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Xenophanes’ Theory of Knowledge and Sophocles’ Oedipus the King
I
The Lessons of the Oedipus
Sophocles’ Oedipus the King is, no doubt among other things, an extended meditation on the limits of human intelligence, or more precisely, on how a man renowned for his great intellect failed to discover the most important truths about himself. When we first encounter him, Oedipus is a searcher, inquirer, and problem solver of the first rank. As he boasted to the seer Tiresias:

I put a stop to the Sphinx. I hit the mark by native intelligence (gnômêi), 

not by what I learned from birds. (397-98)
 

Oidipous’ name (meaning “swollen foot”) derived from a disfiguring injury, but also echoed his pride in having solved the riddle of the Sphinx—oide pous (meaning “he knows [the enigma of the] foot”).
 Yet despite this sterling achievement, Oedipus’ intelligence ultimately failed him. He was forced to accept that he was the source of the pollution afflicting the city of Thebes, for he had killed his father, married his mother, and incestuously sired four children. And if, in effect, the smartest man in all Thebes could fall victim to so dreadful a fate, how could any lesser mortal expect to escape similar disasters? The poets of archaic Greece had already answered that question: “Mortals think vain things, knowing nothing,” declared Theognis, “while the gods accomplish all to their intentions” (141-42).

One could argue, however, that Sophocles also intended for his audiences to take away a second, narrower lesson: namely, that seers or prophets such as Tiresias have a surer claim on the truth than do those who, like Oedipus, rely on their own powers of investigation and discovery. Understood in this way, the Oedipus has been regarded as a defense of prophecy and a reaction against the cultural phenomenon known as “the 5th-century Enlightenment.” In what follows I offer some support for this reading of the Oedipus, but argue that one significant but overlooked contributor to the cultural scene was the outspoken early critic of Greek popular religion, Xenophanes of Colophon.

II
Ways of Knowing in the Oedipus
As the story of the Oedipus unfolds we are presented with a running contrast between two different approaches to ascertaining the truth. The first, exemplified by Oedipus, takes the form of an energetic search for the truth through the assembling of evidence, cross-examination of witnesses, and reflection on the implications of the information acquired through these efforts. The other approach, exemplified by the seer Tiresias, consists in tapping into divine sources of wisdom—specifically, learning the truth from Apollo’s oracle at Delphi, hence ultimately from Zeus himself. 

Oedipus speaks in the language of personal investigation (6-7), when he explains to the suppliants that because he thinks it wrong to hear about such matters from the reports of others (par’ aggelôn…allôn akouein), he has come to meet with them himself (autos hôd’ elêlutha). In his opening remarks, the priest similarly observes that Oedipus can see (horas) the ages of the suppliants (15) and see for himself (kautos eisorais) that his city is beset by storms of destruction (27-30). He then calls upon Oedipus as “the mightiest man” to devise some protection for the city, drawing on either human or supernatural resources:

…whether your knowledge (oistha) comes from hearing a message from a god or from a man, perhaps; for I see (horô) that the setting together of counsels is most effective for those who have experience (empeirousi). (43-45)

Oedipus signals his ‘can do’ attitude when he announces to the assembled suppliants that he is “willing to render every kind of aid” (11-12). He will later urge the citizens to assemble, “knowing that I shall take every measure” (144-45) and assuring them that he will “go to every length in searching (zêtôn) for the author of the murder” (265-66). As Oedipus assures the suppliants that he understands their plight and is actively seeking to solve their problem, he asserts:

…I know, I am not ignorant (gnôta kouk’ agnôta) of the desires with which you have come; yes, I know that (eu gar oid’ hoti) you are all sick…and so you are not waking me from sleep, but know that I traveled to this decision over many wandering roads of thought (pollas d’ hodous elthonta phrontida planois). The one remedy, which by careful investigation I could find, this I did (eu skopôn heuriskon iasin monên tautên epraxa). (58-60, 65-68)

