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Antigone: All-Resourceful/ 
Resourcelessness 
Joe Sachs 

This lecture has an ulterior purpose. It is a response to the growing chorus 
of voices one hears saying that Sophocles is too difficult for our 
sophomores to read. Now in some literal sense this is so obvious that it 
hardly needs saying. But some people take it to imply that we ought to 
stop reading Sophocles in the language tutorial, and this needs denying. 
My own opinion is that Sophocles is too difficult for us not to read: too 
good to miss, that is, and completely inaccessible unless one makes the 
effort to read his own words. That such an effort made with the minimum 
of tools is already richly fruitful is one of the things I hope to show. To 
that end I promise that this lecture will be amateurish, in fact sophomoric. 
I have no doubt that I will make mistakes that could be corrected by anyone 
who has read all the scholarly literature on the subject. I have long ago 
made the choice that such correctness is not worth its price. The reading 
of Antigone presented here will rest on an elementary knowledge of Greek, 
an ignorance of its metrics, a lack of fastidiousness about syntax, and a 
heavy reliance on Liddell and Scott. I have had the luxury of being a 
sophomore more than once, but my heart is in that tutorial, and I will 
never graduate from it. Its very ineptitude prevents glibness, and requires 
a slow, stubborn questioning of every word. With Sophocles that is not 
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a bad way to read. It also has the merit that anyone who wants to do it 
can do it. It would be a shame to listen to a lecture of this kind and not 
join in with it in the question period. 

Sophocles never stopped thinking about the Oedipus story. He was in 
his nineties when he wrote Oedipus at Co/onus, which he did not live to 
see performed. It was about thirty-five years earlier that he wrote Antigone. 
The three Theban plays that we possess are not a trilogy nor in any sense 
parts of a whole. They are one story told three times from different points 
of view. I do not mean that Sophocles used various characters to give sub
jective colorings to the events, but that he himself saw the essence of the 
Oedipus story in three different acts of poetic concentration. I do not think 
he changed his mind from play to play about Oedipus or about what made 
his story important, though that would be difficult to show. I think he 
saw in the story the most important truths about human life, and kept open
ing windows into it so that the rest of us could see them too. 

But the Antigone seems to be far removed from the center of the 
Oedipus story. Oedipus is long departed when it begins. His two sons have 
tried and failed to share the kingship of Thebes, brought new misery on 
the city, and finally killed each other in battle. Creon, who succeeds them 
as king, and their sister Antigone respond to this catastrophe in incom
patible ways, bringing on fresh catastrophe. And everyone knows that the 
heart of this play is the scene in which the two main characters step forth 
and debate the principles on which they have acted. The Antigone is a play 
about a disastrous moral collision, one neither faced by nor caused by 
Oedipus, who is so far in the background that he might be any dead king 
who had both sons and daughters. 

This is a false picture of the play, but an almost inevitable first picture. 
More than other plays, the Antigone tempts us to single-sentence statements 
of moral or theme, and that sentence is always about the conflict between 
the laws of the city and the demands of private conscience, which listens 
to a higher law. I could quote such sentences from various commentators, 
but what would be the point? We can all say the same kinds of things 
ourselves, and probably have. Whatever else the play may be, it has within 
it a philosophic dialogue of undeniable clarity about a genuine and timeless 
dilemma. Sir Richard Jebb does not hesitate to conclude that the conflict 
of the play is not between people but between abstract principles, and that 
Creon and Antigone move us not as themselves but as vivid personifica
tions of duty. I hope this formulation feels uncomfortable to you, but there 
is nothing impossible about it. Poetry is not by its nature hostile to ra
tionality, and part of the power of Sophocles' writing is undoutedly an 
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intellectual power. He might, in this one play, have made everything human 
and concrete an outer covering for an intellectual problem. 

There is a philosopher, Hegel, who saw the intellectual realm as a liv
ing drama enacted by the ideas themselves. It is no accident that he loved 
the Antigone. In his Phenomenology he sees the play as exhibiting the split
ting in two of the ethical world, the destruction of ethical order by the 
emergence of an inner contradiction. Antigone and Creon are both right 
but also both wrong. Hegel says, "only in the downfall of both sides alike 
is absolute right accomplished, and the ethical substance as the negative 
power which engulfs both sides, that is, omnipotent and righteous Destiny, 
steps on the scene" (#472). In Hegel's account of the play everything ac
cidental and individual falls away from the characters, even though in
dividuality is itself one of the things at issue. But Hegel writes with a depth 
worthy of Sophocles, and his approach to the play cannot be dismissed 
lightly. 

The only way to achieve a truer perspective on the play is to begin look
ing at its details, but it is worth noting first that there is another philosopher, 
of the same stature as Hegel, who seems to see the play in an opposite 
way. Aristotle, in his Rhetoric (III xvi 9), criticizes the orators of his time 
for writing too exclusively from the intellect, making it impossible for them 
to discern or display moral character or purpose. He recommends that they 
follow, instead, the example of the Antigone. This is a wonderful passage, 
to which I will refer again. For the moment it defines a challenge for us: 
to see how what is peculiar to the Antigone is what is specifically moral, 
and does not stem from the intellect. 

The debate between Creon and Antigone takes place in daylight. It is 
important in many ways that the play begins in darkness. Antigone and 
her sister Ismene meet outside the city before sunrise. It is an intensely 
visual scene, but the pictures are in the imaginations of the two women. 
We begin where they do, trying to assimilate the horror of the previous 
day, and with Ismene at least, trying to see into another's inner visions. 
There are no formulated principles here, no light by which to see one's 
way. Ismene asks Antigone where she is in her thoughts (line 42); what 
she sees clearly is that Antigone's thinking is spreading the darkness, like 
the purple dye emitted by a certain whelk to make the sea murky (20). 
This tiny example reveals the whole art of Sophocles, insofar as I can get 
hold of it. Where a translation may have Ismene saying "you seem to be 
pondering something," the word Sophocles has used for ponder is ka/khai
nein, not an invented word, but not a very common one either, and one 
still heavily laden with its metaphoric origin. The root of the word is the 
name of the purple murex, a sea mollusc which clouds the water when 
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it is threatened. Its secretion is the dye used by ancient kings for their royal 
purple. The animal itself was therefore valuable, and worth searching for 
through the murk. Thus its name came also to mean the searcher, as for 
example Kalchas, the seer in Book One of the Iliad. This is Sophoclean 
language: concrete, metaphoric, sensuous, and strong. We who do not speak 
his language must read whole entries in Liddell and Scott to hear what 
his characters are saying, and never be content to pick out one meaning 
that seems to fit the context. But there is still another favorite device of 
Sophocles in the line. Not only does Ismene say that Antigone is ponder
ing, with a word that carries layers meaning gloom, royalty, and divine 
insight; she says it is clear (deloun) that she is doing so. Sophocles loves 
to jam together words whose senses clash. "It is clear that you are in a 
murky soup of thoughts of royalty and divinity." The introduction of the 
word "clear" serves only to emphasize that nothing here is clear. I will note 
later some magnificent examples of this trick. 

It is in this scene in and about darkness that the themes of the play 
are introduced, and they are not law and conscience. The opening line is 
Antigone's: 0 koinon autade/phon Ismenes kara, "Shared self-sister, heart 
of Ismene." The word autade/phos means prosaically full-sister, daughter 
of the same mother as well as father, but this scene, like the whole play, 
is so full of the word autos and its compounds that one must, in retrospect 
if not from the beginning, hear it as superimposing the meaning self on 
that of sister. Similarly, kara, meaning head, or very summit of what some
one is, like our use of heart to mean someone's very core, carries the sense 
of Ismene's essential self. Antigone is saying "Ismene, what is most you 
yourself is also shared, is my self, so fully are we sisters." The two-sided 
question -what is shared? and what is oneself?- is the center of Sophocles' 
envisioning of the Oedipus story. 

Here, at the beginning of the play, the merging of two sisters into one 
self is a pathetic illusion. Before the end of the ninety-nine lines Antigone 
is telling Ismene she hates her. This moment when the sisters might be loving 
and comforting one another becomes a new division and separation, like 
that between their brothers. The image which dominates the whole play 
is the one which fills Ismene's imagination in this scene. She describes it 
twice. "We two were deprived oftwo brothers, dying on one day by a double 
hand" (13-14). And again, "two brothers, in the course of one day, self
slaying wretched ones, working out a common doom with mutual hands" 
(55-57). It might be a great misfortune that each brother gave the other 
a fatal wound, but the special insight that makes this a nightmare vision 
for Ismene is contained, in the first telling, in the singular phrase, "a double 
hand," and in the second in the reflexive participle, "self-slaying." We are 
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seeing a combat to the death fought with a mirror, so that the hand one 
lifts to strike the other moves backward to kill oneself. Oedipus lifted his 
hand against his father, and destroyed himself. Here that deed is doubled, 
as both Eteocles and Polyneices strike what seems to be merely a brother, 
but for each turns out to be himself. And now in front of us it begins to 
be quadrupled, as the sisters too begin tearing themselves apart. We look 
at Antigone, and through two mirrors we see Oedipus. And there is one 
more reflected reflection still to come. 

But why does Antigone's loving greeting of Ismene turn so quickly into 
a hate-filled parting? It is easy to blame Ismene. When Antigone tells what 
she intends, Ismene replies that those who are women, weak, and subjects 
must yield to those who are men, strong, and rulers (58-64). In response 
to these arguments Antigone is splendid. In forbidding burial of Polyneices, 
Creon has crossed two boundaries that restrain legitimate rule, into the 
properly private (48) and into a realm where only the gods can be listened 
to (77). As for his masculine strength, that can be put to the test by anyone 
who does not fear death, and when Antigone looks at the image of herself 
dying for burying a loved brother, she calls it a beautiful thing (72). Ismene 
insists three times that the deed is impossible (79, 90, 92), but Antigone 
elegantly and succinctly tells her that there is only one way to know that. 
She uses the future perfect: "whenever I have no more strength, I shall have 
stopped" (19). In the Rhetoric, Aristotle tells us that Antigone acts not 
for the sake of what is useful or beneficial, but for the sake of the beautiful, 
out of goodness rather than prudence, and in the Ethics he tells us that 
the specific telos, or end, of virtue is the beautiful (III vii). There is no 
question here, for example, of any superstitious fear that an unburied 
Polyneices will be denled access to the other world, but only a clear sight 
that burying him is right, fitting, appropriate, and leaving him unburied 
deeply wrong, so that even the sacrifice of another life only makes the whole 
picture more beautiful. Antigone is a human being in the fullest sense, one 
courageous enough to do what needs to be done out of no practical calcula
tion, for no reason other than that it is right. Her choice is beautiful, 
Sophocles' picture of her making it is beautiful, and she is beautiful. 

But she is also fierce. The chorus will say she is fierce with her father's 
fierceness (471). In the first scene she is merciless with her sister. But worst 
of all, she does not listen to Ismene. In the first line, she does not mean: 
I see you, Ismene, for what you are and take that into myself as part of 
me. She means: I look at you, Ismene, and see nothing but myself. The 
two can have a shared self only if Ismene is willing to become Antigone. 
If she does not feel the same feelings, Antigone rejects her as no true-born 
sister of hers (37-38). But Ismene is no coward, but in fact a true match 
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for Antigone in firmness. If we listen to her we hear not a woman afraid 
to act, but one strong enough to endure anything, if she is convinced that 
any action will make things worse (39-40). Ismene is frozen in horror before 
the image of her brothers, not because blood and death and loss are too 
painful for her to look upon, but because they brought it on themselves. 
In the speech in which Antigone only hears Ismene saying, let's act like 
weak women subjects, she in fact is saying much more, that is much more 
important. She asks Antigone to remember their father, not only dead but 
having died hated, shamed, and having brought it all on himself, and the 
mother who was to that father both mother and wife, the two names twisted 
like the noose with which she mutilated her own life (49-54). Now their 
brothers have added more horror and shame, and Antigone wants to keep 
increasing it until they are all wiped out. To Antigone, all the deaths are 
the work of enemies, against whom the family must be defended (9-10). 
But Ismene keeps hammering at the fact that everything their parents and 
brothers suffered was self-inflicted. In Ismene's view, she and Antigone 
have no enemies but themselves. What they need now is to forgive the 
beloved dead for their crimes, and be forgiven by them for taking no ac
tion (65-67). Antigone's deafness to her sister makes Ismene all the more 
insistent, and Ismene's insistence makes Antigone all the more determined. 
Like the blows struck by their brothers, every attempt to persuade turns 
back on the sister who utters it as a new cause of her isolation. 

In the course of this first scene, the most important word in the play 
has been introduced and become increasingly prominent. That word is 
philia. It means Jove which is not from desire, as eros, nor for all human 
beings, as agape, nor between unequals, as storge, but for those who are 
like oneself, of one's own kind. It therefore names both the love within 
a family and the friendly feeling among fellow-citizens. You have all read 
the sentence koina ta ton phi/on, the things of friends are common. Aristo
tle says in the Politics that the proper work of the lawmaker is to produce 
this feeling among all the citizens (II v 6-8). The confrontation between 
Antigone and Creon is not between conscience and law, but between philia 
and philia. 

This is part of the last of the mirror images of which I spoke. But the 
word has already come under strain between the two sisters. In Antigone's 
mouth philia means that which separates us from them, her immediate 
family from everyone else, all of whom are therefore enemies. It is after 
Ismene says that there is fault on the side of their family that Antigone 
begins to say she hates her (86). Antigone's Jove is conditional, and those 
who do not earn it feel her hate (93-94). Ismene's love is unconditional, 
no matter what Antigone says or does (98-99). Antigone's words are all 
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about philia, and it is genuinely the motive of her deed, but she does not 
recognize its presence in front of her. This rejection of her sister's love is 
the worst error brought on by the darkness in which Antigone is moving, 
and she will pay for it. 

Creon, though he acts from calculation and prudence, is looking to 
and acting for the sake of the same philia as is Antigone. Like her also, 
he has a clouded view of it. His understanding of the friendship that makes 
human community possible has an intellectual clarity, and his intentions 
are good, but he is acting quickly in a critical situation, and he makes a 
bad mistake. The Creon of this play is not the dishonest man he is in 
Oedipus at Co/onus. Here he is a fitting antagonist for Antigone in the 
stubborn purity of his determination to do what is best. He has inherited 
the responsibility for a maimed and miserable city. Though his title to rule 
comes through blood-kinship to the ruling family, all of Thebes's long 
history of troubles has come from that same family. With the sunrise of 
this day, the instant he becomes king, he intends to cut off that family 
connection once and for all. His inaugural address to the elders of his city 
is meant to show them a genuinely new beginning and show himself as 
someone they can trust. They are to watch Polyneices suffer the ultimate 
violation, left as a piece of meat for dogs and birds (205-6). They will see 
that to Creon this violator of the city is no nephew, but is nothing (182-83). 
Creon's true decree is that all bonds of love and loyalty will henceforth 
begin with the city; no other bonds precede it, carry over into it, or carry 
any weight against it (187-90). When one reflects that the ties within the 
Oedipus family are those of a blood-kinship flowing back into itself in 
a grotesque way, Creon's attempt to destroy all such ties is understandable. 
But as the words for same blood, xunaimon, and common blood, haima 
koinon, resound in his speech, we remember that Creon has a son and 
that his very name is blood. 

But Creon understands philia no better than blood-kinship, and no bet
ter than Antigone does. In fact the two misunderstandings of philia are 
identical. Just as Antigone has sisterly love before her in Ismene, Creon 
has the fellow-feeling of common citizenship before him in the chorus, 
and he is equally blind. The chorus, when Creon encounters it, is in the 
grip of a strong common emotion which he is preventing from flowing 
into action, and he doesn't even know it. For him the sunrise is his entry 
into kingship, but for the people of the city it is the moment they discover 
that the besieging Argive army has left in the night. Creon is full of his 
cleverness in having figured out a way to make them one people again, 
and does not see that they are already of one mind, one heart, and one 
motion, if he would just leave them alone, if not listen to them and join 



8 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

them. What the chorus wants is to wipe out the war and the fear that have 
filled them, with a day and night of feasting, dancing, singing, and 
thankfulness to the gods (148-54). Creon is telling them to prolong the 
horror by watching the desecration of Polyneices' corpse. 

Creon and Antigone are mirror images in many ways. Antigone's im
agination in the first scene is dominated by a picture of enemies creeping 
up unseen on her friends (9-10). Creon likewise from his first scene keeps 
referring to a plot against him fueled by money (221-22, 289-303, 1055). 
There is no smallest shred of evidence in the play that this plot exists 
anywhere but in his imagination. Both feel the need to act without delay 
because of these threats. And having acted, both are inflexible. Creon com
pares Antigone to the hardest iron, which most easily shatters, and to the 
wildest horse, most easily broken by a small bit (474-78), while Haemon 
compares Creon to a tree that does not bend in the wind, and so is uprooted, 
and to one who keeps a sail too taut, and capsizes (712-17). But the fun
damental identity between them is seen in the words which are compounds 
of autos. The Chorus tells Antigone that an autognotos orga, a self-willed 
temper, destroyed her (875), while Teiresias tells Creon that his authadia, 
self-pleasing or self-will, makes him guilty for his own bad luck (1028). 
The self-will of Antigone and Creon is the conviction each has of being 
the radical originator of his or her own deeds. This is the error of Oedipus. 

Oedipus left home to start life fresh, by his own doing. When he lifts 
his hand against his father, that is the outward, factual manifestation of 
his effort to cut off his own sources and be in the world without 
antecedents. Likewise, Antigone must act alone to save the honor of her 
family. She cannot run the risk of letting there be any love between her 
sister and herself which might dilute her resolution or divert her strength. 
The two of them might become a new being, and see the good in some 
way other than she sees it now. And likewise Creon as ruler has the whole 
world on his shoulders alone. He repeatedly uses compounds of the word 
kosmos when insisting that he cannot in any slightest way allow himself 
to be ruled by a woman, a subject, or a child (726-27, 734, 746). If the 
ruler is ruled there is anarchy (672), and the ordered world is destroyed 
(660, 677, 730). 

The meeting of Antigone with Creon is thus the confrontation of two 
powerful, isolated figures, doing battle for the sake of philia. Faced with 
each other, both are at their worst. In their determination to destroy each 
other, each destroys himself. The axis of the play seems to me to be the 
pair of lines 523 and 524. That is where they stake themselves. Creon has 
been arguing that the reverence, honor, and love shown to Eteocles must 
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mean nothing if the same rites are accorded the enemy he lost his life 
fighting. Antigone has been replying with immovable certainty that what 
Eteocles and all the dead and the gods want is exactly what she has done 
(505; cf. 89). They will never agree. Earlier, telling Creon in effect to shut 
up and get on with whatever he intends to do, Antigone has said "my words 
were born displeasing you" (501). Now, speaking her last words to him, 
she says, "I was born not to join in hating but to join in loving." Creon's 
last words back to her are, "Well you are now on your way below, if one 
must love, love them." Antigone's word symphilein, to join in loving, and 
Creon's word phileteon, one must love, are the nooses with which they hang 
themselves. Antigone's word is beautiful, but she herself disfigures it. 
Creon's word is a grotesque malformation with which not even he can live. 

Both Antigone and Creon are far gone in spite when they utter these 
words. Antigone is splendid in her courage, but she has been carrying a 
contradiction within her since the first scene, and it has now come to the 
surface. She has told Ismene that her love is conditional, and that Ismene 
has failed to earn it. But she has just explained with scorn that she cannot 
make a distinction between her brothers because her love is unconditional. 
Which is the truth? At this moment Ismene comes on stage, and all of 
Antigone's passionate coldness is turned upon her. Ismene had wanted 
nothing to do with the deed, but wants everything to do with the sister 
who must now suffer for it. All Ismene's words of desperate love for her 
sister are met by Antigone with irony and mockery. When Ismene finally 
screams, "Why do you torture me like this, when it does you no good?" 
(550), all the fight finally goes out of Antigone. "In pain I am laughing 
at you, if laughing is what it is." Antigone makes no effort at reconcilia
tion, but Ismene has stopped her runaway anger. The effect of this stop
ping is to turn Antigone inward, where she begins facing the death she 
has chosen. When she comes back onstage she will be a different Antigone 
from what we have seen of her so far. 

When Antigone has been led away for now, Haemon enters to plead 
for her life. Just as Antigone's anger at Creon missed its mark and hit her 
sister, so now all Creon's rage at Antigone lands on his son. In accordance 
with his word phileteon, which says that love is a matter of impersonal 
necessity, to be arranged by prudent deliberation, Creon first explains to 
Haemon that when he thinks well about it he will see that this is not a 
woman he wants to love (648-54). But Creon sees with fury that Haemon 
fights for, follows, and serves this woman in place of his father (740, 746, 
756). Creon knows how to handle proven and incipient treason at one stroke, 
as he has done with Polyneices and the city. "Bring her here at once," he 
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says to the soldiers, "and kill her in front of her bridegroom's eyes" (760-61). 
Creon has gone momentarily mad, but he has lost Haemon forever. He 
is hemorrhaging in front of us, and this wound will not close. 

With the device of Haemon's name, Sophocles shows us Creon in con
frontation with his own blood. This was already true, more distantly, in 
his confrontation with his niece and desecration of the body of his nephew. 
And it is a truth implicit in the political principle by which he has chosen 
to rule, that only those human bonds will be recognized and honored that 
derive from the political one. From the beginning of his kingship, Creon 
has been doing violence to himself without knowing it. It must be em
phasized that there is no intellectual contradiction here. Creon could live 
by his principle if he were a worse man, one whose cruelty was not a 
momentary mad impulse but a settled disposition, or if he were a man 
of firmer principle, like Brutus, the first consul of Rome, who killed his 
own sons for the sake of his city deliberately. But Creon is just an ordinarily 
good man, who considers his son and his wife part of himself. By his rules 
he has judged Polyneices simply an enemy, with no claim on him or on 
Thebes. But in so doing, he has made Antigone a second enemy, on ac
count of sisterly love, and Haemon a third, on account of erotic love, and, 
on account of a mother's love for the last of her children left alive, Creon's 
wife Eurydice· a fourth. It is not money but love that has produced the 
plot against Creon, a widening circle of unruly, ungovernable loves from 
which he himself is not exempt. When he returns from seeing his son try 
to kill him and then kill himself, to discover that his wife has killed herself, 
Creon for the first time sees the truth: "I, I killed you, useless I" (1319-20), 
but also "I am dead" (1288), "I am no more than nothing" (1322). His own 
self lay outside him, in his wife and son, by way of bonds over which he 
had no control. He was not the source of the ordered hierarchy of Thebes, 
nor even the free origin of his own life, but part of a shared self, which 
he stabbed inward to the heart by striking outward. 

