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Abstract. /n Philoctetes, Socrates portrays the political conflict that divided Athens at the time of
the play. Philoctetes, representing the traditional aristocratic values, must be rejuvenated and rein-
tegrated into the new, commercial Athens, represented by Odysseus, while the new Athenian polity
must be transformed in order to accommodate Philoctetes. Neoptolemus has the task of bringing
about the necessary reconciliation, forcing him to search for a concept of justice that can incorpo-
rate the two factions. His failure makes necessary the appearance of Heracles, whose divinity
succeeds where humans failed. The play thus brings into question the ability of a legal system,
based on implicit conceptions of justice, to generate and sustain the social reconciliations neces-

sary to community.

For it is the nature of humanity to press toward agreement
with others; human nature only really exists in

an attuned community of minds.

—G.W.F. Hegel

Philoctetes is a play about Athenian politics. Commentators—including those
such as James Boyd White who have drawn implications for law from the
play—have largely ignored its political import.' Yet its political vision is cen-
tral. That vision is the failure of persuasion to integrate into a community the
antagonistic factions that split Athens. Failure of persuasion should be of con-
cern to lawyers and especially to those legal scholars who study law and liter-
ature. Lawyers are in the business of persuasion: consider a judge who tries to
persuade his audiences that his exercise of power isjustified, alawyer who tries
to persuade a court or agency that the law requires an exercise of power in
favor of his client, a lawyer who tries to persuade someone to accept a contract
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or a settlement with his client, or a lawyer who tries to persuade his client to
take one course of action over another.

Persuasion is the use of language to bring about cooperation. The linguis-
tic toolbox that humans have to persuade other humans has only three com-
partments: reason, rhetoric, and narrative. The latter two——rhetoric and
narrative—have been associated with the study of literature. The purpose of
much of the literature on law and literature is to show how lawyers in fact use
rhetorical and narrative techniques also found in literary texts.? The aim is to
teach lawyers that, like Moliere’s Monsieur Jourdain who discovered that he
had been speaking prose all his life, they have been using rhetoric and narrative
all of their professional lives.

By the same token, reading a legal text as if it were a literary text can eluci-
date legal performances. Those who read performances of legal persuasion,
including judicial opinions, from a literary point of view work from the prin-
ciple that a performance of legal persuasion, like a poem, cannot be reduced to
some other statement of its meaning. The rule or principle of the case does
exhaust the meaning of the opinion. The rule or principle advocated by a lawyer
does not exhaust the meaning of her performance of persuasion. How alawyer
or judge uses reason, rhetoric, and narrative to formulate, explain, and apply a
rule or principle are ways in which an opinion means. The language of the law-
yer or judge, and their use of language—their mode of reasoning, their rheto-
ric, their narratives—imply a vision of a community, a social texture in which
legal rules and principles have their being and meaning. In law, as in poetry,
being and meaning are one. A lawyer’s performances of persuasion can be read
as invitations to accept the images and ideas of community, of humane ways of
cooperation, figured forth by the lawyer and the judge in their language.

All this is very fine, but can lack a vivid sense of reality. Persuasion presup-
poses division, conflict, enmity. The languages of the law—property, torts,
contracts, and so forth-—that are resources for legal persuasion organize and
articulate governmental power. Students of law and literature frequently
ignore questions of power and conflict. Seldom is it asked where the victorious
rhetoric and narrative leave the victor or the vanquished, yet there is no case
at law without a winner and a loser. Community requires the victor to flourish
after the battle and requires a place be found for the defeated, that he be recog-
nized as a continuing member of the same community—else all that has been
achieved is hollow victory in the one case and conspiracy, not community, in
the other. Yet, successful persuasion can be destructive of community. At this
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point, Sophocles’ vision in Philoctetes becomes urgent. Odysseus succeeds in
persuading Neoptolemus; Neoptolemus succeeds in persuading Philoctetes;
Philoctetes succeeds in persuading Neoptolemus. They each are so successful at
persuasion that a god must save them from themselves and their ultimate failure
of persuasion. The agon of rhetoric must at some point give way to comedy.

As Northrop Frye has observed, “The tendency of comedy is to include as
many people as possible in its final society: the blocking characters are more
often reconciled or converted than simply repudiated.”® A similar felt need for
reconciliation might be why confessions, however deeply troubling, are nev-
ertheless valued by the criminal law: through confession the accused affirms
and reenters the community.* And that might be why medieval judges some-
times asked whether the alleged tortfeasor had offered amends to his victim.?
An offer of amends differentiated social friction from social war. These are
gestures toward preserving community in spite of the inevitable agon of social
conflict and litigation.

Philoctetes is not directly about legal persuasion. There is no accepted lan-
guage of law organizing government power available to the characters, and
there is no government official to whom the characters can appeal for the use
of force to enforce cooperation when persuasion fails. Persuasion in Philoc-
tetes is moral and political persuasion. The difference is not, however, so very
great. In law and in Philoctetes, the struggle is over the meanings of words.
The languages of law have limited vocabularies. The characters in Philoctetes
have not much more than a handful of key words: dike and its derivations, aga-
thos, sophos, aischros, swthenai, and sumpheron. Some of these words—dike,
agathos, sophos—have double meanings. The others can have conflicting appli-
cations. The fight is over which meaning or which application will dominate.
Each meaning or application is part of adifferent way of life. A way of life con-
stitutes the meaning or application of the word and the meaning or application
of the word constitutes the way of life. Ways of life are not static. They are
social textures continuously woven by their participants by their linguistic and
material praxis.

Not every conflict implicates a difference between fundamentally different
ways of life. Persons who share a way of life can have disputes over their shared
practices, norms, values—what their shared way of life is and what it requires
of them. Persons of different ways of life can have disputes that do not impli-
cate their fundamental differences. Part of the function of law is to keep dis-
putes from implicating fundamental differences.
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Sometimes disputes are between fundamentally different ways of life. That
is the situation in Phzloctetes. Successful persuasion within the language, ver-
bal meanings and applications, of one way of life can lead to a failure of per-
suasion in that it fails to knit or coordinate different ways of life—whose par-
ticipants are nonetheless dependent on each other—into a community. That,
t00, is the situation in Philoctetes.

And that, too, is the case with us today. Holmes once said that the Constitu-
tion was made for persons of fundamentally different views. The sharply con-
tested agons over the meaning of equality, substantive due process, freedom of
speech, the establishment and the free exercise of religion, and cruel and unusual
punishment in the last fifty years challenge whether Holmes’ statement can be
true. The key constitutional words are susceptible to different meanings, each
competing meaning arising from a fundamentally different way of life. Success-
ful persuasion within one constellation of meanings can be a failure of persua-
sion in that it fails to knit the competing ways of life into a community. There s,

of course, one great difference from Philoctetes. We do not have a god to save us.

THE POLITICS OF PHILOCTETES

A few commentators have addressed the politics of Philoctetes, but they have
viewed the matter either too narrowly or too abstractly. Speculative readings
of the characters as representatives of historical individuals,® the events of the
play as a dramatization of historical events,” or the play itself as Sophocles’
apology for his actions in the revolt of 411* take the politics of the play too nar-
rowly. In contrast, Alisdair MacIntyre reads the play broadly as presenting a
conflict between two moralities—a morality of excellence represented by
Philoctetes and a morality of effectiveness represented by Odysseus.’ Although
Maclntyre recognizes that the two moralities were in conflict in Athenian soci-
ety, he does not situate that conflict in its social context.