The leader of the chorus, however, proposes that the citizens turn instead to the blind seer Teiresias whose vision is of a superior kind:

I know that he whose sight (hôronta) is closest to that of the lord Phoebus [Apollo] is the lord Tiresias; if one made inquiry (skopôn) of him, my lord, one might best learn the truth (ekmathoi saphestata). (284-86)

Even here, Oedipus claims to have taken appropriate action by having sent for Tiresias (287) and insists that: “I will search out every word” (skôpô logon, 291). Even when the terrible truth begins to dawn on him, Oedipus remains stubbornly committed to the search: “You will never persuade me not to find out the sure truth (ekmathein saphôs)” (1065).


Tiresias’ arrival raises the question of the credibility of prophecy, as the chorus declares:


They bring him on at last, the seer, the man of god.

The truth lives inside him, him alone, (talêthes empephuken anthrôpôn monôi, (337-40)

At least initially, Oedipus is prepared to grant Tiresias’ claim to wisdom, acknowledging the possibility of exceptional powers of cognition:

…even though you cannot see, you know (mê blepeis, phroneis d’ homôs) the nature of the sickness that besets the city…Well do not grudge the use of a message from the birds or any other road of prophecy that you possess (allên mantikês echeis hodon, 303-3, 310-11)

But when Tiresias declines to say what he knows, an infuriated Oedipus accuses him of sharing in the evil deed that spawned the city’s sickness, and repudiates Tiresias’ claim to expertise:

You are without the truth, since you are blind in your ears, in your mind, and in your eyes (tuphlos ta t’ ôta ton te noun ta t’ ommat’ ei, 370-71).

Jocasta will later echo Oedipus’ rejection of the seer’s claim:

…listen to me and learn that nothing that is mortal is possessed of the prophetic art (mantikês…technês, 708-10)

O prophecies of the gods (theôn manteumata) where are you? Oedipus long avoided this man for fear of killing him, and now he has died a natural death, not at Oedipus’ hands. (946-9)

However, when Jocasta mentions that the oracle that once came to Laius predicted that his son would kill him at a place where three roads meet, Oedipus begins to realize his folly: “I have grievous misgivings that the prophet may have sight (mê blepôn ho mantis hêi, 747).” Thus, despite the chorus’s uncertainty and Jocasta’s skepticism, the outcome of Oedipus’ search is, as Knox put it, “a terrible vindication of the truth of prophecy.” And it is equally clear that Oedipus’ faith in his powers of investigation was misplaced.
 As Sophocles elsewhere warned (fragment 919):

You could not fathom the ways of god (ta theia), if the gods conceal them, 

not even if you went out and examined everything  (all’ ou gar an ta theia kruptontôn theôn mathois an, oud’ ei pant’ epexelthois skopôn).

III
The Oedipus, the Ionian Scientific Tradition, and Xenophanes
Some students of the Oedipus hold, plausibly, that in his depiction of Tiresias as a reliable source of truth Sophocles was reacting against a growing contemporary skepticism concerning the claims to expertise made by seers and oracles. Among the skeptical thinkers identified in this connection are the sophists Protagoras and Antiphon, the historians Herodotus and Thucydides, the author of the Hippocratic treatise On Ancient Medicine, and the statesman Pericles.
  Characters in plays by Euripides and Aristophanes also occasionally voice skeptical doubts. But one could argue that in depicting Tiresias as a reliable source of truth Sophocles was taking up a stance against the whole tradition of scientific inquiry stretching back to the pioneering scientist-philosophers of 6th-century Miletus.
 As Nilsson has described the dynamics at work here:

The real clash [between religion and philosophy] took place between that part of religion which interfered most in practical life and with which everyone came into contact every day, namely the art of foretelling the future, and the attempts of natural philosophy to give physical explanations of celestial and atmospheric phenomena, or portents, and other events. Such explanations undermined the belief in the art of the seers and made it superfluous. For if these phenomena were to be explained in a natural way, the art of the seers came to naught. Belief in the oracles was also weakened. (136)

