Oedipus Rex, Memento, and Sophism:  a “Pragmatics” Reading
“You don’t know who you are … maybe it’s time you started investigating yourself,” says Teddy to Leonard in the critically acclaimed film Memento (Nolan, 2000).  Indeed, Leonard suffers from anterograde amnesia and does not know that he himself is the culprit he seeks to punish for killing his wife.  These multiple and paradoxical roles of Leonard as criminal, detective, and avenger correspond to those of Oedipus in Oedipus Rex.  Additional associations between the two works that concern epistemological and ontological uncertainty include the following.  Both Oedipus and Leonard commit crimes unintentionally and in response to information they misinterpret, overestimate their own cognitive skills, ignore the warnings and advice of others concerning reality, and, at various stages, deny or are ignorant of their true identities.  What accounts for these associations?  

I will suggest in the first part of my paper that Oedipus Rex and Memento, while separated by two and a half millennia, share a common sophistic influence.  Second, evidence of this influence (in addition to the superficial associations indicated above) includes the employment by both works of the theme of linguistic indeterminacy, by which I mean speech acts that fail to transmit accurate meaning and/or the intended meaning.  We will view this theme through the lens of “pragmatics,” a field of speech act theory pioneered especially by H. P. Grice.  I use pragmatics for the sake of interpretive convenience and do not mean to ascribe sophistic relativism to speech act theory.  My paper hopes to appeal to classicists interested in using Memento to teach Oedipus Rex, while also providing a more exact understanding of how miscommunications occur in both works.

“Postmodern” philosophies that have influenced Memento and other films of Christopher Nolan (Galego and his Works Cited) collectively iterate the predominantly sophistic emphasis on epistemological and ontological uncertainty (Guthrie esp. 218-19) that circulated in Athens, starting in the 440s BCE and leading up to the premiere of Oedipus Rex in approximately 425 (Mitchell-Boyask 55-66).  

The theme of linguistic indeterminacy in our two works will be viewed with reference to four “conversational maxims” of pragmatics as postulated by Grice (722-24).   These maxims specify how to cooperate in response to a question: the quantity, quality (truthfulness), relevance, and manner (e.g., clarity, brevity, etc.) of information provided.  When a speaker or writer flouts one or more of the four conversational maxims, communication can still occur through “conversational implicature” (Grice 720-22).  For example, George asks Fred, “Did Mary watch Chinatown?”  Fred answers, “She had a lot of homework.”  Fred violates the maxims of relevance and quantity, and yet “implicates” that Mary did not watch Chinatown because she studied.  For implicature to occur, the speakers must share certain understandings.  In the preceding discourse, George and Fred must share the understanding that Mary puts her studies first.  Such an understanding is typically called a “schema” (Yule 147).

When confronted at various points with the truth about his past, in his communications (tattoos, photographs, etc.) with himself Leonard violates all four conversational maxims.  In the process, he also implicates meaning to himself:  “I did not kill my wife, John or James G. killed her.”  In Oedipus Rex, the response of the oracle at Delphi (“you will kill your father and sleep with your mother”) to Oedipus’ question (“who are my parents?”) violates the maxims of relevance and quantity.  Yet the oracle, as it plays on real-life oracular obscurity, attempts to cooperate with Oedipus on a secondary level by implicating meaning: “It does not matter who your parents are, you will invariably kill your father and sleep with your mother.”  But Oedipus misapprehends the oracle’s apodictic words as a result of not only the very human urge to circumvent a terrible fate but also disparate schemata.  The “belief-system” schema of the oracle reflects the theocentrism (as imagined by the author) of the Bronze Age in which the play is set.  The “belief system” schema of Oedipus, on the other hand, partially reflects the anthropocentrism of certain elements of Sophocles’ world (Knox 136-44 and others).  While not actually rejecting the prophecy, Oedipus understands it conditionally rather than categorically: “The prophecy will come true unless (not regardless of whether) I take preventative measures.”    
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