VERBAL ADJECTIVES IN SOPHOCLES:
NECESSITY AND MORALITY

SETH L. SCHEIN

verbal adjective ending in -téog, -téa, -téov as “a frequent form of

speech with Sophocles’ heroes.” This “impersonal expression of neces-
sity,” he says, is “just one of the ways in which these characters express
insistence, refusal, defiance, and other intransigent attitudes, which often
evoke from others, equally, expressions of necessity.”! Williams quotes
Ajax 690, ¢yd yap eip’ xeic” Snot mopeutéov (“Now I am going where my
way must go,” tr. J. Moore) and Trachiniae 1204, 6noia dpoocté’ éotiv
(“What has to be done”)—Heracles’ response to Hyllus’ anguished oipot
ndtep, ti einag; old p’ eipyacar (.. . father, what did you say? What are
you doing to me?” [1203]). He also cites Oedipus’ dpktéov and dxovctéov
(0T 628 and 1170), “I must rule” and “I must hear,” and comments, “There
are many other examples.”?

Some of these were noted thirty years ago by B. Knox in The Heroic
Temper.3 Knox grouped “[t]he use of the verbal adjective” with that “of
the future tenses” and “above all of the tone which brooks no argument”
as “characteristic of the [Sophoclean] hero’s resolve to act.”* He quoted
not only Ajax 690 but also Ajax 470-72, neipd tig {ntntéa / To1dd’ 6e” fig
yépovtt Snhdow matpt / pn tor @iolv Y domhayyvog 8K Keivou yeyd¢
(“Some enterprise must be sought which will show my aged father I am no
cowardly son”) and Ajax 853, GALA” dpktéov 1O mpdyua ovv tdyel Tivi (“I
must begin the work, and fast™), as well as OT 628 and 1170 and Electra
1019-20, aAL" adtodyepi pot povy te dpactéov / tovpyov 168° (“I must do
this deed alone and with my own hand”).

Knox did no more than note the heroes’ use of the verbal adjective, but
Williams makes this same observation the point of departure for an analysis
of the kind of necessity they are expressing through this construction. He
argues convincingly that it is not a matter of a Kantian categorical impera-
tive, involving “the ‘must’ of duty,” nor of Kant’s “hypothetical imperative,

IN HIS RECENT BOOK, Shame and Necessity, B. Williams identifies the

1. B. Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley-Los Angeles-Oxford, 1993), 75.

2. Williams, Shame, p. 193, n. 7.

3. B. M. W. Knox, The Heroic Temper: Studies in Sophoclean Tragedy (Berkeley and Los Angeles,
1964).

4. Knox, Temper, 10.
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involving a ‘must’ that is relative merely to what the agent wants to do, as
when one says, ‘I must go now.”” Rather, Williams shows, the use of the
verbal adjective implies a sense of shame before an “internalized other”
who is “conceived as one whose reaction [the hero] would respect” and
who, “equally, . . . is conceived as someone who would respect those same
reactions if they were appropriately directed to him. . . .” The internalized
other, Williams argues, “can provide the focus of real social expectations,
of how I shall live if I act in one way rather than another, of how my ac-
tions and reactions will alter in my relations to the world about me” (p. 84).
Ajax, Williams says, “is identified with the standards of excellence repre-
sented by his father’s honors. And so he concludes: dAA” 7 kahdg (fv f
Koh@d¢ teBvnkévar / tOv edyeviy xpn [“The noble man should either live
finely or die finely”]. He has no way of living that [his father or] anyone he
respects would respect—which means that he cannot live with any self-
respect. That is what he meant when he said nopgvtéov, that he had to go”
(p. 85). Elsewhere Williams remarks, “The necessity . . . that Ajax recog-
nized was grounded in his own identity, his sense of himself, as someone
who can live in some social circumstances and not others, and what medi-
ated between himself and the world was his sense of shame” (p. 101).