After all, in accepting the legitimacy of the techniques of divination and prophetic speech one would be committing oneself to the proposition that any natural occurrence—thunder, lightning, rain, rainbows, eclipses, shooting stars, the flights and sounds of birds, animal entrails, etc.—can be manipulated by the gods so as to serve as an indicator of their will. And this would imply that any causal connection can be put in abeyance at the behest of a deity. Embracing the validity of prophecy and divination, in other words, entails rejecting an assumption shared by all the early inquirers into nature, namely that events in nature occur, in Anaximander’s words, kata to chreôn, “in accordance with necessity.”

Among all the early contributors to the Ionian scientific tradition one individual stands out from the others in virtue of the strength of his criticism of popular religion: the late-6th and early-5th century rhapsode, Xenophanes of Colophon.
 In many respects Xenophanes was just the sort of revolutionary thinker whose teachings would have sparked a negative response from the more conservative segment of Athenian society. Xenophanes was, so far as we know, the first person to deny that any mortal man could rise above the herd to achieve knowledge of the clear and certain truth:

…and of course the clear and certain truth (to saphes) no man has seen

nor will there be anyone who knows about the gods and what I say about all things.

For even if, in the best case, one happened to speak of what is brought to fulfillment,

still he himself would not know. But opinion is allotted to all. (B 34)

Since B 34 opens with the phrase “and of course…” it is unlikely that we have the whole of Xenophanes’ remark or all the premises from which he intended his conclusion to follow. But we have two helpful clues. First, one ancient source (Arius Didymus in A 24) explained that Xenophanes held that “god knows the truth, while opinion is allotted to all (men)”, thereby suggesting that the negative conclusion drawn in B 34 stemmed from constraints inherent in our human existence. Second, at several points in his History Herodotus will speak of what is saphes, or what can be known in a sapheôs manner, as what can be confirmed to be the case on the basis of first-hand observation:

And wishing to gain sure knowledge of these things (thelôn de toutôn peri saphes ti eidenai) from a point where this was possible, I took ship to Tyre in Phoenicia, where I heard there was a very holy temple of Heracles. There I saw it (eidon) richly equipped… Then I went to Thasos where I also found a temple of Heracles…Therefore what I have discovered by inquiry clearly shows (ta men nun historêmena dêloi sapheôs) that Heracles is an ancient god. (History II, 44)

Since the gods inhabited a realm far removed from that of mortals, it would be natural for Xenophanes to conclude that no account of the divine nature could possibly be confirmed on the basis of anyone’s first-hand observations, hence known for certain to be correct. And since the pioneering cosmological accounts put forward by his Ionian predecessors held that a single material substance underlay phenomena in all places and at all times it would be equally impossible for any human being to confirm such universal claims on the basis of first-hand observation, hence know for certain that they were true.  So while Xenophanes might have conceded there was such a thing as knowledge of to saphes concerning some (observable) matters, on these two topics he denied that any mortal being either had achieved or ever would achieve knowledge of the clear and sure truth.

The sentiments Xenophanes expressed in lines three and four reinforce his conclusion in ways that specifically challenge prophecy as a means for bridging the epistemic divide. He asserts that no one (moreover) should be credited with knowledge (of the sure truth concerning the gods or the nature of all things) on the basis of being able to accurately predict events as they take place—“even if one man should succeed more than others in speaking of what is brought to fulfillment.” This is a clear reference to seers or prophets who typically claimed to be able to speak truly of what is or has been brought to pass (tetelesmenon eipôn).
 According to both Cicero and Aëtius, Xenophanes was the only ancient thinker who “did away with divination (mantikê) in its entirety” (A 52), which would cover a wide range of prophetic activities. And in the famous B18 Xenophanes explicitly endorsed inquiry or “seeking” as a superior alternative to relying on divine revelation: “Not from the outset did the gods reveal (hupedeixan) all things to mortals, / But as they seek (dzetountes), in time they discover (a) better” (B 18). So Xenophanes linked his pessimism concerning knowledge relating to matters lying beyond direct experience with an explicit rejection of the power of prophecy Sophocles credits to Tiresias.

