrast to Philoktetes, who asks 
Neoptolemos to endure less than one whole day of physical distress in 
return for the greatest prize of glory (pleiston eukleias geras) of saving a 
fellow human being (478-80) , Odysseus asserts that if Neoptolemos 
gives himself over to Odysseus shamefully (eis anaides) for the short 
space of a day he will in the future have the reputation of being the 
most pious of all mortals (83-85). But generally Odysseus characterizes 
himself and is characterized by others as completely indifferent to the 
shame ethic, precisely the terms on which the Athenians at Melos most 
sharply differentiate themselves from their traditionalist opponents. 

The terms in which Odysseus first expresses that indifference 
strongly state what is also the primary basis on which his values and his 
behavior have been defended.92 He urges Neoptolemos, when he 

9 l Lesky, without explicitly saying that the scene is comic, notes ( 1 972 :  244) the simi­
larity to Old Comedy. Taplin ( 1 97 1 :  36-37) goes farther and argues, rightly I believe, 
that both this scene and Odysseus' final exit are so close to the style of brief defeats of 
villains in Old Comedy that they dramatically confirm the impression of his baseness. As 
suggested earlier, however, these comic elements focused on the "low" character Odys­
seus do not justify Craik's attempt to treat the whole play as "a tragedy of less than com­
plete seriousness" ( 1 980: 247). 

9"This is most fully defended in Ronnet 1 969: 259-62 ,  as noted earlier. See also Nor­
wood 1 948: 1 6 2 :  "It is easy but mistaken to label Odysseus the 'villain.' In reality he is the 
State personified." Yes, he is; but it is precisely in that TOle that he emerges as a villain. 
Muth's attempt to defend Odysseus on religious grounds ( 1 960: 652-56) is even less 
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meets Philoktetes , to say of Odysseus the worst possible insults. With 
true sophistic bravado he casts the issue in terms of a hedonistic cal­
culus (alguneis vs. lupen): "You will hurt me not at all by this. But if you 
dol Not do this, you will impose pain on all the Argives" (66-67).  The 
chorus, in its lyric dialogue with Philoktetes when he has been stripped 
of his bow and abandoned, defends Odysseus in just these terms, 
namely, his service to the group as a whole (koinan) .  But here alone Od­
ysseus' relation to the group echoes the theme of social bonds based on 
a tie of philia (cf. philous 1 1 43 ) :  "That man, one from many-I Ordered 
by their behest-I Achieved general rescue for his friends" ( 1 1 43-45) .  
If we were able to ignore the context and take their view at face value, 
then the sense of a deep conflict between the social bonds that will save 
Philoktetes and the social bonds governing the contemporary world of 
the Greek army at Troy would be, as many readers have argued, merely 
an illusion of the psychologically disturbed Philoktetes , who must then 
be seen as the truly bad teacher. 

Odysseus, true to the reasoning of most of the anthropological think­
ers , does assume a complete harmony between his own best interest 
and the best interest of the community as a whole. But to stress this 
attitude as a basis for arguing that Odysseus is dramatically justified by 
the whole of the play is to ignore the thrust of the whole play. The 
myth of the play, even if it were free of innovations, confronts us with 
and initially negative image of the society in whose interest Odysseus 
claims to act ;  at the same time, Sophokles takes pains to dramatize 
through his characterization of Odysseus the underlying selfish indi­
vidualism, hypocrisy, and brutality of that society. 

Sophokles normally presents Odysseus' conception of success , not in 
terms of the anthropological standards of what is useful, helpful, or ad­
vantageous, but in the strongly pejorative terms of commercial profit 
and a markedly unheroic victory. Segal ( l g8 1 :  304) points to the spe­
cifically aristocratic bias of this characterization, which , as we have 
seen, is as old as the Odyssey. Odysseus uses the term for "advanta­
geous" only once and in a context that has distinct dramatic irony when 
contrasted to Philoktetes' struggle to find what is advantageous to his 
belly (287-88) or his generous commitment to whatever brings advan­
tage to his friend (659) . Odysseus, having won Neoptolemos to his 
scheme, tells him that in the event of a delay he will send someone who 
"having practiced deception with respect his clothing" (morphen dolosas, 
1 28-2g) will look like a captain and speak craftily ( 1 30). Neoptolemos 
should "constantly take up whatever is advantageous in his words" (de­
khou ta sumpheronta tOn aei logon, 1 3 1 ) . 

satisfactory. Even Bowra ( 1 965: 287) ,  whom Muth otherwise follows closely, recognizes 
the play's implicit indictment of Odysseus' self-serving egoism. 
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Apart from this calculation in trickery and lying, Odysseus' materi­
alism has a less anthropological flavor. He tells Neoptolemos that vic­
tory is a sweet possession (8 1 ) ;  when his attempt to argue against 
ethical compunctions seems to fail , he cites profit (kerdos) as the con­
sideration that should override hesitation ( I l l ) . Philoktetes describes 
the island on which Odysseus marooned him as a place where no mer­
chant can find a business profit (eksempolesei kerdos, 303) .  It is as a grov­
eling merchant that Odysseus' representative soon appears, and his 
devious manner inspires in Philoktetes an all too legitimate fear that 
he is being "sold in speech" by this merchant (579). The instant Philok­
tetes recognizes Odysseus, he exclaims "I've been bought and sold !"  
(978) .  That this view of Odysseus' behavior is not merely Philoktetes' 
illusion is strongly suggested by the cruel sarcasm with which Odysseus 
releases Philoktetes to die alone on Lemnos without his bow: 

But victory is my natural need in every case­
Except yours. Now to you I shall willingly yield place. 
Release him! Keep your hands off him from now on! 
Let him stay. We don't even need you any more, 
Inasmuch as we have this bow. For there is 
Teucer among us with this particular skill 
And I ,  who consider myself not a bit your inferior 
At wielding this bow or at aiming it straight. 
Yes !  What need is there of you? Walk about Lemnos and good luck! 
We must be on our way. And perhaps your heroic prize 
May award to me the honor that ought to have been yours. 