Produced in 409 B.C.E., the political background of the play was the aristo-
cratic revolt of 411 B.C.E." The long war against Troy in the play corresponds
to the long war against Sparta. The revolt of 411 followed more than twenty
years of war with Sparta and a recent devastating defeat in Sicily. The delete-
rious effects of that war on Athenian politics and society corresponds to the
loss of Homeric values in the play. The leaders of the aristocratic revolt estab-
lished an oligarchic government of four hundred selected Athenians to serve
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aristocratic class interests. The leaders of the coup were to select the council of
four hundred secretly. This strategy induced conformity—lest one be left
out—and bred distrust and suspicion. The council set aside the democratic
institutions that had evolved to accommodate aristocrat and democrat in the
previous century. The aristocratic regime did not last long. After a few
months it gave way to a government by five thousand and, in 410, Athens
returned to something like its former democratic institutions. The revolution
and the counter-revolution had given expression to class antagonisms, includ-
ing bloodshed, and had exposed the fragility of political and social cohesion at
Athens. Sophocles as a proboulos had voted in favor of the four hundred and
thus had collaborated with the leaders of the aristocratic coup." He soon
regretted his actions. The leaders of the conspiracy had lied to him and to
others to secure their collaboration. The revolt of 41t provoked the great
themes of Philoctetes: the destructive power of political deception, the need to
re-establish political and social cohesion, and the need, too, for a regeneration
of Athenian politics and society.

In order to understand what Sophocles is doing in Philoctetes it is important
to know the story of Philoctetes, and how Sophocles changed the traditional
story for his play. Philoctetes in his youth was a friend of Heracles. Athenahad
given Heracles a bow that never missed its mark. When Heracles was suffer-
ing horribly from the poisoned shirt of Nessus, his friend Philoctetes released
Heracles from great pain. Heracles became a god. Acknowledging this act of
friendship, Heracles gave Philoctetes Athena’s bow. Later, Philoctetes joined
the Greek expedition to Troy. The Greeks stopped at the island of the goddess
Chryse to make sacrifices to her."” Philoctetes, knowing its location because he
had visited it earlier with Heracles, led the Greeks to her shrine. But Philoc-
tetes stepped on ground sacred to the goddess. A snake guarding the sacred
ground bit Philoctetes. The bite resulted in a festering;, stinking, and horribly
painful wound in his heel. Instead of arranging for him to be escorted home,
the Greek generals, Agamemnon and Menelaus, ordered that Philoctetes be
left on the desolate island of Lemnos. Odysseus carried out their orders. Nine
years later, the Greeks were still at war before the walls of Troy. A Trojan
soothsayer, Helenus, revealed that the Greeks would not conquer Troy unless
Achilles’ son, Neoptolemus, came to Troy from his home at Scios, and Philoc-
tetes, with Athena’s bow, came from Lemnos. In the traditional version of the
legend, Odysseus brought Neoptolemus to Troy and Diomedes brought
Philoctetes.” Together Philoctetes and Neoptolemus led the Greeks to victory.
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Sophocles made important changes to the traditional story. Following an
earlier play by Aeschylus, Sophocles has Odysseus go to Lemnos, rather than
to Scios, to bring Philoctetes, rather than Neoptolemus, to Troy. Sophocles
portrays Philoctetes as hating Odysseus, the man who executed the order to
abandon him. In Aeschylus’ version, Odysseus disguises himself, lies to Philoc-
tetes, and takes Heracles’ bow as a lure to draw Philoctetes to Troy." Sopho-
cles made the brilliant addition of Neoptolemus, Achilles’ son. Neoptolemus
functions, for a time, as Odysseus’ disguise. Neoptolemus will deceive Philoc-
tetes and will obtain Athena’s bow from Philoctetes. Neoptolemus’ moral
development and its failure is at the center of the play.

Alisdair Maclntyre has read the play as presenting a conflict berween
Philoctetes’ morality of excellence and Odysseus’ morality of effectiveness.”
Each political morality was associated with a different social class. Aristocrats
claimed a morality of excellence. The new democratic, commercial class
claimed an instrumental morality of effectiveness. Earlier, Pericles was able to
bring these conflicting classes and their competing moralities together in the
Athenian polity. By 411, that was no longer possible. Recognizing that Philoc-
tetes exemplifies the aristocratic morality of excellence and Odysseus the new,
democratic, and commercial morality of effectiveness does not wholly capture
Sophocles’ political vision; for although he portrays Philoctetes sympatheti-
cally, Sophocles also criticizes the aristocratic morality of excellence as marred
by class antagonism. Although Sophocles uses Odysseus almost to parody the
instrumental morality of effectiveness, Odysseus nevertheless represents the
Greek army and the common good of victory over Troy. The political ques-
tion is whether and how aristocratic and democratic factions, the morality of
excellence and the instrumental morality of effectiveness, can be joined in
Athenian society and politics.

Sophocles presents that question as the question of how Philoctetes can be
reintegrated into Greek society. The integration of aristocratic Philoctetes
into Greek society requires his regeneration as a hero worthy to be a friend of
Heracles, the transformation of his heroic morality for life in the Athenian
polis, and the regeneration of Greek society as a community that can include
Philoctetes. Sophocles takes Athenian democracy as a given. The social cohe-
sion within institutions of Athenian democracy forged largely by Pericles had
unraveled in 411. Sophocles’ question was how to include traditional aristo-
cratic values exemplified by the best in Philoctetes—friendship, plain-dealing,
valor—in the democratic, commercial, and imperial society and politics of
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Athens, and how to transform Athenian democracy as represented by Odys-

seus to include transformed aristocratic values.

Odysseus

Commentators universally condemn Odysseus. He personifies the amoral,
opportunistic politician and embodies a morality of success at its worst.
Although there is much radically wrong with Odysseus, his function in the play
as a whole must be understood. He is one representative— and in the play the
only representative—of the Greek army. He speaks for the common good
and victory over Troy. At one point in the play the chorus reminds Philoc-
tetes that Odysseus acts for the many. He subordinates himself to the common
good.

Odysseus also represents, and traditionally represented, democratic values. '
He subverts aristocratic pretensions and mystification—the rhetoric of an
aristocratic claim to power. At the beginning of the play, he breaks down
Neoptolemus’ aristocratic morality. Neoptolemus, young and untested, is an
easy target for Odysseus. Odysseus’ breaking Neoptolemus down is a neces-
sary step in Neoptolemus’ education. Yet, from Sophocles’ conservative point
of view, Odysseus’ rejection of aristocratic, cultural, and political mystifica-
tions is a rejection of all aristocratic values. That is Odysseus’ greatest threat.
The morality of success, associated with valuing education over birth and
blood, must be ridiculed. Odysseus must be revealed as “a self-seeking,
double-talking;, relativist.””

Odysseus also exemplifies the destructiveness of persuasion that seeks
merely to manipulate the inclinations of an audience. Odysseus knows the
mind and emotions of aristocrats, but he uses that knowledge first to break
down Neoptolemus and later to torment and paralyze Philoctetes. In the latter
role, he functions as a character who blocks the comedic integration of the
society of the play. In the closing moments he disappears, and his disappear-
ance contributes to the artificial resolution that allows the play to end.