There are pictures in the play of lives better ordered. Haemon tells his 
father that he can listen to and respect a youth, a woman, and his subjects 
and be all the better a father, man, and king (728-29, 737, 739, 741, 749). 
The chorus tells Creon that he and his son have spoken well doubly, 
mutually (725), even in disagreeing. This means not that these old men 
are too witless to make up their minds, but that they see the truth only 
in some yielding of both sides to each other. And the loveliest and most 
touching moment of the play is Ismene's second entrance. Antigone, 
wrapped up in herself, sees only someone who would not act but wants 
to share the glory (538-39, 542-43, 546-47). Creon, wrapped up in his mis
sion to restore civil order, sees lsmene's tears, and takes them for an in-
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voluntary confession of treason (491-94). But the chorus, when they see 
her, break into a brief lyric passage, the only lines they speak in the play 
which are neither dialogue nor part of a full choral ode (526-30): 

And now before the gates here is Ismene, 
With sister-loving tears dropping down. 
A cloud above her brows blood-red 
Stains her face, 
Wetting a beautiful cheek. 

Philadelpha, sister-loving, is here an adjective modifying tears. I remember, 
when I first read Antigone with a sophomore language class, asking how 
a feeling and its object can be attributed to drops of salt-water. A student 
named Ann Tive said simply, "They love her.'' Only the chorus speaks true 
words about Ismene, and they are loving words. Though the chorus itself 
speaks later of eros keeping watch on the cheek of a maiden, the love pres
ent here is not desire, not the remembered lust that moves the old men 
of Troy when they look at Helen. These men of Thebes have suffered a 
long time for the family of Oedipus, but they love this girl, and because 
they love her they can know her. Similarly, in the whole play it is only 
Ismene who speaks of Haemon with. love (572). This has confused cen
turies of editors so much that they often give the line to Antigone, though 
every manuscript gives it to Ismene, and it has tempted at least one modern 
reader to convict Ismene of desire for her sister's fiance. But Ismene and 
the chorus are examples of the ph ilia that the play is all about. They can 
love people a step removed from them because they genuinely love those 
nearest them. 

One of the most striking images in the play is that of Thiresias, the 
blind seer. A great point is made of his being led by a boy. He enters with 
the words, "Lords of Thebes, we have come a common road, two seeing 
out of one" (988-89). Thebes had lords, plural, not a dictator, because 
everyone must in some ways be led by others. Later he speaks of things 
"I learned from this boy ... for to me he is a guide, as I to others" (1012, 
1014). Everyone who is unwilling to be led goes astray, misses the mark. 
Aristotle's famous word in the Poetics, harmartia, which somehow came 
to be misunderstood as a flaw, begins in archery and eventually becomes 
the New Thstament word for sin. The English word error has perhaps the 
closest range of meaning. Teiresias tells Creon that erring is common to 
all human beings (1023-24). That is why he shouldn't be afraid even now 
to change his course, but it is also why he should have known in the first 
place that Polyneices deserved burial. The city need not have joined in 
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the honors, but there is no crime about which it can say that the criminal 
went so far astray that even in death he cannot be allowed to be recognized 
as human; and that we, the rest of us, are the only ones safely within the 
human fold. But Creon's being wrong does not make Antigone right. 
Ismene's last speech to Antigone uses the same word, examartia, that 
Teiresias will use: "Surely the erring of us two is equal" (558). 

Why do all human beings err? The chorus, in the ode pol/a ta deina 
(332-83), suggests that the very excellence itself which defines being human 
is the source of error. ~~wonders are many," the ode begins, "yet nothing 
stranger than a human being walks." Th be human is to find a passage 
through anything, sea, wind, or earth, and to find a mechanism to over
come the power of anything, bird, beast, or fish, cold, sleet, or rain. The 
characteristic human epithet is pantoporos, all-resourceful, passing through 
every obstacle. Antigone has used the verb from the same root in the first 
scene to tell her sister, "I will find a way through, heaping up a tomb for 
a most loved brother" (80-81). But in one of those magnificent clashings 
I spoke of earlier, the chorus's word pantoporos collides with aporos, 
resourceless, helpless (360). The meaning of aporos is immediately negated: 
"helpless he comes upon nothing that is to be." But the poetic effect of 
the line is the shock of hearing pantoporos aporos. In retrospect, or in 
reading, the words can be tamed, but the poet is writing for the ear, and 
Sophocles' words are wild. Pantoporos aporos cannot fail to confuse, to 
disturb. The choral odes are all hypnotic, and this one conveys a dreamlike 
sense that the very triumph of overcoming every obstacle is an achieve
ment of helplessness. 

That is certainly a description that fits Creon. He becomes the helpless 
wreck he is at the end of the play precisely by mastering everyone, over
coming all opposition. In the antistrophe to the pantoporos aporos stanza 
the same position has the words hupsipolis apolis, supreme in the city/ 
without a city. Supremacy destroys reciprocal relations, and destroys the 
community. But when the chorus ends the ode in dread of human greatness 
it is Antigone who appears before them. Ismene has told her amechanon 
eras, ''you lust after impossibilities" (90), and that she is determined perissa 
prassein, "to do extravagant things," things that go beyond (68). It is 
primarily Antigone who displays the human excellence of refusing to accept 
any restraints to her will. Those restraints are outwardly Creon and his 
soldiers, but more importantly the inconvenient love and inconvenient 
otherness from herself of Ismene. Philia is the power that saves us from 
greatness, the acceptance of others into a wider self that can no longer 
say "I will not be stopped." 

But even though Antigone's defiance earned her death, she does not 
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in the end go to her death defiant. She has one more scene, and in it she 
begins to return out of her isolation. The movement of the scene is dif
ficult to understand, but full of truth. The chorus cries when it sees her 
being led to dealh, but conceals its tears in her presence. She asks the chorus 
for pity, but it gives her honor instead. She cries out that they are mock
ing her, and they rebuke her. In response to their rebuke, she begins telling 
painful and frightening truths about herself for the first time in the play. 
She has finally allowed someone to get close enough to break through her 
control. It happens harshly, violently, because she has fought so hard to 
make it impossible. As with her sister, Antigone has heaped contempt and 
scorn on the chorus to their faces. She was certain she knew what they 
thought, and that they kept silent like cowering dogs. It is her ugliest in
sult: "they tuck their mouths between their legs" (509). Then it was false, 
but now they do in fact conceal their honest feelings, because she has been 
so unapproachable. 

Look at me, she says to them now, going to death solitary, unmarried, 
choosing to marry death (806-16). They tell her what she seems to want 
to hear: You are glorious, autonomous, not a victim, but alone of mortals 
in choosing death (817-22). She compares herself to Niobe, turned into 
rock, eternally weeping, and they say, Yes, you are godlike (823-38). This 
is when she screams out that she is mocked. She wants not praise for her 
solitary courage, but pity for her loneliness, not the glory of Niobe but 
the pathos of her unending misery. They tell her everything she is suffer
ing is her own fault: "You went out to the extreme edge of boldness, and 
crashed into the high seat of Justice" (853-54). But they immediately soften 
their rebuke with the thought that maybe it is somehow her father's strug
gle that she is paying for. And now the lid that she has kept so firmly on 
her feelings is finally off. "You have touched my most painful worries," 
she says: Were my parents monsters? What in the world am I that was born 
out of such horror? (857-66). We see now why Antigone erupted into such 
violent hatred when Ismene suggested there was something wrong with their 
family. It was a hatred of her own uncertainties. Ismene was a self-sister, 
one that Antigone was trying to expel from herself. 

Antigone's earlier certainty was a forcible effort of will in opposition 
to her uncertainty. Then she had said, "I know I am pleasing those whom 
it is most necessary for me to please" (89). Now she tells the truth: I nourish, 
that is, I work to keep alive, a hope that I will be received with love by 
father, mother, and brother (897-99). How is she nourishing that hope? 
She has fed it by searching out the final, unassailable reason why she had 
to act as she did. These lines which we must now consider are much debated. 
Most editors and translators cut them out of the play, or put them in 
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brackets. Sir Richard Jebb gives three reasons for doing so: the lines are 
inconsistent with things Antigone has said earlier, illogical in themselves, 
and ungrammatical. Yet the lines are in all the manuscripts, and they are 
quoted by Aristotle. That the lines are inconsistent with her earlier ap
peals to divine law is true; she has changed now, and stopped pretending 
to be doing a duty. That the lines are illogical is exactly what Aristotle 
praises them for; it is here that he says Antigone displays that she was act
ing not for any benefit but for the beautiful, not out of thought but out 
of goodness. That the grammar of the lines is strained is a sign that she 
is strained; this is understandable since she is facing death with all her 
private nightmares coming to the surface of her thoughts. In the Philoctetes, 
Sophocles has the main character go to pieces in front of us, with incoherent 
speeches and a long scream. And in the fourth line of this play, Antigone 
in her passion says there is nothing without doom that has not come to 
her, when what she means would have one less negative in it. 

What does she say that so disturbed Jebb and Fitzgerald and others? 
She says (904-20) that had it been a child or husband of hers lying dead 
on the field she would have left it to rot. She could always get another 
husband, or bear another child, but with her parents dead, how could she 
ever get another brother? This is a repellent thought, and there is no reason 
to think for one second that it is true. Imagine trying to take a child of 
hers, living or dead, away from Antigone. We have known her for only 
part of a day, but it is still obvious that it would be easier to take a cub 
from a lioness or a grizzly bear. Why does she tell so ugly a falsehood? 
I think it is an exaggerated way of saying, I buried Polyneices for the sake 
of Polyneices. Her brother was irreplaceable, but love knows that every 
human being is irreplaceable. At the fringes of thought, Antigone finds 
an illogic for what has no logic. The immediate sight of love tells love what 
it must do. When Antigone said it was not her nature to share in hating, 
but symphilein, to join in loving, that was a smug debater's point against 
Creon, and a lie made obvious by the presence of Ismene. But Antigone 
now in her weakness and misery has made that claim true. She has let go 
of everything but love. The murky soup of divine law, her family's blameless 
nobility, and the human joy of overcoming all restraint have now ceased 
to cloud her sight. In her imagination now she sees Polyneices as the only 
thing in the world that matters, and the claims on her from loving him 
as the only ones in the world not subject to conditions. 

The important thing about ph ilia is that it is natural, given. We find 
ourselves in the world loving others who belong to us and to whom we 
belong. What we are is a result of whom and what we love. On the other 
hand, the defining characteristic of human being is to accept nothing 
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natural as given but to be always overcoming every obstacle to our pur
poses or whims. Antigone is glorious in her successful defiance of Creon. 
He says, "I am no aner, she is the aner" (484) if I let her get away with 
this, but he is already too late. She outshines him even when they are at 
a standoff. But she has announced that philia was the end for the sake 
of which she had broken all restraints. The deed and its end were incom
patible. That is the impossibility Ismene had seen from the first. When 
Antigone returns before us on her way to die, she has collapsed under the 
weight of the contradictions in her soul. But she has made her final choice. 
It is love itself with its passivity and uncertainty that she has chosen, rather 
than the glory of being its champion. 





The Nobility of 
Sophocles' Antigone 
Janet A. Dougherty 

When Sophocles first presents Antigone to us, she is already determined 
to violate Creon's decree prohibiting the burial of one of her two dead 
brothers. Each has just died at the hands of the other in a battle for the 
kingship of Thebes. Eteocles has been honored in a hero's funeral for 
defending the city. Polyneices is dishonored as a traitor, his flesh cast outside 
the city walls to rot and to be devoured by vultures and wild dogs. 

This is all the background for the drama that Sophocles gives us ex
plicity, but his Greek audiences were familiar with the story of Antigone's 
father, Oedipus, the former king of Thebes. They were aware that his two 
sons had quarreled over who was to rule the city after their father's death. 
Either Eteocles had refused to step down when his turn to rule alternately 
with his brother was complete, or Polyneices, the elder, objected to his 
brother's ruling instead of himself. Whichever it was, Polyneices then mar
ried an Argive princess and marshaled an army of warriors to conquer 
and recapture his city. The play begins at dawn on the day after the Theban 
army has successfully repelled Polyneices and his allies. Since the civil war 
has ended leaving the two contenders for the rule of the city dead, Creon, 
the uncle of Eteocles and Polyneices and, at the time, the next in line to 
the throne, now has power in Thebes. In one of his first acts as king, he 
has prohibited the burial of Polyneices. When Antigone decides to attempt 
to bury her brother, she deliberately defies Creon's decree. 

Janet Dougherty is a Thtor at St. John's College, Santa Fe. This lecture was first 
delivered at the Santa Fe campus in October, 1986. The translations are the author's. 
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In her opening speech Antigone refers to the misery and dishonor that 
she and Ismene have suffered, evils that have sprung from Oedipus's slaying 
of his father and from his incestuous marriage with his mother. These evils 
have, as Antigone sees it, continued into the present. Creon's recent decree 
prohibiting the burial of her brother is another in a long line of dishonors 
to which she sees no end. She cannot view the decree with the detachment 
her sister displays. Ismene expresses the hope and expectation that those 
under the earth will forgive her for not risking her life to bury Polyneices. 
She believes no woman is capable of resisting the power of the king. In 
Ismene's view, Antigone's determination to oppose Creon will surely be 
the cause of her death, and thus of another in the series of horrible, un
timely deaths that have ravaged the family. For Antigone, in contrast, this 
deterntination is the evidence that she is truly well-born. She has no choice 
but to seek nobility in death- her formulation is kalon moi touto poiousa 
thanein (line 72)-there is no splendor in resigned moderation. Thus, in 
a final attempt to persuade Ismene to aid her, she says: "You will soon 
show whether you are noble by nature, or a base daughter of a noble line." 

Antigone believes that both sisters are noble by birth, and Creon seems 
to have ignored the nobility of Oedipus's fantily in dishonoring the corpse 
of his son. But Antigone also believes that she and her sister must prove 
their nobility by burying him. It would surprise me if it were correct to 
call any birth noble, but even if it sometimes is, the births of the children 
of Oedipus could not be so called. Antigone is confused when she asserts 
that if Ismene refuses to help in the burial of Polyneices, she will prove 
herself unworthy of her origin. The same birth that is the source of An
tigone's shame seems to provide the basis of her claim to honor, but she 
nevertheless recognizes that honor depends upon deeds. In her actions 
throughout the play she clings to her place in her tainted family. She hopes 
to return to loving intimacy with all of its members in Hades. Her hope 
is bound up with her conviction that the family is the source of nobility. 
We must try to understand both Antigone's conviction and her hope, for 
it is her motives that provide the key to the meaning of the play. 

Antigone's preoccupation with her genesis and her expressions of con
cern for her unburied brother seem to most readers excessive. The intensity 
of her feelings is all the more striking given the contrast they make with 
Ismene's reaction to Creon's decree. It is not inevitable that a daughter 
of Oedipus should feel the dishonor of her brother's corpse so acutely, 
for apparently Ismene does not. Ismene's response is reasonable: for one 
who wants to live, it makes little sense to court an untimely death for (he 
sake of a corpse, even the corpse of one's kin. Ismene at least is able to 
envision a life for her sister that is not plagued with the memory of what 
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happened in the lives of their parents and their brothers. She reminds An
tigone that she is engaged to be married to the son of the man who has 
just acquired power. Ismene believes that Antigone should ignore the fact 
that Creon has handed down the hated decree, and concentrate on happier 
thoughts. Why is Antigone so closed to this hopeful attitude of Ismene's? 
How can Antigone's sense of her duty to bury her brother outweigh the 
love of a man as promising and attractive as Sophocles shows Haemou 
to be? 

For Antigone, the prospect of marriage must take second place to her 
obligation to challenge Creon and to uphold the laws of the gods below. 
The conflict between Antigone and Creon is really a conflict over the nature 
of the city and its needs. Creon's decree exemplifies his understanding of 
the city, and Antigone believes that she cannot live honorably there. I shall 
argue that her objection to Creon's city is essentially correct and that, when 
she errs in her understanding of herself, her errors are due to her sharing 
with Creon certain presuppositions that derive from the legendary found
ing of Thebes. I shall argue further that the founding of Thebes is a model 
for the founding of all cities. The conflict between Creon and Antigone 
is, then, a conflict of concern for us all. 

Antigone is an imprudent, wrongheaded, and perhaps even mad young 
woman. Still, she is extremely impressive in her single-mindedness and in 
her firm resistance to the power of the king. No sensitive reader can remain 
completely indifferent to her haughty dignity and her determination. Her 
insistence that the gods below demand the burial of her brother commands 
respect, for we cannot without an arrogance that resembles Creon's dismiss 
the possibility that the laws of the gods supersede the laws of the city. But 
the first three episodes of the play provide no clear evidence of Antigone's 
rightness, and the three choral odes separating these episodes are tauntingly 
ambiguous. 

The hardest evidence of the views of the gods that Sophocles presents 
comes late in the play, in the form of Teiresias's testimony to Creon that 
the gods will not accept Theban sacrifice as long as Polyneices' corpse lies 
rotting. But he also warns Creon of the anger of the cities whose men fought 
with Polyneices: Creon has left their bodies to rot, unmourned, as well. 
The anger of these cities may be Teiresias's real concern. If so, Thiresias 
is warning Creon that he has been a dangerously incompetent ruler rather 
than an impious man. Furthermore, although Thiresias's words establish 
that Creon's decree was wrong, they do not clearly support Antigone's 
rebellion against it. Before we can clarify and evaluate her reasons for 
rebelling, we must see the implications of Creon's distasteful decree. 

In Creon's view, it is clear that his responsibility for the safety of the 
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city justifies his ruling that anyone who tries to bury Polyneices' corpse 
shall die. But his decree has undermined the distinction between men and 
animals by treating a man's corpse as though it were the corpse of a dog, 
or worse. Teiresias's speech later in the play allows us to speculate that if 
the gods exist and wish to be worshiped, they must have an interest in preser
ving this distinction. Even before 'Thiresias speaks, we must wonder whether 
Creon's decree can be justified. Why not allow the two sisters to bury their 
brother's body privately, without honor or distinction? Creon thinks that 
if he as ruler does not utterly repudiate even the physical remains of the 
traitor, he would himself be wounding the city to its heart. 

Polyneices threatened the existence of the city not only in the way that 
any belligerent enemy would have, but also, and even more dangerously, 
in presenting the example of a man violating the city of his birth. Creon 
responds by declaring it a crime to bury Polyneices' body, whether in 
Theban earth or anywhere at all. There is no question that Creon recognizes 
that he is interfering with the established means of disposing of the dead, 
for if he did not, the distinction he makes between Polyneices and Eteocles 
would have no force. Clearly, in making this distinction Creon intends to 
announce that the traditional practice of ritual burial is not applicable to 
the corpse of such a monster as Polyneices. He means to show that one 
who fights against his own city not only rescinds his citizenship but also 
relinquishes his humanity. Creon sees the city as the necessary basis of 
friendship (190). He also considers it to be the source of human life, as 
contrasted with the life of mere beasts. 

Men and women who do not submit to legitimate rule are beasts; or 
rather, human beings are beasts but for their submission to rule. Creon 
articulates this view over and over again through his constant use of animal 
imagery. Antigone is like a spirited horse (477-79), and so are potentially 
disobedient subjects. Ismene is an adder who has sucked out Creon's blood 
(531-33). Polyneices may be something worse than an animal, for he "came 
to feed on kindred blood" (201-2). Creon retains his use of such imagery 
even at the end of the play when he observes that a god " ... drove me 
into ways of cruelty, overturning and trampling on my joy" (1273-75). 
Maybe even the gods are not fundamentally different from animals in his 
view. Creon's understanding of the city as crucial to the distinction be
tween men and beasts helps to explain why, in his opening speech, in stark 
contrast with the chorus's account in the parodos, Creon is silent concerning 
the victory over the Argive army and ignores the disturbing fact that the 
two brothers fought each other to the death. There is not much to celebrate 
in the victory of the Theban army in battle if the city is about to succumb 
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to bestiality. Fratricide seems not seriously to disturb Creon, but the viola
tion of one's city arouses in him all the horror incest can arouse, if not more. 

From the start Creon anticipates that someone will try to bury the body 
(219; cf. 289 ff.), and he expects this opposition to come from political 
enemies, or from others whom they might bribe. We see no evidence that 
anyone is jealous of his power. Creon does not expect Polyneices' sisters 
to resist him, partly because they are women, and partly because he is blind 
to the possibility that, for some, piety and the tie of blood can be strong 
enough to overpower even the desire to live. 

This is Creon's view. Now let us examine Antigone's. 
As Antigone sees it, Creon bears the primary responsibility for forcing 

her to violate his decree, for in promulgating it he has tried to transform 
an act of piety- the burial of one's own dead- into an act of treachery. 
Antigone does not describe Polyneices as an individual, and we have no 
reason to think that there is anything beyond the fact that they are brother 
and sister to account for the intensity of her feeling for him. The mere 
fact of intimate blood relation matters. In Antigone's case the blood tie 
is strengthened by her terrible family history, and the weight of that history 
is all the more pressing because she feels compelled to bear that weight 
by herself. Antigone's birth determines who she is. Even her name, anti
against or before, plus gone- birth, suggests how overwhelmingly trou
bling it is to Antigone that she is the daughter of her own brother. As her 
name implies, she wants desperately to undo her birth, and at the same 
time to seek the root of her family's nobility, indeed all human nobility, 
precisely in this disgraceful birth. She cannot reject her own birth, however, 
without rejecting human birth itself. 

With respect to erasing the shame of her birth, Antigone's thought is 
apparently something like this: In correcting the impiety involved in leaving 
her brother's corpse unburied she will act honorably (as, she believes, 
Oedipus would have done), and at the same time she will replace the 
memory of the hideousness of her birth with the memory of her own fine 
act. It is she, and apparently not the city, who is concerned with the shame 
of her birth, for there is no evidence that it will affect her future position 
in Thebes. Furthermore, Antigone demands that in bestowing its honors 
the city acknowledge the difference between what is respectable and what 
is shameful in itself. She demands that all of Thebes recognize that, 
although the circumstances of her brother's death were not praiseworthy, 
the city's behavior in failing to bury him is more shameful. Worse, it is 
impious. 