Williams’ explication of the necessity expressed by the verbal adjective
nopevtéov is convincing in its own right and as part of his larger discussion
of “the ethical work that shame did in the ancient world,” of “the ethical
psychology . . . of the archaic Greeks” and “the similarities between the
ways in which shame worked for the Greeks and the ways it works for us,
today” (p. 102). His comment, however, that the verbal adjective is “a fre-
quent form of speech with Sophocles’ heroes,” like Knox’s statement that
“the use of the verbal adjective expresses the heroes’ resolve to act,” is true
only as far as it goes. For of the thirty-five verbal adjectives in the Sopho-
clean corpus, the plays’ heroes speak only eleven. Twenty-four, on the other
hand, are spoken by characters who do not have the intransigent, heroic
identity of Ajax, Oedipus, Heracles, or Electra: fifteen by the “villains”
(Menelaus and Agamemnon in Ajax, Creon in Antigone, Odysseus in Phil-
octetes, Creon in Oedipus Coloneus) and by such morally weak or ambig-
uous figures as Chrysothemis, the Paedagogus, and Orestes in Electra,
Neoptolemus in Philoctetes, and Polynices in Oedipus Coloneus; the other
nine by ethically “neutral” figures, including Tecmessa in Ajax, the Guard
and Teiresias in Antigone, Deianeira in Trachiniae, Teiresias and Creon in
Oedipus Tyrannus, and Theseus in Oedipus Coloneus. The use of the verbal
adjective by such non-heroes suggests that its moral significance in Sopho-
cles is more complicated than one would know from Knox and Williams.
In this paper I shall first briefly survey Sophocles’ use of verbal adjectives.
Then I shall discuss their dramatic and moral significance, with special em-
phasis on Ajax, Electra, and Philoctetes. 1 hope to show how consideration
of verbal adjectives leads one into the central ethical themes and problems
of the plays.’

5. There is little specialized scholarship on verbal adjectives outside of the standard works on Greek
grammar and syntax. The three part study by C. E. Bishop, “The Greek Verbal in -TEO,” AJP 20 (1899):
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In Greek authors through the fifth century, the verbal adjective usually
resembles dvaykmn and related words and the impersonal 8¢i in tending to
refer to or suggest some external, objective constraint or force—including
“causal necessity” or “divine inevitability”—by which something “is nec-
essary.”® By contrast, yp1} and related words normally refer to subjective,
“internally based” needs, requirements, and constraints.” This distinction
begins to break down toward the end of the fifth century, when the pro-
cess begins by which “8¢i ultimately ousted ypr from the spoken lan-
guage. . . "8 The verbal adjective is also used to specify a practical or
immediate need or requirement, if something is to be accomplished. Some-
times it conveys this “practical necessity” at the same time as it suggests an
external, objective constraint or compulsion.’

The verbal adjective really is a distinctive feature of Sophoclean style.
Though rare enough to be noticeable, the thirty-five instances in the seven
plays stand in contrast to only five occurrences in the seven surviving plays
of Aeschylus and fifty-eight in the eighteen extant plays of Euripides.!?
Like other Sophoclean stylistic features, such as resolution and dvtirafn,
verbal adjectives are not evenly distributed among or within the plays.!!
For example, there are eight verbal adjectives in Ajax, seven in Antigone,
and six in Oedipus Tyrannus, but only two in Trachiniae and four each
in Electra, Philoctetes, and Oedipus Coloneus. Occasionally, for reasons
of characterization or thematic emphasis, two verbal adjectives are found
close together in a particular scene, sometimes along with increased reso-
lution and dvtidafn, reflecting dramatic urgency or intensity, characterizing
speakers, or calling attention to particular words, ideas, and values.