Sophocles portrays Odysseus as not knowing why he was sent to Lemnos
to persuade Philoctetes to join the Greek army at Troy. In the opening lines of
the play, Odysseus tells Neoptolemus he put Philoctetes on the island. His
understanding of that action is limited to defending himself and his superiors
in the Greek army. He was following orders. Philoctetes’ cries of pain, Odys-
seus says, made it impossible for the Greeks even to perform the necessary
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libations to the gods. He assumes that his listener will agree that Philoctetes’
wound was sufficient reason to abandon him rather than to escort him home.
Odysseus is unable to admit that he and the Greek army had done wrong, to
regret or repent those actions even if they were, or had seemed to be, justified
under the circumstances at that time. A note sounded lightly but firmly at var-
ious times is the possibility that regret, remorse, repentance for having aban-
doned Philoctetes are the persuasion required in the world of the play. It does
not dawn on Odysseus that precisely because he was the one who put Philoc-
tetes on Lemnos he is the one to ask forgiveness.

If Odysseus does not know why he was chosen ambassador, neither does he
know why Philoctetes with Athena’s bow is the object of his embassy. Odys-
seus’ way of speaking of the bow reveals this ignorance. Odysseus’ concentra-
tion on capturing the bow has been interpreted to mean that he is somehow
unaware that Philoctetes, not just the bow, must be brought to Troy."* Odys-
seus has good reason to disarm Philoctetes, and Odysseus’ machinations are
designed not to separate Philoctetes from his bow, but rather to lure Philoc-
tetes into going to the ship under the illusion that he will be taken home. But in
speaking of the bow, Odysseus betrays that he is unaware, and perhaps inca-
pable of becoming aware, of its significance. Speaking of the bow as a mere
tool of a superior effectiveness, he cannot see that it is also the gift of Athena
and the bond of heroic friendship between Philoctetes and Heracles."” He
speaks at best of the bow as metonymy for Philoctetes, but he cannot compre-
hend the bow as synecdoche of a way of life, the heroic world and ethos of which
it is a part. By reducing the bow to a mere implement, by metonymy of bow
for Philoctetes, he reduces Philoctetes to a mere instrument in his plan. He
does not know why Philoctetes, the son of Achilles, must be persuaded to go
to Troy.

Yes, but from a democratic point of view, a bow is just a bow. The signifi-
cance of the bow as more than a superior bow because it has descended from
Athena to Heracles to Philoctetes is a mystification of aristocratic genealogy
and power, and a claim to such power because of the mystification. Many
noble families claimed genealogical descent from Heracles. Their mythologi-
cal descent helped them oppose both kings and lower classes and justified their
successful bid for power. Yet, to ignore the significance of the bow as the icon
of Athena’s relationship to Heracles and Heracles’ friendship with Philoctetes
is to forsake not only a heroic history but also the continuation of the best of
that history as a tradition—tradition being the history we are willing to
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continue—into the present and future. The division is deep, for what do you
do with people who simply cannot recognize the significance of the bow?
What do you do with people who insist that the bow is a magic bow that
entitles them to political power and social deference?

Odysseus persuades Neoptolemus to lie to Philoctetes. Odysseus’ argu-
ments are designed not only to have Odysseus parody a sophist but also to
subvert aristocratic beliefs about birth and blood and to destroy the platitudes
of the traditional aristocratic morality of excellence. Odysseus succeeds in
having Neoptolemus, at least temporarily, identify himself with Odysseus’
morality. Odysseus begins his persuasion of Neoptolemus with an instrumen-
talist argument that excludes the use force or persuasion to bring Philoctetes
to Troy: deceit is the only effective course of action. Neoptolemus objects to
Odysseus’ plan to lie to Philoctetes on the grounds that deception is base
(kakos) and without honor (kalos). His noble, aristocratic nature (phusts)
inherited from his father, Achilles, rebels at the thought of telling lies and dis-
poses him to use force against an old and wounded man.” Odysseus explains
that force will be of no avail against Philoctetes and his bow. Neoptolemus
asks why they cannot try to persuade Philoctetes forthrightly to go to Troy.
Odysseus, knowing that Philoctetes hates him, dismisses the possibility of
persuading Philoctetes. The situation requires deception. But what sort of per-
suasion is excluded by Philoctetes’ enmity? Again, Odysseus ignores the pos-
sibility that regret for having abandoned Philoctetes is the required mode of
persuasion.

Although Odysseus has described the situation as one that requires deceit,
Neoptolemus is not yet persuaded. Odysseus makes additional arguments. He
tells Neoptolemus that if he allows himself to act basely for half a day now, he
can be happily honest for the rest of his life. In making this argument, Odys-
seus reveals that he does not know what it means for someone not only to act
honestly, but to be honest; or for someone not only to act basely, but to be
base. For Odysseus, actions have no depth. They are performances that one
puts on as convenience seems to require.

Yes, but isn’t one’s being honestly exhausted in honest words and deeds?
Later in the play Philoctetes echoes Odysseus’ very words when he beseeches
Neoptolemus and the chorus to take him home. He acknowledges that it will be
difficult for them to endure him because of his wound, but, he argues, it will
only be a half-day of hardship for them. Philoctetes recognizes that he is asking
his listeners to bear great physical discomfort but asks them to subordinate their
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physical pain to the achieving of a noble action. Odysseus treats Neoptolemus’
personal integrity as Philoctetes treats Neoptolemus’ physical discomfort.

Odysseus tells Neoptolemus that his lie to Philoctetes will be the means of
getting the bow and the bow will be the means of conquering Troy. Therefore,
Neoptolemus ought to lie to obtain the bow. He says that it is not shameful
(aischros) to tell a lie if it brings success. For success, here, Sophocles has
Odysseus use the word swthenai, which translates as salvation or deliverance
and suggests a good common to the Greek army.”’ Neoptolemus simply does
not see how one can be brazen enough to lie. Odysseus responds that where
there is some advantage one finds a way. For advantage, here, Sophocles has
Odysseus use the word kerdos, which connotes personal profit at the expense
of others.?

Odysseus has shifted from deliverance of the Greeks from the war at Troy—
from the Peloponnesian War—to Neoptolemus’ personal profit. The relation-
ship between the two are questions of the play: how can success exemplifying
heroic excellence be joined to success as personal winning or effectiveness? and
how can personal excellence in success be generalized into a common good? It
is not clear whether Odysseus shifts so glibly from the common good to per-
sonal profit because (a) he does not know the difference, (b) he assumes that
the two are automatically coincident, or (c) he believes that only the latter——
personal profit—has appeal for Neoptolemus. Odysseus is also suggesting
that aristocratic talk of swrhenai is only a mask for aristocratic kerdos. N eop-
tolemus at this point in the play is indeed concerned with his personal glory in
defeating Troy. When Odysseus tells him that the bow is necessary to conquer
Troy, Neoptolemus responds that Odysseus had told him that he, Neoptole-
mus, would take Troy. Neoptolemus® response suggests that Odysseus had
falsely told Neoptolemus that he would conquer Troy as the means of per-
suading Neoptolemus to leave Scios. Odysseus, backtracking, explains that
Neoptolemus and the bow will take Troy, conveniently omitting Philoctetes.