One may debate whether this is a further deception aimed at persuad­
ing Philoktetes to come to Troy or a blunt statement of Odysseus' spur­
of-the-moment decision to exploit for his own advantage (cf. 1 069) 
Philoktetes' intransigence.93 But the narrowly selfish cruelty of his line 
of reasoning is indisputable. Nothing Odysseus does or says elsewhere 
in the play contradicts the impression that this speech accurately rep­
resents his characteristic way of thinking. Yet Odysseus', and to a lesser 
degree the chorus's, calculations and values constitute the only evi­
dence we have in the play for those that predominate in the society of 
the Greek army as a whole. Odysseus' reasoning here is the ugly ob­
verse of the sophistic thought that views society as founded on mutual 

93Lesky ( 1 972 :  243-44) says cautiously that the poet gives us no clear answer to this 
question. Linforth argues ( 1 956: 1 35-56) emphatically that Odysseus must be only bluff­
ing here; so too Kitto 1 956: 1 24,  Hinds 1 967: 1 77, and Calder 1 97 1 :  1 6 1 .  Contra, T. 
Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1 969 [ 1 9 1 7] :  304-7, Bowra 1 965: 286-87, Knox 1 964 : 1 34, 
and D. Robinson 1 969 : 45-5 1 ,  which I find particularly persuasive. 
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human need. We have stressed Sophokles' dramatization of the hu­
mane consequences in the bonds of pity and affection established be­
tween Philoktetes and Neoptolemos. Here we see a callous calculation 
of what is not needed (oude sou proskhreizomen, l O55 ;  ti deta sou dei? 
l O60) . Philoktetes becomes society's first throw-away person ; Odysseus 
is the man who undertakes here ,  as he had ten years before, to handle 
the disposal operations and to glory in the personal profit he will gain 
from it; for victory is all he "needs" (khreizOn, l O52 ) .  

A more obvious aspect of  Sophokles' dramatic emphasis on the hy­
pocrisy of Odysseus' claim to work only for the public good is the ironic 
contrast between Odysseus' and Philoktetes' respective relationship to 
necessity. Philoktetes , as we have seen, knows the necessity of his day­
to-day struggle to survive the threats of the elements (538) and to en­
dure the physical pain imposed on him by circumstances ( 1 3 1 7) .  But in 
relation to human beings he displays an iron commitment to personal 
freedom which is proof against bribery, force, the threat of death , or 
even the sincere appeal of a friend. The social bonds he adheres to in­
volve freely volunteered service to his friends, Herakles (670) and 
Neoptolemos ( 1 404-5) .  His participation in the Trojan expedition is 
pointedly presented as this same sort of freely volunteered service 
( l O2 7) .  Odysseus, in sharp contrast, himself acknowledges that he par­
ticipated in the expedition out of necessity (eks anankis, 73) ,  and 
Philoktetes reminds the audience that in fact Odysseus had to be 
tricked as well as forced to participate ( l O25) .  This is the man who re­
peatedly describes himself as a mere servant following orders. 

The society of the Greek army as a whole is characterized almost ex­
clusively as an entity that gives orders. The first of these we hear of in 
the play is the callous order to maroon Philoktetes (6) . This same so­
ciety requires that Neoptolemos serve the orders of Odysseus (hyperetes, 
53 ,  cf. 93-94) ·  Nowhere does Odysseus associate , as most of the an­
thropologists do, this obligation to subordination with the idea of com­
pensating long-term advantages in a civilized polity. Those advantages 
are an important theme in the play; but only the chorus, Neoptolemos, 
and Herakles are permitted to articulate them in contexts in which they 
are explicitly hostile to or override the political dominance of Odysseus 
and the Atreidai . Thus Sophokles seems perhaps in the very choice of 
his myth and certainly in his development of it to echo the most pes­
simistic of the Sophists , Antiphon and perhaps Thrasymachos.94• The 

94See Havelock 1 957 :  23-29 on Thrasymachos and 1 957 :  chap. 10 on Antiphon. See 
also Moulton 1 974 on the shift toward pessimism. Guthrie (HGP 3: esp. 9 1-92) makes an 
interesting case for a more sympathetic view of Thrasymachos as parodied in the Re­
public. Kerferd ( 198 1a :  1 2 2 )  makes the more traditional association with Kallikles; Con­
tra see Furley (83) in Kerferd 1 98 1  b. 
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state, through a crass calculation of its own needs, which seem synon­
ymous with the convenience of its rulers, imposes horrible suffering on 
a citizen who is not merely guiltless (676-86) but ready to contribute 
generously to a common effort ( 1 027) .  It exacerbates rather than re­
lieves his physical pain ; and when the occasion arises which requires a 
reversal of his exclusion from society, the state is ready to give orders 
( 1 1 44) that violate his self-respect by deceit and force. Like Zeus in the 
Prometheus, the state is cast in the image of a brutal tyrant, hostile to all 
the advantages of human society which are symbolized in the hero 
(Pohlenz 1 954 : 330, 332) .  

