Sophocles’ Psyche

Whether the Sophoclean hero is a humanistic hero or a divinely punished criminal is a perennial topic (Johansen, 1962).  A third possibility is that what matters is the quality of the hero’s soul (e.g., Reinhardt, 1979).  In considering this third option, it appears that one major term for the “soul” or “self,” ψυχή, is used by Sophocles in ways that are unique. He uses the word in a variety of its meanings: in brief, “life,” “ghost,” “the self,” “the conscious self considered apart from oneself,” “various aspects of the self,” “the seat of the emotions” (LSJ, much condensed).  Beyond the usual definitions, the ψυχή in Sophocles is given specific material qualities and is personified to the point that it can speak to the self, or see things, or even teach. 


Of the 28 instances of this word in Sophocles found in the TLG, fifteen occur in two plays, Antigone and Electra.  It is used in several of these definitions in Antigone.  Creon gives his view of how one shows ones quality early in his first speech:  “It is impossible to know the psyche, thought and counsel of any man before he is tested by rule and law” (Ant., 175-77).  Griffin 1999 comments that Creon’s three terms, ψυχή, φρόνημα, and γνώμη, are “hard to distinguish:  perhaps (roughly) character, mentality, judgement.”  The main difficulty here is the meaning of ψύχη, a word that does not mean “character.”  Haemon later uses ψυχή to describe part of the personality: some people claim to be superior in “thought, language and spirit” (φρονεῖν. . . γλῶσσαν… ψυχήν, 708), but are found to be empty when they are “opened up.”  In these two passages, the ψυχή is subject to being tested and a person can be found not to have one.  Antigone makes this latter point directly when she tells Ismene that her ψυχή has been dead for a long time (559).  The guard personifies the ψυχή twice.  First, he says that his ψυχή told him that he was risking his life coming before Creon (227), the only speaking psyche in Sophocles.  Then, near the end of his scene, the guard asks if his story has “bitten” Creon in his ears or in his ψυχή (317). Finally, the chorus observe a passionate psyche in Antigone, referring to her “storms of spirit” (ψυχῆς ῥιπαί, 930).  


The word ψυχή appears seven times in the Electra; two of the instances are especially striking: Clytemnestra personifies her ψυχή when she says that Orestes was “born of my psyche (775), and a few lines later that Electra has drunk “the unmixed blood of my psyche” (786).


The ψυχή is given realistic characteristics and is personified in the other plays.  In Ajax, for instance, Odysseus tells Agamemnon, “I do not approve of a hard psyche” (1361), and in Trachiniai, Heracles similarly addresses his “hard psyche” (1260).  Furthermore, he asks it to provide him with a bit to stop his cries.  Oedipus says that “my psyche moans for the city and for me and for the whole city” (OT, 65), and he also tells Jocasta that his “psyche wanders” after hearing her account of the murder of Laius (OT, 727).  Philoctetes describes Odysseus as a ψυχή that can see:  “your evil psyche, always looking through the recesses, has taught him, immature and unwilling as he is, to be wise in evil” (Ph. 1014).


Sophocles uses the word ψύχη to depict an internal abstraction that is an independent agent in a non-unitary self, highly personalized at times, and always vulnerable.  The cumulative result is to draw our attention to the psychic interior.  There we will find, perhaps, that it is not what the Sophoclean hero does, so much as it is who he or she is, that matters.
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