
 

 

Who Named Me? Identity and Status in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus 

 Much has been written about Oedipus’ paradoxical identity; but one aspect that has 

been relatively neglected is the social dimension to the play’s construction of his identity. 

This paper considers the social implications of the uncertainty surrounding Oedipus’ identity.  

It seeks to demonstrate that, at a number of key points in the play, Oedipus’ words reflect an 

awareness of the stigma attached to those without a proven pedigree at the same time as they 

seek to neutralize its effect on public perception. 

   The paper begins by laying out the various possibilities that the play entertains as to 

Oedipus’ identity, each of which proves false: that he is the biological son of Polybus and 

Merope, citizen parents; that he is their supposititious son; that he is the descendant of slaves; 

that he is the son of divine parents. It contrasts Oedipus’ sanguine matrilineal formulation of 

his own identity (1062-3, 1080-5) with the fanciful patrilineal genealogy that the chorus 

posits (1098-1109). It interprets Oedipus’ famous speech at 1076-85, in which he declares 

himself a ‘child of Tyche’, within its dramatic context as a response to the news that Oedipus 

is a foundling, and teases out the social implications of this revelation. 

 The paper also fleshes out the implications of three other details whose significance 

has not been recognized. First, Jocasta specifies (717-9) that Laius cast out his infant son by 

the hands of others within three days of his birth — to an Athenian audience, a clear 

indication that he refused to acknowledge paternity and that the neonate was exposed before 

the ceremonies of the Amphidromia and the dekate which constituted the first occasion at 

which a child’s legitimacy was publicly recognized (cf. Hamilton 1984, Boegehold 1994, 

Scafuro 1994, Ebbott 2003). Then, in his cross-questioning of the messenger, Oedipus asks 

two questions with potentially far-reaching implications for his own social status. The first is 

at 1021, where Oedipus asks: ἀλλ᾿ ἀντὶ τοῦ δὴ παῖδα μ᾿ ὠνομάζετο; (Then why on earth did 

he call me his son?). The second is at 1037, where Oedipus asks with great urgency: ὦ πρὸς 



 

 

θεῶν, πρὸς μητρός, ἢ πατρός; φράσον. (By the gods, from my mother or from my father?). 

Most commentators (most recently Dawe 2006 ad loc.) have construed this question in 

reference to the piercing of Oedipus’ ankles, but it follows more naturally from the 

messenger’s reference to Oedipus’ naming in the previous line (1036). The question is of 

great consequence given Greek naming practices and the importance of naming in the process 

of legitimization (cf. Ogden 1996, Levin 1997).  
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