We also have evidence of Xenophanes’ endorsement of the form of personal inquiry known as historia phuseôs (“inquiry into nature”), the search for explanations of natural phenomena through travel and direct observation.
 These include his mention of differing conceptions of the gods held by the Ethiopians and Thracians (B16); reports of fossilized remains of sea creatures in different parts of the Mediterranean region (A 33); differing burial customs in Egypt (A 13); erupting volcanoes in Sicily (B 21a and A 48); his ninety-five years of travel “throughout the land of Greece” (B 8); and his explanations of the sun, moon, stars, comets, meteors, lightning, eclipses, rainbow, and St. Elmo’s fire—all phenomena traditionally regarded as portents (B 32, A 32, 38, 39, 40, 41, 41a, 44, and 45). In short, Xenophanes repudiated prophecy and divination while endorsing the search for truth through personal travel and observation—two views precisely opposed to those endorsed in the Oedipus.

But were Xenophanes’ philosophical teachings known in 5th-century Athens? Although he tells us in B 8 that he traveled ‘’throughout the Greek land,” we have no basis for placing Xenophanes in Athens at any point during his long life.
 He has, however, been credited with inspiring the conception of the divine found in Aeschylus’ Suppliants, first performed in Athens around 470 BC, roughly half a century prior to the first performance of the Oedipus.
 In his Heracles (1341), Sophocles’ exact contemporary Euripides echoed Xenophanes’ criticism of the tales poets tell about the gods
, and in the Autolycus he echoed Xenophanes’ criticism of the honors awarded to victorious athletes.
 Moreover, in Euripides’ Helen, the messenger, followed by the chorus, expresses a negative view of prophecy:

Then why do we consult prophets (ta manteôn)? We ought to sacrifice to the gods and ask a blessing, but leave the voices of birds (pterôtôn phthegmata) alone, for this was invented as bait for a livelihood, and no man grows rich by sacrifices if he is idle. But sound judgment and discernment are the best of seers. (744-45)

At one point the author of the Hippocratic treatise On Ancient Medicine (which dates from the second half of the 5th century
) expresses doubts about theoretical approaches to medicine that closely follow Xenophanes’ pessimistic remarks.
 In the course of criticizing those who claim that the medical inquirer must use ‘postulates’ or cosmological theories, in order to achieve good results, the writer declares:

Wherefore I have deemed that [medicine] has no need of an empty postulate, as do insoluble mysteries, about which any exponent must use a postulate, for example, things in the sky or below the earth. If a man were to judge and declare the state of these, neither to the speaker himself nor to his audience would it be clear whether his statements were true or not. For there is no test the application of which would give certainty (eidenai to saphes). (On Ancient Medicine, 1.20–27, Jones trans.)

The writer has no objection to the use of cosmological hypotheses per se; indeed, he assigns them some value when one is dealing with matters “above the heavens and below the earth.” But when one conducts inquiries into non-evident matters, where the use of hypotheses is required, there can be no saphes knowing either for the person himself (cf. Xenophanes “he himself”—autos) or for those in his audience. The fact that the writer provides no additional argument in support of this claim suggests that the thesis that without some means of confirmation there can be no sure knowledge of the truth had become a philosophical commonplace. So we have good reason to believe that some aspects of Xenophanes’ philosophical thought, most notably his pessimistic assessment of the prospects for knowledge concerning divine beings and operations, had become part of “the 5th-century enlightenment.”