1-21, 121-38, 241-53, is vitiated by inaccurate statistical data and other misstatements, and its scattered
conclusions are highly impressionistic. J. H. T. Main, “Verbals in -téog, -téov,” TAPA 26 (1895): xvii—xviii
(Proceedings for July, 1895, no. 7), seems to be based on more accurate data and is interpretatively sugges-
tive. It is, however, only a brief summary of “‘a preliminary report of a study of the verbals in -téoc, -téov,
with particular reference to the Greek tragic poets” (p. xvii). As far as I know, Main never published a fuller
account of this study. A. C. Moorhouse, The Syntax of Sophocles (Leiden, 1982), 171-72, discusses briefly
the personal and impersonal uses of the verbal adjective, and the frequency with which it takes an object or
is used absolutely, but his data seem incomplete and at times he follows Bishop uncritically.

6. dvayxdalov in OC 979 is an interesting exception to the general use of dvdykmn and its cognates to
express objective necessity without any moral connotation.

7. Williams, Shame, p. 184, n. 57.

8. W. S. Barrett, Euripides, “Hippolytos” (Oxford, 1964), 164—65 on v. 41. Cf. G. Redard, Recher-
ches sur ypij, ypficbar- Etude sémantique (Paris, 1953); S. Benardete, “XPH and AEI in Plato and Others,”
Glotta 43 (1965): 285-98.

9. Main “Verbals,” xvii, asserts (but does not demonstrate or argue in detail) that “[t]he verbal de-
notes ‘necessity, but preeminently necessity of an unqualified type; a necessity that is not relative, but one
from which there is no appeal. As compared with 8¢ and yp1 plus the infinitive, it is clearly more distinct
and peremptory, and has an individuality that is much more marked. It may imply moral or logical neces-
sity; it may indicate the necessity of expediency; it may denote the resignation of despair. It is a favorite
construction in passionate appeal, order, threat, or warning.” (Cf. below, p. 306, on the “passionate” use of
the verbal adjective in Plato.)

10. The thirty-five Sophoclean instances are listed in the Appendix to this essay. The Aeschylean ex-
amples occur in Sept. 499, 600; Ag. 847; Cho. 298; PV 523—if PV is by Aeschylus. For Euripidean in-
stances, cf. Cyc. 472, 561; Alc. 739; Med. 791, 1051; Heracl. 259, 730, 975; Hipp. 114, 379, 491, 1182;
Andr. 63; Hec. 394; Supp. 291, 572; El. 262, 491; HF. 173, 294, 711, 1221, 1251, 1357, 1385 bis; IT 105,
111, 118, 121, 468, 620; lon 373, 436, 1260, 1387 bis; Hel. 268, 499, 860, 1387 (905 is interpolated);
Phoen. 265, 395, 712, 1210, 1279; Or. 484, 769, 786; Bacch. 324, 366, 953, 1256; IA 734, 902, 1010,
1016, 1024. In addition, there are two verbal adjectives in the doubtfully Euripidean Rhesus (584, 690). All
these lines are iambic trimeters except Or. 769, 786 and IA 902.

11. Cf. H. D. E Kitto, “Sophocles, Statistics and the Trachiniae,” AJP 40 (1939): 178-93.
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For example, of the eight instances of the verbal adjective in Ajax,
1. 470, 668, 679, 690, and 853 are spoken by the hero, 809 by Tecmessa,
1140 by Menelaus, and 1250 by Agamemnon. Three of Ajax’s verbal ad-
jectives occur within twenty-three lines (668, 679, 690) in his great speech
of deception, and one near the end of his long, final speech (853). These
four lines, addressed to himself in his two last speeches before his suicide,
help to characterize him definitively in his own eyes, just as 1. 470 does in
the estimation of Tecmessa and the Chorus and as all five lines do in the
eyes of an audience or reader.

Similarly, of the seven verbal adjectives in Antigone, two occur in
consecutive lines of the Guard’s speech reporting the first ritual burial of
Polynices’ corpse; they express the burden of necessity that, he says, he and
his fellow Guards felt to inform Creon of what had happened. Five other
verbal adjectives are spoken by Creon (310, 524, 677, 678, 1106): two of
these occur in successive lines of his initial address to Haemon and express
strongly his characteristic obsessions with defending toig xoopovuévorg
and with not being worsted by a woman; one is part of his equally charac-
teristic assumption that the Guard was bribed; one occurs at the end of his
intense stichomythia with Antigone in the second episode, in a sentence that
angrily mocks her obtot cuvéybely, GAAG cop@reiv Epuv (“I was not born
to share in [my brothers’] hatred but in their solidarity,” 523), and also as-
serts his gratuitous refusal to be ruled by a woman; and one occurs as his
will breaks under the threats of Teiresias and he dispiritedly reulizes that
“one must not fight with necessity” (dvaykn 8 ovyi duopayntéov, 1106).