It is possible to surmise an evolutionary solution of the apparently 
irreconcilable conflict in the Prometheus; but, as we have seen, Sopho­
kles seems to treat his myth in a way that evokes anthropological spec­
ulation about the development of human society but precludes a 
positive view of the third or contemporary state of that process. The 
fascination, frustration, and much of the tragic pathos of this play thus 
depend on Sophokles' paradoxical exploitation of sophistic anthropo­
logical speculation. His dramatization of Philoktetes' grim, isolated 
struggle to survive the threats of beasts and harsh elements poses most 
absolutely, almost "scientifically," the need of human beings for society ; 
yet the only society available is characterized as subhuman. 

The Way Out: The Supersession of the Sophists 

If there is any real resolution of the dilemma posed by this play, and 
many sensitive modern readers see none, we may approach it by sum­
marizing Sophokles' debts to the Sophists and his departures from 
them.95 Sophokles' response to the Sophists , though not as thorough 
or explicit as Plato's, moves along lines we see Plato exhausting in the 
next chapter. Sophokles exploits, as we have seen, the sophistic analysis 
of the origin and development of society in such a way as to imply a 
strong condemnation of the Sophist in contemporary society. Al­
though the main thrust of sophistic anthropology was egalitarian, 
we have seen evidence that some Sophists were willing to equivocate 
about aristocratic birth in their attempt to demonstrate that even the 

95linforth's whole study of the play ( 1 956: esp. 95-97) has the primary aim of dem­
onstrating that Sophokles did not and could not accept the traditional ending of the 
myth, the return of Philoktetes to Troy, as true to the logic of the rest of the myth. The 
ending we have then is a more or less cynical bow to tradition ; T. Wilamowitz­
Moellendorff ( 1 969: 3 1 1 ) and Ronnet ( 1 969: 274) agree. Whitman ( 1 95 1 :  1 87-88) offers 
the most impressive defense of the ending. See also Pratt 1 949: esp. 286-87, Kirkwood 
1 958: 39, and Winnington-Ingram 1 980: 297-303 . 
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well-born needed professional education. Sophokles exploits this 
equivocation to offer a militant affirmation of inherited excellence. 
Similarly, he exploits the sophistic analysis of ethical values along lines 
that culminate in aristocratic absolutism for which metaphysical, that 
is, divine , validation is claimed. 

Sophokles' major transformations of the presocial struggle for sur­
vival consist of this downgrading the heavily intellectual emphasis of 
the Sophists and stressing the extraordinary aristocratic superiority of 
Philoktetes. Thus, despite the relative obscurity of Philoktetes' family 
in the broad spectrum of Greek heroes, Philoktetes is described almost 
at the outset of the play as "perhaps second to none in his noble origins" 
( 1 80-8 1 ) . Similarly, though we have noted the careful use of the techno­
logical vocabulary (tekhnema, mekhanaomai, ekseurisko, frur) to give Philok­
tetes' struggle an anthropological coloring, Sophokles does not celebrate 
primarily the intellectual ingeniousness of his hero but his unique 
courage, which sets him above his enemies.96 Thus, when Philoktetes 
thinks he is about to leave, he is anxious that his young friend look at 
his cave home to learn (mathes) how he manifested his uniquely coura­
geous nature (has . . .  ephun eukardios) and in particular his qualities of 
daring and endurance (tlenai) ;  he has learned day-to-day acquiescence 
in sufferings that no one else could even stand to look at (533-38) .  

The aristocratic slant Sophokles gives to his exploration of the social 
compact stage is even more striking. Although the chorus, represent­
ing in this context the ordinary mass of human beings, are open to 
spontaneous feelings of pity, they are incapable of acting indepen­
dently, caught in playing out the lies concocted by their superiors, and 
in the final analysis committed only to time-serving. It is only Neop­
tolemos, "son of the best of the Greeks" (3) ,  possessed of "primeval 
god-sanctioned royal power" ( 1 38-4 1 ) , who is able at last to validate 
the implications of his inherited nature by responding to pity and af­
fection sufficiently to make the ultimate commitment to his friend's 
interest. The linguistic emphasis throughout the play on such aristo­
cratic ethical terminology as gennaios, eugenes, and phuOlphusis in the 

!J6Letters ( 1 953 :  273-74) dourly speaks of Philoktetes as "not just a skill-less Robinson 
Crusoe, though he has spent so many years without any recorded improvements in his 
savage economy." Then, more blatantly ignoring the strong emphasis in the play on the 
struggle to survive, he concludes: "The introvert of Sophokles' play finds occupation 
enough in brooding over his wrongs." Sophokles in fact has a special problem in his cho­
sen material :  he must sharply differentiate his hero's arts of survival from those of the 
mythic figure who is most traditionally associated with all sorts of sophia. Indeed, Vlastos 
( 1 946: 6 1 )  speaks of Democritos' concept of sophia as "Ulysses-like resourcefulness." I be­
lieve that there is a similar factor at work in the exclusion of allusions to primitive gar­
dening or food gathering: for all his wretchedness, Philoktetes must remain the 
aristocratic hunter, sharply distinguished from any form of activity that smacks of 
the peasant. 
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context of pervasive allusions to paternity tends to mask the sophistic 
core with a Pindaric overlay.97 For, as we have noted, the content of the 
ethical choices Philoktetes imposes on Neoptolemos owes more to the 
Sophists than to Homer or Pindar; and the dramatization of the im­
pact of Philoktetes' experience and character on Neoptolemos owes 
much to sophistic theorizing about educational companionship (sunou­
sia) .  Yet the bond established between Neoptolemos and Philoktetes is 
neither explicitly educational nor explicitly a social compact; it is rig­
orously cast in the mold of traditional heroic, aristocratic male bonding 
in which the older man is inevitably cast in the role of a father figure 
and thus a natural educator by example. Tacitly parallel to the more 
explicitly erotic friendship of Achilles and Patroklos (434), it is more 
immediately modeled on the friendship of Herakles and Philoktetes 
(670, 1 436-37) .98 Sophokles thus seems at pains to imply that the nat­
ural consequence of this interaction of two heroic friends is the con­
firmation of an excellence of character in Neoptolemos that is already 
his by birth. Neoptolemos' shockingly hypocritical and manipulative 
behavior is repeatedly presented as an intrusion from the contempo­
rary world; he is the victim of bad education (97 1 , 1 0 1 4-1 5) by Odys­
seus, who, as we have seen, is explicitly characterized as a Sophist. 

