Sostratos' Persuasive Development in Menander's Dyskolos
Studies of Menander's Dyskolos often address the character of Sostratos, the play's rich young lover. The two dominant readings of his character, however, could hardly be further apart. According to the majority view (Arnott 1968, Zagagi 1979, Brown 1992, Haegemans 2001), Sostratos is extremely ineffective and is shown throughout the play to be a helpless failure. The minority view (Post 1960, Jäkel 1979), on the other hand, paints Sostratos as a hero, and even argues that he combines the best characteristics of Achilles and Odysseus. This paper presents a new reading of Sostratos and centers him between these two extremes. By focusing on Sostratos' ability to persuade others, this study demonstrates that he is neither an ineffective failure nor a flawless hero. Rather, Sostratos appears to be a work in progress, an imperfect young man starting to believe in himself and his abilities, as shown by his gradually increasing successes in his persuasive encounters.


In act one, Sostratos shudders at the prospect of a face-to-face encounter with the misanthropic Knemon. After trying fruitlessly to rely on his ancillaries for help, Sostratos diagnoses his own weakness: because he is always unpersuasive in conversation (145-146: ἀπίθανος τις εἴμ᾽ἀεὶ / ἐν τῶι λαλεῖν), he cannot speak with Knemon on his own. This self-characterization would seem to support those who hold that Sostratos is essentially helpless, yet careful attention to his diachronic persuasiveness reveals that he is less and less ἀπίθανος as the play unfolds. In act two, Gorgias accuses Sostratos of attempted seduction, but Sostratos defends himself and Gorgias admits that he is persuaded (317: μεταπείθεις) and has been won over. In act three, Sostratos recognizes that his toil in the fields has not yielded the results he had hoped for, but rather than being wholly helpless to address the situation, he contrives a plan to make Gorgias more useful, and persuades him — against his will — to share in his mother's sacrifice at Pan's shrine (611-617). After he has been made the kyrios of Sostratos' love-interest in act four, Gorgias acknowledges that he has been persuaded by none other than Sostratos to offer him the girl's hand in marriage (763: ὡς δίκαιόν ἐστι πεισθείς). Sostratos' confidence continues to grow, and Kallipides, despite his reservations, is persuaded by his son to offer Gorgias his own daughter (818: συμπέπεισμαι πάντα σοι).  


Yet amid the revelation of his persuasive ability, Sostratos' character is still believable. Menander has paired the young man's burgeoning successes with moments of diffidence. Thus, in act one, Sostratos fails to speak to Knemon when given the chance, in act two he hopes, at least at first, to follow Gorgias' instructions and obey rather than lead himself (370: ἕτοιμος πάντα πειθαρχεῖν), and in act five he needs Kallipides' aid in finally persuading Gorgias to accept his sister's hand in marriage. This mix of victories and insecurities suits neither a helpless failure nor an epic hero: Sostratos is shown rather to be a young man learning to become more confident in himself and his persuasive abilities. In act five, Sostratos' injunction to Gorgias to persuade Knemon to join their festivities (855: σύμπεισον αὐτόν) drives the theme home and demonstrates how far Sostratos has come from being ἀπίθανος in act one.
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