Odysseus appeals to Neoptolemus’ public image (keos), how he will
appear to others.” Here Odysseus displays a manipulative knowledge of aris-
tocratic mind and emotions. The morality of excellence requires an audience
to recognize that excellence. Odysseus cares not at all how he might appear to
others, only whether he has done the job required of him. He tells Neopto-
lemus that if he deceives Philoctetes he will win two prizes because he will
be recognized as both heroically great (agathos) and wise (sophos). Agathos
expressed the heroic warrior values of the virtuous or good, which included
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the idea of the successful or victorious.” Sophos in the play has two meanings:
(a) wise and (b) shrewd or cunning.” Odysseus combines these “prizes” in
order to assure Neoptolemus that he will be recognized for his aristocratic vir-
tue if he practices cunning shrewdness to the point of deceit. From one point
of view, Odysseus seems to be speaking nonsense by glibly combining the two
words.® Odysseus, however, is subverting the vocabulary of traditional aris-
tocratic morality. He is offering a way in which the traditional aristocratic
ethos might be accommodated to life in the democratic and imperial polis.
Agathos is stripped of all meaning other than success. Sopkos is reduced to cun-
ning. The combination of the two words in these senses may not be morally
attractive, but it is not nonsense. Odysseus’ combination of agathos and sophos
is right but not in a sense he understands. 4gazkos in its double meaning must
be combined with and governed by sopAos, not in the sense of cunning but in
the sense of adhering to a conception of justice.

Throughout his persuasion of Neoptolemus, Odysseus’ theme is that
Neoptolemus must overcome his aristocratic nature, depart from his pAusis, in
order to deceive Philoctetes and gain success.” Odysseus is simultaneously
very sound and horribly wrong. Neoptolemus’ aristocratic morality is inade-
quate for the democratic world of the polis. Although the traditional aristo-
cratic prejudices and moral vocabulary must be shaken and disrupted, that
does not mean that Neoptolemus must adopt Odysseus’ peculiar amoral ver-
sion of a democratic ethic. Rather, it means he must reconstruct a broader
morality to accommodate a more complicated world. Odysseus wins the
argument. Neoptolemus provisionally accepts that they must use deception.”

Odysseus uses sophistical rhetoric to persuade Neoptolemus; he uses nar-
ratives to persuade Philoctetes. Odysseus concocts three false stories for
Philoctetes. The narratives prove to be far more powerful than any reasoned
or rhetorical argument. The stories are false in the straightforward sense that
persons are said to have taken actions that they in fact have not taken or that
persons will take actions that they in fact will not take. The stories are not only
false, they are bad. Although the stories are to persuade Philoctetes to take a
certain action—go to Troy—they do not take Philoctetes to be a person liv-
ing a life with a past, a present, and a future.” Odysseus’ false stories share a
common design: to manipulate Philoctetes’ hatred of Odysseus and the Greek
generals in order to motivate him to come to the ship and be taken to Troy.
They seek to persuade Philoctetes by harmonizing with his inclinations, his
hatred. They do not seek to transform or to lead him out of his inclinations
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and desires, to present a vision of a different world. The false stories paralyze
Philoctetes within his hatred.

Odysseus has Neoptolemus tell Philoctetes the first false story. Neoptole-
mus says that after he had been brought to Troy as Achilles’ son, he asked for
his father’s weapons and armor as was his right. Agamemnon and Menelaus,
however, denied him his father’s arms and gave them instead to Odysseus.
Hating Odysseus and the Greeks for this insult, he is sailing home. This story
proves to have a powerful hold over Philoctetes, who never brings himself to
accept that it is false. The story is clever in that Philoctetes is unlikely to sus-
pect that someone basely deprived of his own arms is out to capture Philoc-
tetes and his bow. And the story shows Odysseus to be a master of persuasion,
because the story is designed to have Philoctetes identify with Neoptolemus:
they both suffered wrong at the hands of the Greek generals. The story is thus
designed to manipulate Philoctetes into a friendship with Neoptolemus, but a
friendship based on shared hatred of Agamemnon, Menelaus, and Odysseus.
In this design it succeeds only too well.

Later, when Philoctetes believes that Neoptolemus will take him home and
they are heading toward the ship, Odysseus has a sailor pretend to be a mer-
chant and tell another false story. The carefully constructed dialogue between
Neoptolemus and the false merchant establishes the context for the false story.
The merchant says, falsely, that the Greek generals have sent Odysseus and
Diomedes to Lemnos. They are to bring Philoctetes to Troy by persuasion or,
if need be, by force. Neoptolemus asks why after so many years are the Greeks
concerned about Philoctetes: is it pothos or is it the rightful retributive force of
the gods? The word pothos translates as regret or longing for what is absent.
The question offers the merchant choices that suggest wrongdoing on the part
of the Greeks in abandoning Philoctetes. The possibility of regret—acknowl-
edgment of wrongdoing—is barely raised only to be ignored by the merchant
who follows the script prepared for him by Odysseus. He reveals Helenus’
oracle and its requirement that Philoctetes be brought to Troy by peithantes
logwi (persuasive words). The merchant says that Odysseus had wagered his
life that he would bring Philoctetes to Troy. The story is a clever manipulation
of Philoctetes” hatred of Odysseus: it is designed to provoke Philoctetes to flee
into the arms of Odysseus thinking that he is fleeing from Odysseus and thus
hastening Odysseus’ death.

Later still, when Neoptolemus has Heracles” bow and Odysseus has con-
fronted Philoctetes, Odysseus tells his third false story. In a passage debated
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by commentators, Odysseus tells Philoctetes that Odysseus will take the bow
to Troy and leave Philoctetes on Lemnos.” He taunts Philoctetes by saying
that Teucer or even he, Odysseus, will use the bow to conquer Troy. Yes,
Odysseus will gain the glory due Philoctetes in taking Tory. This false story is
the most insidious of the three, because it traps Philoctetes in his hatred. If he
goes to Troy he submits to his enemy in order to defeat his enemy. If he stays,
he defeats his enemy by permitting his enemy to triumph over him. Immobi-
lized in and by his hatred, no wonder Philoctetes cries out, What am I to do?
With each false story, Odysseus has tightened the circle of Philoctetes’ hatred
around him. Odysseus has lost all sense of his own purpose. He delights in tor-
menting Philoctetes for no other reason than to make him suffer.

Philoctetes

Philoctetes first appears welcoming strangers, Neoptolemus and the sailors.
Philoctetes is warm, humane, hospitable, open to friendship, asking for pity.”
He is loyal to his friends and demands loyalty in return. He has a fatherly
regard for Neoptolemus, especially after he learns that this young stranger is
the son of Achilles, once Philoctetes’ close friend. Philoctetes exemplifies the
value of friendship, pAilia. In the anthropological thought of the sophists, pity
and friendship were foundations of civilized society.”