Generally, bad education and low birth are presented as the chief 
faults of the third or contemporary level of society. Bad education by 
the leaders is offered as an explanation for all the city's and the entire 
army's misconduct (384-85),  and the subservience of the chorus to 
their leaders confirms the fact that this indictment is not merely a lie 
concocted by Neoptolemos for the immediate situation. The inhumane 
and manipulative conduct of Odysseus is associated not only with his 
sophistry ( 1 4 , 77 , cf. 43 1 ,  1 0 1 5 , 1 244) but repeatedly with his low birth 
from Sisyphos (384, 4 1 7 , 1 3 1 1 ) .  Finally, Sophokles ignores a minor de­
tail of the mythic tradition in order to associate Odysseus with the vir­
tual paradigmatic figure of low birth, Thersites (Gellie 1 97 2 :  29 1-92 ; 
contra Huxley 1 967 : 6) .  

97gennaios: 5 1 ,  475, 799,  80 1 ,  1 068, 1 462 ; eugenes : 336, 604, 874; phuo: 79, 88, 326,  
558, 9 10, 1 052 ,  1 074, 1 244, 1 372 ;  ekphuo: 89, 996; phusis: 79, 874,  902 , 1 3 10 ;  pater: 3, 96, 
242, 260, 347, 434, 362, 453, 468, 490, 625, 996, 1 284, 1 3 1 1 ,  1 3 1 4, 1 365, 1 37 1 ,  1 430; 
Achilles: 4 ,  50, 57,  62 , 260, 328, 33 1 , 364, 542 , 582 , 940, 1 066, 1 220, 1 237 ,  1 3 1 2 , 1 443;  
Poias: 5 ,  263, 3 1 8, 329,  46 1 , 1 230, 1 26 1 , 1 4 1 0, 1 430; Sisyphos: 384 (by implication) ,  4 1 7 , 
1 3 1 1 . Not every instance in a Greek tragedy of address to a character by reference to his 
paternity must be seen as implying a belief in inherited excel lence. In this play, however, 
where the theme is so explicit, I believe that the cumulative impact of these allusions is 
quite striking. 

9BCalder ( 1 97 1 :  1 69 n. 88) reviews with savage skepticism the attempts of "refined crit­
ics" to find an "erotic" dimension to the play. It takes, I think, something quite different 
from refinement to deny the general homoerotic pattern of Greek aristocratic culture, 
though to be sure the reference in the Philoktetes is quite indirect. 
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Sophokles' solution of the conflict between the implications, on the 
one hand, of the first and second stage of his anthropology and, on the 
other, of those of the third stage lies in the radically hierarchical per­
spective he has built into the analysis of society and develops through 
his control of the dramatic action. By the end of that action he has 
claimed, with a religiously archaizing self-consciousness nearer Plato 
than Homer, the absolute validation of this social and political hierar­
chy in the will of Zeus. 

The low point of pessimism in the play occurs in a digression of some 
fifty lines (4 1 0-55) on the effects of war, a passage that has long been 
recognized as vividly contemporary in its impact. Achilles is dead, Ajax 
is dead, Antilochos is dead and his father Nestor has lost his position as 
the respected adviser. Patroklos too is dead. But Diomedes, Odysseus, the 
Atreidai , and Thersites flourish. The obvious human lesson (ekdidakso) 
from these facts is stated first by Neoptolemos : "In a brief saying / I'll 
draw the lesson : of its own will War / Seizes no worthless man, but takes 
the good always" (435-37) .  The bitter, despairing implication for the 
governance of the universe is in turn stated by Philoktetes : 

Nothing bad has ever perished. 
Rather, the gvJs carefully bundle them up to shield them 
And somehow take delight in turning back from Hades 
The jaded, criminal elements ; while the right-acting, 
The decent sort, they dispatch there constantly. 
What reckoning must I make of this? How shall I praise, 

when 
In setting praise on divinity, I find the gods bad? 

And as if the point was not clear and sweeping enough, Neoptolemos 
sums up the case for despair in a neat, redundant Gorgianic truism: 
"Where the worse over better rules in might / The worthy all perish 
and the trickster's99 right" (456-57) .  

Commentators and critics occasionally cite the contemporary evi­
dence that would justify so bitter a view of the effect of a long war. 1 00 

Some (e.g. , Calder 1 97 1 )  see this speech as merely a further instance of 
Neoptolemos' deceit. What is rarely pointed out is how fully these sen­
timents correspond to Odysseus' analysis of present realities : 

Son of a noble father, I too once, when young, 
Kept my tongue unemployed and my hand a hard worker. 

991 retain the deinos of the manuscripts where Jebb reads deilos. 
"'''See Jebb of 435; Webster 1 970 on 436; Bowra 1 965 : 277,  286. M. H .  Jameson's 

1 956 article contains a wealth of contemporary data, but it also suggests some contem­
porary grounds for the relative optimism of the ending. 