Antigone's demand that the city see these things is an appropriate 
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demand. But that she must act out her criticism of Creon in a noble death 
for the sake of her brother's corpse suggests more: she must compel the 
city in general and Crenn in particular to recognize her worth. Antigone 
cannot rest in the private assurance that she can distinguish piety from 
impiety. Antigone, like Creon, believes that the difference between the high 
and the low will dissolve without the city's support. Her piety must be rein
forced by the city's standards. It must assure her nobility as well. It is in 
making this demand that Antigone's intention goes beyond an attempt to 
cope with her personal history, and becomes an attempt to alter human 
history generally. Again, to show how this may be I will begin by develop
ing Creon's position. I shall then return to see where Antigone stands. 

Creon's primary fear is that human baseness will destroy his city. But 
in leaving the corpse that belongs beneath the earth above it, Creon has 
confused at least two sources of baseness. A man may be base in that he 
lacks the honors a city may grant, and he may be also be base by nature. 
That is, he may lack the human qualities that merit honor. Baseness in 
the man, as we all know, does not always coincide with baseness in his 
position. Moreover, many of our private and physical acts make our kinship 
with the animals undeniable, thus casting doubt upon the nobility even 
of the supposedly "best" of us. As long as we live, we must accept that 
most of our acts are determined by our corporeal nature. To the extent 
that these force us to recognize our similarity to beasts, the city attempts 
to treat them like corpses: it conceals them from view. Public institutions 
like marriage and legal paternity give us a way to veil such acts under the 
guise of choice and agreement, and many cities behave as though nobility, 
rather than uncivilized, infant human beings, is propagated within certain 
families. Corpses, of course, are always unworthy of the honors of the city. 
The city has an obvious interest in recognizing that their proper place is 
beneath the earth. But Creon considers even burial an honor (time) that 
is his to withhold or to bestow. This is his most glaring mistake. Creon 
is unaware, or willfully denies, that his city owes its health to a distinction 
between the low and the high that is simply human, and thus independent 
of any particular ruler. 

Antigone responds to Creon's error with a similar error. She too fails 
to distinguish between dishonor that derives from something shameful or 
disgraceful in itself (aiskhros), and the unjust deprivation of the honors 
and offices of the city (hai timat). Or perhaps it is more accurate to say 
that she does not even recognize the latter. The gods, and not the city, 
preserve the difference between human beings and animals, in her view. 
She insists that the city recognize that the commands of the gods below 
supplant its laws and its needs. This insistence accounts for the fact that, 
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even though she is too weak to complete the burial rites for her brother 
by herself, she is determined to be discovered in the attempt. Antigone 
gets angry when Ismene promises to keep her "crime" secret: she would 
prefer that her sister proclaim it out loud. 

After Ismene refuses to help her sister, Antigone loses sight of the 
distinction between what is merely shameful, or at least unworthy of respect, 
and what is impious. For Antigone is weak: she lacks the strength to bury 
a corpse properly without help. She never considers calling upon Haemon, 
her betrothed, probably because he is Creon's son. Far from being confi
dent that the gods will reward her pious intention and her lonely efforts, 
she fears that she has failed altogether. Her incomplete and perhaps inef
fectual acts leave her exposed to the charge of impiety. There is no place 
in the cosmos she inhabits for generous and forgiving gods. 

If it is true that the gods recognize only deeds and not intentions, it 
is ultimately impossible to distinguish between what their laws command 
and what the city and its laws support, for it is not only isolated women 
who need the help of others to act. Without the help of one another, in
dividuals can rarely even survive. When they do, they are generally indistin
guishable from beasts. Antigone is consistent in her understanding of the 
gods, but her view seems unnecessarily harsh. If the gods take an interest 
in humans at all, must not they acknowledge the defects we cannot over
come? Antigone does not consider that the city must fail if it demands 
of its citizens all that piety would require, and that even the gods may 
recognize this fact. With respect to the city, Antigone is mistaken. To the 
extent that the birth of humanity depends upon the city and its diverse 
ways of obscuring our bestial character, Antigone rejects and opposes this 
birth. She assumes that the family can exist without the city, and in mak
ing this assumption, she errs again. But it is not clear that she errs in her 
understanding of the gods. What grounds, apart from our wishes, do we 
have for believing that they are as generous and as merciful as Ismene 
hopes? 

Both Creon and Antigone reveal through their behavior that they are 
either unwilling or unable to separate what the city considers dishonorable 
from what is low or unworthy in itself. The chorus have the distinction 
no clearer, for in the first stasimon, where they glorify the various 
achievements of man, they repudiate him who fails to honor the laws of 
the land. They do not consider that it is sometimes appropriate to question 
the validity of a law, and even to rebel. Although they also refer in the 
same phrase to "the justice which he has sworn by the gods to uphold," 
there is no evidence that they see the gods as providing guidelines or limits 
for human justice. What sort of city would be so sure that the gods always 
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support what the ruler commands? The leader of the chorus does express 
dismay to find that Antigone, a woman and a member of the ruling family, 
has violated Creon's decree. But no one defends her. 

Antigone's behavior reveals that it is in the family that the commands 
of the gods, at least those of the underworld, are learned and remembered. 
It seems to be especially the gods below to whom the standard of shame 
belongs. Experience reveals that human beings develop a sense of shame 
nowhere if not in the family. Although Teiresias does not mention it in 
his account to Creon of the gods' response to his decree, it makes sense, 
I think, to suppose that it is the family who will ordinarily bury their dead 
and perform the rituals required by the gods below. But this institution 
does more than provide for the disposal of the city's corpses. The pas
sions that allow for one's attachment to others first arise in the family. 
Shame is essential to love. 

If the city does not recognize both the shame of its citizens and their 
private attachments, it becomes an arbitrary order in which all subjects 
are slaves. 1b avoid despotism, the city must recognize limits to its authority. 
While it imposes a political hierarchy over the hierarchy of the family, the 
city must accept the essential similarity of its citizens. That similarity lies 
partly in their recognition of the horror of death and of other things even 
more horrible, and partly in the fact that each has loved ones by whom 
he will be remembered after his death. It is an inevitable fact that these 
loved ones can never include the whole city. Those who compose the city, 
whether rulers or ruled, are dignified as well as partial in their private at
tachments, for where we learn shame we also learn awe. In making citizen
ship identical with humanity, Creon's city both rejects men's need for 
privateness and at the same time destroys their ability to look up. He 
substitutes force for love, and fear, a bestial emotion, for everything that 
would support the noble character a ruler should wish his subjects to have. 
Creon ignores all this when he makes his decree. He recognizes only that 
no one freely chooses to die. 

If all of Thebes has difficulty recognizing a standard for the laws that 
is independent of them, this difficulty may stem from the legendary origin 
of the city. The original Thebans presumably arose from the earth, their 
mother, which Cadmus sowed with the teeth of the dragon he killed. As 
legend has it, Ares was the father of that dragon and Athena advised 
Cadmus to plant its teeth in the earth. The gods, then, had a part in the 
founding of Thebes. More accurately, that founding was based upon a con
flict between the two gods-Ares, whose son Cadmus slayed, and Athena, 
whose advice he followed. The earth, too, is a goddess; her children are 
the ancestors of both Creon and Antigone. The original Thebans are clearly 
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not godlike- most of those who sprang from the earth slew one another. 
They are not even fully human, for the human family was not part of 
Thebes at its origin. The decrees of the rulers and the conventions they 
enforced alone brought the family into being. 

While Antigone's resistance to Creon's decree teaches us something 
about the family in general, it cannot be denied that hers is no ordinary 
family. It is, in fact, more reminiscent of the origin of Thebes than of the 
groups of parents and children of which most cities are composed. If the 
earth gave birth to the original Thebans, and if all true Thebans arise from 
the earth, the city of Thebes can be nothing but a subhuman and incestuous 
family. Creon's neglect of the family and all that it stands for implies that 
he sees the city as a family, or at least as an adequate substitute for a family. 
Moreover, when the leader of the chorus objects that Creon cannot kill 
his son's betrothed, Creon responds by remarking that there are plenty of 
other fields for Haemon to plow. He speaks as though mere earth were 
an appropriate wife for a true Theban. But the citizens of Thebes are no 
more able to live decently in a city in which the earth supplants human 
mothers than Antigone is. Her inability to tolerate Creon's decree is a sign 
of the plight that all Theban citizens ultimately share. Because she alone 
understands the plight of the city, she has no city. The daughter of Oedipus 
the king stands alone, outside the walls of Thebes. 

If the family as we know it owes it origin everywhere to the support 
of cities, we must all share the plight of the Thebans, and it is likely that 
in our origins we were nothing but beasts. While many species take good 
care of their young, they do not have families as we know them. Creon 
is correct, then; the city is essential to human life. But government does 
not suffice to make our lives human. The city lies between our base begin
nings and the gods we revere, and although it can stifle our understanding 
of both, it can neither alter our origins nor arouse our awe. Somehow while 
providing for the shared life of the community, those who rule must sup
port the shame and the reverence of the individuals who compose it. If 
these passions die, the city can count on nothing but fear of death to keep 
citizens loyal. In acknowledging the importance of the family, Sophocles 
points out a way for a city to support shame and reverence without allowing 
private loves and hates to endanger its security. But the task of a ruler in 
balancing public against private concerns nevertheless requires a mysterious 
skill. Antigone's story reveals only the problem- and Creon's refusal to 
confront it. 

Antigone upholds the traditional, timeless laws of the gods against 
Creon's impiety. More than that, she insists on her attachment to her family 
and refuses to be a part of Creon's Thebes. She describes herself as already 
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at home with the dead (590 ff.). Hades is her proper home because the 
family whom she cannot forget resides there. This is why she must secure 
burial for Polyneices: without it the shade of her brother cannot enter 
Hades but must endlessly wander the earth, like a roving beast. Antigone's 
attachment to her family is primarily through memory, and so it does not 
tie her to the one living member of her immediate family, Ismene, as much 
as it does to the dead. Antigone cannot forget whose womb she came from 
and which father begat her. She cannot forget that Ismene and Polyneices, 
along with the honored Eteocles and even Oedipus himself, came from 
the same womb. She cannot forget any of the horrors that stem from the 
root of her father, Oedipus, and that apparently will not cease until she 
is dead. Her unrelenting memory contrasts notably with the chorus's call 
upon Bacchus at the end of the parodos to help them to celebrate the vic
tory of Thebes and "to enjoy forgetfulness." 

Antigone's need to remain tied to her family can be restated in the 
following terms: Hades is the home of the dead, and she sees it as a home 
in which all members of the family may live together in loving intimacy 
through eternity. In death, then, there is an acknowledgment that despite 
the distinctions among the generations and the difference between the sexes, 
each of us alike is held dear. Reverence for one's dead ancestors allows 
one to combine respect for the hierarchy among both dead and living family 
members with a sense of our unity with them. The family can thus be an 
ordered whole in which no one is a slave. Antigone is mad in thinking that 
she can enjoy the loving intimacy of the family by joining the corpses of 
the dead members of her family under the earth. The family must, of 
course, be alive to share in the love that she craves. Still, there is a core 
of truth in her feeling. 

An Antigone sees it, to marry Haemon and to live in Creon's city would 
be to give up her position as daughter of Oedipus, the dead and tainted 
but still honorable king, to become Creon's slave. Under his rule, marriage 
and childbearing become for Antigone merely bestial acts. This speculation 
provides a way to think about Antigone's otherwise bizarre assertion 
(906 ff.) that what she has done for her brother she would not have done 
for a husband or a child of her own. If the city did recognize the impor
tance of the family and its reverence for the dead, its members could more 
easily bear being ruled by one from among them. Even a woman, who 
could not participate in ruling in ancient Greece, could remain confident 
of her place in a whole bound by blood alone, a tie the city did not create. 

Antigone's incestuous family is both her solace and Creon's nightmare. 
When the Antigone opens, Creon is no more ready than Antigone herself 
to join with the chorus in a Bacchic victory celebration. In his own way, 
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he is as plagued as Antigone by the memory of the horrors of the past. 
His assertion that he alone shall determine who is worthy of honor, and 
that he shall do so on the basis of the good of the city and on no other, 
is in effect a denial that men and women can be well-born, or that they 
are honorable before the city metes out honors. As we have seen, it also 
implies a denial that human beings in general are well-born in comparison 
with beasts. He undoubtedly feels that this view is borne out by the recent 
history of Thebes. 

Through his slaying of his father and his incestuous marriage with his 
mother, Oedipus confused the generations of his family in a way that can 
be permissible only in Hades. In doing so he undermined the subsequent 
stability of Thebes, for no city can be indifferent to the disgrace of its ruler, 
and the troubles Oedipus began continued in the battle between his sons. 
Each treated the city as though it were a private estate that he had the right 
to inherit. Creon has gone to the other extreme. In his view, anything private 
is a threat to the security of the city. The citizens of Thebes must substitute 
honor for the friends of the city and hatred for its enemies for their private 
loves and hates. But friendship or fellowship (philia) depends not only upon 
the security of the city, as Creon argues in his opening speech (187 ff.), 
but also upon the dignity of the individuals who make np the city. An
tigone feels that she cannot retain her nobility in marrying Haemon as 
long as her marriage depends upon submitting to Creon's decree. Similarly, 
any lawgiver who seeks to protect fellowship by legislating what citizens 
may love and hate will inevitably fail. 

When Creon accuses Antigone of challenging his political authority 
and his authority as a man (484 ff.), he is not far wrong. The exchange 
between Creon and Antigone once she has been brought forward as a 
criminal reflects her sense that his politics destroy phi/ia: 

Not to join in hating, but in loving (symphi/ein), was I born 

she says. Creon responds: 

Go down now and love the dead, if it is necessary [for you] to love. No woman 
will rule me while I live. (523-25) 

Later Creon says to his son: " ... with loathing and as if she were a foe, 
let this girl go to seek marriage in Hades" (654). Antigone's death is de
scribed both by herself and by the chorus as well as by Creon as a mar
riage. In fact, in the opening scene Antigone expresses a similar thought 
when she tell Ismene that she will lie with her brother, a friend (or dear 
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one) with a friend (73). How defensible we can consider Antigone's morbid 
speech here depends npon whether her sense that Creon's sovereignty would 
destroy the humanity of personal attachments is justified. Two dramatic 
events in the play powerfully reinforce the sense that it is. One is Ismene's 
attempt to implicate herself in Antigone's crime and to die with her. Ismene 
reveals her despair when she asks Antigone "What life is dear (phi/os) to 
me bereft of you?" (535 ff.). However deep the rupture between the sisters, 
Antigone is Ismene's only friend in all Thebes. The other event that supports 
Antigone's view of Creon's city is Haemon's suicide in her tomb. 

Haemon's suicide seems more difficult to account for than Ismene's 
offer to die with Antigone, for he seems to have a promising future in 
Thebes. He is the son of the present ruler and is also his likely successor. 
Why can't he accept his father's suggestion and find another bride? The 
first and most important response to this question is surely that Haemon 
loves Antigone, but I believe that the full answer lies as much in Haemon's 
exchange with his father, just after he has learned that Antigone must die, 
as it does in his love for her. In that exchange, Creon virtually outlaws 
his son's passions when he accuses him of treasuring a private and indefen
sible love for the wrong sort of woman. Haemon claims that his knowledge 
of the sympathies of the people and his respect for those sympathies 
provoke him to try to reason with Creon. But as long as Haemon wishes 
his father to free Antigone, Creon hears nothing but disobedience and 
treachery in his words. He repudiates Haemon's advice just as vehemently 
as he repudiates Antigone's so-called "crime." 

The immediate cause of Haemon's suicide is that he has just found 
himself trying to slay his father out of anger for the death of his betrothed. 
Haemon cannot allow himself to perform such a heinous act any more 
than he can bow to his father's will. This shows that Haemon respects the 
claims of kinship even when they conflict with his own desires. The son 
is about as unlike his father as he could be. 

Just as Creon accuses his son of treachery for the sake of a woman, 
so he accuses both the guard and Thiresias, and in fact whoever questions 
his absolute authority as ruler of Thebes, of seeking to enrich themselves 
at the price of the city's good. But it cannot be the case that any personal 
interest that is not identical with upholding the security of the city makes 
one a traitor. Not all such concerns are petty and unworthy of respect. 
Creon's mistake in thinking so blinds him even to his own motives, for 
he is surely as interested in his own glory as he is in the welfare of Thebes. 
His error, as we have seen, has its base in a misunderstanding of the horror 
of Oedipus's history, and its implications for the city. Creon's fate is no 
more enviable than Oedipus's own. 
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Creon repudiates the passions that reside in and preserve the human 
family at his personal peril, and in so doing he exposes Thebes to great 
danger as well. This becomes clear in the occasion for his dramatic reversal 
towards the end of the play (1092 ff.). When Teiresias tells Creon that to 
enforce his decree will mean to sacrifice the life of his own son, he is willing 
to bow to the traditions concerning death and burial (Jlll-12), but he is 
too late. His personal catastrophe coincides with the danger to the city 
about which Teiresias has warned him. Thebes has now witnessed the utter 
ruin of a second ruler. Sophocles' Greek audience would probably know 
also that the cities whose men died in Polyneices' war against Thebes were 
already rearming against her. Creon at least may have learned something, 
for he cannot fail to associate his neglect of the laws of the gods with his 
loss of all who were dear to him. His suffering is pathetic and terrible. 

Like Creon, Antigone too suffers a change of heart in the course of 
the drama. In her case it occurs just after she has been condemned. 
Although she never repudiates her illegal act, she is suddenly overwhelmed 
by the terror of sacrificing the life that she has not yet had an opportunity 
to live. Her success in performing a rudimentary version of the rites of 
burial for her brother is not enough to console her. Indeed, Antigone snaps 
at the chorus when, after she has compared herself to a goddess (824 ff.), 
they remind her of her mortality (834 ff.). She accuses them of mocking 
her, even though only a few lines earlier (828 ff.) they were clearly admiring 
her glory. Their admiration looks like mockery to her because, now that 
she has confronted the end of her life, splendor in death looks hollow. 

In defending the domain of the gods Antigone exaggerates the claims 
of the family and denies a place in her soul to the feelings she could have 
had for a husband and children of her own. She is forced to expose the 
basis of a tradition in the attempt to uphold it. As she does so, she does 
violence to herself. In this sense, Antigone lacks self-knowledge, at least 
up to the moment when she is condemned, but her imperfect knowledge 
of herself is not a "tragic flaw" that makes her deserving of her fate. No 
human being can have perfect self-knowledge and Antigone cannot be 
responsible for being limited in a way that characterizes all human beings. 
Rather, her situation is an extreme version of a plight we all share: never 
fully knowing ourselves, we must continually learn about ourselves through 
action and experience. Our need for political structures reflects this truth. 
So do both our attachments to our families and the traditions that guide 
us in giving due recognition to (God or) the gods. 

The change in Antigone's tone when she is aware that she is about to 
die provides an approach to understanding the obscure passage in which 
the chorus tells her: 
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Advancing to the furthest limit of courage [or rashness, to thrasos] up to 
the lofty throne of justice (diki) you fell, child, hard. You are paying in full 
the penalty of the contest of your father. (852-55) 

The passage implies something like the following: Attaining the foun
dation or throne of justice is not the same as living in the most appropriate 
way. If we are to live decently, justice must guide the lives of mortals without 
being fully disclosed to us. In forbidding the burial of Polyneices Creon 
was the immediate cause of the denial of this possibility to Antigone, but 
the real source of the problem lies further back- in Oedipus's incest, and 
ultimately in the founding of Thebes, or rather, of the city in general. 

Creon has denied Antigone the opportunity to live decently by forcing 
her to confront a side of human life that cannot be fully reconciled with 
the city. There is no way for a city- any city- to acknowledge fully the 
reverence of men and women and the sources of their shame. Rulers are 
not inevitably as blind as Creon. Still, Creon's errors merely exaggerate 
the errors to which all cities in some way fall prey. Lawgivers must claim 
that any act they label criminal is worthy of our disdain, and they must 
label as such all acts that seriously endanger the city's security. They must 
behave as though nothing that conflicts with the good of the city is worthy 
of admiration, and as !bough only what hinders the good of the city merits 
disgust. 

But without Antigone's challenge to the view of the city, none of us 
who are citizens can come to see ourselves as we are. For human beings, 
self-knowledge must involve knowledge of the irreconcilable aspects of our 
natures. The conflict between our animal nature and the institutions that 
attempt to civilize or, if that is too hard, to conceal them, is often hard 
to ignore. Creon is preoccupied with this conflict. But we sometimes ex
perience an even deeper conflict between the power to sense what is wor
thy of reverence and of shame, and the advantages, perhaps the obliga
tion, of submitting to standards that do not acknowledge these. The power 
to sense what is above us and what is below is simply human. It consists 
in a dim awareness of our inhuman origin as well as of our ability to as
cend from that origin, an ability that no city, and probably no science, 
can comprehend. Because Antigone's madness is this awareness, I cannot 
wish her to have been different, however much I pity her fate. Antigone 
conveys to us what she knows through arousing our admiration for her 
and, at the same time, our pity and even disgust. 

* * * 
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Sophocles' Antigone is often said to represent the contest between divine 
law and human law, but this is an inadequate account of what is at issue. 
After all, Creon claims and probably believes that the gods support his 
decree. Nor will it suffice to read the play as a working out of the impor
tance of the family weighed against the concerns of the city. For without 
the city there is no family, and without the family, no city. The human 
family is not simply natural; it needs the city both to bring it into being 
and to support it through law. The city, in its turn, must contain many 
families so that their members can associate with one another as similar, 
if not perfectly equal, beings, and only then can they willingly submit to 
one of themselves. How to combine many individuals who are members 
of various families into a single whole is the riddle of the city. Creon seems 
not to notice that to rule involves offering one's skill as a solver of the 
riddle. He cannot even begin to consider its solution. 