James Boyd White has extolled the “community of friendship” established
between Philoctetes and Neoptolemus.” Conceding that their friendship is
based on Neoptolemus’ lie that the Greek generals deprived him of his father’s
weapons, White finds a “deeper” truth in Neoptolemus’ lie: Odysseus has
stripped him of his moral self. The positing of a deeper truth with its curious
equation of morals and weapons is a misplaced and unnecessary defense of
Neoptolemus’ lie. That Odysseus has devastated Neoptolemus’ aristocratic
morality is a necessary moment in Neoptolemus’ development. Sometimes
our enemies serve us. What is important about Neoptolemus’ lie as the basis of
his “community of friendship” with Philoctetes is that their friendship, on
Philoctetes’ side, is based on, and seldom goes further than, shared hatred for
and resentment toward the Greek generals. And that hatred is class hatred.

When Neoptolemus tells Philoctetes what has happened at Troy, Philoc-
tetes expresses grief at hearing that so many of his close and noble friends have
died. But this sorrow is inextricably united with hatred of the lesser men who
have survived and at their survival. His noble friends were also part of the
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Greek army that abandoned him. The men whose survival he resents were not
his personal enemies. They simply were not of his aristocratic class. Perhaps
there cannot be communities, even communities of friendship, not founded on
hatred of others. The question of the play is whether the community of friend-
ship between Philoctetes and Neoptolemus can be extended beyond an aristo-
cratic conspiracy.

Philoctetes stands for disintegration as much as Odysseus. Philoctetes
exemplifies not only pAilia, but also corrupted philia. He describes his wound
as making him hateful to the gods, as if the gods were not only malevolent but
had focused their malevolence on him personally. He says that Odysseus and
the Atridae impiously and shamefully abandoned him on Lemnos. Others
have stopped at the island, he says, and have declined to take him with them
when they left. Yet, in the next breath, Philoctetes blames only Odysseus and
the Atridae for his misery—conflating his wound with his abandonment—
not the other visitors who also refused to help him home. He asks for and
deserves pity. The chorus laments his suffering on Lemnos and reminds us that
Philoctetes had wronged no one, defrauded no one, and does not merit his
suffering. Yet Philoctetes also prays that Odysseus and the vulgar Atridae
suffer as he has suffered. His demand for pity is both deserving and selfish
and fails to lead him to pity for others. As he is losing consciousness because
of the pain from his wound he still has the energy to pray that Odysseus and the
Atridae should suffer as he suffers. They, however, are not responsible for his
wound. He is aware that Neoptolemus’ sailors will find his wound and his cries
of pain disgusting, but that the Greeks earlier found him with his wound
unbearable he treats as merely their pretext for hurting him. When Philoctetes
recovers from his swoon, he draws a contrast between Odysseus and the
Atridae, who could not bear to witness his suffering, and Neoptolemus who
has done so. Neoptolemus, however, is an aristocrat. Philoctetes’ has aligned
virtue with social class.

Philoctetes’ class hatred and malicious envy, which he is unable to separate
from philia, is betrayed by a curious leitmorif in the play. Philoctetes imagines
that he is and that he will be an object of ridicule for the Greek army. The aris-
tocratic desire to be recognized for excellence is twisted into presenting
images of humiliation. When he first describes his life on Lemnos, he imagines
that the Greek army is laughing at him. After the false merchant’s story of
Odysseus and Diomedes coming to Lemnos, Philoctetes imagines that at
Troy Odysseus would make a spectacle of him, an object of derision. When
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Neoptolemus refuses to return the bow to him, Philoctetes accuses him of want-
ing to display it as a trophy before the Greeks. By the metonymy of the bow,
Philoctetes again imagines that he will be held up for scorn before the Greek
army. When Odysseus threatens to take the bow and leave Philoctetes on
Lemnos, he imagines that Odysseus will mock him. He lacerates himself with
the image of Odysseus gloating with the bow at Troy. Never in the play does
Odysseus express scorn for Philoctetes. Odysseus acknowledges to Philoc-
tetes that he is equal to the greatest of warriors and must conquer Troy.
Recognition by the likes of Odysseus, however, counts for nothing. After
Neoptolemus has returned the bow and has tried to persuade Philoctetes to
come to Troy, to be healed of his wounds, and to conquer the city, Philoctetes
resists. He cannot imagine himself being among the Greek army and not
being an object of their scorn. Clinging to Neoptolemus’ false story of his own
humiliation by the Atridae, Philoctetes cannot understand why Neoptolemus
is now willing to go to Troy. He is unable to infer either that the story must be
false or, if true, it is possible to overcome hatred.

An axiom of Democritus that “envious malice between men constitutes the

genesis of faction™*

forms Sophocles’ portrayal of Philoctetes. Sophocles saw
that the hatred and envious malice that are the source of faction can be associ-
ated with phulia, the basis of social life. Philoctetes” heroic philia is not gener-
alized into consensus and inclusive community but rather generates class
hatred, faction, and conspiracy. His hatred makes Philoctetes impervious to
reasoned argument but absorbed by Neoptolemus’ false story of humiliation
at the hands of the Atridae.

Philoctetes proves incapable of acting as a friend to Neoptolemus. When
Neoptolemus at first refuses to return the bow, Philoctetes calls upon him to be
his own true self again—the Neoptolemus of Philoctetes’ imagination who
shares Philoctetes” hate-based pA:/ia. He frustrates his friend’s moral develop-
ment. When Neoptolemus, in defeat, finally agrees to take Philoctetes home,
Philoctetes says that he speaks nobly. He refuses Neoptolemus’ suggestion
that the Atridae, who abandoned him, will now be his salvation. When Philoc-
tetes, claiming that Neoptolemus promised to take him home, calls upon
Neoptolemus to keep that promise, Philoctetes manipulates Neoptolemus.
Whether Neoptolemus promised Philoctetes to take him home is not clear.
Neoptolemus promised to take Philoctetes from Lemnos and was careful not
to say where he would take Philoctetes. He let Philoctetes rest in his own
assumption that Neoptolemus would take him home. Neoptolemus, however,
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has long since tried to make clear to Philoctetes that Troy, not Philoctetes’
home, is his intended and his best destination. By demanding that Neoptolemus
keep what is for Philoctetes a promise, Philoctetes calls upon Neoptolemus’
noble nature in order to get what he wants. It would be base not to keep a
promise, but not, apparently, to insist that a promise was made where the facts
are doubtful. Odysseus had used sophistic arguments to destroy Neoptole-
mus’ aristocratic morality. Philoctetes now stubbornly invokes platitudes to
fix Neoptolemus in a corrupt version of an outmoded morality. Philoctetes has
no understanding of Neoptolemus’ present plight. By that point in the play,
for Neoptolemus to return to the simple, heroic ethic invoked by Philoctetes is

for Neoptolemus to regress.

WHOSE BOW IS IT?

Athena, the goddess of Athens, handed the bow to Heracles, a national hero.
Heracles handed the bow to Philoctetes. The bow did not thereby become
Philoctetes’ bow. In terms of the play, Philoctetes is best viewed as a trustee of
aheroic inheritance. In the right course of succession, the bow should descend
to Neoptolemus. The question “Whose bow it is?” is really the question of
who is worthy of holding Athena’s bow for the future of Athens. Neoptole-
mus should inherit the bow and for a time Neoptolemus holds the bow. But he
proves unworthy of it. He returns the bow to Philoctetes and his so doing is a
political catastrophe. Neoptolemus ultimately fails despite his great moral
development in the course of the play.