Sophokles ' Philoktetes and the Sophists 3 2 3  

Now that I've come to the test, I see that 
The tongue, not action, has total sway over men. 

(96-99) 

All three major characters look at the reality of the war and conclude 
that moral values and courage in action count for nothing in the strug­
gle for survival and success. Both Odysseus-with his commitment to 
verbal manipulation and his guardian gods, Tricky Hermes and Political 
Athena-and Philoktetes-with his direct experience of gross i�ustice 
apparently triumphant-infer that the gods uphold such an analysis. 
But it is the full exploration of Philoktetes' own successful battle to 
overcome the worst assaults of a corrupt contemporary society, and fi­
nally, his capacity to inspire the emergence of the highest social virtues 
in the promising noble pupil which lay the emotional and intellectual 
foundations for the tremendous,  utopian affirmation of aristocratic 
human worth-an affirmation that sweeps away the pettiness and vi­
ciousness of Odysseus in the epiphany of an apotheosized Herakles. 1 0 1 

Philoktetes himself has come to recognize the invasion of a reality 
overriding the shortsighted calculations of the Atreidai . Though he re­
jects bitterly what he perceives as Odysseus' cynical exploitation of re­
ligion for gross ends (99 1-92) (see Spira 1 960: 2 2 ) ,  he is soon moved 
from his despair to perceive an implicit divine concern for right in the 
"divine goad" that has prodded Odysseus to come for the crippled, 
foul-smelling man who had interfered with their rituals ( 1 03 1-39). It is 
the quasi-scientific, existential demonstration of Philoktetes' absolute 
superiority in circumstances in which he is stripped of every social and 
religious support that endow this divine validation with the aura of 
something more solid than pious wish fulfillment. By the end of the 
play, it is dramatically credible that Philoktetes is needed by the Greek 
army, not just through some quirk of fate or, as Odysseus seems to 
think, by virtue of the fact that he happens to possess a magic weapon. 
Philoktetes is dramatically represented as the best human being left 
alive, and the bow of Herakles is not the cause of his superiority but the 
clearest external symbol of it. 1 02 Similarly, Philoktetes' wound is the 
clearest symbol of his need for society, of the intolerable pain of isola­
tion from the positive virtues of communal life .  

1 0 1  I had hoped to pass over in well-deserved silence the absurd thesis of Errandonea 
( 1 956) that the appearance of Herakles represents the final ploy of a disguised Odysseus; 
but alas a later discussion of the play, Shucard's ( 1 974) , informs us: "Errandonea . . .  bril­
liantly shows that Herakles is actually Odysseus" ( 1 35 n. 20). I do not know how one 
would set about refuting so inherently preposterous a view; I only record here that I am 
aware of it and do not see any merit in it. In general, Gardiner is quite sensible about 
what is explicit and what can be inferred from the text of a tragedy ( 1 987:  37 , 47-48). 

IO"Kirkwood ( 1 958:  77) is surely right in describing HeIenus' prophecy as "a commen­
tary on Philoktetes' greatness, just as his possession of the weapons of Herakles is." 
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The appearance of Herakles confirms on an absolute plane the data 
resulting from Sophokles' aristocratic exploration of the presocial and 
social compact phases of the struggle to survive . Though this solution 
grows organically from Sophokles' particular "thinking through" so­
phistic social and political teachings , the appearance of Herakles is the 
most self-consciously archaizing aspect of the play : "epic ," "heroic," 
"aristocratic," "religious"-the antitheses of the style and values one as­
sociates with the Sophists. The tonality of the play is decisively shifted 
from a world apparently dominated by the Atreidai and Odysseus. In 
perhaps Sophokles' most grimly realistic play, if by that characteriza­
tion we mean focused on the ugliest contemporary realities, this end­
ing succeeds in achieving an eminently ideological aura of grandeur 
drawn from the reservoir of aristocratic myth : Zeus's favorite son af­
firms the justice of Zeus. 

Though critics have often spoken crudely of orders from Zeus de­
livered by Herakles , the tone of address recalls the deferential courtesy 
of some Homeric exchanges between gods and heroes (Snell 1 960 : 
32 ) . 103 Herakles' first words, responding to Neoptolemos' i�unction to 
Philoktetes to "bid the land farewell and start out" ( 1 408) , emphasize 
the option of their proceeding on their chosen course : "Not yet, at least 
until you have heard our tale" ( 1 409-10) ,  and then add a deferential 
vocative, "son of Poias." Again, after explaining who he is and why he 
has come, he uses a polite Homeric injunction for a sympathetic hear­
ing (epakouson) . 104 After a play shot through with sophistic exploration 
of the powers and limitations of logos, Herakles describes his speech­
and Philoktetes repeats the word-by the archaic , heroic term muthoi 
( 1 4 10 ,  1 4 1 7 , 1 447 ;  Winnington-Ingram 1 956:  633 n. I ) . Herakles' 
prime motive in coming is designated by the word kharis, which conveys 
the reciprocity of concern characteristic of heroic friends and at the 
same time the peculiar Greek notion of a divine grace reserved for he­
roes, for winners by birth . The phrase used for the will of Zeus (ta 
Dios . . .  bouleumata) recalls the Dios boule of the Iliad, which there de­
scribes, not the cynical aim of ridding the earth of excess population 
found in the Kupria (Homeri Opera 5: 1 1 7) but Zeus' commitment to val-

lOST. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff ( 1 969: 3 1 1 )  speaks misleadingly of Herakles' coming to 
command (befehlen) Philoktetes to go to Troy. He is followed by Grene ( 1 967: 1 40) and 
Gellie ( 1 972 :  1 57) among others. K. Alt ( 1 g6 1 :  1 73) emphasizes rightly the purely per­
suasive tone of Herakles' speech ; but since Kitto ( 1 956: 1 37) seems to have convinced too 
many readers that there is nothing of interest in Herakles' speech, I have considered it in 
some detail . 