Both reverence for the gods and the ties of the family must be important 
elements in solving the riddle of how a city, which is a collection of many 
separate individuals, can be at the same time a whole. The city must respect 
the fact that men and women are more than citizens, that in some sense 
they are independent wholes. Rulers are reasonable only superficially when 
they insist on the debt all men and women owe to the city. They forget 
that the city owes its existence to a human insight that no city can fully 
comprehend or sustain. Humans are the beings who sense what lies beneath 
the earth and what reigns above them. We are the beings who know that 
we are neither the one nor the other, that we are by nature in between. 
The smooth sailing of the city sometimes depends upon obscuring this 
sense in order to support the authority of rulers. Established procedures 
and laws must often take precedence over the insights of individuals into 
the will of the gods. But no city can long survive without the shame and 
the reverence that lie deeper in human beings than does their political 
allegiance. I do not have the solution to the riddle of the city, but I can 
say this: The power of the sense of shame and of reverence is a power that 
we too would be as vulgar and as foolish as Creon to ignore. 

I have entitled this essay "The Nobility of Sophocles' Antigone," and 
I do mean to call her noble. Through her daring and wrongheaded acts, 
she reminds us all of truths that we cannot afford to ignore. Creon's Thebes 
did not acknowledge her greatness in risking her life for a principle that 
would make her city more human; we must not follow its example. Even 
the perturbed passions of a woman may reveal a deep and weighty truth. 
If Sophocles had no more to teach us than this, it would be enough to 
justify our calling him wise. 





Hegel's Reading of Antigone 
Patricia M. Locke 

Hegel thought that Sophocles' Antigone was the "most magnificent and 
satisfying work of art of [its] kind."' Repeatedly turning to the character 
of Antigone in his writings on art, politics, and religion, Hegel showed 
a great admiration for her even apart from the play. His lifelong attrac
tion to Antigone led Hegel into conflicting positions related to her role 
as a model for feminine life. 

We will consider the two main positions Hegel held, and suggest reasons 
for the disparity between them. The first view is discussed primarily in 
the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) and the Lectures on Aesthetics (given 
in 1823, 1826, and 1828-29). This aesthetic, or dramatic, reading of the 
play focuses on the collision between Antigone and Creon as embodiments 
of opposed ways of life. The play hinges on the exploration of the conflict 
between elemental oppositions: female and male, divine and human, and 
private versus public duties. While the resolution is, according to Hegel, 
external, affirming the value of each side, it further shows that a simple 
binary opposition has been overcome. The audience has a more complex 
realization that each pole needs the other in order to be what it is. Our 
heroine has upheld the values of the hearth and the ancestral gods but 
suffers for her neglect of the rights of the polis. 

Hegel's second position is also found in the Phenomenology of Spirit 
and in the Philosophy of Right (1821). It aims at the underlying ethical 
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or political meaning of the play. In the earlier work Hegel analyzes the 
dnties that flow from the blood ties between brother and sister. In the 
Philosophy of Right Hegel concentrates on the relations between husband 
and wife as the essential bond that provides a basis for a political order. 

It is my contention that this shift from the brother-sister relation to 
that of husband and wife is the source of the disparity between Hegel's 
views. While brothers and sisters have different functions as male and 
female members of their community, they are similarly unself-conscious 
in carrying out their tasks. On the other hand, Hegel assumes that in the 
case of husband and wife, the man has an independent sense of self while 
the woman does not. This assumption is based on the modern concepts 
of state and civil society described in the Philosophy of Right. Hegel allows 
a development of free self-consciousness to men, while retaining an ideal 
of woman as static and ahistorical. This mistake on Hegel's part makes 
it impossible to reconcile his aesthetic and ethical readings of the play. 

What would salvage Hegel's insights abont the Antigone? If we argue 
that Antigone, while fully feminine in character and goals, achieves a sense 
of individuality-however limited-by virtue of her actions as an unmar
ried woman, not merely as Polyneices' sister, then we can claim her as a 
dialectical heroine. Antigone's action begins as service for another, but ends 
as service for herself. Since she can change, she can remain the magnifi
cent epitome of womankind Hegel imagined her to be. 

This essay will examine the aesthetic meaning of the Antigone in detail 
and then consider the problems inherent in Hegel's ethical reading of it. 

1: Aesthetic Meaning 

In the Aesthetics Hegel defines drama as "the presentation, to our minds 
and imagination, of actual human actions and affairs and therefore of 
persons expressing their actions in words. 'A dramatization' rests entirely 
on collisions of circumstances, passions and characters, and leads therefore 
to actions and then to the reactions which in turn necessitate a resolution 
of the conflict."' There is a dynamic quality to a good drama when the 
inevitable collision between opposed characters is anticipated and endured. 

According to Hegel, what makes Antigone a good play in a dramatic 
sense is the beauty and power of the clash and its resolution. We will ex
amine this collision as it appears in the plot and characterization. 

Collisions depend first upon the plot, which is the primary structure 
within which the dramatic movement takes place. Creon's edict forbidding 
the burial of Polyneices is the presupposition of the conflict. In itself it 
is a seemingly neutral command aimed at those who would challenge order 
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in the polis. However, we hear about this command from Antigone in the 
first scene of the play. Coming from this source, the edict is no longer 
neutral: it has taken on an ominous cast. The tragedy is fated from this 
beginning, when Antigone neglects the warnings of her sister lsmene and 
strives to counter what she sees as a violation of a higher, divine order. 
Yet one is aware that it is not so simple. As daughter of Oedipus, Antigone 
must say "there's nothing grievous, nothing free from doom, not shameful, 
not dishonored, I've not seen" (4-5)3 • She is both innocent and guilty of 
the crime she inherits. Antigone has a responsibility towards the polis as 
the remnant of its ruling house, and a conflicting duty to her dead brother. 
Creon is in a similar position, as both Antigone's uncle and ruler of Thebes. 
Thus the situation is full of potential for collision between them and, 
ultimately, among their several duties. How can one remain loyal to the 
polis and the family in circumstances like these? 

The question is a serious one, but one that Antigone does not need 
to ask. She feels the compelling claim of the underworld, which grounds 
her life. The gods of departed ancestors, of her father, mother, and brothers, 
confirm her desire to act. She has no doubt that her action is consonant 
with her determinate character and with the will of the gods. Since An
tigone has the power to assert the primacy of the family, she rather than 
Ismene is the heroine of this play. Ismene pleads with Antigone to remember 
that women should not "force law" or fight with men. Antigone will not 
compromise her duty to the underworld, and answers harshly that she will 
bury Polyneices despite the consequences. Antigone dares the "crime of 
piety," and with the act of pouring earth over the body of her brother the 
play is set into motion. Her action has a specific aim and expected conse
quences that reveal the greatness of Antigone's character. She is able to 
face death alone, abandoning the wedding plans and the hopes of young 
womanhood. 

At the same time, the action advances the plot because it demands a 
reaction. Creon's expectation that the traitor is male collides with the calm, 
knowing demeanor of the violator standing before him. His imagination 
is more narrow than Antigone's, since he can envision only profit as a 
motive for disobedience. He is confounded by an action based on love. 
Their exchange defines the grounds of their differences: One is male, the 
other female; one speaks of crime, the other of holiness. 

Creon: You are not ashamed to think alone? 
Antigone: No, I am not ashamed. When was it shame 

to serve the children of my mother's womb? (510-12) 
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They are clearly opposed, even in their ideas about what it is proper 
for a woman to do. Ismene's course is proper yet unsatisifying to us. Com
munal values and the customs that guide everyday life do not set out an 
obvious solution to the conflict between Antigone and Creon. What is 
criminal to one of the antagonists is pious to the other. I will argue that 
the resolution of this dramatic tension lies in Antigone's attempt to find 
a connection between these opposing terms. She thinks independently on 
behalf of her family. Antigone acts unwomanly and illegally, out of a 
woman's loyalty towards her familial gods. In the end her action carries 
the double weight of piety and treason. 

In his Aesthetics Hegel stresses the importance of action in tragic drama 
because it is "with action [that] a man steps actively into concrete reality 
where forthwith the most general matters are condensed and confined in 
a particular phenomenon."' The step into concrete reality confirms An
tigone as one who wills to be who she is. At the same time, Antigone enables 
the divine to manifest itself through her. The gods of the underworld are 
given concreteness by her willingness to obey them without questioning 
the source of the divine laws. Consequently, the most general spiritual 
substance appears within a particular visible event. We do not hear solilo
quies of doubt, as in Hamlet, for Antigone's action comes naturally to 
her. Hegel thinks that the spiritual element in Antigone's act "is perfectly 
married and reconciled with the equally justified external aspect, i.e., with 
what is seen on stage."5 

This tragedy is compelling precisely because what is seen on stage are 
self-reliant characters acting out of a particular "pathos" that gives them 
each a driving essential power. Each character feels his or her ethical stance 
to be internally justified and fully binding. Their views are expressed in 
"solid and cultivated objective language," rather than elaborate rhetoric, 
for their eloquence is in line with their direct actions. 6 Only that which 
is essential to the true character of Antigone is stated. We know very little 
about her beyond her terrible lineage. Antigone defines herself at the outset: 
"For me, the doer, death is best" (72). 

This statement reverberates throughout the whole play, as Antigone 
proves herself to be a doer and faces the horror of live burial as her punish
ment. Creon too experiences the devastating consequences of his actions, 
as his niece, his son, and his wife die in rapid succession. These deaths 
are dramatically necessary to restore the rights of the gods. Death here 
is a negation, or canceling, of the negation that set the play into motion, 
the burial of Polyneices. 

The opposition of Creon and Antigone is regarded against the 
background of the chorus. The choral speeches present the community's 
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views, alternately commenting on the characters' decisions and placing those 
decisions in their proper reference to the gods. Hegel thinks that the chorus, 
although it is powerless and afraid of the contradictory gods, is important 
as a surrounding universal context for the action. The chorus believes that 
Fate destroys people despite their merit, and therefore must conclude that 
"any greatness in human life brings doom" (613). Although sympathetic 
towards Antigone, the chorus does not offer to help her. The "undercover 
talk" in the polis remains undercover because the chorus lacks "the power 
of the negative," as Hegel remarks in the Phenomenology. 7 This power 
causes changes to occur by negating that which is. Antigone participates 
in the movement of negativity when she challenges Creon's law. 

In the Phenomenology, Hegel states that the chorus 

is conscious only of a paralysing terror of this movement, of equally helpless 
pity, and as the end of it all, the empty repose of submission to Necessity, 
whose work is understood neither as the necessary deed of the character, 
nor as the action of [Spirit] within itself. 8 

There are three pertinent interpretations of this dialectical movement. 
The chorus sees the hand of Fate, which strikes down even the bravest 
heroine. Antigone interprets that fate as her own work, and is therefore 
willing to sustain the negative, to hold with the moral rightness of her deed 
throughout the play. The third interpretation, held by Hegel, is that we 
are witnessing the activity of Spirit. 

Spirit, which is difficult to define since it is continually evolving in the 
history of consciousness, is here the implicit divinity acting through the 
characters. Spirit appears explicitly as the frame within which their actions 
have meaning. This frame is language. Thus Spirit is simultaneously in 
the foreground and the background of the tragedy. 

Spirit joins the three interpretations together. What happens in the play 
is equally the work of Fate, of Antigone's will, and of the appearance of 
Spirit's power. In this reflective activity Spirit is operating on a higher level 
than is immediately evident in the play. The modern dialectical philosopher 
is conscious of the interdependence of fate and individual will and of the 
universality of their conflict in the life of a person or the life of the human 
species. Only with this higher consciousness of Spirit present in the 
philosopher can external and internal motivating forces be woven so tightly 
together. 

Spirit shows itself in a rather limited fashion in the poetic language 
of the play, in the chorus as well as the main characters. The choral view 
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is bound to the past. It sees the one-sidedness of Antigone's position, for 
its admiration is mixed with criticism of her neglect of Zeus's authority. 

Creon too comes in for support and criticism by the chorus. First, he 
is praised for upholding law in the daylight world of Zeus, but the fearful 
chorus murmurs against him when they consider the dark fate of Oedipus's 
house. Creon is as inflexible as Antigone. He will not listen to his son 
Haemon, nor consider the feeling of the community when he banishes An
tigone to her unusual bridal chamber. He claims that this live burial will 
protect him from direct responsibility for Antigone's death, but we know 
that such a technical reading of the law will not satisfy the underworld. 

The one-sided action of Antigone cannot exist harmoniously with the 
equally one-side reaction of Creon. The play turns on our recognition that 
these two powers are incomplete without each other. To achieve equilibrium, 
Antigone and Creon are destroyed by their complements, which are "in
trinsic to their own actual being."' The resolution of the opposition be
tween man and woman is echoed in the union of upper and lower divinities. 
Thus the "powers animating action which struggled to destroy each other" 
are reconciled at last. 

Hegel claims in the Aesthetics that 

only with such a conclusion can the necessity of what happens to the 
individuals appear as absolute rationality, and only then can our hearts be 
morally at peace: shattered by the fate of the heroes but reconciled 
fundamentally. 10 

There are two components to this reconciliation. First, we must accept 
the fate of the heroes as rational, and we must feel "morally at peace." 
We come to understand Antigone's death only if we see her initial posi
tion as blind towards the claims of public life. Second, we feel a certain 
peace when we appreciate Antigone's bravery. She withstood great obstacles 
and has given us a sense of the justice of her cause. 

Aristotle's notion of catharsis in the Poetics is helpful here. This term 
has been the focus of much criticism by commentators on Aristotle. For 
the purposes of this discussion, let us adopt a Hegelian understanding of 
its meaning. Catharsis is the pleasurable release of tension following pity 
and fear. "Pity," Aristotle explains, "concerns the undeserved, while fear 
concerns the similar."11 The play points in two directions, to the past and 
to the future. When it points to the past, Antigone's demise is undeserved 
and therefore pitiable. She is struck down by fate while demonstrating her 
noble character. She is consistent in her loyalty to the underworld, and 
therefore suffers rather than learns. 
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Ultimately, we do not pity her, as we might the helpless Ismene. The 
pity for Antigone is canceled when we see her take responsibility for act
ing. Since she courageously wills her fate, we come to realize that her death 
is best. The same character that brought her to an undeserved punishment 
can now be seen as blameworthy. From the opening scene of the play, An
tigone displays the "hot mind over chilly things" that marks her as the 
daughter of Oedipus. Our fear that she will act like her father, listening 
to no one as she draws her fate upon her head, heightens the tension of 
the conflict with Creon. This fear is relieved when her death extinguishes 
the possibility of future repetitions of the shameful acts of Oedipus's house. 

Hegel accepts Aristotle's explanation of pity and fear, yet stresses that 
in order to be most compelling, the object evoking these emotions ought 
to be the power of Spirit. 12 By this Hegel means that our feelings ought 
not to be directed only to finite, limited objects, such as the pity one of 
Jane Austen's characters might feel for a young woman who has no danc
ing partners. This kind of sympathy degrades the sufferer to a helpless 
victim of sad circumstances. We feel a deeper kind of pity for unwed 
Antigone-a pity that recognizes the profound source of her pain. 

At the same time, we must acknowledge the rights of the polis, which 
also displays the divine substance. The catharsis that alleviates pity and 
fear allows this fact to stand forth: The same substance that showed itself 
in Antigone's one-sided action appears in harmony with itself when she 
is struck down. In Hegel's view, tragedy is at bottom the conflict and resolu
'tion of partial expressions of Spirit. Spirit's power is exercised both through 
and upon the heroine of this play. 

By focusing on the collision between Creon and Antigone and the dif
ficult necessity of its resolution, Hegel locates the dramatic strength of 
the play. For Hegel, the question "What makes this a good drama?" must 
be answered in terms of dialectical movement through a fearful opposition. 
Plot and characters work together to achieve finally a sense of vitality and 
completeness. 

II: Ethical Meaning 

My objections arise when we turn to the ethical dimension of the An
tigone. Hegel's interpretation in the Phenomenology is based on the 
primacy of the brother-sister relationship, in which the sister's reality is 
mediated by her brother. In the Philosophy of Right the stress is laid upon 
the husband-wife relationship. This difference reveals Hegel's assumption 
that women lack self-consciousness, remaining natural and unchanged even 
when they freely enter the agreement of marriage. If one claims that modern 



40 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

marriage originates in "the free consent of the persons . . . to make 
themselves one person, to renounce their natural and individual personality 
to this unity," then one must accept that a woman attains her "substantive 
self-consciousness" when she goes beyond her former unreflective way of 
being. 13 Hegel should not ignore the meaning of her choice when he 
describes woman's role in the procreative family. In the moment of 
accepting the marriage proposal, woman has an active role in her destiny, 
which is not mediated by either her birth family or her fiance. 

Hegel fails to do justice to the play when he applies modern social struc
tures, such as marriage arrangements, to it. We will review the argument 
in the Phenomenology first and then consider the problem in light of the 
Philosophy of Right. 

A. Antigone in the Phenomenology of Spirit 

Hegel's discussion of Antigone in the Phenomenology comes under 
the heading "The True Spirit: The Ethical Order." According to Hegel the 
play is an example of the way true Spirit makes its appearance after a series 
of inadequate attempts. Now Spirit is present in an unmediated form as 
the ethos of a people. Spirit, or mind, is the people. Spirit is conscious, 
that is, able to make distinctions, but not yet self-conscious. Thus it is 
manifest in custom and habit rather than in a rational decision-making 
process like the application of Kant's categorical imperative. 

At this stage, Spirit is split into content and consciousness. The con
tent is the folk, the entire community. Actual consciousness is found in 
individual citizens. The union of their subjective wills with the objective 
order ushers in the specifically ethical life of Spirit. Ethical Spirit is "the 
good become alive," embodied in human action. 14 Natural activities give 
way to a higher second nature, developed through habitual exercise of the 
duties appropriate to one's station in the community. This results in a split 
in the content, or substance. Ethical Spirit polarizes into two realms. The 
first realm is the world of women, a community that is dedicated to the 
needs of particular family members, living and dead. The second is the 
world of men, which is located in the polis, a community that raises male 
consciousness to universal concerns such as laws. The heart of Sophocles' 
play is the conflict between male and female worlds. This conflict is in
evitable, since people really belong to both spheres and cannot live without 
one another. 

The family is a distinctly feminine world, for it is women who bear 
and educate children, care for blind fathers like Oedipus, and carry out 
the final rites for relatives who have died. The ethical substance is here 
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at its most immediate, close to nature and to the world beyond this life. 
Its gods are those of the underworld and of the hearth, and its law gives 
primacy to blood relatives. Hegel describes family life as harmonious 
because the members together constitute an individual family. They are 
not differentiated, nor do they display a struggle for recognition that might 
lead to self-consciousness. One can think of parents, children, uncles, and 
grandparents as internal organs of the larger familial organism. "Woman" 
especially is defined as being-for-another, because her life is dedicated to 
the health and perpetuation of this organism. Although she is dependent 
by nature, woman turns the givenness of her sex into an ethical ground. 
Her being as part of a family does not require self-conscious action in order 
to obey the divine law. Woman endows natural activities with a spiritual sig
nificance by being a vehicle for mediation. Working through her, "the gods' 
unwritten and unfailing laws ... always live, and no one knows their origin 
in time" (455, 457). Nature's sensuous immediacy is canceled in this process. 

All living things are supposed to grow naturally, but a male child is 
trained for a non-natural end. His mother educates him for a mediated 
future as a citizen of the city. By becoming a citizen, her son outgrows 
her. 15 His new life requires a negation of the immediacy of home life. With 
this, the mother has fulfilled her task. The family whole is broken open 
because the son makes the transition to the second realm, the world of men. 

The young man who enters adult life finds his actual being as an in
dividual. His self-sufficiency in comparison with his family remains 
unreflective and is limited by his participation in the city. His needs and 
ideas are shared by other citizens, and find their fulfillment in the law. 
Law alters the relation to natural desires by introducing a universal element. 
The family, for instance, has been shown to be grounded in consanguinity 
and structured in an organic way. The family under law, as signified by 
marriage rites, is based on a contract between two people of different blood 
who henceforth act as if they are of the same blood. Thus the city sub
stitutes conventional bonds between people for the irrational bonds of 
nature. Ethical Spirit is conscious of itself and actual in the offspring of 
the marriage relationship. 

Between them, man and woman share the substance of the ethical Spirit. 
This substance shows itself as a natural sexual difference which they raise 
to a universal status by accepting their duties established by convention. 
Man is the guardian of the state and respects human laws; woman is the 
guardian of the home and respects the laws of subterranean divinities. The 
movement of man from private to public life is a development towards self
conscious Spirit, as Hegel outlines the process in the Phenomenology. Hegel 
concludes: 
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Neither of the two is by itself absolutely valid; human law proceeds in its 
living process from the divine, the law valid on earth from that of the nether 
world, the conscious from the unconscious, mediation from immediacy
and equally returns whence it came. 16 

A dynamic equilibrium is maintained between these complementary 
worlds. However, there remains a final task for woman to do. This is to 
prepare for the return of man to the immediate realm of nature upon his 
death. Although the major portion of his life may be spent in the public 
sphere, at its end he comes home. Woman as mother, wife, or sister 
transforms the natural process of decay into a spiritual one. This change 
occurs as she gives death a religious meaning. Antigone negates the image 
of "a rich sweet sight for the hungry birds beholding," as she pours earth 
over the body and says the ritual prayers (29-30). The dead person does 
not return to the particular phase of his childhood. Rather, his rest as a 
completed being-for-itself is marked by simple universality. Her brother 
has achieved a stable being; Polyneices has become an ancestor. The family 
is preserved after all, in the memory of those who respect their forefathers. 
Woman's primary ethical action, preservation of the family, therefore con
cerns the dead rather than the living. 

It is necessary for Antigone to bury Polyneices both to secure the family 
organism and to confirm her identity as his sister. Although woman is 
unself-conscious in her being-for-her-family, as sister she has an ethical 
substance through her brother. (Hegel entirely neglects the sister-to-sister 
relationship between Antigone and Ismene.) 

A brother is a bridge to the outside world because he can act as a citizen 
as well as a family member. Hegel claims that, unlike other relations be
tween men and women, there is little or no sexual attraction between 
brothers and sisters. They are "free individualities in regard to each other."" 
Yet in regard to the public world, the sister is not a free individuality. Her 
consciousness has not been raised, so her life is essentially tied to her 
brother's existence. 