Neoptolemus develops morally in his effort to mediate the conflict between
the heroic values of Philoctetes, which in some sense he naturally shares, and
the current order of things represented by Odysseus and the Greek army. The
need for mediation becomes dramatically obvious when Odysseus and Philoc-
tetes come face to face. Odysseus taunts Philoctetes and Philoctetes, until
restrained by Neoptolemus, tries to kill Odysseus. Neoptolemus’ ability to
mediate the warring factions with their conflicting moralities requires his own
moral development. His moral growth is marked by a growing capacity to
make adequate moral argument and by his growing capacity to understand
Odysseus and Philoctetes. Neoptolemus goes through four stages of moral
maturation. The first stage is before he meets Philoctetes. The second begins
with his meeting Philoctetes and ends with his refusal to return the bow. The
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third is revealed in his dialogues with Odysseus and his restraining Philoctetes
from murdering Odysseus. The fourth and regressive stage is his last dialogue
with Philoctetes.

In the first stage of his moral development, Neoptolemus argues froma nar-
row concept of traditional, heroic morality and demonstrates a poor under-
standing of Philoctetes. Neoptolemus objects to Odysseus’ plan to lie to
Philoctetes on the grounds that deception is base (kakos) and without honor
(kalos). There is something wrong with a morality that finds honor in using
force against a wounded man.” Later in the play, he will learn that pity, not
force, is the proper response. When Odysseus argues that Neoptolemus will
be known both as agathos and as sophos, reducing both words to meaning suc-
cess but pretending that they mean more, Neoptolemus is unequipped to make
a response. He lets himself be persuaded that his aristocratic ethic permits
deception. Neoptolemus is then left alone with the chorus. The chorus pities
Philoctetes. They lament his isolation, his painful wound, his hunger. Neop-
tolemus is not moved. He says that Philoctetes has his wound because Chryse
was cruel and what Philoctetes now suffers is the work of some god who
wanted to prolong the Trojan war. However true these statements might be,
they are not to the point. The first remark enables Neoptolemus glibly to
explain away human suffering. With the second remark, Neoptolemus con-
tinues Odysseus’ denial of Greek responsibility for abandoning Philoctetes.

Neoptolemus’ moral maturation begins with his meeting Philoctetes. He
pities Philoctetes and an equivocal friendship between the two begins. Philoc-
tetes is warm and humane and regards Neoptolemus as a son. They share an
aristocratic ethos and this shared ethos can be a basis of friendship. For Neop-
tolemus, the aristocratic ethos is free from class hatred. When the false mer-
chant begins to tell his false story, Neoptolemus offers the possibility that the
Greek army might regret its conduct toward Philoctetes or be concerned with
divine retribution for their wrongdoing. These possibilities are simply ignored.
After the false merchant withdraws, Neoptolemus begins to demonstrate a bet-
ter understanding of Philoctetes’ story. He and Philoctetes speak of Athena’s
bow with reverence. For Neoptolemus, the bow is no longer a mere tool; it is
a synecdoche of the heroic world of Heracles, a world in which Philoctetes
once lived. In an exchange of gifts between friends, Philoctetes promises
Neoptolemus that he will be allowed to touch the bow and Neoptolemus lets
Philoctetes believe that he will take Philoctetes home.

Neoptolemus’ friendship with Philoctetes and his moral development inten-
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sifies when Philoctetes suffers his attack of pain. Before losing consciousness,
Philoctetes entrusts the bow to Neoptolemus. Neoptolemus promises not to
give it to Odysseus, who, according to the false merchant, is coming to Lem-
nos. Neoptolemus also promises not to desert Philoctetes. Neoptolemus will
keep these promises to his friend. Philoctetes twice reminds Neoptolemus that
Philoctetes had received the bow from Heracles when Heracles was suffering
great pain, just as Philoctetes is now suffering. While Philoctetes is asleep the
chorus suggests that Neoptolemus take the bow and leave Philoctetes. But
Neoptolemus has committed himself in friendship to Philoctetes. Neoptole-
mus also realizes that the bow, as instrument, is not the object of the embassy.
It is an empty prize without Philoctetes and, he says, the crown is for Philoc-
tetes. Earlier, when Odysseus was persuading him to lie to Philoctetes in order
to obtain the bow necessary to defeat Troy, Neoptolemus had objected that
Odysseus had told him that he was to have the prize or crown of conquering
Troy. Odysseus assuaged his slighted vanity by assuring him that both Neop-
tolemus and the bow were necessary to take Troy. Now, Neoptolemus realizes
that Philoctetes, noble and capable of enduring great pain, deserves the crown
of victory over Troy. Gone is Neoptolemus’ childish insistence on himself.
Neoptolemus better understands not only the beginning of Philoctetes, story—
his friendship with Heracles figured by the bow—but the end of Philoctetes’
story—Philoctetes deserves to be the conqueror of Troy. Neoptolemus thus
learns why Philoctetes, and not just any great warrior, must go to Troy.
When Philoctetes revives, Neoptolemus can no longer continue the decep-
tion. What, he says, is he to do? Philoctetes does not understand. In a marvelous
sentence not susceptible to easy translation, Neoptolemus says that he does
not know the words that will enable him to find his way through his perplexity.
He does not suppose that he can first find his way and then articulate his dis-
covery in words. Rather, finding the words is finding his way. He must find or
invent a new moral vocabulary for his plight. In moral crisis, Neoptolemus
must grapple with three claims upon him: (a) his pity for, friendship with, and
loyalty to Philoctetes, which is bound up with his realization of who Philoc-
tetes is and why he must go to Troy; (b) his continued commitment to the
Greek enterprise at Troy; and (c) his rejection of what passes for morality
with Odysseus. His first action is to be honest with Philoctetes. He tells
Philoctetes that he must sail to Troy. Neoptolemus will save Philoctetes from
his present suffering and go with him to Troy where they together will con-
quer the city. Feeling betrayed, Philoctetes asks for the bow. Neoptolemus
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refuses. His reason for refusing is crucial. He says that both endikon, and
sumpheron require him to obey his commanders. The word endikon, echoing
the word dike, translates as justice or right. Sumpheron translates as advantage,
expediency, interest, and could be used with reference to a city as well as a per-
son. These two concepts were opposed to each other in fifth-century dis-

course.*

Sophocles, however, is not having Neoptolemus talk nonsense. The
line is usually read to mean endikon in the sense of obedience to orders and
sumpheron in the sense of success at Troy require Neoptolemus to keep the
bow. But perhaps Philoctetes does not deserve to have the bow undl he is
restored to the ability to handle it properly, until he is restored to his heroic
status free from corrupting hatred and malicious envy. The muted appeal to a
concept of justice in the word endikon is the first serious mention of justice in
the play. Neoptolemus is trying to see his own advantage, Philoctetes’ advan-
tage, and success at Troy in broader terms than those proposed by Odysseus.
He is trying to find a way in which justice and expediency can be brought
into harmony. In making his statement, Neoptolemus uses the plural-—his
commanders—and by so doing gives the first hint that he has begun to try to
differentiate the Greek commanders from Odysseus, and the Greek enterprise
at Troy from Odysseus as one representative of that enterprise.

