The Dramatic Characterization of Plato’s philosophical Hero

Much has been written about Plato’s relationship to tragedy. His dialogues give only clues (Greene, 1918) as to his actual position on drama. While Plato certainly criticized the tragedians, it remains unclear precisely his reception of the tragic art form, though his rejection of poets does not seem absolute (Tarrant, 1955). Certainly, Plato employed aspects of character derived from tragedy and from comic drama (Taplin, 1986) in order to form his philosophical hero. He must have wished his audience to understand and sympathize with his Socrates because his work is in part apologetic. This paper compares the characterization of Socrates as a philosophical hero (Eisner, 1982) and (Wolz, 1970) to the characterization of Oedipous as a tragic hero. It focuses on the knowledge that each character possesses and on how knowledge defines their actions as characters of drama (Arieti, 1991). Socrates is the embodiment of reason in Plato’s dialogues (Dyer, 1901). The character lovgoV bears a strong resemblance to a tragic figure (Alister, 1978). Life is, for Socrates, not living if he is unable to question; Plato’s literary style is bound up with Socrates’ personality (Stenzel, 1940), partly dramatic and partly discursive (Tracy, 1937). In Apology we see a man who at times seems arrogant and at times seems genuinely to defend himself, but we witness a man with a divine directive to continue questioning no matter the cost. When confronted by the likes of Meletus, the philosophical hero refuses to cease questioning. Socrates cannot stop questioning because living is questioning, and it would seem that because he is unable to cease his divine pursuit, he brings ruin upon himself. Socrates is, however, most virtuous when he forsakes his life because he must continue living and cease to exist existentially, or die and he chooses death. It is at the point of ruin that Socrates’ virtue reveals itself. He was unable to act otherwise because he is a combination of comic and tragic qualities, the philosopher (Erde, 1976). Oedipous is cornered by circumstances and by Apollo. Given to understand that his supposed parents are under threat because of him, the gifted and virtuous man leaves his recognized home in order to discover his true origins, yet when inquires at Delphi, he receives an answer that will only fulfill the prophecy. Apollo leads Oedipous directly to the fulfillment of a fate that he tries desperately to avoid. When confronted with information about his past, Oedipous first denies and then slowly accepts his fate-ultimately taking full responsibility. Oedipous is most virtuous upon his recognition of his hamartia; he exiles and punishes himself for his actions. Having denied repeatedly his responsibility, Oedipous ultimately draws what little good he is able from his circumstances: punishment and exile. His actions reintegrate him even as they exile him (Segal, 1998). Oedipous is an example of a man confronted by vile circumstances; driven to evil and yet he is able to become a virtuous man, if virtue is the Good. It is the contention of this paper that Oedipous and Socrates are in a similar, tragic position where they do not know what is the Good, and yet both are able to draw what good is possible from impossible situations. A desire for the Good coupled with a belief of what is good for each character drives them. Both fight ignorance and both ultimately draw virtue from ruin. It is a similar framework of character, then, that seems to comprise Oedipous and Socrates as literary entities. 
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