Hegel's position in the Phenomenology, somewhat modified in the 
Philosophy of Right, stresses that the natural bond of consanguinity has 
a higher value to woman than the complementary tie between husband 
and wife. This value transcends its physical origin because it is attached 
to an awareness of individual selfhood. Hegel states in the Phenomenology: 

Consequently, the feminine, in the form of the sister, has the highest intuitive 
awareness of what is ethical. She does not attain to consciousness of it, or 
to the objective existence of it, because the law of the Family is an implicit, 
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inner essence which is not exposed to the daylight of consciousness, but re
mains an inner feeling and the divine element that is exempt from an ex
istence in the real world. 1s 
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These divinities seem irrational by the standards of the daylight world, 
particularly because their demands cannot be articulated in the common 
language of the polis. (One can see this most clearly in the treatment of 
the Furies in the Oresteia.) 

Antigone, then, has two sources of self-identity. She can draw on the 
deep strength of familial gods, who honor blood and vengeance. She can 
call on these divinities without recourse to an abstract confession of faith, 
because she does not feel a distance from them that would require a con
scious effort to overcome separation. Antigone can act intuitively, with 
the power of the furies flowing through her hands. 

Antigone draws on a second source of strength as well. Polyneices is 
her link to the real world's rational, civilizing effects. Since the Olympian 
deities, particularly Zeus, hold sway over the public realm, Antigone must 
come to an awareness of their domination through Polyneices. 

Perhaps Hegel's interpretation of the sources of Antigone's sense of 
self can clarify her strange speech as she is led to her death. She begins: 

0 tomb, 0 marriage-chamber, hollowed out 
house that will watch forever, where I go. 
Th my own people, who are mostly there; 
Persephone has taken them to her. (891-94) 

Antigone likens the tomb to the marriage chamber in order to stress 
that her loyalty remains with her birth family. She dies unwed, because, 
as she laments (referring to Polyneices), "In your death you destroy my 
life" (871). She has no life left to give to Haemon or to future children. 
Since marriage is within the province of the state, in this speech Antigone 
asserts that she would not violate its rights if a husband or child died under 
similar conditions. Antigone knows the limits and source of her power, 
and remains within those limits. 

Or does she? Is her choice really right? One must ask these questions 
because of the way in which Antigone carried out her duty. At first, no 
one knew who buried Polyneices. "The doer left no sign" but the dust cover
ing the body was apparently sufficient to turn the curse (250). Antigone 
appeared again in broad daylight, "with the sharp and bitter cry of a bit
ter bird," to renew the earthen covering. This time she was captured, calmly 
admitted her transgression, and came face to face with Creon. 
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Why did she perform this action twice? Hegel would not claim that 
Antigone was trying to be a martyr, or that she was deliberately trying 
to undermine the stability of the polis. Rather, Antigone needed to make 
her deed known in order to establish that it was not due to fate or nature 
or any other external cause. She chose to accept responsibility for the act 
in order to vindicate her brother and to bring him to the gates of the under
world in his universal aspect. In Hegelian terms, she showed the spiritual 
meaning in the seemingly uncontrollable event of death, but she could do 
this only by transgressing the boundaries of her feminine self. She took 
on some of the rebellious nature of Polyneices to act for him and, implicitly, 
to act for herself as well. It is my view that by doing this Antigone 
demonstrated an expanded definition of womanhood. 

Antigone has come to a sense of her own integrity, her being-for-self, 
as she steps into the public sphere. Since the significant members of her 
family are dead, Antigone is her family. Suddenly she appears as an in
dividual. No longer a passive vehicle of the divine, she mediates the upper 
world for her family. Antigone is fully conscious that her public act is both 
criminal and holy. Although Hegel does not think that women exert dialec
tical power in the public realm, in the Aesthetics he praises Antigone as 
a heroine greater than Oedipus in her consciousness of the double meaning 
of her deed. Hegel is unaware of the conflict between his views. 

When Antigone moves away from the natural feminine role to engage 
in a forceful debate with Creon, he is visibly disturbed by what he sees 
as a subversion of his manhood as well as of the state. "I am no man and 
she the man instead" (484). Antigone asserts a new power in the political 
world by bringing the vocabulary of familial love to bear on legal rela
tionships. This criterion for judging the worth of a law is not appropriate 
generally. However, at this moment it reveals Creon's arrogation of power 
to himself. He mistook law for justice and the polis for his possession. 
Antigone's challenge opens up the seriousness of this mistake. Human 
justice, like self-consciousness, is the result of intellectual and political 
effort. The struggle to make the concept of justice actual is accomplished 
in a specific historical context. 

In the play, Creon acts as if the universal powers at work must bow 
to his personal concerns. Further, he ignores the crucial foundation of the 
polis in the family by slighting proper burial rites for Polyneices and his 
sister. Thus neither Zeus nor the underworld deities receive their due. 

Antigone's full consciousness of her deed, and her willingness to ap
pear in public to claim her guilt, is likewise undermining the balance of 
universal ethical powers. Ethically as well as dramatically, the play requires 
the destruction of Antigone and Creon. 
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Hegel's position in the Phenomenology is that the duality of male and 
female, of polis and family, is universal and unchanging. There is neither 
a dialectical sublation of one into the other, nor a higher synthesis. Thus 
the resolution of the conflict restores the previous balance of powers. 

Hegel does not see Antigone as a character who is both female and 
male, political on behalf of her family and herself. There is an unnecessary 
rigidity in his interpretation, since it is logically feasible that dialectical 
movement can take place within as well as between the distinct roles of 
the sexes. Hegel's limited interpretation is further complicated in the 
Philosophy of Right. 

B. Antigone in the Philosophy of Right 

Hegel discusses Antigone in a section titled "Ethical Life," which is 
divided into three parts: the Family, Civil Society, and the State. The family, 
of course, is Antigone's domain, but it also must be viewed as the immediate 
moment in a dialectical movement culminating in the State. It is this move
ment which puts the life into "Ethical Life." However, actual freedom ex
ists only as an individual's exercise of duty within the boundaries of one 
or the other of these communities. 

The family under consideration in the Philosophy of Right is both 
natural and artificial. It is the natural union of the sexes for the immediate 
goal of perpetuation of the species. This is an external tie, which is made 
internal through the artificiality of the wedding rite. In the marriage 
ceremony, natural sexual differences are overcome by a self-conscious 
"union on the level of mind."19 Marriage is thus an immediate ethical rela
tionship. Since it is established as a universal bond through their promise, 
the sensuous aspect (that is, the changeable side of the relationship) is 
subordinated to the unchanging ethical substance. Further, the spouses' 
natural attachment to their original families is overcome by the trans for
mation inherent in ''two become one flesh." Thus it is important, in Hegel's 
argument, that the man and woman have no close blood relation. The 
priority given to natural consanguinity gives way to "artificial" consan
guinity, even, I would argue, for a woman. In the acceptance of the mar
riage contract, a woman participates in a concious decision about ethical 
matters. 

The substance of the new family is love, a "felt unity" of an ethical 
kind. This unity is felt rather than thought, so it remains on an immediate 
level. This unity is ethical, that is, the "good become alive," because it is 
founded on a rational ground. The implicit rational content of the mar
riage becomes explicit in property and, most importantly, in offspring. 
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Children have the potential to be free, and through education can fulfill 
that potential. They then take their place in the succession of generations, 
inheriting property and establishing their own procreative families. 

The transition to civil society is caused by the multiplication of families. 
The substantial unity of the birth family is lost in this new moment of 
particularity. Civil society exhibits the splitting apart of needs and rights. 
Private needs concerning private property bring people into conflict. The 
universal principle appears only as the necessity that drives men to form 
social ties in order to satisfy private economic interests. The interdependence 
of one with all is still an abstract universality, for within the association 
the universal and the particular are related but not synthesized. Members 
have great differences of property and therefore of freedom. 

Finally, the state draws together the felt unity of the family and the 
economic differentiation of civil society. The state Hegel means is a con
stitutional monarchy, where the constitution mediates between the par
ticular interests of citizens and the monarch. The conscious unity of various 
classes under law signifies an expansion of freedom. This freedom is no 
longer abstract, since it is exercised in political rather than simply economic 
actions. Citizens find their true selves in political life. 

A nation-state of this kind is significantly different from the polis, or 
city-state, which is the setting of the Antigone. Hegel thought that the polis 
exhibited a harmony of opposite powers, which remained separate from 
each other and unaware of their separation. 

According to Hegel, the polis is for us a "thing of the past," not to 
be desired as a utopian vision for our future. The externality of the bond 
between male and female, human law and divine law, is now apparent. 
Ethical life of Spirit no longer fits within these bounds, since Spirit has 
become more self-conscious in the Christian era. The polis continues to 
have meaning for us as an image of political origin in a beautiful ethical 
life. That beauty arises from the articulated harmony of Greek art, religion, 
and politics. It is this interpenetration of the beautiful and the true that 
gives rise to the tragic drama. 

And so we return to the Antigone, a play that somehow speaks to us, 
even though we find ourselves in a very different political world. In Hegel's 
aesthetic interpretation, the character of Antigone remains the same, still 
loyal to the gods of the underworld. He has no difficulty in holding An
tigone up as a model for womankind to emulate, even though a harmonious 
and beautiful existence within modern religious or political life is impossi
ble. His interpretation in the Phenomenology and the Aesthetics respects 
the timelessness of Antigone's plight, but this comes into conflict with the 
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time-bound constraints of the Philosophy of Right. Hegel shows no sign 
that he is using the play in different ways in his aesthetic and ethical inter
pretations. How are we to make sense out of woman as a complement to 
man, when man has changed? 

The problem can be summarized as follows. Woman, who is associated 
with nature, in both the physical and the unreflective senses, is therefore 
ahistorical. Man is, according to the Philosophy of Right, a historical being, 
associated with self-conscious Spirit through his political activity. In the 
play, Hegel argues, we see the equilibrium between the two disturbed, in 
a collision that shows the rightfulness of both sides and a catastrophe that 
restores justice. The two sexes remain distinct powers, however, and are 
unaware of the distance beween them in this restored harmony. 

The goal of Spirit is to become what it immediately is: to achieve 
harmony as a result of its own self-conscious activity. Its achievement, 
rather than a linear progression, can be seen as the closing of circle. On 
the level of man and woman the circle is joined only if there is a move
ment by each out of himself or herself into the other's world. That implies 
a negation of the righteousness of his or her position and a finding of 
himself or herself in the other. If this is to be a mutual discovery and 
recognition, I argue, both woman and man must be able to develop in 
self-consciousness. 

The shift in focus from the birth family in the Phenomenology to the 
procreative family in the Philosophy of Right shows that the self
consciousness of man has differentiated itself more completely, while the 
consciousness of woman has not. Instead of two worlds, private and public, 
there are now three: private, social, and political. The social world of 
economic life, as well as the political world, are restricted to man. Freedom 
and self-consciousness are generated in these spheres, which continue to 
rely on the unconscious support of the feminine realm. 

It is clear that there cannot be a public realm without a private foun
dation, but it is questionable whether a class of people-women-must 
be limited to the private sphere. The case of slaves is significantly different 
from the case of women, so the extension of freedom to slaves is not a 
simple analogy for a solution to this problem. 

What is the difference? Slaves can be admitted to be men endowed with 
rights, when a political community has a sufficiently aware self
consciousness. Women, however, can never be admitted to be men, even 
if they are considered equal persons in the public sphere. According to 
Hegel, this is because they are of a different nature. The fundamental 
natures of men and women are complementary, Hegel assumes, and distinct 
even when fully developed. Men are self-conscious while women are simply 
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conscious. Thus Spirit seems far from its goal of achieving self
consciousness in the relations between modern men and women. 

We who observe the process of self-conscious Spirit struggling to know 
itself, we who are in the know as philosophers, must ask whether Hegel 
is telling us everything about Antigone. Can she remain still, a medium 
for change without changing? Can she be outside the dialectical process? 
Has she become, for us, a thing of the past not to be desired? 

Our answer to these questions has to be no. When we recall the dynamic 
image of Antigone offered in Hegel's aesthetic interpretation of the play, 
we notice that she acted quite naturally, that is unreflectively, in carrying 
out her duty. Antigone was portrayed as a doer who willed her fate. 

Each of her actions was dialectical: each began as a negation and ended 
with positive consequences. In remaining unwed, Antigone denied the 
possibility of a procreative family of her own. This was in a simple way 
a u~eminine action, for it was anti-generation and, ultimately, a withdrawal 
of support for the state. Yet at the same time her virginity was a service 
to the state, for she prevented Oedipus's fated blood from continuing to 
haunt Thebes. Since her loyalty remained with her original family, which 
had vanished into the underworld, Antigone found herself acting positively 
as an individual in a public arena. 

Antigone was a political being in spite of herself. Her last words were 
addressed to the leaders of Thebes. There is a shift from the properly 
feminine lament for Antigone's lost marriage to the strong declaration: 

Look, leaders of Thebes, 
I am the last of your royal line. 
Look what I suffer, at whose command, 
because I respected the right. (940-44) 

While respecting the familial gods' "right," Antigone became quite clear 
about her political position, as the last voice of the royal house. This posi
tion gives her the authority to directly address the elders as witnesses and, 
ultimately, as responsible parties in her death. 

Hegel neglected this political speech, which is crucial for an understand
ing of her character. I think that the speech shows that woman is political, 
even when her loyalties seem to undermine the stability of the state. I do 
not claim that her feminine world is canceled by her appearance in public 
life or taken up by this higher realm. I do claim that feminine nature en
compasses more than Hegel allows. 

Only when we consider Antigone as a dialectical heroine, who changes 
as she changes the world, can we continue to hold her as a model for 
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womankind. Hegel neglects the historical character of human being when 
he limits woman to a passive role as the mirror of a specific culture, as 
if that were her nature. This oversight results in the contradictions between 
his analysis in the Phenomenology and in the Philosophy of Right, which 
includes cultural developments of the Christan era external to the original 
Greek context. 

In conclusion, I think that the polarities between female and male, 
divine and human law, home and city, are eternal ones. The possibilities 
for collision- and thus for drama- increase as the opposing terms deepen 
and subtly shift in meaning. To allow woman to advance in self
consciousness perpetuates the dynamic tension between the sexes and per
mits mutual recognition. Unfortunately, it magnifies the tension between 
the demands of private and public life. 

Hegel's view of woman is unnecessarily limited by defining her only 
in relation to men. Antigone breaks through this limited view when she 
acts on her own, without her brother or her fiance by her side. She brings 
hidden divinities to bear on human affairs, and causes the spectator to 
reflect on Hegel's assertion that the true is the whole. Like Antigone, Hegel 
is both guilty and innocent of the past he inherits. Human being embraces 
them both. In the end, the two of them might echo Teiresias's words: 

We two have come one road, 
two of us looking through one pair of eyes. 
This is the way of walking for the blind. (988-90) 

Notes 

I. G. W. F. Hegel, Aesthetics, Lectures on Fine Arts, 2 vols., trans. T. 
M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), p. 1218. 

2. Ibid., p. 1159. 
3. Sophocles, Antigone, in Greek Tragedies, vol. 1., trans. Elizabeth 

Wyckoff (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960). 
4. Aesthetics, p. 1166. 
5. Ibid., p. 1187. 
6. Ibid., p. 1214. 
7. G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1977), para. 734. 
8. Ibid. 
9. Aesthetics, p. 1215. 
10. Ibid. 



50 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

II. Aristotle, Aristotle's Poetics, translation and analysis, Kenneth A. 
Thlford (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1967), 1453a6. 

12. Aesthetics, pp. 1197-98. 
13. G. W. F. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1967), para. 162. 
14. Ibid., para. 142. 
15. Phenomenology, para. 451. 
16. Ibid., para. 460. 
17. Ibid., para. 457. 
18. Ibid. 
19. Philosophy of Right, para. 161. 



Idealism, Ancient and Modern: 
Sophocles' Antigone 
and Schiller's Don Carlos 
Gisela N. Berns 

Almost at the end of Schiller's Don Carlos, the blind, menacing figure 
of the Grand Inquisitor, led by two Dominicans, appears before King 
Philipp, the ruler of Spain (V, 10). From the outset, the appearance of the 
old priest, which is in answer to the death of Marquis Posa, is foreshadowed 
in the ominous presence of Domingo, the King's confessor. An idealistic 
fighter for the liberation of mankind from tyrannical rule, Posa had been 
murdered for betraying the King's trust. Accused by the Grand Inquisitor 
for circumventing the authority of the church, Philipp confesses his 
vulnerability to the striking radiance of Posa's character. In his emotional 
devastation, the King consents to the sacrifice of Carlos, his only son and 
Posa's friend, to the Inquisition. 

Almost at the end of Sophocles' Antigone, the blind figure of Thiresias, 
led by a young boy, appears before Creon, the ruler of Thebes (lines 
988-1090). After the fatal battle between the sons of Oedipus, Creon had 
issued an order for burying Eteocles, the defender, but not Polyneices, the 
invader of the city. Antigone's attempt to bury her brother had been 
punished with her own live burial in a cave outside Thebes. Ominous signs 
have stirred Thiresias from his sacrifices to come to warn Creon and urge 
him to restore the dead to the dead, and the living to the living. 

With reference to his portrayal of the Inquisition in Don Carlos, Schiller 
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promises to "revenge prostituted mankind" by "striking to the soul of a 
kind of man the dagger of tragedy, so far, had only grazed."1 Compared 
to Teiresias, the priest of a natural religion that acknowledges all powers 
of the universe as gods, the Grand Inquisitor, in the service of the universal 
power of the biblical God, rises to monstrous heights. Devoid of all natural 
human feelings, 2 he is the more terrible as he uses the Christian doctrine 
of love, consummated in the sacrifice of God's only son on the cross, to 
perpetrate death and destruction. The defilement of sacrifices by birds feed
ing on an unburied corpse makes Teiresias urge Creon to restore Polyneices 
to the dead and Antigone to the living. The defilement of the religious and 
political atmosphere by a man's claim to freedom of thought makes the 
Grand Inquisitor request the life of Carlos in exchange for the death of 
Posa, which had been a murder rather than a sacrifice in the name of the 
greater glory of the church.' With the same dramatic development, the two 
scenes open up very different tragic perspectives: Where the ruin of Creon's 
house, though foreshadowed in his increasing blasphemy against Zeus, 
comes as a blow of fate, Philipp himself, in monstrous analogy to the Chris
tian God, wills his only son into the murderous hands of the Inquisition.' 

The link between Schiller's Don Carlos and Sophocles' Antigone is not 
so far-fetched as it might seem. Schiller's translation of scenes from 
Euripides' Phoenician Women, a play about the events that occurred before 
those portrayed in Sophocles' Antigone, coincides with his Briefe iiber Don 
Carlos, written soon after the completion of his dramatic poem. 

However tenuous the chronological link between Schiller's reading An
tigone and writing Don Carlos might be, what counts is the thematic link. 
While Antigone and Marquis Posa resemble each other in their idealistic 
fight for principles of a higher order than the ruling tenets of the day, they 
are, at the same time, striking examples of the difference between ancient 
and modern idealism. Whether systematic, as in his later plays, or sporadic, 
as in the earlier ones, Schiller's integration of Greek archetypes into his 
own modern historical drama only accentuates the modernity of his work.' 
The purpose of this essay, therefore, is not so much to show Sophocles' 
influence on Schiller as to explore paradigmatic forms of idealism within 
the given contexts of Greek tragedy and modern historical drama.' 

Understanding himself as a representative of all mankind, Marquis 
Posa, early in the play, tries to inspire his friend Carlos to help in the libera
tion of Flanders from the tyrannical rule of Spain (I, 2). Feeling responsible 
for her family, Antigone, in the opening scene, tries to persuade her sister 
Ismene to help her bury their brother Polyneices (1-99). When their 
idealistic expectations miscarry, both Posa and Antigone reveal themselves 
as heartless fanatics. In the name of an abstract ideal that blinds him to 
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the needs of his friend, Posa exploits Carlos's love for the Queen in order 
to further his political goals. For the sake of the dead brother outside the 
city walls, Antigone poisons her sisterly love for Ismene with the bitter 
shafts of hate. 

Though they resemble each other in their expression of idealism, Posa 
is concerned about an idea, Antigone about a body. Where the modern 
idealist, with a cosmopolitan outlook, transcends all natural and historical 
limits, the ancient idealist, with close ties to nature and mythical tradition, 
focuses on the family and its conflict with the political order of the city. 

As a move in his political game, Posa arranges for a meeting between 
Carlos and the Queen in the royal garden (I, 5). Coming upon the queen, 
left by Carlos just in time, the King, like the biblical God after the fall 
of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, calls her to account for the 
absence of her court (I, 6). Appealing to a higher and more enduring law 
than Spanish court rules, the Queen tries to defend her womanly virtue. 

With a distinction between good and evil that is merely political, Creon 
claims the support of Zeus for leaving the body of Polyneices unburied 
(162-222). Antigone, after she has been arrested at the burial of her brother 
and brought before Creon, appeals to the eternal, unwritten laws of the 
gods as safeguards for her action (223-331, 276-581). Like the Queen, later 
in Don Carlos (IV, 9, 3759-70), she protests against having to hate where 
her heart tells her to love (523). 

Schiller's poetic practice, in anticipation of his advice to the modern 
artist in Uber die aesthetische Erziehung des Menschen, "connects what 
nature separated, and separates what nature connected."' In addition to 
explicating a character like Antigone in such correlative characters as Posa 
and the Queen, Schiller complicates the traces from Greek tragedy with 
traces from the biblical tradition. By highlighting the historical world of 
Don Carlos with the biblical intimations of man's past perfection in the 
Garden of Eden, Schiller contrasts the Greek notion of nature with the 
biblical notion of history and thus exhibits the inherently problematic 
understanding of man in modern times. 