1 04LS] s. v. 4 suggest the de facto sense of "obey" citing this passage ; but the only pre­
Sophoklean passages cited, Il. 2 . 1 43 and Hesiod Op. 275,  do not justify seeing more than 
the usual confidence conveyed by the word that a careful hearing will win agreement. In 
the case of the Hesiodic passage, the author is clearly whistling in the wind. 
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idating Achilles' absolute superiority in  the face of  rejection and injury 
by the highest political authority in his society (Whitman 1 958 :  1 3 2-37) .  

Like traditional heroic advisers such as Nestor or Phoenix who can 
be and sometimes are ignored, Herakles prefaces his detailed advice 
with a paradigmatic tale. In this case, the tale is the speaker's own ca­
reer and recalls broadly Herakles' similar exhortation to the heroic Od­
ysseus in the underworld (ad. 1 1 .6 1 5-26).  The figure who for Achilles 
in the Iliad represents the ultimate futility of birth from divinity (Il. 
1 8 . 1 1 7- 19) spurs the hero of the Odyssey with a tale of sufferings finally 
compensated in dazzling triumph. Here the specific inducements are 
strictly individual and heroic : immortal success and a life of glory 
( 1420-2 1 ) .  Philoktetes' real superiority will be validated by the whole 
community, thus answering earlier legitimate fears of the probability 
of further mistreatment by the Atreidai and Odysseus. The phrase 
used to express this (aretei te protos ekkritheis strateumatos, 1 425) recalls a 
Pindaric description of a winner in the great games (Ne. 7.7)  and, com­
bined with a promise of winning the aristeia ( 1 429) ,  offers reassurance 
that the dark fate of Ajax alluded to earlier in the play (4 1 0-1 5) will 
not be repeated in the case of Philoktetes. 1 05 The honorific allusion to 
Philoktetes' father with which Herakles begins is echoed in the full re­
assurance that not only is Poias alive but Philoktetes, unlike so many 
other heroes, will succeed in returning to his father and his home 
( 1 430). Herakles then lays a specific obligation on Philoktetes, to ded­
icate a thank-offering from the spoils for Herakles' bow at the scene of 
his funeral pyre ( 1 43 1-33) .  The allusion reinforces the personal sense 
of kharis at the outset of the speech ( 1 4 1 3) by reminding the audience 
of the service that won Philoktetes his bow. 

E�oining a parallel mutual dependence on Philoktetes and Neop­
tolemos expressed with a heroic lion simile, Herakles announces that 
he will personally send the divine doctor to cure Philoktetes' wound. 
This action is linked causally to the only explicit allusion in the speech 
to the fate of Troy's fal l :  "For it [Ilion] is fated a second time to be taken 
by my bow" ( 1 438-39). The very vagueness of such a fate, its air of 
sheer mystery and individual heroic fetishism, should preclude reading 
into this speech the faintest hint of divine concern for the interests of 
the Atreidai and Odysseus. Indeed the final solemn injunction to show 
reverence to the gods in the sacking of Troy ( 1 440-44) is distinctly om­
inous. It recalls the many desecrations of the final night of Troy which 
spell later disaster for so many Greek chieftains including the Atreidai, 

1 05It is not necessary to retain the normally bracketed lines at 1 365-67 (see Jebb's ap­
pendix ad loc.) to see in the allusion to Ajax's death an adequate reference for the audi­
ence to the Hopton krisis. They will recall Neoptolemos' emphasis in his lie on Odysseus' 
possession of his father's arms. 
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Odysseus, and Neoptolemos himself. The allusion is at best only im­
plicit, but if it is present, it focuses awesomely the final ambiguity of 
Sophokles' vision : on the one hand, the divine validation of the good 
Philoktetes and punishment of the evil powers that marooned him are 
reaffirmed; on the other hand, the fragility, the terrible vulnerability 
to corruption, of the noble young phusis is confirmed in a dark allusion 
to Neoptolemus' subsequent development into the most impious of all 
the criminals at Troy. 1 06 

Apart from this possible dark note, the utopian direction of the 
play's resolution is clearly dominant in Philoktetes' full achievement of 
siiteria and Neoptolemos' realization of the best potentialities of his no­
ble phusis. Herakles furnishes absolute, "divine" confirmation of both 
by recalling in style and content the whole aristocratic tradition of 
myths celebrating the dependence of society on the single superior in­
dividual and the intense suffering that unique superiority entailed­
not as in Aeschylus for the community, but for the superior individual 
himself or herself. The pragmatic political consequences of such an 
ending may appear to be a simple glorification of the old-time religion 
and the old-time ruling class. Yet anyone who responded to the ago­
nizing and profound exploration of all the new intellectual and polit­
ical realities threatening the underlying assumptions of the old views 
must have recognized that the affirmation of the ending is not naively 
or cheaply won. Sophokles' ideological counteroffensive is eminently 
indirect and cautiously circumscribed with what might almost be called 
escape-clause ambiguities. Depending on how far one takes the allusion 
to the crimes committed in the destruction of Troy, one may indeed 
subscribe to Winnington-Ingram's perception of a preponderantly 
ironic vision in Sophokles. 