Two of the six instances in Oedipus Tyrannus occur close together in the
mouth of Creon at 1439 and 1443, in similar statements affirming his desire
to learn fully from the oracle “what must be done” with Oedipus (éxpabeiv
i npaxtéov, 1439; éxpabeiv ti dpactéov, 1443). Thes. statements reflect
Creon’s characteristic prudence as opposed to Oedipus’ pattern of acting
first and learning fully only when it is too late.

Finally, two of the four verbal adjectives in Philoctetes, 7| & 630g mopev-
téa and newotéov tade, are spoken by Odysseus in consecutive lines of the
third Episode (993, 994). (The second of these lines also is marked by
avtidaPn, when Odysseus is insisting that Philoctetes must go to Troy in
accordance with the decision of Zeus.) The other two verbal adjectives in
the play also occur relatively close together, in the Prologue. The first ap-
pears in Odysseus’ instruction to Neoptolemus not to lie about his identity
(168 o0yt khentéov, 57) while he “steal[s] the life of Philoctetes with
words” (tfv @loktToL ot 31 / YuyTv Omeg Aoyolotv EKkAEWeLg AéYmv,
54-55). The second occurs when Neoptolemus breaks under Odysseus’ se-
duction, after hearing that he himself can’t sack Troy without the weapons
of Philoctetes or they without him: 8npaté’ obv yiyvor’ dv, einep @8 Eyet
(“They [sc. the weapons] would have to be hunted, if this is so,” 116). This
is apparently the only instance in any classical Greek author with yiyvopat
rather than €ipi as the copula with the verbal adjective, and the only exam-
ple in Sophocles of the verbal adjective with an optative form of the copula.

Because verbal adjectives are so rare, they have a special force wherever
they occur, and especially when they are found in combination with other
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stylistic and metrical features that similarly call special attention to them-
selves and so emphasize particular words or phrases. For instance, in Ajax
690, éyd yap iy’ Ekeic” dmot mopevtéov, and Electra 1019, 6AL" adtdyepi
pot poévn te dpactéov, the iambic trimeter is bisected by a polysyllabic word
ending at position 6, though in Ajax 690 the bisection is perhaps mitigated
by elision and in Electra 1019 by apparent word-end at the normal caesural
position 5 just before the enclitic pot. In Electra 1019, the metrical word-
shape of adtdyepi por, ———< -, is unparalleled in Sophocles at position 6;
even that of adtoyeipt alone, —~ -« (if one does not consider the enclitic to
be part of the word), is relatively rare at position 5 both in the play and in
Sophocles’ poetry generally.'? That of uévn te, «—-, at position 9 is equally
unusual.!® These features make Electra 1019 as striking metrically as in the
thought it expresses—that Electra alone will act with her own hand (to
avenge her father by murdering Aegisthus); the effect is perhaps enhanced
by the enjambments in 11. 1017 and 1019 and the rare elision at the end of
1017 (a distinctively Sophoclean stylistic feature, not found in Aeschylus or
Euripides; cf. Jebb on OT 29). Ajax 690 is not quite as unusual metrically
as Electra 1019, though the word-shape of ¢xeic’, «—, occurs at position 6
in only 1 or 2% of Sophocles’ trimeters, and the sequence of successive
iambic-shaped words, éxeic’ dmot, in positions 7-10, is even rarer. The fu-
ture force of €iu(1) together with the verbal adjective mopsvtéov character-
izes Ajax as deciding for himself his own necessary destiny and, along with
these metrical features, give the line the special force that, perhaps, drew
Williams’ attention to it and made it the point of departure for his discussion
of “shame and autonomy.”