The third stage of Neoptolemus’ moral development is his dialogue with
Odysseus when Neoptolemus has decided to give the bow back to Philoctetes.
Neoptolemus says that he has acquired the bow by base deception. A few lines
later, he says that he obtained the bow by base, and not just, means. Sophocles’
linking the shameful or base (aischros) with injustice (kou dike) was rare in fifth
century discourse.” The new association of azschros and ou dike is forced on
Neoptolemus as he grapples with his three-sided moral crisis. The point of
linking the two concepts was to show the deficiencies of the traditional areze
standard of aristocratic excellence for life in the po/is.® Having earlier tried to
shape the value of success or effectiveness to fita concept of justice, Neoptole-
mus now tries to shape the value of excellence to fit a concept of justice. He is
moving the concept of justice from within a particular morality—whether
a morality of success or a morality of excellence—to a position mediating
between conflicting moralities.

By having Neoptolemus grope for a mediating concept of justice that could
unify Athenian society, Sophocles foreshadows later efforts to formulate a
concept of justice that could ideally unify Athenian society. As Kenneth Burke

wrote,

173

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Law & Literature * Volume 17, Number 2

[T]he Greek word of justice, dike, referred originally to a way of /ife; and mani-
festly there were different ways of life, with correspondingly different values,
for different social classes. But Plato sought for a “higher” concept of justice, an
“ideal” justice that could be conceived as transcending all these different jus-
tices. The nature of language . . . encourages this search for an “idea” of justice
prevailing above and despite the many different “justices,” or ways, necessarily
embodied in a society that had developed quite a range of economic classes,
each with its own properties and proprieties. . . . Justice in such an over-all sense

would obviously serve the ends of unification.”

Neither Philoctetes nor Odysseus is able to make this advance. Philoctetes’
aristocratic ethos is corrupted by class hatred and malicious envy. Odysseus
cannot rise above his narrowly focused success-oriented machinations.

Seeking to prevent Neoptolemus from returning the bow to Philoctetes,
Odysseus threatens Neoptolemus twice, first with reprisals by the Greek army
and again with his own sword. When Odysseus threatens Neoptolemus with
reprisal by the Greek army, there is another hint that Neoptolemus has begun
to differentiate between Odysseus as one spokesman of the Greek army and
the Greek army itself. Neoptolemus answers Odysseus’ threat with the state-
ment that acting justly he need not fear Odysseus’ threat that the Greek army
will punish him. His statement could mean that, confident of acting justly, fear
of punishment by the Greek army is not sufficient reason for him not to return
the bow to Philoctetes. But his statement could also mean that confident of act-
ing justly and that the Greek army will recognize that he had acted justly, he
has no reason to fear Odysseus’ threat. Odysseus is not the ultimate spokes-
man, the true representative, of the Greek army. Favoring the second reading
is the fact that Philoctetes’ statement is put in terms of Odysseus’ threat, not in
terms of what the Greek army might in fact do. In the world of the play, how-
ever, Odysseus is the only voice of the Greek army, of Athenian society. As
long as Athenian society and politics are confined to Odysseus’ version of a
success-oriented amoralism, there is no hope of integrating Philoctetes into
that society.

Odysseus does not merely threaten Neoptolemus, he also makes a moral
argument. He asks Neoptolemus how it can be just to give up the bow that was
won by Odysseus’ scheme. Odysseus here is making an argument of owner-
ship. Because he has obtained the bow as a subordinate following Odysseus’
plan, Philoctetes does not own the bow. The bow belongs to the Greek army.
Neoptolemus may not give it away. Neoptolemus answers that he obtained
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the bow by a shameful mistake (aischron hamartwn). Neoptolemus once more
uses words in a new sense. Insofar as Neoptolemus has been successful in
obtaining the bow, in traditional usage he has neither made an error nor acted
basely." But Neoptolemus sees that he has indeed made a mistake and a
shameful one. He is tempering Odysseus’ success-oriented shrewdness in two
ways. First, he takes it in its best version, as the success-oriented strand of tra-
ditional morality. Second, he tempers that strand of traditional, heroic moral-
ity with the concept of shame. In Neoptolemus’ developing vocabulary the
shameful is associated with the unjust, a standard higher than the morality of
excellence.

Neoptolemus’ new attempt to associate justice, common advantage, and
honorable action gives him the moral resources and vocabulary now to parry
Odysseus’ argument. When Odysseus says that the whole Greek army will
hinder Neoptolemus from returning the bow, Neoptolemus tells Odysseus
that although wise by nature he does not speak wisely.

ODpvYssEUS: You neither speak nor act wisely.

PHILOCTETES: Acting justly is better than acting wisely.”!

The exchange trades on two senses of the word “wise” (sgphos). In one sense
sophos can mean practical reason informed by morality. In another, sgpfos can
mean practical cunning. In Neoptolemus’ first statement he is recalling Odys-
seus to the type of wisdom traditionally associated with Odysseus, the practi-
cal reason appropriate for a hero. Although Odysseus is wise in this sense by
nature he is not speaking wisely in this sense. Democratic values have degen-
erated into crass opportunism. But Odysseus uses wise in the other sense. He
says that Neoptolemus neither speaks nor acts with the practical cunning
needed, in Odysseus’ view, for success. Neoptolemus then uses the word wise
in Odysseus’ sense: acting justly is better than acting with amoral practical
cunning,. Sophocles gently suggests that perhaps Neoptolemus glimpses that
sophos in the traditional sense can be aligned with justice. Neoptolemus tries to
connect an ethic of success, an ethic of the honorable, and a conception of wis-
dom to each other through a concept of justice which would unite and regulate
the other three ideas. He is reaching for an adequately rich working theory of
justice for his society. An adequately rich working theory of justice is more
than an abstract theory of justice. Rather, an adequately rich working theory
of justice provides an abstract theory animated by images and narratives that
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provide citizens with a vocabulary, a rhetoric, that enables different groups to
locate themselves and each other in a single community. Structurally, an ade-
quate, working theory of justice would enable the play to end as a comedy.
The play does end as a comedy, but only by divine intervention.

The last stage of Neoptolemus’ moral development is his final dialogue
with Philoctetes. Neoptolemus approaches Philoctetes who suspects him of
further tricks and deceit. Neoptolemus asks a key question of the play: Is
repentance not possible? Philoctetes simply does not hear him. Philoctetes
says that this is the way Neoptolemus spoke when he was trying to steal the
bow—plausibly civil but secretly villainous. Aside from being questionable
whether Neoptolemus ever tried to steal the bow, Neoptolemus in fact has
never spoken of repentance to Philoctetes. Philoctetes begins a tirade against
Odysseus, the Atridae, and Neoptolemus, but Neoptolemus cuts him off
and gives him the bow. When Odysseus tries to stop Neoptolemus, Neoptole-
mus restrains Philoctetes from using the bow to kill Odysseus. He gives his
reason: it would not be an honorable good (kalon) for either Philoctetes or
Neoptolemus. Neoptolemus’ reversion to an arete-standard of excellence here
is the first suggestion that he will not be able to maintain his glimpsed theory of
justice.

