Pity in Action:  the Tragedy of Oedipus


In Sophocles' Oedipus Tyrannus, the pity that motivates its eponymous character to save the city of Thebes proves to be the very emotion that brings Oedipus to his self-recognition. When the Herdsman responds to Oedipus' final question of why he handed the infant Oedipus to the Corinthian, he notes immediately that it was out of pity, Οι. πῶς δῆτ' ἀφῆκας τῷ γέροντι τῷδε σύ;/ Θε. κατοικτίσας, ὦ δέσποθ',…(Oedipus: How then did you come to bring the infant to this elderly man here?/ Herdsman: Out of pity, lord,…, 1177-79) This echoes the same sentiment that Oedipus uses to describe his reaction to suffering Thebes at the opening of the play: δυσάλγητος γὰρ ἂν/ εἴην τοιάνδε μὴ οὐ κατοικτίρων ἕδραν ("For I would be hard of heart not to pity such a show of supplication," 12-13). As κατοικτίρω is a rare term for sympathy in Sophoclean tragedy, its placement in these critical moments of Oedipus' identification deserves more consideration than it has received. Winnington-Ingram acknowledges the central importance of pity to all Sophoclean tragedy (Winnington-Ingram, 1980, p.328) yet he does not speak to the significance of this emotion as the locus of Oedipus' ironic peripateia. Far from being simply "for the audience's benefit" (Dawe, 2006, p.173), the Herdsman's expression of pity prior to one of the most striking examples of anagnorisis in Classical Athenian tragedy highlights the instability and irony of this emotion as the curative force that Oedipus assumes in his opening address. Indeed, the initial expression of pity acquires a sinister undertone as the actions resulting from pity throughout the play prove again and again to be more destructive and ironic than therapeutic. The idea that Oedipus could be the "child of Fortune" (1080) dissolves at the climax of Sophocles' drama not simply because the truth of Oedipus' parentage comes to light but because his own brand of pity gave him life as an infant and subsequently destroyed him. Oedipus then finally proves to be the object and child of Pity, an emotion far worse than envy for a king (Pindar, Pyth. 1.85). This talk will show how the moment of self-recognition is anticipated by the previous occasions of pity in the Oedipus Tyrannus and how this must affect our reading of the play.
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