With the biblical intimations of man's future perfection in a world to 
come, Posa's vision of the progress of mankind through history dominates 
his great audience scene with the King (III, 10). An implicit condemnation 
of the King's despotic rule, Marquis Posa's idealistic picture of an age in 
which the natural nobility of man will triumph in the rule of reason, 
manifesting itself in political autonomy, at the same time affects and dis
affects the King. Posa's confession of his love for humanity echoes the 
titanic claims of Prometheus. Despite this anticipation of tragedy, it has 
a hollow ring against his later inhuman betrayal of the King's trust. 
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Like Posa in Don Carlos (III, 10), the Chorus in Antigone (332-75) 
paints a lofty picture of human nature. With its celebration of man as one 
of the awesome things in the universe, the second choral ode describes man's 
mastery over nature and his attempt at mastering his own nature within 
the framework of nature as a whole. Aware of man's tendency to evil as 
well as to good, the Chorus warns of overstepping the bounds of mortality. 
Though both Posa and the Chorus recognize the creative power of reason 
as the differentia of human nature within nature, the Chorus's stylized ode 
focuses on the dangers, Posa's dramatic exposition on the glory of its ar
tistic achievements.' The modern hybris of Posa, the artist, of creating a 
world in his own image, seems to consist in his willingness to use men as 
material in the process towards the perfection of mankind.' 

More human than Posa, Carlos, earlier on, had begged the King to 
let him share in the political responsibility for Flanders (II, 2). In a similar 
encounter between father and son, Haemon, Creon's son and Antigone's 
betrothed, tries to sway his father towards a more lenient execution of justice 
(635-765). Though Haemon is more diplomatic than Carlos, their argu
ments, with comparable effects on Creon (766-80) and Philipp (II, 3; IV, 
10), follow the same path. 

Though they both fail to bring about a final reconciliation, the two 
scenes are dramatic turning points in their plays. But where Haemon's 
attempt to mediate between his father and his betrothed provides the axis 
of symmetry in Antigone, 10 neither Carlos's emotional (II, 2) nor Posa's 
rational (III, 10) appeal to the father and king in Philipp marks the center 
of Don Carlos. That distinction is given to the threshold between the King's 
lonely search for a human being worthy to be his friend (III, 5) and both 
Carlos's and Philipp's own expression of humanity in their generous attitude 
towards Medina Sidonia, the admiral returning from the defeat of the 
Armada (III, 6-7). 

After the fateful conversation between father and son in Don Carlos 
(II, 2), strands of conflicting love stories are interwoven with the political 
texture of the play. With the connotations of Adam and Eve's expulsion 
from the Garden of Eden, Princess Eboli's confession of love for Carlos 
(II, 8) in the royal palace (the center of Act II) mirrors Carlos's confession 
of love for the Queen (I, 5) in the royal garden (the center of Act I). 

Inconceivable for our modern sensibilities, Haemon and Antigone never 
even mention each other's names, let alone speak to one another. 11 Only 
the Chorus, in a passionate ode following Haemon's appeal to Creon, com
ments on the universal power of Eros and the disaster it may bring to mor
tals and immortals alike (781-800). 

Revealing the darker sides of an idealism that shuns no human risk, 
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Posa finally loses his political game. In a highly emotional scene that echoes 
the story of the sacrifice of Christ for the redemption of mankind, he 
entrusts the Queen with his legacy for Don Carlos (IV, 21; cf. 3). Though 
she is moved by Posa's artistic vision of a future new world, the Queen 
cannot help accusing him of willful and inhuman ambition. Faced by death 
and by an elusive facet of his own character, Posa, in his last moments 
with the Queen, comes to realize something about the simple beauty of life. 

In a similar mood, though publicly addressing a chorus of elders, 
Antigone mourns her approaching death (806-943). In order to console 
herself over losing the light of the sun and her own future wedding day, 
she conjures up examples of past heroic deaths. Concerned with her natural 
fate, Antigone laments the loss of the sunlight; concerned with the fate 
of mankind, Posa reflects on the loss of "two short evening hours" (the 
King's rule) for the gain of "a summer's day" (the ascendency of Don 
Carlos). In Posa's metaphorical language, the historical progress from the 
father's despotic reign to the son's enlightened rule supplants the cyclical 
movement of the natural powers of the universe. 12 

When they are accused of willfully overstepping the bounds of mortality, 
both Posa (IV, 21; V, 3) and Antigone (891-943) speculate about how, under 
different circumstances, they might have avoided death. But where Antig
one's thoughts revolve around different relationships within the natural 
realm of the family, Posa's thoughts involve different constellations of 
political power with a view to the fulfillment of human nature through 
historical progress. 

The hybris of such cosmopolitan usurpation reveals itself in the murder 
of Marquis Posa, which is the more terrible as it occurs in the middle of 
his farewell to Carlos (V, 3). With his arms around the dead body of his 
friend, Carlos, in a stupor, witnesses the King's visit to his prison. The 
royal gesture of returning his sword, however, reawakens Carlos's sense of 
the King's complicity in Posa's murder. As if to kill his father, but restraining 
himself, Carlos strikes a more deadly blow by revealing the story of their 
friendship and Posa's betrayal of the King's trust (V, 4). 13 

In a similar sequence of events, a Messenger tells of Creon's visit to 
Antigone's cave, where Haemon, with his arms around the dead body of 
his betrothed, laments their fateful love (1155-1243). Creon's pleading with 
his son only provokes Haemon's rage to kill him. When the attempt fails, 
he turns his sword against himself and dies, embracing Antigone in the end. 

In the Riga version of Don Carlos, the play ends with Carlos's attempt 
to kill the King, the Queen's dead faint, and, finally, Carlos's suicide. 14 

The King's cry of horror, as it were, echoes Creon's wild lament over his 
son's death. Even in the full version of Schiller's dramatic poem, Carlos's 
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farewell embrace of the Queen, his disavowal of all passion but for the 
memory of his dead friend (V, II, 5315-16), and his gathering the Queen 
in his arms at the end, might be seen as a modern transfiguration of the 
tragic plight of Haemon and Antigone. 

Because it is perpetrated in the name of the Christian God, the King's 
final act of delivering Carlos out of the arms of the Queen into the hands 
of the Grand Inquisitor far surpasses the horror of Creon's last steps when 
he enters carrying the corpse of Haemon into a palace full of woe over 
the death of Creon's wife who, on hearing the news about her son, had 
committed suicide. 

In the conclusion to his reflections on naive and sentimental poetry, 
Schiller discusses the difference between the realist and the idealist. More 
noble in his actions than in his thoughts, the realist moves within a finite 
range of human possibilities. More noble in his thoughts than in his actions, 
the idealist reaches for infinite heights of human perfection. 15 This dif
ference, which for him is more pronounced in life than in poetry, Schiller 
considers representative for the difference between ancients and moderns. 
If this distinction is applied to the poetic figures of Antigone, as ancient, 
and Marquis Posa, as modern idealist, their difference can be seen to stem 
from the nature of their ideals rather than from the nature of their idealism. 

Concerned about the fate of the family and its eternal conflict with 
the political order of the city, the ancient idealist orients herself according 
to the mythical past. Concerned about the fate of mankind and its tem
porary conflict with the powers of the earth, the modern idealist orients 
himself according to the historical future. This fundamental expansion of 
man's horizon from the realm of nature, governed by the principle of 
necessity, to the realm of history, governed by the principle of freedom, 
allows for a greater complexity of dramatic plot as well as of dramatic 
characters. 

Almost as a rule, two characters in Schiller's Don Carlos correspond 
to one character in Sophocles' Antigone: Posa and the Queen to Antigone; 
Carlos and the Queen to Ismene; Posa and Carlos to Haemon; Domingo 
and the Grand Inquisitor to Thiresias; and Carlos and the King to the 
Messenger. Themes of the Chorus are covered in dramatic exchanges be
tween Posa and the King in one instance, and Carlos and Princess Eboli 
in another. '6 Only the King and Creon, the realists in both plays, correspond 
to one another as single characters. 

As a curious addition to the list of comparable characters, no character 
·in Schiller's Don Carlos takes on the comic role of the Guard called upon 
to bring Antigone before Creon. Created in the image of the biblical God, 
and in dead earnest about the infinite aspirations connected with that 
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origin, modern man seems to have lost his sense of the salutary function 
of comic relief. By sustaining the tragic mood throughout Don Carlos, 
Schiller indulges his modern sensibilities and thus contributes to the play's 
idealistic grandeur. " In comparison with the earthbound idealism of An
tigone, the heavenbound idealism of Marquis Posa truly seems to deserve 
that name. 

A sober commentary on idealism as a fundamental problem of human 
nature in any given age, Schiller's Briefe iiber Don Carlos recognize both 
the unique glory and the unique danger of its modern manifestation. 
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George Steiner's Antigones: 
A Review* 
Eva Brann 

Anyone who has reread the Antigone about as often as is profitable for 
the time being might consider turning to this book. The curious plural 
of its title is glossed on the cover of the paperback: "How the Antigone 
legend has endured in Western literature and thought." While conceding 
absolute primacy to the Antigone of Sophocles' play, Steiner brings to 
prominence the power of Antigone's story in its apparently inexhaustible 
versions. Greek myths, he says, have had an "unbroken authority ... over 
the imagination of the West," and among them the Antigone legend is para
mount in both shaping and expressing the moral constitution of Western 
humanity. 

Steiner's thesis is not innocuous. Its explicit consequence is the eleva
tion of Tragedy over Scripture and of Sophocles over Shakespeare. With 
respect to the Bible, Steiner asserts, for example, that for German literature 
the polla ta deina chorus ("Many awesome things walk the earth, but 
nothing more awesome than man," 333 ff.) forms the heart of the "house 
of being" (a Heideggerian phrase) much more than does any chapter from 
the Luther bible. It is hard to tell how far Steiner means to generalize this 
thesis. In Thomas Mann's Doctor Faustus, to cite a counter-example, the 
liberal humanism of the classical scholar Zeitblom pales before the devout 
deviltry of the Lutheran musician Leverkiihn. But even if it were only a 
literary phenomemon, to me it seems sinister if it is true- as if something 
appalling were excessively savored. At any rate, whatever may be the case 

*George Steiner, Antigones. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984; Oxford Paperback, 
1986. 
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for the European continent, for the Anglo-Saxon countries the notion that 
Greek myths matter more than the Bible is laughable. But Steiner is an 
enthusiast, and his passion is productive enough to make his Hellenic bias 
forgivable. 

He argues his subordination of Shakespeare to Sophocles more 
specifically, by citing Wittgenstein's subversive question: "Was [Shakespeare] 
perhaps rather a creator of language than a poet?" The question is meant 
to intimate that Shakespeare invented a new species of language but failed 
to bring transcendent presence to earth. The index of this lack, which 
Steiner connects with Shakespeare's "pluralism and liberality, his tragi-comic 
bias," is his intuitive avoidance of myth. 

Now it is another of Steiner's theses that "Greek myths are imprinted 
in the evolution of our language, and of our grammar in particular," that 
"the 'initial' and determinant Greek myths are myths in and of language, 
and in which, in turn, Greek grammar and rhetoric internalize, formalize, 
certain mythical configurations." "Myths speak themselves in men." For 
example, Steiner reads in Narcissus "the long history of the demarcation 
of the first person singular, together with the solicitations and menace of 
solipsism, of the withering of our utterance to monologue, as these are 
latent in the grammar of our ego." 

There are two language-mysticisms current that I find-not very 
profitably-unsettling because I can't make out what they mean when taken 
at their word and because I can't determine whether they are deep or merely 
sophisticated. One is the claim that our humanity is linguistic, is not only 
enmeshed in, but exhausted by, language- that there is nothing beyond 
speech for speech to be about, so that all speech is about speech and speech 
is all there is: we are speech. The other is that language speaks, not the 
speaker- we may utter sound, but the saying is accomplished by language. 
Th these paradoxes Steiner appears to be adding a third: that legends ar
ticulate language. To me it seems that to speak responsibly I must believe 
that it is I who speaks, and to speak substantively I must think that I speak 
about something, and to speak consideringly I must suppose that the tale 
is separable from the telling. However, to return to the point: It is in the 
light of Steiner's linguistic theory that the demotion of Shakespeare from 
poet-the speaker of myth-shaped language-to language-creator-an 
autonomous maker rather than a conductor of truthful transcendent 
presence-is to be understood. Steiner thinks of Sophocles too as a 
humanist, but as one who possesses a pietas, a "haunted humanism." 
Sophocles' relation to the gods stands median, between Aeschylus's sense 
of neighborhood and Euripides' sophistic uncertainties: For Sophocles the 
primal intimacies of god and men have receded, but certain human deeds 
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are darkly reminiscent of the scandals attendant on their aboriginal com
merce. Clearly Steiner accords more gravity to Sophocles' archaic, primor
dial "scenes" than to Shakespeare's current human condition. Why, really, 
I ask myself. 

If I have seemed critical of Steiner's thesis so far, let me engage here 
in a belated captatio benevolentiae for him. Steiner has acquired a sort 
of anti public, readers who expect from him pretentious verbiage and trendy 
interests. Antigones is not like that. The language is often apt and some
times poignant. At worst there are arresting usages that fail to click and 
hyperbolic metaphors that discredit their sentence: Oedipus's attempt at 
self-perception is called "an incest more radical than that of blood." That's 
verbiage too juicy for credibility. 

However, I think I understand the cause of the urge to use strong 
language. The reason is that people in their capacity as writers of books 
about books- or reviews of books about books- are naturally unsuited 
to the invocation of elemental and mighty forces, not being themselves 
elemental and mighty, and so they are tempted to reach for language that 
is a little beyond their format. In fact, I can't help reiterating here my misgiv
ings about the business of cultivating a taste for tragedy: I think our respec
table mission in life is to convert tragedy into comedy, to find happy com
promises and innocuous resolutions where we can, and then to give un
convertible tragedy the serious empathy that is its due-short of savoring 
it. It must be said in Steiner's favor that he has a high respect for drier 
readings of the text than he himself engages in. Above all, his own 
understanding of Antigone appreciates that very element in her: the "lucid 
dryness" of her ethical solitude, which "seems to prefigure the stringen
cies of Kant." In fact, Steiner's portrait of Antigone is one of the most 
admirable features of Antigones. He dwells on the fact of her youth: She 
is a young woman, a girl really, whose pure unseasoned will to extremity, 
whose gallant, immature resistance to compromise and resolution, give her 
at first a desolate satisfaction that turns finally to doubt and despair. This 
description brings home the difference (which readers are apt to forget) 
between being a tragic heroine and watching one: what looks like demonic 
grandeur from the outside is lonely misery from within. 

While Steiner's interests in this book are not trendy, they are contem
porary: Antigones is a splendid hermeneutic exercise. Hermeneutics was 
once the fairly humble art of interpreting texts, particularly the Bible. When, 
in half-conscious rivalry with the scientists, who often spoke of reading 
the book of nature, the human world began to be construed as a text, 
hermeneutics ceased to be mere philology and became philosophy. An in
fluential work in this philosophical hermeneutics is Hans-Georg Gadamer's 
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Truth and Method (1960). It establishes a study called "effective-history" 
[Wirkungsgeschichte]. Effective-history, or, perhaps better, actual-history, 
traces the effect a text has had through time (what might be called its 
longitudinal influence). The hypothesis is that the historical conduit is an 
actual constituent of our present readings; we live in a world shaped by 
previous interpretations, and a properly self-aware approach to the texts 
of our tradition requires the recovery of their earlier receptions- one might 
say that books bear the patina of their previous readings. 

The Antigones is such a recovery: it traces at once the versions of the 
Antigone legend and the fate of Sophocles' play-in fact, the two are in
separable. Antigone appears to be the most rewarding subject imaginable 
for an effective-history. Steiner begins his book by showing that between 
c. 1790 and c. 1905 Sophocles' Antigone was regarded in Europe as the 
work of art nearest to perfection. Hence it inspired not only interpretative 
commentary but a vast number of translations, adaptations, retellings, 
reversifications, and libretti. In sum, it underwent every sort of attempt 
at faithful recovery and originative recapture. 

Let me say here that the account of these mutant Antigones, to which 
much of Steiner's work is devoted, is absorbing throughout, though two 
items might be of special interest to us. First, Steiner gives a long account 
of Hegel's passionate preoccupation with Antigone, not only in the 
Phenomenology but in works not read in the program of St. John's Col
lege. Second, he gives an extended analysis of Holder lin's notorious transla-

. tion of the Sophoclean text, a poetic tour deforce, extreme and deep, which 
would surely have been a center-piece of the St. John's language tutorial 
had we chosen to do German rather than French. 

To return to Steiner's hermeneutic thesis: As he assumes in particular 
that our cultural tap-root is in Athens rather than in Jerusalem, so he posits 
in general, explicitly and often, that we have this history effectively in our 
cultural sap. It seems to me a dubious assumption. I do think that we ab
sorb opinions from our surroundings, and that the roots of many of those 
opinions are to be found articulated in the texts of the program- that is, 
after all, a chief reason for a "great books" education. But I doubt that 
the sort of "cultural literacy" that Gadamer's and Steiner's thesis implies 
can be atmospherically acquired. It is rather the result of a deliberate 
classical education of the sort that Steiner tells us he received at the French 
Lycee in Manhattan and that I could still piece together at Brooklyn Col
lege. This is a pedagogic order that has been disrupted. Present-day 
students, by and large, come to Greek texts with a pristine nescience that 
brings them- in some respects, I imagine- close to the state of mind that 
the barbarians of the ancient world were in when they attended their first 
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performance of a Hellenic drama. Their cultural history has become as 
effectively ineffective for them as it would be if they had none. Conse
quently they face the textual tradition without tradition. Iu the St. John's 
seminar, which is a proving-ground (or rather a disproving-ground) of 
hermeneutic hypotheses, the millenia between us and Sophocles are can
celed not by a laborious longitudinal recovery but by a simple severance 
of the last links in the conduit of time. On the whole, this seems to me 
to work very well. I have more faith in the episodic recollections that mark 
a renaissance than in the unbroken memory of history. 

At any rate, even with its hermeneutic intuition neutralized, Antigones 
is full of interest. I would like to conclude with two of Steiner's own reflec
tions, the first his try at an explanation of the unbroken preeminence of 
Sophocles' Antigone, the second his own interpretation of the play's 
"subterranean" message. 

The Antigone, he says, is preeminent because it is the one and only 
literary text to express "all the [five] principal constants of conflict in the 
condition of man": the confrontation of men and women, of age and youth, 
of society and individual, of the living and the dead, and of men and gods. 
The play presents each of these as "an equilibrium of fatalities." It is inex
haustible because it is encompassing in its antitheses and evenly poised 
in its resolutions. That seems to me a persuasive formulation. 

The subterranean significance of Sophocles' play, he suggests, is a judg
ment on tragedy itself. "Drama," which means literally, "deed," has a built-in 
preference for the act over the word, a preference that is a kind of enact
ment of the opposition so prominent in Greek speech: logOi men ... ergoi 
de- "in talk one thing, in actuality another." Steiner suggests that Sophocles 
is issuing an implied warning against the domination of accomplished facts 
over probing words, against the tragic elevation of Antigone's drastic deed. 
I do not know whether Steiner is right in this particular case, but his sug
gestion points to a paradox that is the saving grace of tragedy in general: 
the constitutional inability of even the most artful work to leave intact the 
mute uniqueness of the tragic deed. 





The Problem of Place 
in Oedipus at Co/onus 
Abraham Schoener 

The strangeness of this play begins with its name: Oidipous epi Koliiniii. 
Let me tell yon what koliinos means: Herodotus and Xenophon use it as 
a "heap of stones," but in particular of the stones heaped up in a barrow- a 
grave mound. Its sister-word koliine is used by Sophocles exclusively as 
a grave mound. It is the word with which Chrysothemis names Agamem
non's grave mound in the Electra. "Oedipus at Colonus" thus means 
"Oedipus at the Grave Mound." 

When Oedipus and Antigone reach Colonus, the place already bears 
this name. A local inhabitant whom they meet at the beginning of the play 
traces its name to an ancient knight named "Colonus"; but this etymology 
has no support in mythology. There are no tales of this knight's life, but 
just the story that he gave his name to the place. It is easy to suppose, 
however, that no one would want his or her town known as the Grave Site 
or the Corpse Mound; this etymology for the name would have been dismal 
and grating. So it is equally easy to imagine how the legend of a founding 
knight would arise- a knight who would give the town a glorious and noble 
past rather than a morbid and gruesome one. 

Yet if we accept this clever and somewhat mean-spirited etymology, we 
are still left with a critical question: Whose grave site is it? Whose is the 
grave that gives the town its name? 

Abraham Schoener is a Thtor at St. John's College, Annapolis. This lecture was 
given at the College in the summer of 1990. 'franslations are the author's. 
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That is easy to answer. When Oedipus reaches Colon us, he says: "This 
is my resting place (line 88)." The town has always been named for him; 
his arrival finally makes the name true. 

The central question I want to pose is about place: What is the nature 
of place and places? I don't think I have even the beginning of an answer 
to this, but I know where to look. In the Oedipus at Co/onus, we find 
ourselves barraged by questions of place: Where are we? Is this the right 
place? Is it permissible to tread here? Where will Oedipus's bones rest? 
These questions give way to a kind of certainty about place: Oedipus knows 
right away that this is the right place; at the end of the play, in an 
astonishing reversal, he guides Theseus and his own daughters to the place 
where he knows he must die. But this certainty on his part only engenders 
more wonder and confusion on our part. We will never know precisely 
where Oedipus leaves this world, for he insists that it must remain secret 
to everyone but Theseus. In the end this special place becomes a mystery 
to us. We get a fascinating description of the general locale from one of 
Theseus's attendants. He says that Oedipus stopped at a katarrhakte 
hodos- a "path crashing downwards, with its roots in brazen steps sprung 
from the earth (1590-91)." Somewhere near here Oedipus disappeared. Now 
what kind of place is this, with roots deep into the earth herself? 

I. The Pharmakos and the Bounds of the City. 

A pharmakos is a scapegoat, someone chosen from among the in
habitants of the city to be driven out in an exercise of purification. Putting 
the scapegoat outside will somehow cleanse the city. This does not seem 
so strange at all. If we can imagine the scapegoat as the cause or emblem 
of the pollution, it seems easy to purify the city simply by removing the 
stain. The expulsion of the scapegoat is no more remarkable than any other 
form of cleaning. We wash with water, we rinse away the dirt and stain. 
The expulsion of the scapegoat is the means of washing the city. The only 
problem, I think, comes from trying to determine what counts as outside 
the city. Outside the walls? What if there are none-what if they are in
complete or being expanded? Th the edge of the territory? But where is 
this? The ritual of the pharmakos thus implies a problem of place. Where 
precisely is the city and what are its boundaries? How far must we expel 
the pollution before we are clean? And where is the pollution when it is 
no longer among us? 

