Logos and Ergon In and Out of Athens in Late Sophoclean Tragedy

The ever-present opposition in Greek, and especially Athenian, thought between appearance and reality, expressed in the fundamental contrast between logos and ergon is well known. This basic opposition has multiple analogues in Athenian thought: persuasion versus violence; intelligence versus physical prowess; appearance versus actuality and so on.  In the highly idealised portrayal of Athens that funeral speeches, tragedy and some oratory present, it is frequently claimed that Athens is the only place able to combine elements traditionally opposed to one another  - including logos and ergon (e.g. Isoc. 10.21) - and that this unique ability for combining opposites creates a uniquely effective city, superior to all others in Greece. 

Sophocles’ Philoctetes and Oedipus at Colonus share a number of common themes, above all, that of a damaged and angry protagonist, at odds with his former society, who must find some form of reintegration. In this paper, I will argue that the logos-ergon opposition is played out in multiple ways in these plays, and that the Athenian setting of Oedipus at Colonus enables a combination of the two that makes for a more successful outcome than that which takes place in the Philoctetes, set neither in Athens, or even in a polis at all. 

At the start of the play, Neoptolemus has not yet learned how to integrate word and deed: physically, he is in his prime, but mentally and verbally he is subordinate to Odysseus and his demands to deceive. By the end of the play, he has gained independence from Odysseus and he attempts to cajole Philoctetes into coming to Troy willingly, so that inner and outer, word and deed, are in harmony as he offers him physical proof of his words through the return of the bow. However, he has been fatally compromised by earlier events in the play, and human agency will not be sufficient to reintegrate the angry hero. Logoi must be united with erga, as Neoptolemus comes to realise, but Philoctetes’ experiences with others’ inability to integrate logos and ergon have soured him: early in the play he complains that people pity him with mere words, but do nothing to rescue him from his misery (307) and his betrayal by Neoptolemus embitters him to a point from which he cannot return in spite of Neoptolemus’ attempts.

In 458 BCE, Athena’s patient persuasion moved the Erinyes out of their intransigence and towards a new incarnation as Eumenides. By 409, it is the persuader, not the persuaded, who must yield, as Philoctetes’ intransigence forces Neoptolemus agree to leave Lemnos with him, quite against what has been fated. Neoptolemus cannot bring logos and ergon back in harmony for Philoctetes and remains slightly compromised. Only the divine Heracles combines the two effectively. He persuades Philoctetes, promising him his former heroic life with a credibility that Neoptolemus cannot match, but also exerts something of the force of Zeus through his status as Zeus’ son. Word and deed do in fact come together finally in the Philoctetes, but the nearly disastrous outcome of this play offers a tougher and more complex world than that of the Eumenides. By contrast, Theseus immediately and unquestioningly matches erga to logoi as soon as he meets Oedipus and welcomes him to Athens, retaining the combination throughout the play for the benefit of Oedipus and Athens and the disadvantage of Thebes. So, then, a profoundly Athenian concept, of the unity of logos and ergon is played out in both plays, one with a pleasingly “Athenian” result, the other, more ambiguously. 