Philoktetes' final farewell to his island is in one sense a reminder of 
the whole anthropological metaphor that framed the hero's struggle to 
survive and make social ties possible. At the same time, the transfor­
mation of the formerly harsh, impersonal arena of that isolated strug­
gle into a mythic , animate, and benign array of divine presences who 

106Jebb cites with apparent approval the observation of the scholia : "This warning de­
rives force from the tradition that, after the fall of Troy, Neoptolemos 'slew Priam, when 
he had taken refuge at the altar of Zeus herkeios. ' " Neither Jebb nor, as far as I can recall, 
anyone else has explored the important implications for the whole education motif in 
the play of such an allusion. Craik rightly observes that, as far as concerns Sophokles' 
"conviction . . .  that the preeminent principle governing a man's course of action is his 
inborn inherited tendency to nobility or the reverse, . . .  the only new element is the 
prominence given . . .  to the recognition that phusis can be corrupted and diverted from 
its proper track" ( 1 980: 253) .  She does not, however, speak to this passage. Christian 
Wolff nicely spells out the ambiguities of the lion image by reviewing its traditional as­
sociations ( 1 979: 1 44-50). 
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may guarantee the siiteria implicit in  the hero's return suggests the po­
et's own will to transcend and leave behind the Sophists from whom he 
had learned so much. He has turned their most powerful grounds for 
endorsing an egalitarian society based on persuasion and education 
into a ringing affirmation of the old hierarchies, which, in the midst of 
democracy's demise, were asserting their claims to power on new ideo­
logical foundations. 

The Athens of 409 B . C .  

Those few critics who have explored possible connections between 
the world and the text (Said 1 983) of the Philoktetes have understand­
ably been tempted by what might be called the roman a clef approach, 
identifying the protagonists with this or that political figure. One obvi­
ous drawback of this approach is that, for every detail that seems to sup­
port a fit ,  there are others so grossly incongruous that, as in the case of 
older attempts at historicizing Pindar, the whole enterprise of consid­
ering the relation of the literary text to the society in which and for 
which it was produced is discredited. We are then invited to fall back on 
the "Olympian" Sophokles, "'unpolitical' as far as any Athenian of that 
generation could be unpolitical" (Ehrenberg 1 954: 1 38) .  Yet, as I have 
tried to demonstrate, the level on which the Athenian dramatic text 
responds to its context is highly abstracted from the immediate, day­
to-day struggles of the assembly and the war. As an ideological con­
struct, it engages in the politics of world views. It picks and chooses 
from the available concrete data of the political, social , and economic 
realities of Athens in its twenty-second year of war-ignoring much 
that leaves no trace, bracketing other data in a structured silence that 
requires a search for symptoms (Macherey 1 978) ,  and constructing a 
dream world out of other data which is thus distorted past recognition. 

If we seek to construct what we can from the surviving sources of the 
realities of class warfare both internal to Athens and external in the 
war against the Spartan alliance, a few potentially relevant elements 
stand out. The tragic trade-off envisioned in the Eumenides, in which 
war with Sparta emerges as the price for banishing war at home be­
tween the Athenian rich and poor, had by the time of the Philoktetes 
utterly collapsed. The Sicilian disaster of 4 1 3  B.C.  had so strengthened 
the hands of the oligarchs that they succeeded in having government 
authority turned over to special councillors (Probouloi) ,  of whom one 
was the octogenarian Sophokles (Aristotle Rhet. 1 4 1 9a-26). In 4 1 1 
B.C. , the Four Hundred took over, initiated a bloodbath, and did their 
best to turn Athens over to Sparta. 
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Aristotle's tantalizing evidence about Sophokles' own apparent com­
plicity in this right-wing coup curiously parallels mutatis mutandis­
Plato's relation, a few years later, to the even more violent oligarchic 
rule of the thirty tyrants. Aristotle, in a passage of the Rhetoric that re­
views various ways of using interrogation, informs us, "When Sophok­
les was asked by Peisander [one of the leaders of the coup] if he had not 
voted as the other porbouloi had to set up the 400, he answered yes. 
'Why?' said Peisander, 'Didn't this seem evil to you?' He answered yes. 
'Well then,' said Peisander, 'Didn't you commit evil?' 'Yes I did,' 
Sophokles said, 'For there was nothing better'" ( 1 4 1 9a26-30) . Calder 
( 1 97 1 )  is surely wrong to conclude from this passage that the excesses 
of these aristocrats turned Sophokles into a committed democrat who 
apologizes for his complicity through the Philoktetes. Yet the reminder 
of Sophokles' direct political involvement, shortly before the play, is 
valuable and legitimate as a caution for those readers inclined to view 
Sophokles as a figure of Olympian distance. To me the parallel to 
Plato-who was invited by his uncle Kritias to join the Thirty, hesi­
tantly declined, but soon became repelled by their behavior (Epist. 7) is 
more suggestive : a clear demonstration of the capacity of the present 
aristocracy for amoral ferocity worse than the worst follies of the de­
mocracy does not bring him any closer to the democracy, for which he 
retains at best a patronizing pity. Rather, Sophokles, like Plato, turns to 
an in depth "thinking through" the most intellectually rigorous cri­
tique of aristocracy produced by democratic theory only to use it in an 
attempt to establish a solider ground in anthropology and educational 
theory for the principle of inherited excellence. 