The story of Oedipus seems to be built around this problem. He is ex
pelled, as a baby, from the city, stranded on a hlll in uncertain territory, 
imported to a new city, not his own; he expels himself from this new city 
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in an attempt to avoid becoming a wretch polluted by the stain of his 
father's blood; and at the intersection of two roads- in a no-man's land, 
neither in one city nor another- he murders his own father. Later, outside 
his native city, he confounds the Sphinx, and is installed in the city as king 
and savior. He begins his life as a pharmakos, expelled to avoid a stain, 
he grows up apolis, without a city, but he reverses these circumstances as 
he reaches adulthood. At his acme, he is at the center of a city, the loved 
and revered ruler of the land. 

But we know that he ends his life as he began it. In Thebes, his proper 
home, he is discovered as twice stained: with the blood of his father, the 
king,- and with his mother's sex. The city soon recognizes him as the source 
of the pollution that is poisoning the city and so he must be driven out. 
He is the perfect pharmakos, both the cause and the visible emblem of 
the miasma, horribly mutilated by his own hand. And so he begins our 
present play a wanderer, an exile- he calls himself apolis, a man without 
a city (1357). 

Not only is it easy to map Oedipus's life onto the pattern of the phar
makos, but it is easy to explain why the pattern is appropriate. Oedipus 
has crossed certain uncrossable lines; he has violated certain inviolable op
positions. The city depends on these two oppositions. It is clear how quickly 
all social and political stability would collapse if the young replaced the 
old through force and not through time; and if children mated with their 
parents and produced offspring who are neither absolutely children nor 
siblings. The city depends upon a certain distance between young and old, 
father and son, son and mother. Oedipus violated all of these boundaries 
and, whether intentionally or not, thus threatened the order and stability 
of his city. Whether he was knowing or not, he is stained with his transgres
sion. He plunged himself twice, in different ways, into the forbidden zones 
of his parents' bodies; willing, knowing, or not, he is stained by that penetra
tion and there is no cleansing of the stain. This is the pollution, the miasma, 
he both carries and represents, and as such he must be driven from the 
city. Once he has penetrated these zones, the city is no place for him. 

The model of the pharmakos and his stain helps remove a persistent 
obstacle to our reading of the play. The pharmakos need not be guilty in 
any sense (some cities simply expelled their ugliest inhabitants)-he need 
simply carry the stain out. Thus we need not ask if Oedipus was culpable, 
knowledgeable, rash, etc.-we need only ask if he was stained, polluted. 
I have been polluted in many ways that were no fault of my own but left 
me nonetheless polluted. Every time I have stepped in a dog's mess, every 
time I have cleaned shellfish, every time I fill my fountain pen: in each 
of these cases I have come into contact with something foreign to me-
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the ammoniac redolence of the shellfish or the blue dye of the ink
something that is both foreign and hard to remove. But there are stains 
more powerful than these physical nuisances. 

It seems to me there are many occasions when we unwittingly cross 
certain borders and are marked forever by that crossing- we round a cor
ner in our car and suddenly see bloody corpses strewn about in a horrible 
accident. It seems to me that whether Oedipus is guilty of anything or not, 
he is stained in just this way. He has been somewhere terrible, much more 
remote from the realm of our comfortable daily existence than the smell 
of decomposing shellfish is-but now that he has been there, he is forever 
marked by what he has seen, known, and felt. That is his stain, that is 
the necessity for his expulsion from the city. What he knows and has felt 
is simply too terrible for the city to contain. 

II. The Re-integration of the Pharmakos. 

This understanding of Oedipus's condition seems too easy to me. We 
understand the question of his place as a strictly political problem, a prob
lem for the city. We say that Oedipus is properly apolis-an exile without 
a city-because his stain threatens the city's safety. We think of that line 
in Aristotle-almost a cliche-"the man who can live outside of the city 
is either a beast or a god" (Cf. Pol. 1253a29). Fine, we say, Oedipus is both, 
cast out, apolis, he is a wretched beast, deprived of all society-but he 
is also a god, super-human in what he has done, what he knows, what 
he has suffered and endured. The proof of this is surely in his fate: Why 
else would he simply vanish, summoned by a god who says "it is time for 
us to leave"? His amazing disappearance would then be simply the ultimate 
expression of his political position; as a man who is apolis, his proper place 
is not with the dead humans below but with the gods above. 

This scheme even lets us understand the most remarkable reversal 
presented by this play. 1\vo present kings, one fallen one, and one pretender 
to a throne all agree that the outcast, the polluted pharmakos, must be 
brought back into the city so that it may prosper. This is not hard to gloss. 
It means that the city must face and find a place for the terrible things 
that threaten it. The city weakens itself by simply banishing all of its threats; 
rather it must embrace them. Thus we not only still talk about Oedipus 
and other such polluted citizens, but we celebrate them in the poetry called 
'fragedy. And Athens, so wise among cities, celebrates these polluted citizens 
in a competition presented for the most part at public expense, attended 
by the whole city. This tradition thus welcomes the pharmakoi back into 
the city and installs them at its heart. The city grows stronger by gazing 
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in wonder at the transgressors who threaten it. The secret boon that Oedipus 
brings to Athens is thus nothing more than his legend-his mythos-which 
now, because of Theseus's good will, becomes public property. By holding 
this story in common, rather than expelling and forgetting it, the city 
strengthens itself and grows to high health. Athens, the city of tragedy, 
rises to its awesome pinnacle; Thebes, who made Oedipus apolis, stumbles 
and fades. 

The answer to the question about Oedipus's place thus becomes 
paradoxical but fruitful. He is apolis and must be cast out of the city; but 
precisely because the city must address what is apolis, his story must be 
enshrined at the center of the city. His place as murderer is outside the 
city; as legend, it must be at its center. 

III: The Final Place 

I still wonder whether these are the only considerations for our under
standing of this question. Must we address the question of place only in 
relation to the city? In other words, does the opposition of polis and apolis 
exhaust the question of place? As much as I find the scheme outlined above 
both helpful and convincing, I stumble when attempting to apply it to this 
play. The play certainly has political concerns, but these concerns are con
founded by the persistent strangeness of the play. 

The root of this strangeness is surely Oedipus's final disappearance. 
To make anything at all of it, we will have to return to our initial question 
and investigate the nature of the place where he disappears. 

In the first sentence of the play, Oedipus asks: "What region or city 
of men have we reached?" (1-2). Antigone is his companion and guide, 
but before she can answer, he asks her to find a seat for him- "whether 
on ground which may be trodden or within the groves of the gods" (9-10). 
This opposition is interesting; it already expands the opposition between 
city and no-city with which we began. It is also interesting that Oedipus 
is willing to accept a seat within a sacred precinct. This seems to indicate 
a deep impiety on his part-he is willing to take a possible altar as a resting 
place- and thus emphasizes his alienation from the affairs of men. This 
also complicates his relation to the gods: not only is he apolis, an exile, 
but he is asebes, insensitive to the traditional bounds of piety. 

A local resident soon approaches but refuses to answer Oedipus's ques
tions until the wanderer quits his seat; as Antigone suspected, the ground 
is sacred. The local says that "it is impure to tread upon it" (37). Oedipus 
does not seem shaken by this; after all, impiety is not foreign to him. He 
maintains his seat and asks to whom the place is sacred. He learns that 
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the dreadful Furies hold it; but the local refuses to call them by that name. 
He appeals to two circumlocutions and finally names them as "The Kindly 
Ones (Eumenides) who have seen all things" (42). 

The play marks a new beginning at this point. When he learns that 
the Eumenides hold this place, Oedipus the wanderer suddenly announces 
that "he will never leave his seat in this land" (45). Once the local leaves 
to consult a higher authority about Oedipus's violation of the grove, 
Oedipus addresses the Furies directly and says that Phoebus "spoke of this 
place as my rest after a long time-my final place-where I would find 
a seat of the dread Goddesses and a resting place for strangers; and there 
I should close my miserable life as a boon to my new hosts and a curse 
to those who exiled me" (88-93). 

This is the first we hear of the prophecy that determines the' rest of 
the play's action. Oedipus claims that Phoebus pronounced it years ago 
when he first questioned Delphi about his father; it is interesting that 
Sophocles makes no mention of it until Oedipus reaches and recognizes 
his "final place." But this ancient and personal oracle has been recently 
confirmed; both Creon and Polyneices have just had oracles that proclaim 
that they will need Oedipus- or his body- in order to triumph in a current 
conflict. These oracles differ in one essential feature from Oedipus's: they 
all name him as the source of a benefit to whichever land he rests in; his 
oracle names only one place, this place, in which he will close his life and 
become a benefit to some- his hosts- and a curse to others. 

This place is described at length. It is a lush grove sacred to the Furies, 
within a larger plot, all of which belongs to Poseidon. The whole plot is 
clearly sacred, but only the precinct of the Furies is so holy that it cannot 
be entered without impurity. Oedipus eventually leaves this plot at the 
behest of the chorus of local citizens; but at the end of the play, he re
enters it, this time as his own guide, leading Theseus and his own daughters 
to a destination clear only to him. This second time he makes his way to the 
down-rushing path and the brazen steps- near which he finally vanishes. 

The chorus's songs add to our knowledge of the place. After Theseus 
has assured Oedipus that no one will ever dislodge him from this land, 
the chorus sings a beautiful song praising their particular location: 

Friend-within this land of fair steeds 
you have come to the earth's best home-

where birds sing, ivy and vines grow thick, berries flourish, and the sun 
always shines (668-80). I will quote the second strophe of this ode ver
batim, for it is remarkable: 
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There is such a thing as I 
Have never heard of in an Asian land 
Nor in the great Dorian Island of Pelops: a sprout
A plant-untouched by hands, self-made-
A terror to the spears of our enemies-
That blooms mighty in this land. 
I mean the olive with its silver leaves, nurturer of children. (694-701) 
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This plant, among the lush vines and plenteous berries, makes the 
beautiful grove terrible and strange. An olive, untouched by human hands, 
self-created- autopoios? An olive that is at once the nurturer of children 
and a terror to enemies? This native plant, so similar to th<rwandering 
Oedipus, is the surest sign that he has indeed found his proper place. 

We must also consider its other chief inhabitants- the gods who hold 
it- in order to grasp how this place can be proper to Oedipus. The first 
gods are the Furies whose grove Oedipus has violated. They are so awful 
that no one in the play mentions them by name; instead they are addressed, 
as the first local does, in a series of euphemisms. The central one of these 
is of course "Eumenides," "the kindly ones"- a euphemism that is nearly 
a lie. The Furies are hardly kindly but vicious in pursuit of their quarry. 
They hound murderers, those who, like Oedipus, are stained with the blood 
they have spilled- especially those who are stained with their own parents' 
blood. Their fury is so extreme and easily kindled that the chorus says: 

We tremble to name them 
And pass by their grove 
Without a glance, 
Without a sound, 
Moving our lips (without a word) in silent reverence. (128-32) 

The chorus makes clear that the Furies' presence in the grove is almost 
palpable-as if its members avert their eyes in passing for fear of actually 
catching a glance of them. The Furies haunt this land- it is not only ded
icated to them but somehow suffused with them. This seems possible for 
these awful forces in a way that would not be plausible for Zeus or Apollo. 
We cannot imagine them lurking in or haunting a grove-if Zeus or Apollo 
were present, he would not only be manifest but brilliant. Such gods could 
not disappear if they were present. The Kindly Ones thus give us a small 
clue for understanding Oedipus's final disappearance: When things are 
terrible, too terrible to gaze at or even mention, then it is somehow all the 
more plausible that they are present even if we cannot see them. We are 
disposed to believe that such terrible things can haunt and hold a place. 
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The chorus repeats that the whole land in which the grove stands is 
sacred to Poseidon. We do not imagine his place in the land in the same 
way we do that of the Eumenides in theirs. The chorus is afraid of seeing 
the Eumenides, but neither it nor the exceedingly pious Theseus ever betrays 
any expectation of meeting Poseidon. The land is his, but he is not there. 

What does this mean, that this land is consecrated to Poseidon, god 
of the sea? There is a hint for us in a common Homeric epithet that the 
chorus applies to him late in the play: they call him gaiaochos- the Earth 
Holder (1072). Poseidon's waters encircle the Earth and bound it on every 
side. But as they circle the earth, they never fall below it nor rise above 
it. There are neither subterranean nor heavenly seas. This banality gains 
some importance when we consider the remarkable prayer that Theseus 
utters after Oedipus's disappearance. The messenger says that he hears 
Theseus "reverencing both the Earth and the Olympus of the gods above 
at once-in the same word" (1654-55). This opposition between earth and 
sky reminds us of Zeus's trilateral division of the world after his ascension 
to power; he reserved the sky for himself, gave the underworld to his brother 
Hades, and gave the sea to his brother Poseidon. The earth thus seems 
to be neutral territory-uncontrolled by any god. But this appearance is 
belied by the common ascription of earthquakes to Poseidon: as earth
holder, he is also earth-shaker. This suggests that Poseidon's realm is not 
the sea alone but the entire surface of this middle realm between Hades 
and Olympus. He would be the god who holds not only this sacred land 
but the whole Earth, the common land upon which we all walk. 

But this formulation cannot be right: we never walk on Poseidon's paths. 
Poseidon holds precisely those grounds upon which we cannot walk; he 
holds the shifting waters of the sea and the shifting surface of the earth. 
His paths are no paths for us and our feet; they are by nature untreadable. 
As Odysseus knows full well, Poseidon is the god who makes travel perilous, 
progress disastrous. He is the lord whose realm offers no sure step. This 
makes him the perfect lord of the land that contains our last mystery, the 
down-rushing path. 

Sophocles calls it katarrhakte hodos; many translators blanch at this 
paradox and call it a "sheer threshold." Katarrhakte can mean "sheer" in
deed, but it is usually more forceful than that; it comes from rhasso- to 
rush at or strike suddenly. Theseus uses katarhasso ninety ,lines earlier to 
describe the action of hail: it strikes you as a result of rushing straight 
down. It is the parent of our "cataract," a lovely word for waterfall. Now 
it is hard to understand a katarrhakte hodos. It would seem to mean a 
path that dashes straight down, suddenly. Because such a path seems like 
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no path, some translators offer "threshold."* A hodos always goes some
where-as indeed this one does; the messenger says that it is rooted in the 
earth, in brazen steps. This is still a very strange path; it seems to be a 
hole, or a cliff- a sheer drop from the grove to the roots of the earth. Can 
we call such a drop a "path"? We could hardly come and go upon it. Though 
it seems to go somewhere, it is still impassable. We could not tread on it. 
This path is no path. 

This is not the first strange path Oedipus has encountered; he killed 
his father and thus initiated his pollution at a crossroads where three paths 
met at once. These crossroads portended Oedipus's transgressions and 
ultimate exile; after Thebes, he became a man of no city, but lived only 
on path after path, crossroad after crossroad. 

But this last path is not of the same order. It is not simply a path as 
opposed to a city; it is not simply ek poleos or apo/is, as were the crossroads. 
As we have seen, it is no road at all; it offers no conveyance but only an 
abrupt end in itself. In this way this hodos does not recall his status as 
apolis; nor does it contradict it. As an abrupt end, it portends Oedipus's 
sudden disappearance, rather than his reintegration into the city. This disap
pearance thus does not resolve Oedipus's place in the city but displaces 
it. In a certain sense, it indicates that from now on he is neither apolis 
nor empolis but simply without a place. From this moment on, Oedipus 
is nowhere. 

IV: No Place 

The down-rushing path is itself no proof of this. We hear only that 
Oedipus pauses at this path, not that he ever embarks on it. But Theseus's 
prayer gives us an indication of Oedipus's current place. In the prayer he 
"reverences both Earth and Olympus at once- in the same logos." This 
suggests that Oedipus is neither interred in the earth nor raised to heaven. 
Nor is he in both. The amazing form of Theseus's prayer seems to suggest 
a third possibility. 

Theseus does not just join Heaven and Earth but he reverences them in 
a single logos. This logos must have somehow overcome their differences-

* This translation depends upon reading ados ("threshold") instead of hodos here 
in line 57. The majority of the play's manuscripts read hodos, not ados; moreover 
ados is a rare form of the word for threshold. This word is oudos; the Form 
ados appears nowhere else in tragedy and in only two or three instances in ariy 
other authors. This translation thus seems to be prompted more by the paradox 
posed by hodos than the textual support for ados. 
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or suppressed them. In any case, it has caught these two opposites in a 
single logos. It seems to me that this logos could not, any more, refer to 
place. I do not know how to think of a place that is neither heaven nor 
earth- or one in which the sharp differences between heaven and earth 
are not addressed. In fact, it seems to me that this opposition is the very 
foundation for any possibility of place. Theseus has seen something that 
does not depend on this foundation. 

This something is not a Force but another kind of place; after all, 
Theseus does not pray to the gods of Earth and Olympus but to Earth 
and Olympus themselves. He is praying to two places. 

His remarkable vision (so potent that he must shield his eyes) is thus 
not of Oedipus's epiphany, or of the angels who escort him, but of the 
final place where Oedipus will rest. This place must be as different from 
normal places as Oedipus was from normal humans. As we have seen, it 
must be no kind of place we could understand. But just as it does not 
depend on the fundamental distinctions that organize and delimit our 
world, so this final resting place neither replaces Oedipus within the city 
nor sustains his exile from it. Rather it leaves the distinctions of the city 
behind. As heaven and earth are joined in one logos, so are joined the 
fundamental distinctions upon which society depends. As we have seen, 
Oedipus first became an exile precisely for transgressing these 
distinctions- but in this place, the distinctions are not transgressed but 
simply annulled in their conjunction. In this place, unlike Hades or Olym
pus, borders, boundaries, limits, order are no longer a concern. 

One cannot deny the political concerns of this play. We cannot forget 
that Oedipus has blessed Athens in a very political way; his place in their 
land guarantees that Theseus and his offspring will always hold the 
kingship. Does this manifest political legacy threaten the special place 
Oedipus has found, beyond political structures and concerns? 

No. I think instead, that Theseus's prayer and the place it reveals gently 
chastise us- the city and its inhabitants- for some of the effects of our 
political concerns. The play insists that Oedipus disappear. Oedipus himself 
insists that we cannot know where his grave is; even his daughters are for
bidden this knowledge. The grave can have no kolone- no grave barrow. 
He forbids us to look on his resting place, but also to search for it or speak 
about it. All trace of him must vanish. 

His wishes are a clear prohibition against setting up his grave as a hero
altar. He thus prevents himself from becoming a ritual object for the City. 
His prohibitions make him neither a presence in the city nor an exile at 
its gates; rather they make him a true shade, a vanishing memory, whose 
place is nowhere. This willful disappearance denies the eager city its oppor-
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tunity to gaze at him, to wonder at him, to celebrate him- to gather in 
the theater and review his tragic fate. His disappearance is meant to deprive 
us of the horrible yet fascinating object we love to consider. It is a disap
pearance that undercuts the very aims and habits of the tragic theater. 

The play is so crafty that we too, the spectators or would-be spectators, 
are sympathetic to this undercutting. When the chorus in the play first 
learn Oedipus's identity, they subject him to a humiliating and prurient 
inquiry into his history. Having already won their respect, he begs them 
to desist- but they press on. "Did you really kill your father? And these 
lovely children- are they ... your sisters?" Oedipus answers truthfully and 
concisely. We bristle with rage at the chorus's base curiosity-but whose 
curiosity is this if not ours? Confronted with Oedipus's mutilated eyes, 
wouldn't we be horrified but at the same time insatiable in stealing glances 
at them? Even we spectators can understand his desire to disappear. This 
is the desire to retire from the public's insatiable gaze-whether it be 
solicitous or prurient. This is the desire to be nowhere- to be neither iu 
the heart of the city nor wandering at its borders, but nowhere. 

This desire is caught also in the words of the chorus, who utter one 
of the strangest yet plainest lines in poetry: 

me phunai ton hapanta nikai logon. 
Not being exceeds all speech. (1225) 

This is the final place Oedipus has found, his sweet end: not in the city, 
not outside of it; not even in the play; but beyond all logos- in not being. 





Oedipus the King and 
Aristotle's List of Categories: 
A Note 
Chaninah Maschler 

Substance (ousia) 
Quantity (poson) 
Quality (poion) 
Relation (pros tl) 
Place (pou) 
Time (pote) 
Stance (keisthaz) 
Condition (ekhein) 
Doing (poiein) 
Being done to (paskhein) 

-so runs the most famous of all lists of categories! How did Aristotle, 
or whoever it was that first supplied the list, obtain it? And what are 
categories good for? 

I believe the most direct route to an answer is to look at a passage in 
Sophocles' Oedipus the King. 

Jocasta: What made you turn around so anxiously? 

*Categories lb25. As the Becker pagination number shows, the treatise on categories 
opens Aristotle's works in their standard arrangement. 

Chaninah Maschler is a Thtor at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
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Oedipus: I thought you said that Laius was attacked and butchered at a place 
where three roads meet. 
Jocasta: That is the story, and it is told so still. 
Oedipus: Where is the place where this was done to him? (pou, paskhein) 
Jocasta: The land's called Phocis, where a two-forked road comes in from 
Delphi and from Daulia. 
Oedipus: And how much time has passed since these events? (pole) 
Jocasta: Just prior to your presentation here as king this news was published 
to the city. 
Oedipus: Oh, Zeus, what have you willed to do to me? (poiein) 
Jocasta: Oedipus, what makes your heart so heavy? 
Oedipus: No, tell me first of Laius' appearance, what peak of youthful vigor 
he had reached. (poios) 
Jocasta: A tall man, showing his first growth of white. He had a figure not 
unlike your own. 
Oedipus: Alas, it seems that in my ignorance I laid those fearful curses on 
myself ... (poiein) 

(lines 727-45, in the translation of Thomas Gould, Prentice Hall Greek 
Drama Series, 1970) 

Setting chapter iv of Aristotle's Categories side by side with the cited 
lines from Sophocles' tragedy prompts the hypothesis that the nine 
categories posterior to ousia may at one time have been the formal headings 
under which a person charged with the task of finding the unknown party 
responsible for a crime of violence was expected to carry on his investiga
tion. As a result of pressing (like Oedipus or the modern investigative 
reporter) for answers to the questions 

Where? 
When? 
What did he look like? 
How was he attired? 
What was he doing? 
What was being done to him? 

the "first substance" question "Who?" would be tentatively answered, the 
indictment drawn up, and the accused party brought to trial. 