Yet his shaky attempt to ascend to an adequate language of justice enables
him to try to rehabilitate the heroic ethos of Philoctetes by freeing it from its
dark side, from class hatred and malicious envy. His admittedly unclear con-
cept of justice nevertheless enables Neoptolemus to tell another version of
Philoctetes’ story. As a friend to Philoctetes, Neoptolemus offers Philoctetes a
better narrative understanding of himself.” He describes Philoctetes’ suffering
as misfortune, not a personal attack on him by the gods or by the Atridae. He
tells Philoctetes that he is too ready to find everyone, even those who try to be
his friend, an enemy deserving of hatred. If Philoctetes chooses to continue his
suffering, he no longer merits pity or pardon. This last word suggests that
Philoctetes might also have reason to repent if he fails to hear Neoptolemus.
Moving from past to present and into the future, Neoptolemus argues that
Philoctetes can be cured of his wound by coming to Troy where Asclepius’
son will cure him. He can regain his earlier heroic status by joining with Neop-
tolemus in conquering Troy. Neoptolemus’ ability to retell Philoctetes’ story
grows from his more developed moral awareness, his groping for an idea of jus-
tice that can mediate between Philoctetes and the Greek army. That idea of
justice, though rather vague, requires Philoctetes to shed his darker side.
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Neoptolemus’ renarration of Philoctetes’ story seeks to present Philoctetes’
life to Philoctetes in such a way as to enable Philoctetes to free himself from
his hatred and egoism.

But Philoctetes, ever ready to imagine himself an object of scorn by the
Greeks, cannot imagine a future other than a going back, a going home. Philoc-
tetes returns to his sticking point: Did not the Atridae cast him out? Yes, says
Neoptolemus, but now they will be your salvation. Philoctetes refuses to be
persuaded and to help Neoptolemus. Neoptolemus concedes defeat. He has
no more arguments, no better narration of Philoctetes’ story. Perhaps it is best
for Philoctetes to remain on Lemnos without hope of salvation. Philoctetes,
pathetically clinging to the first false story, calls upon Neoptolemus to abide by
his agreement to take him home. Neoptolemus agrees and they set off. Neop-
tolemus is defeated. He has not been able to sustain his attempted ascent to a
theory of justice that would mediate between Philoctetes and Odysseus, nor
to purge Philoctetes’ heroic morality of class hatred and malicious envy, nor
yet to persuade Philoctetes to move from a narrow conception of philia
through a concept of justice to a broader conception of philia necessary for
social cohesion in the polis. Neoptolemus ultimately reverts to a narrower,

traditional version of philia and prepares to take his friend home.

NUR NOCH EIN GOTT KANN UNS RETTEN(?)%

Martin Heidigger’s expression of despair at the prospect for human life amidst
the forms of existence generated under conditions of modern technology—
that only a god can save us—fits Sophocles’ despair at Athenian politics. In
Philoctetes, only a god can save the characters from their inability to reach a
theory of justice and a transformation of moralities that would enable both
Philoctetes to be reintegrated into Greek society and Greek society to be reju-
venated to receive him. And in Philoctetes, a god does save the characters from
their plight.

As Philoctetes and Neoptolemus are leaving, they are stopped by Heracles.
The appearance of Heracles as deus ex machina has been a subject of debate
between those commentators who think that his appearance is an artificial,
second ending necessary for the play to conform to the received story of
Philoctetes* and those commentators who think that his appearance is inte-
grally joined to all that precedes it in the play.* As so often in Philoctetes, both
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are right: Heracles” appearance is integral to the play because it is artificial. A
deus ex machina is artificial when it brings about a formal resolution of a drama
without a resolution of the intellectual and emotional conflicts of a play. The
author is unable to resolve the intellectual and emotional conflicts, yet the play
can neither suddenly stop nor go on forever. There must be an ending. Hera-
cles, by converting Philoctetes, enables the play to reach its comedic conclu-
sion, but neither resolves the conflict of moralities and classes nor achieves
emotional reconciliation of the antagonists. That only a god can save the char-
acters, in however hollow a way, is the political warning of the play. Heracles
appears because the prospect of an aristocratic class acting in the manner of
Philoctetes and a democratic class acting in the manner of Odysseus is too
hideous even for Sophocles to bear.

Whether Heracles persuades Philoctetes or commands him to go to Troy is
an unresolvable ambiguity. Heracles is divine and his divinity enables him to
take actions that, from a human point of view, appear to be magical or mirac-
ulous. Heracles uses not logoi, mere words, but muthoz, divinely normative
myth.* His muzhoi straddles the divide between persuasion and command. He
tells what is, for the world of the play, the authoritative narrative of Philoc-
tetes’ story.” Heracles can recall Philoctetes to his earlier and better self.® He
had been there with Philoctetes. By speaking of his own endurance of his own
sufferings, Heracles can speak with the authority of experience about Philoc-
tetes’ sufferings and turn them from an end into an interlude. Heracles offers
Philoctetes a redescription of Philoctetes’ story free of judgments about who
was to blame for Philoctetes’ wound, whether the Atridae were right to aban-
don him, and whether Philoctetes’ is justified in his hatred.” Heracles’ own
legend exemplifies how heroic valor can be combined with heroic adaptability,
how the best of Philoctetes can be fused with the best of Odysseus. His rea-
soned argument grows out of a comprehensive narrative of Philoctetes’ past
life and a vision of how Philoctetes may nobly continue his life, his story.®
Through narrative, Heracles succeeds in “the task of altering his audience’s
attitudes and so their judgments as to what is desirable.” This is the ultimate
of persuasion: not to manipulate the audience by their inclinations and preju-
dices but to persuade the audience to move beyond their prior inclinations and
prejudices.

That is Heracles’ transformative magic. He indeed wields a magical power
over Philoctetes. His vision of Philoctetes and Neoptolemus together leading
the Greeks to victory over Troy evades the question of how philia—here the
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friendship of Philoctetes and Neoptolemus—can be generalized into acommon
good—social cohesion and victory over Troy. Where Neoptolemus earlier
was groping toward a sufficiently rich and comprehensive working theory of
justice, Heracles does not speak of justice. As a divinity, even one speaking to
mortal men, Heracles does not need a concept or theory of justice. Only we
humans in our poverty try to imagine adequate theories of justice to fulfill our
needs. Heracles’ capacity to achieve social reintegration without an adequate,
working theory of justice is magical. Although Sophocles can sketch the work
to be done by a concept of justice, more than a glimpse of the concept is beyond
him. Ultimately, in the play, the work to be done by that concept is performed
by Heracles’ divinity. The story of Heracles telling the story of Philoctetes is
the story Sophocles tells when an adequate working theory of justice seems
impossible.*

CONCLUSION

Heracles simultaneously substitutes for an adequate and adequately persua-
sive working theory of justice and for a judge with authority to command a
unification of the ways of life of Philoctetes and Odysseus. The conversion of
Philoctetes and the disappearance of Odysseus make possible a comedic end-
ing. By analogy to Philoctetes, the resolution of our constitutional conflicts in
amanner that would enable the constitution to serve persons of fundamentally
different views would require an ascent from the competing ideologies consti-
tutive of competing ways of life to an adequate and adequately persuasive the-
ory of constitutional justice. Such a theory of justice would enable both sides
to recognize themselves and each other as joined in a shared, constitutional
community. A court would not give complete political victory to either side
and would offer the political process a language that has a chance of facilitating
mutual recognition in public space. Is that fantasy? It is too early to say until it
is tried. So much constitutional scholarship is nothing more than supplying
ammunition for one side or the other, of deploying moves in reasoning, topics
and tropes of rhetoric, and stock narratives to vanquish the other side. The
task of Neoptolemus awaits.
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