When in the first stasimon of the Oedipus (463-511), the chorus expresses its reluctance to accept Tiresias’ terrible prophecy it does so in ways reminiscent of Xenophanes’ reflections on the limits of knowledge. First, the chorus links its inability to decide the question of Oedipus’ guilt with its limited view of events past and present:

Grievous, grievous is the trouble caused me by the skilled interpreter of omens (sophos oiônothetas); I neither believe it nor deny it, but I cannot tell what to say, and fly on the wings of hope, seeing (horôn) neither the present nor the past. 

It then expresses doubt concerning the prophets’ claims to gain a share in divine wisdom based on its sense of the divide between gods and men
—even when some do better than others in their prophecies:

Well, Zeus and Apollo are wise and know the affairs of mortals; but when it comes to men, one cannot tell for sure that a prophet carries more weight than I (pleon ê ‘gô pheretai)
; a man may surpass one kind of skill by means of another (sophiai d’ an sophian parameipseien anêr).

The chorus then declares its unwillingness to render a verdict against Oedipus until the truth of the seer’s words has been confirmed: “But never until I see the saying made good (idoim’ orthon epos), shall I assent to those that find fault with him…”
 Thus in its response to the charges leveled against Oedipus the chorus makes three points: (1) gods have knowledge while mortals deal only in conjecture; (2) it is one thing to make a true assertion and another to have it confirmed by experience; and (3) no mortal being knows the sure truth even though one may do better than another in making predictions. In so far as events confirm the truth of Tiresias’ indictment we cannot suppose that the chorus expresses Sophocles’ personal convictions. We also cannot say whether Sophocles had direct knowledge of Xenophanes’ teachings or whether they were just part the mix of philosophical ideas circulating in Athens during the second half of the century. But it is clear that when the chorus expresses its reluctance to accept the charges against Oedipus it does so on the basis of epistemological principles introduced into Greek thought by Xenophanes of Colophon.
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�  I follow the translation by Hugh Lloyd-Jones in his Sophocles (1994), with occasional departures. The phrase “learned from birds” refers to one form of the ancient art of divination (mantikê), which consisted in finding meaning in the cries or movements of birds. Sophocles speaks of Tiresias as a mantis: “a seer, one skilled in the art of mantikê,” and at Oedipus 484 as an oiônothetês: “an interpreter of birds.” The seers of the Homeric poems found significance in the position of birds (over the left or right hand side of the army), but in the Antigone (999-1004) Tiresias claims to find meaning in the birds’ frenzied cries.


� Solving the riddle posed by the sphinx required knowing “what walks on four feet in the morning, two feet at midday, and three feet in the evening.” Jebb notes that Oedipus 397 is another play on Oedipus’ name: ho mêden eidôs Oidipous: “the [supposedly] know-nothing Oedipus.”


� Kane (1975) has shown the extent to which Oedipus and Jocasta attempt to reason their way to the truth, and fail in that attempt: “In effect, the characters set themselves up as prophets in competition with the professional seers, whose technê they scorn. In place of "inspiration" and bird signs, their predictions are based on gnômê…Needless to say, the play demonstrates the futility of this method…” (208). 


� See especially the accounts given by Knox (1957) and Segal (1993).


� This is not a novel idea. Segal (1993) observes that; “…rationalistic speculation, characteristic of Greek philosophy in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C., naturally aroused suspicion among the more conservative Athenians, as it challenged the traditional anthropomorphic divinities of the Greek pantheon…Greek tragedy, and particularly Sophoclean tragedy, is a kind of dialogue between the older [religious] and newer [scientific] ways of looking at the world” (pp. 5, 8). Two attempts have been made to link the Oedipus with Presocratic thought: Champlin (1969) claimed to have detected Parmenidean echoes, and Arp (2006) explored connections between various Presocratic thinkers and Sophocles, but she did not consider the possibility of Xenophanes’ connection with the Oedipus. In his discussion of the Oedipus (2006) Patrick Lee Miller properly includes Xenophanes among those early thinkers who “began to seek wisdom without deference to gods, their priests, or ancestral tradition.”