Shortly after the coup of the Four Hundred, when their policies had 
utterly failed, power was entrusted to a so-called moderate oligarchy of 
Five Thousand. Nothing reveals more clearly the class character of the 
Athenian empire (Ste. Croix 1 954-55 :  1-4 1 )  or the real stakes in the 
war than the role of Samos and other so-called "allies" of Athens in the 
fall of the Four Hundred. The Samian demos revolted in 4 1 2  B.C .  
against their big landowners (geamoroi) . The success of this revolution 
spread to the sailors of the Athenian fleet stationed at Samos. The sail­
ors threw out their oligarchic officers and elected democrats : "In con­
sequence the fleet, the instrument of Athenian power, stood as the 
bulwark of democracy, in opposition to the native city governed by the 
oligarchs !"  (Bengston 1 988 :  1 50) . Other crucial reverses for the Four 
Hundred resulted from their imposition of oligarchies on allied cities 
such as Thasos, which revolted to get rid of both oligarchs and Athe­
nian tribute all at once. An ultimatum from the Athenian fleet at 
Samos under Alcibiades set in motion the final discomfiture of the 
Four Hundred, which was sped on, to be sure ,  by the loss of Euboea 
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(Thucycides 8.87-97) .  The naval successes of  Thrasyboulos and Alcib­
iades in 4 1 1 and 4 1 0  B.C .  led to the restoration of the full democracy in 
July of 4 1 0. 

As the nephew of Perikles, Alcibiades was certainly the scion of one 
of the most distinguished aristocratic families in Athens. As the victim 
of jealous plotting that caused his exile and sentence of death in ab­
sentia at the outset of the great expedition to Sicily and one recently 
associated with an island symbolic of democratic integrity, he has per­
haps inevitably occurred to some as the model for Philoktetes. 1 07 But 
the consequences of taking such an identification seriously are gro­
tesque. What could be further from the grim isolation and utterly un­
compromising integrity imparted to the dramatic character of 
Sophokles' Philoktetes than the truly amazing array of manipulations 
and tergiversations of Alcibiades' whole career, especially between 4 1 3  
and 4 1 O? Moreover, Alcibiades' successes as a flamboyant demagogue 
are hard indeed to square with the dour image of the "miseducated" 
and opportunistic demos evoked in the play. 

More ingenious but equally unsatisfactory is the effort to see Perik­
les' son and namesake as the inspiration of Neoptolemos (M.  H. Jame­
son 1 956: 2 2 2-24) .  This Perikles was the result of his father's 
extramarital liaison with Aspasia and was only retroactively declared 
legitimate by the assembly out of pity for the elder Perikles' loss of all 
his legitimate sons in the plague (Plutarch Per. 37) .  The scholar who 
proposed this identification gives one of the best pieces of evidence 
against it: "In Eupolis' Demi of 4 1 2  B.C . . . .  Pericles asks a newcomer to 
the underworld if his bastard son still lives. 'He does,' is the answer, 
'and would be a man by now if he were not ashamed of his harlot 
mother'" (M.  H. Jameson 1 956:  2 23) .  In view of the extraordinary bias 
against Aspasia and in general against mixed birth on the part at least 
of non-aristocratic Athenians, it strikes me as highly unlikely that a fig­
ure still mocked for his illegitimate birth as late as 4 1 2  B.C .  would easily 
come to mind three years later as the embodiment of aristocratic ex­
cellence of birth. 

But such specific identifications are a snare and a delusion. The 
broader picture suggests an all but total alienation from the whole 
spectrum of deceitful, ambitious , and potentially murderous leader­
ship of both the oligarchic and democratic factions on the grounds that 
the war has already destroyed virtually all the good (cf. Ph. 446-500) . 
Both the epigraphic and historical sources suggest that the old aristoc­
racy had been substantially diminished by the long war (MacKendrick 

1 07M . H. Jameson ( 1 956: 2 1 9) traces this identification back to Lebeau in the eigh­
teenth century and offers excellent reasons for rejecting it. 
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1 969 : 3) .  The absence of patriotic appeals beside the ultimately per­
sonal rationale offered by Herakles for successfully concluding the war 
against Troy suggests at best a grudging acquiescence to the dogged 
determination of the demos to reject all opportunities for peace. But, 
as I have tried to demonstrate , the primary level at which the text of 
the play responds to the present is, first, its full-scale subversion of the 
sophistic anthropology to the extent that that doctrine offered a war­
rant for an egalitarian society based on open debate and, second, its 
tentative affirmation that the combination of inherited excellence with 
the right education and some superhuman support just might salvage 
an otherwise hopelessly corrupt body politic . The utopian nostalgia for 
the Pindaric securities of noble birth beside the grimly realistic ap­
praisal of the social, political , and in the broadest sense educational 
forces arrayed against that elite point forward to the far more rigorous 
attempt of Plato to solve this ideological crisis of the ruling elite. 

The Utopian Moment 

As the foregoing analysis suggests, the utopian element in this play 
seems especially thin-archaic even for its own time. A vision of an all­
male world of born aristocrats exercising political supremacy through 
martial prowess offers most of us nothing new with which to chart a 
course toward an ampler, more just world. Yet the haunting and en­
during appeal on this play is inseparable not only from this vision but 
from the calculated ambiguities of its integration of sophistic anthro­
pology. Sophokles succeeds, in no small measure precisely through the 
anthropological imagery of unaccommodated man, in transforming 
the Pindaric aristocratic hero into an image of radical human integrity. 
We respond to the play's celebration of a capacity for sheer endurance, 
for an existential affirmation of consciously chosen values against the 
combined violence of raw nature and of human society at its most vi­
cious and oppressive. This icon of human authenticity is inextricably 
linked to hideous and repellent physical suffering. The dramatization 
of the power of such a figure to inspire another human being with such 
pity and such admiration that he is at last willing to forego all the se­
ductions of assured success and face all the risks of repudiating all es­
tablished authority remains for me incomparably moving in an age so 
marked by both systematic, state-supported torture and heroic revolu­
tionary struggle to affirm elemental human rights. 