As I have suggested, Williams’ and Knox’s association of verbal adjec-
tives with the Sophoclean heroes is only part of the story. This construction
may express a moral imperative basic to the character of Ajax, Electra, or
Oedipus (the heroes of the three Sophoclean plays that were most popular
in late ancient and Byzantine times, precisely, perhaps, because of the
clarity of their heroes’ moral character). Nevertheless, its use may equally
well characterize the hypocritical Agamemnon and Menelaus, the time-
serving Chrysothemis, or the hubristic Creon of Oedipus Coloneus. In these
cases, as in those of the Paedagogus and Orestes in Electra, of Creon in
Antigone, and of Teiresias and Creon in Oedipus Tyrannus, neither the
nature of the necessity expressed by the verbal adjective nor its source is
immediately obvious—though clearly neither the nature nor the source is
“moral” in any obvious way. When, for example, Menelaus says to Teucer,
v oot ppdon Tov8 dotiv oyl Bantéov (“T'll tell you one thing: this man
must not be buried,” Ajax 1140), his “must” is a product and expression
of political expediency and self-assertion (cf. 1050); it lacks moral author-
ity and cogency, especially in contrast to Ajax’s five earlier uses of the ver-
bal adjective. Menelaus implies a moral or natural “necessity,” when in
fact he has only his military/political rank (and his brother) to back him up.

12. S. L. Schein, The lambic Trimeter in Aeschylus and Sophocles: A Study in Metrical Form (Leiden,
1979), 69, table XIII.
13. Schein, Trimeter, 73, table XXI.
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Similarly, when Agamemnon scornfully tells Teucer that social stability and
order are threatened by his opposition to himself and the army (1239-49),
and that “this [threat] must be prevented, for wide-shouldered, / broad-
backed men are not the most reliable, / but sensible men rightly dominate
everywhere” (GAL" eipktéov Tad €oTiv' ol yap o1 mAateic / 0¥d” edplvmrol
Pd1EG doparéctatol / GAL’ ol @povodvieg £V Kpatobol mavtayod, 1250—
52)—when Agamemnon says this, the “necessity” expressed by the word
eipktéov is grounded only in the king’s class consciousness and personal
vanity, not in anything objectively moral or necessary. This effect is en-
hanced by the vaguely worded, general claim in 1246-49 that “there would
never be any established law, / if we will push out the ones justly conquer-
ing / and bring forward those from behind” (odk av mote / kKatdoTacig
yévort’ av obdevog vopov, / gl todg dikn vikdvrag éEwbricopey / Kai tovg
omoBev ¢ 10 Tpochev Glopev).

This matter of objectivity is important. Menelaus and Agamemnon actu-
ally speak on the basis of subjective, selfishly political “needs” but, as it
were, veil these “needs” in the general language of objective necessity—
language that is meant to be rhetorically effective but also is psychologi-
cally revealing. They compete with Teucer, rhetorically, for control of
Ajax’s corpse: Menelaus’ verbal adjective, tovd éotiv obyi Bantéov (1140),
against Teucer’s emphatic futures: Avnrcopev (1139), tebayetar (1141), ntn-
poavovpevog (1155); Agamemnon’s AN’ eipktéov 148 éotiv against Teucer’s
BovArion moté / kai Sethog elvan pdAdov i v Epot Bpacte (1314-15), where
once again two modes of expression characteristic of “the heroic temper”—
the verbal adjective and the future indicative—are opposed to one another.
Teucer wins out through the intervention of Odysseus. It is in accordance
with the common humanity and moral flexibility that governs the conclu-
sion of the play that neither of these two characters uses a verbal adjec-
tive, either with the existential integrity and grandeur of Ajax or with the
self-serving pomposity and evasiveness of Menelaus and Agamemnon.