It is of course true that ordinary discourse, Greek or English, supplies 
the small question words that demarcate and orient investigation. Posi
tioning them in a juridic context, which is the effect achieved by dragging 
in Sophocles' Oedipus the King, may seem needless. Yet the pathos of the 
king's lines at 844 f.-

If he [the eye witness to the crime] continues still to speak of many, then 
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I could not have killed him. One man and many do not jibe. But if he says 
"one belted man," the doubt is gone. The balance tips toward me. I did it.* 

81 

-is, I think more justly identified when this last hope is seen to be a hope 
for mathematical clarity and exactness, for degreeless truth of predication, 
as per Categories 6a20 ff., rather than a hope for innocence. 

I seem to have reversed my course. Having promised to throw light on 
Aristotle's Categories I end up using that little book to highlight Oedipus. 

But wasn't it some progress in the other direction to propose, by way 
of quoting the exchange of questions and answers between dialogue part
ners all too well attuned, that the categories are not primarily ontological 
pigeon holes, nor semantical pigeon holes comparable to the grammarians' 
"parts of speech," but, rather, shared demarcations of investigative 
discourse? 

If antecedent to asking particular questions about particular things there 
were no kinds of questions for an investigator to ask, and if a person who 
knows were unaware that what he or she knows are answers to questions 
that might be asked of him or her, there could be no investigating or know
ing, whether solo or in concert. The categories are, a grid for speech, percep
tion, and thought that makes it possible for questions to be sufficiently 
circumscribed for answers to fit them and to allow answers to generate 
new questions. Calling them "schemes of predication" (skhemata kategorias 
tou ontos) is just another way of saying the same thing.** My suggestion 
is, in short, that "predicating" is the answering of an explicit or implicit 
question and that "categories" are as much and as little a priori as are 
question-types. Further, that the Greek word for "predicating," kategorein, 
which bears the sounds of the word for "marketplace" or "town square," 
agora, within it, retains the memory of Jocasta's lines 849-50-"He [the 
eye witness] can't reject that and reverse himself. The city heard these things, 
not I alone"- the memory, that is, of public declaration. The fact that an 
official "accuser," such as were Meletus and Anytus in the Apology, is called 
a kategoros further confirms this. 

• d !-lEV oiJv En 
A.t~st '!OV aUtOv dpt9!J6V, oUK Byffi ~Ktavov· 
oiJ yO.p ytvou' liv de; ye -role; 1to/...A.oic; iaoc;. 
d 15' livop? ilv' ol61;rovov avo~cret, cracpro<; 
'oii'' tcr,lv ~151] 'oOpyov e!c; &~t1: psnov. [843-47] 

** See Chantraine, Dictionnaire etymologique de Ia Langue Grecque, volume 1, 
p. 392, on echo. 



82 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

Where is the gain in having such antiquarian guess work as was just 
laid out? Perhaps it will nudge us to think of informative speech as carry
ing the weight of vouching for what we say. 

The question "What are categories good for?" was, even if sketchily, 
at least addressed. Notice that this is by no means the same question as 
"What is drawing up a list of them, and such charcterizing of them as 
Aristotle offers, good for?"- because the latter question is tantamount to 
asking, "Why turn tacit into explicit knowing?" 



Depth and Desire 
Eva Brann 

By an old tradition the first lecture of the year is dedicated to the new 
members of our college, to the freshman students and the freshman tutors. 
It is a chance to tell you something about the shape and the spirit of the 
Program that governs St. John's College-and not only to tell you but 
perhaps even to show you. 

I think I am right in this spirit when I begin by examining the class
name I just called you by: freshmen. A freshman, my etymological dic
tionaries tell me, is a person "not tainted, sullied or worn," a still-fresh 
human being, where "fresh" means, so the dictionary points out, both 
"frisky" and "impertinent." Later on in the year you will learn a weighty 
Greek word applicable to persons of frisky impertinence. They are said 
to have thymos, spiritedness or plain spunk, a characteristic necessary for 
serious learning. This spirited frame of mind is perfectly compatible with 
being shy and secretly a little scared. In fact, to my mind, it is a sign of 
quality in newcomers to be anxious for their own dignity in the way that 
shows itself in spirited shyness. It is our business, the business of the faculty 
and of the more responsible returning students, to help your spiritedness 
to become serious, to emerge from the shyness, whether it be of the quiet 
or the boisterous sort; to help you channel your energy into a steady desire 
for learning and to direct your boldness toward the discovery of depth, 
and, moreover, to help you without leaving you tainted, sullied, and worn 
out. I keep saying "help," because although great changes are bound to 

Eva Brann is the new Dean of St. John's College, Annapolis. This is the Dean's 
opening lecture of the current academic year. 

83 



84 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

take place in you in these next years- do but behold the seniors: unsullied, 
untainted, unworn, and transfigured- we none of us know who should 
get the most credit besides yourself: the Program, our teaching, your friend
ship, or just plain time passing. 

At any rate, the spirit of the college is invested in seriousness, a certain 
kind of seriousness- not dead seriousness but live seriousness, you might 
say. This seriousness shows itself on many occasions: in deep or heated 
conversations in the noon sun or at midnight, in marathons of effort and 
in the oblivion of sleep, in devoted daily preparation and in glorious 
goofing-off, in the willingness to try on opinions and in the need to come 
to conclusions. What does your school do to induce this very particular 
kind of seriousness? 

When you chose to come to St. John's you were, perhaps, attracted 
by the fact that the mode of teaching normal in higher education is quite 
abnormal here. I mean lectures. Only one lecture a week is an integral part 
of the Program, on Fridays at 8:15 P.M. Now the chief thing about a lec
ture is that it is prepared ahead of time. For instance, I began working 
on this lecture in March. A lecture ought to be the temporarily final word, 
the best a speaker has to give you at the moment. It should not matter 
whether the surface of the speech is brilliant or drab, as long as it is a 
deliberate and well-prepared opening of the speaker's heart and mind to 
the listeners. As such it carries authority. These authoritative occasions 
are obviously important to the life of the school. 

Yet our normal way is not the prepared lecture but the focused conver
sation, which is effervescent rather than prepared, provisional rather than 
authoritative, and participatory rather than reactive. Your tutors will not 
tell you but ask you; they will demonstrate not acquired knowledge but 
the activity of learning. One reason why the teaching of new tutors- and 
some of your classes will be taught by newcomers- is often most 
memorable to freshmen is that their learning is genuinely original and keeps 
sympathetic pace with yours. There is an irresistible but false local 
etymology of the word tutor as "one who toots," perhaps his own horn. 
What the word tutor really signifies is a person who guards and watches 
learning. We are deliberately not called professors because we profess no 
special expertise. 

Since you will not be told things, you will have to speak yourselves. 
What will you speak about? The Program will ask you to focus your con
versation on certain texts- they might be books or scores or paintings. 
These texts have been selected over the years by us because they have the 
living seriousness I am trying to speak about. To my mind texts, like peo
ple, are serious when they have a surface that arouses the desire to know 
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them and the depth to fulfill that desire. Here, then, is my announced theme 
for tonight: the depth that calls forth desire. 

Th delineate that depth I must once again distinguish our kind of con
versation, the kind associated with such texts, from the kind of fellowship 
to be found in other places. All over this country, and wherever the condi
tions for some human happiness exist, there are people who know all there 
is to know about some field that they till with a single-minded love. This 
is the blessed race of buffs, aficionados, and those rare professionals who 
have had the grace to remain amateurs at heart. They study history or race 
stock cars or do biology or fly hot-air balloons. My own favorite fanatic 
is the young son of a graduate of St. John's. This boy is persistently in 
love with fish, with the hooks, flies, sinkers, leaders, reels, and rods for 
catching them, with the books for studying them, with the aquaria, ponds, 
lakes, and oceans for observing them. When I first met him he looked up 
at me shyly and asked if I knew what an ichthyologist was. Since I knew 
some Greek I knew the etymology of the word and could tell him that 
it is a person who can give an account of fish, so he was satisfied with 
me. This boy may have his troubles but he is also acquainted with bliss. 

This kind of concentrated bliss we cannot deliver to you, except perhaps 
in limited extracurricular ways. Instead we, or rather the Program, will drive 
you through centuries of time and diversities of opinion, while depriving 
you of the freedom and the serenity to till and to master a well-defined 
field of your own choosing. You will study Greek and invest hours in 
memorizing paradigms, but your tutorial is not a Greek class- it is a 
language tutorial in which Greek is studied only partly for its own virtues, 
and partly as a striking and, for you, a novel example of human speech 
and its possibilities. You will study Euclid and demonstrate many proposi
tions, yet your tutorial is intended not to make you geometers but to allow 
you to think about the activity of mathematics. In short, you will be asked 
to read many books carefully and to study many matters in some detail 
only to find them passing away, becoming mere examples in the conversa
tion. And these fugitive texts will almost all bear their excellence, their wor
thiness to be studied exhaustively, on their face, for we try to pick the ideal 
examples. This procedure is practically guaranteed to keep you off-balance, 
even to drive you a little crazy, since you will not often have the satisfac
tion of dwelling on anything and of mastering it. How do we dare do this 
to you? 

Here is a strange but unavoidable fact: Those who plow with devotion 
and pleasure and increasing mastery some bounded plot on the globe of 
knowledge often undergo a professional deformation. They lose first the 
will and then the ability to go deep. Th be sure, specialists are often said 
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to know their subjects "in depth," but that is not the depth I mean. Let 
me illustrate with an example I have a special affection for. I began my 
academic life as an archaeologist, and the first thing archaeologists do is 
to dig deep past the present surface of the earth, or rather they scrape it 
away layer by layer. But with every stratum they scrape away they find 
themselves at a new surface, the surface of a former age. They poke into 
time- a magical enough activity- but they do not pretend to pierce the 
nature of things. For example, there would come up from the depths of 
a well-shaft an ancient pot. I would catalogue it by naming its form, say: 
kotyle, a kind of cup; by giving its dimensions: h. 0.108 m.; diam. 0.135 m; 
by describing its proportions: deep-bodied, narrow-footed; by interpreting 
the picture painted on it: a rabbit-this is the pot-painter being funny
jumping a tracking hound from behind; by conjecturing about the prov
enance and the stylistic influences: made in Attica under Corinthian in
fluence; and by assigning a date: third quarter of the seventh century B.C. 

Was I required to consider what I meant by dimensions, proportions, 
styles, images, funniness, influences, places? Not a bit-that would have 
meant time out and profitless distraction from my business, which was 
to know all about the looks and appearances of the pottery of Athens in 
early times. What this Program of ours offers you is exactly that time out, 
and that splendid distraction. People will say of you, when you have 
graduated, that you have acquired a broad background. But your educa
tion will have been broad only in a very incidental and sketchy way
certainly not in the fashion of a close-knit tapestry that is a continuous 
texture of interwoven warp and woof. Many of the books you are about 
to read do tie into one another. Sometimes a book written by an ancient 
Greek will (I am not being funny) talk back to one written by a modern 
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American, or the opposite- the strands that connect these books seem to 
run back and forth and sideways through time. But some books will stand, 
at least as we read them, in splendid isolation, and all in all the texts we 
study do not add up to a texture of knowledge: There is no major called 
"Great Books." How could there be competence in a tradition whose moving 
impulse is to undercut every wisdom in favor of a yet deeper one? There 
is not even agreement whether this tradition of ours advances or degenerates 
with time, whether Its authors are all talking about the same thing, though 
in a different way, or in apparently similar ways about quite incomparable 
things. 

Here is what the books do seem to me to have in common: They in
tend to go into the depths of things. All the authors, even those subtly 
self-contradictory ones who claim that there are no depths but only sur
faces, are deep in the way I mean. This desire for depth, then, is what will 
hold your studies here together. There is a word for this effort, to which 
it is my privilege to introduce you tonight. The word is philosophy. The 
term is put together from two Greek words, philos, an adjective used of 
someone who feels friendly, even passionate love, and sophia, which means 
wisdom or deep knowledge. 

When I say that your school is devoted to philosophy, the love of deep 
knowledge, I mean that all our authors want to draw you deep into their 
matter, whether by words, symbols, notes, or visual shapes. Incidentally, 
in a few weeks a lecturer, a tutor from Sante Fe, will come and contradict 
me; he has told me that he will say that what we do needn't bear the name 
of philosophy at all. 

Let that be a subject for future discussion, and let me come to the heart 
of my lecture tonight. It is the question what depth is and how it is possi
ble. I think we are all inclined to suppose that literal, actual depth belongs 
to bodies and space and that people or texts are deep only by analogy, 
metaphorically speaking. 

I want to propose that here, as so often in philosophy, it is really the 
other way around: it is the body that is deep merely metaphorically, as 
a manner of speaking, while the soul and its expression alone are deep 
in the primary sense. 

Certainly the depth of a body or a space is elusive. If a body has a 
perfectly hard and impenetrable surface, its depth must be forever beyond 
our experience-a kind of hard, inaccessible nothingness. On the other 
hand, let the physical body have a hollow in it-such caves are powerful 
allegories of depth and you will in the next four years come across some 
famous holes: the grotto of Calypso, the underground chamber in Plato's 
Republic, Don Quixote's cavern of Montesinos. Now ask yourself: Where 



88 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

actually is the depth? The containing boundaries of the hollow are all faces 
of the body, and no matter how deep you seem to be inside the body, you 
are still on its surface, just as I argued before about archaeological 
excavations. 

Now consider matterless bodies, geometric solids. Euclid says in Book 
XI that a solid has length, breadth, and depth, but he gives us no way 
to tell which is which: it depends on your perspective- in fact all three 
dimensions are lengths delineating the surfaces that he says are the extremity 
of the solid. What is inside that solid, what its inwardness or true depth 
is, he does not feel obliged to say. These are questions you might want 
to raise in your mathematics tutorials: Can one get inside a geometric solid? 
How? 

Bodies, I am suggesting, are either too hard or too involuted or too 
featureless or too empty to have true depth. Only divine or human beings 
and the texts they produce- texts made of words, notes, paint, stones, what 
have you- can be literally deep or profound. For I attribute depth or pro
fundity to that which is of a truly different order from the surface that 
covers and hides it. And it must be the inside and foundation of just that 
surface, so that we can gain entrance to it through that particular outside 
and through no other. Every depth must be sought through its own proper 
surface, which it both denies or negates and supplies with significance: 
the surface that hides its own depth is never superficial. 

Human beings seem to me the most obvious example of such depth. 
All human beings have a surface, namely the face and figure they present. 
I personally think that in real life almost all people also have an inside, 
their soul, their depth. But there are some famous novels in which characters 
are described who are nothing but empty shells. Facades that hide nothing 
often flaunt an insidiously unflawed beauty. Against such nearly im
penetrable surfaces the people who are attracted break themselves, but if 
they do burst through, they fall into an abyss of nothingness. 

However, these are fictions, and actual human beings have by the very 
fact of their humanity an inner sanctum. We begin by noting, casually, 
their face, their demeanor. As our interest awakens we proceed to read more 
carefully, to watch their appearance ardently for what it signifies. If we 
are lucky, they may open up to us, as we do to them. If we go about it 
right, this interpretative process need never come to an end, for the human 
inside, or to give it, once again, its proper name, the soul, is a true mystery. 
By a true mystery I mean a profundity whose bottom we can never seem 
to plumb though we have a persistent faith in its actuality. I think that 
for us human beings only depths and mysteries induce viable desire. For 
love entirely without longing is not possible among human beings. Many 
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a failure of love follows on the- usually false- opinion that we have ex
hausted the other person's inside, that there is no further promise of depth. 

It is not only in respect to living human beings that depth calls forth 
desire. This college would not be the close human community that it is 
if you did not get to know some human beings deeply-which is called 
friendship. But such love is only the essential by-product (to coin a con
tradictory phrase) of our philosophical Program, a program that encourages 
the love of certain para-human beings. These para-human beings are the 
expressions of the human soul, our texts, as well as the things they talk 
about. 

Let me take a moment to ask whether this particular desire for depth 
I keep referring to is common among human beings or even natural. I say 
it is absolutely natural and very common. You will see what I mean when 
I tell you what I think is the nature of desire. Desire seems to me to be 
a kind of negative form or a shaped emptiness in the soul, a place in the 
spirit expecting to be filled, a kind of psychic envelope waiting to be stuffed 
with its proper contents. 

Now take a long leap and ask yourself what a question is. A question 
is a negative form or shaped emptiness in the mind, a place in thought 
waiting to be filled, a psychic envelope ready to be supplied with its proper 
message. Questions therefore have the same structure as desires. In fact 
questions are a subspecies of desire: a question is desire directed upon 
wisdom or knowledge. Therefore I might go so far as to say that this school 
teaches the shaping of desire- because here we practice asking deep ques
tions. Now I think that very many, probably all, human beings would like 
to ask such questions if they only knew how. That is why the desire for 
depth is both common and natural. 

What we most often, or at least most programmatically, ask questions 
about are those texts I have been mentioning. As I have intimated, such 
a text, particularly a text of words, is a curious kind of being, neither a 
living soul nor a mere rigid thing. What a book might be, such that it could 
have genuine depth, is a question that should arise over and over again 
in the tutorials and the seminars. That books do have depth is shown by 
the fact that they induce questions, the directed desire to open them up. 
I want to end by giving a sample of a deep text and a demonstration of 
the beginning of a reading, a mere knock at its gate, so to speak. 

The text is a saying by Heraclitus. Heraclitus flourished about 500 B.C. 
He was early among those who inquired into the nature of things, and 
he had a contemporary antagonist, Parmenides. Heraclitus said that it is 
wise to agree that "All things are one." Parmenides said things that, on 
the face of it, seem similar, but whether he meant the same thing as 
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Heraclitus, or something opposite or something incomparable- that is a 
matter of ever-live debate. In any case, Heraclitus and Parmenides together 
embody the great principle of our tradition that I mentioned before; you 
might call it the "the principle of responsive differentiation." However, I 
shall not try to talk about Heraclitus's actual wisdom tonight; that along 
with the previous questions-"What is philosophy?", "What is a solid?", 
"What is a cave?", "What is a book?" -I leave to future discussion. I shall 
attend only to the preliminaries with which Heraclitus surrounds his 
wisdom. 

Heraclitus's book is largely lost, though as far as we know it was not 
a treatise but a book of sayings. Even in ancient times it had a reputation 
for depth; the tragedian Euripides said of it that it required a Delian diver
the divers from the island Delos (which means the "Manifest" or "Clear") 
were evidently famous for diving deep and bringing things to light. 

The saying I have chosen goes: 
001( &~ou a'A'AiJ. ~ou Myou UKOOOUVTU~ 
o~o'Aoy&iv oo<p6v &o~tV !:v nciv~a &!vat 

Transliterated it reads: 
ouk emou alia tou logou akousantas 
homologein sophon estin hen panta einai. 

On the surface this saying is in Greek and needs to be translated. Since 
I have argued that surfaces are, like traditional Japanese packaging, an 
integral part of the contents, they must be carefully and patiently undone. 
Now to put Heraclitus's Greek into English is, up to a certain point, not 
hard. Your Greek manual will tell you about the use of the accusative and 
about various infinitives, and your Greek dictionaries will give you the 
meaning of "listening," of "wise" (which you are already familiar with in 
philosophy), and of "agree." 

But then you look up logos. "Logos" is one of the tremendous words 
of our tradition, to which it is, once again, my privilege to introduce you. 
Without even looking it up, I can give you the following meanings: word 
and speech, saying and story, tally and tale, ratio and relation, account 
and explanation (that was the meaning which occurred in the word 
"ichthyologist"), argument and discussion, reason and reasoning, collec
tion and gathering, the word of God and the son of God. As you Jearn 
Greek you will see what it is about the root-meaning of logos that makes 
this great scope of significance possible. 

But how are you to choose? You are caught in a vicious circle: Unless 
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you know what Heraclitus means by logos you cannot choose the right 
English translation, and unless you discover the right English word you 
cannot know what he means by his saying. However, sensible people find 
ways to scramble themselves out of this bind. Try a meaning that makes 
a good immediate sense: choose "reasoning." 

Listening not to me but to my reasoning, 
it is wise to agree that all things are one. 

This yields a saying that is particularly pertinent to us, since it might 
be posted over every seminar door. For though we must look into each 
other's faces, we must not get stuck on personalities. Each seminar member 
has a right to say: "Never mind me, answer my argument." Heraclitus is 
introducing a great notion into the Western world here: Not who says it 
matters but what is said. 

But there is more signifying surface to the saying. Listen to its sound 
and notice that in the second line the word homologein sounds like logos. 
"Agree" is a good first meaning but it does not preserve the similarity of 
sound. Homologein literally means "to say the same." Let me try that, and 
for "my reasoning" I will substitute "the Saying." 

If you listen not to me but to the Saying, 
it is wise to say the same: that all things are one. 

Now what sense does that make? What Saying? Whose saying other 
than Heraclitus's own? Suppose the translation did make sense, then 
Heraclitus is saying that there is a saying that can be heard beyond his 
own, a speech to which we must listen, a speaking that it would be the 
part of wisdom to echo in what we say. What impersonal speech could 
that be? Heraclitus in fact tells us not what the logos is, but what it says, 
for he bids us to say the same: "All things are one." What if this saying, 
of which no human being is the author, were a power whose saying and 
doing were one and the same? What if its speech were an act? Let me play 
with a third, somewhat strange, version: 

Once you have listened not to me but to the Gathering, 
it is wise similarly to gather all things into one. 

Here logos is translated as gathering or collection. It is the power that gathers 
everything in the world into a unified whole, the organizing power we are 
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invited to imitate by giving a comprehensive account of the universe in 
speech. The logos speaks primarily; our logos becomes deep by imitating it. 

I think by now the text has begun to draw us through its surface into 
its depth. You can see that it demands of you the playful seriousness I men
tioned at the beginning, a seriousness that calls out all your capacity for 
careful attention to surface detail as well as your willingness to dive into 
the depths. 

Here I shall stop. But although I am ending, I am not finished- and 
neither, of course, are you. If you have in fact listened not only to me but 
also to my argument, and if you are possessed by the proper freshman spirit, 
now is your moment, the part of the Friday night lecture that is the true 
St. John's: the time for questions. 