� See the account given in Vlastos (1975), especially Chapter 1 (“The Greeks Discover the Cosmos”).


� Xenophanes appears to have been born in 570, but the date of his death is unknown. He is, however, reported to have resided for some time in the court of Hieron who reigned from 478 to 467 BC.


� I follow the Greek texts given in the A (testimonia) and B (fragmenta) sections of Diels 1952.


� In the Homeric poems speaking of what is tetelesmenon is the standard way in which one predicts an event (cf. Il. I, 212: “For this will I speak and verily it shall be brought to pass (to de kai tetelesmenon estai). For additional examples, see the discussion in Lesher 1978.


� At Phaedo 97b Plato uses this phrase to refer to the range of inquiries carried out by early thinkers. 


� We do have the testimony of Diogenes Laertius (Lives 9.18) that Xenophanes was a student of Boton and Archelaus of Athens, but, as Diels suggested, this identification might rest on a confusion of Xenophanes with Xenophon.


� Cf. Suppliants 100: “…all that is wrought by divine powers is free from toil. Seated on his holy throne, unmoved, in mysterious ways he accomplishes his will” with Xenophanes’ view (in B 25 and 26) of a god who “remains unmoved” and “without toil accomplishes all things by the will of his mind.”


� Cf. “For my part, I do not believe that the gods indulge in unholy unions; and as for putting bonds on hands, I have never thought that worthy of belief, nor will I now be so persuaded, nor again that one god is naturally lord and master of another. For the deity, if he be really such, has no wants; these are miserable tales of the poets” (Heracles 1344-45) with the testimony of Pseudo-Plutarch (A 32): “[Xenophanes] declares also that there is no one of the gods in single command over them, for it would be impious for any of the gods to be mastered; and not one is in any way in need of any of them.”


� Cf. Xenophanes’ criticism of the awarding of honors to victorious athletes and neglect of their wise counselors (B 2) with Euripides’ “I also fault the Greeks, who hold an assembly for the sake of such as these, pay them the honor of the useless pleasures of a feast. For what aid to his native city des some give who wins a crown…No I think we ought to crown wise and good men with leafy crowns, him also who leads the city by being wise and just…”


� See the discussion in Schiefsky 2006, 63-64. Schiefsky denies that there are identifiable lines of influence from specific earlier thinkers and places OAM in the general mix of sophistic/scientific debates characteristic of late 5th-century Athens.


� Cf. Schiefsky 2006: “As commentators have noted, the wording of section 1.3 [of OAM] bears a striking resemblance to a fragment of Xenophanes (DK 21B 34), a text which emphasizes the idea that one may hit upon the truth in discussing certain subjects but be unable to know whether one has done so” (119). A contrast between divine certainty and mortal conjecture also appears in Alcmaeon B 1.


�  Kamerbeek comments: “The contrast between divine and human knowledge explains their skepticism as to the truth of Teiresias’ words, based on their faith in Oedipus” (120).


� Jebb glosses pleon ê ‘gô pheretai as “achieves a better result—deserves to be ranked above me.” Similarly Kamerbeek: “pheretai: ‘carry off as a prize’ (parameipseien 503 is suggestive of the same imagery), ‘win’, ‘achieve’” (121).


� Jebb comments about orthon (ad 506) that: “…the notion is not ‘upright’, established, but ‘straight’, i.e. justified by proof, as by the application of a rule.” The same idea is implied in the earlier references to a required test (basanôi, 493) and ‘true basis for judgment’ (krisis…alêthês, 501).


�  I am grateful to Patrick Lee Miller and Eleanor Rutledge for helpful comments on any earlier version of this paper. I have also profited from discussions of this topic with students in CMPL/PHIL 482: Philosophy and Literature, especially Tim Becker, Caroline Reilly, Amanda Kubic, and Erik Maloney.