The verbal adjectives spoken by Ajax and those spoken by Menelaus and
Agamemnon have relatively obvious and straightforward contrasting ef-
fects. In other plays, however, there is not always so simple and clear-cut
a division between good and bad characters. Then the basis of the necessity
suggested by the verbal adjective is less evident, and its range of moral
signification is correspondingly greater and more complex.

In Electra, for example, the Paedagogus, Chrysothemis, Electra, and
Orestes use the construction once each, and each seems to have a different
reason for his or her use (though the Paedagogus and Orestes are, so to
speak, on the same wavelength). When the Paedagogus tells Orestes and
Pylades (15-16), “Now . . . we must quickly plan what we need to do” (vbv
odv . . . Tl xpT) dpdv &v tdyel BovAievtéov), he does so having also just told
them that he rescued and reared Orestes to be the avenger for his father of
his slaughter (11-14). This vengeance (and the immediate, practical need to
avoid being seen, 17-22) are the basis of the necessity in fovAevtéov, the
reason why planning is required. Here there is neither “divine inevitability”
nor any “causal necessity” other than the subjective need, signaled by ypn
(in 1. 16), for action, the rightness of which is marked as objectively given
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and valid by the verbal adjective. This is how the Paedagogus sees it. It is
no accident that Orestes replies to him in a sophistically colored speech,
the keynote of which is opportunism (xapdc: 31, 39, 75, picking up Epyov
axpn, 22), and that he emphasizes gaining advantage through trickery and
stealth (86hotot kAéyat, 37), deception (AOy® kAéntovteg, 56), and a false
oath (Gpkov mpootibeic, 47). Although Orestes says (69—70) that he “comes
in justice / as a cleanser [of the house] inspired by the gods” (Epyopat / 8ikn
KaBapthg mpog Bedv @punuévog), the only sign of this anywhere in the
speech is Orestes’ own, perhaps tendentious report of Apollo’s description
of his stealthy vengeance as “slaughter with a righteous hand” (yeipog
évdikov opaydg, 37).!4 He gives this report in his account of his instru-
mental inquiry at Delphi as to how, rather than whether, he should take ven-
geance on his father’s murderers, and of the oracle’s equally instrumental
reply to do so treacherously (32-37). Taken together, the opening speeches
of the Paedagogus and Orestes confirm the sense that the Paedagogus’ ti
xpM Spdv év tayel Povievtéov is grounded only in their shared desire for
vengeance and in the practical requirements of speed and efficiency in
furthering this aim, not in any divine imperative or other external, moral
standard.

At 339-40, Chrysothemis tells Electra, &i 8" éAevbépav pe 8l / {fjv, 1OV
Kkpatobviov ott tavt’ akovotéa (“If it’s necessary that I live / free, there
must be complete obedience to those who are in power”). She says this after
admitting that her sister, not herself, is justified in her refusal “to be taught
over a long time not to indulge vainly her fruitless passion” (k093" £v ypove
pakp@ ddaydijvar OErerg / Buu@ pataio um yapileobor kevd . . . . Kaitol 1O
ugv dikatov ody § Yo Aéyw, / AAN § ob xpiveic, 330-31; 338-39). Here, d¢i
and dkovotéa seem to lend both objective and practical (physical) validity
to Chrysothemis’ otherwise morally unjustified obedience to “those who are
in power.” This objectivity, however, is undermined both by the condi-
tional form of her statement (“If it’s necessary . ..”) and by the obvious
subjectivity and self-concern of her “need” “to live free,” in contrast to
what she must consider Electra’s slavery (cf. Electra’s own words at 1192).
Though most Greeks would consider the choice of “freedom” over “sla-
very” obvious and natural—that is, in line with an external, non-subjective
social code of values—Chrysothemis’ expression of this choice stands in
sharp contrast to Electra’s heroic refusal to live in this way. Jebb takes &i
pe . . . 3¢l {fjv as simply equivalent to el pédhw {fjv (referring to parallels
at OT 1120 and Trach. 749),!5 but this ignores both the fundamental sense
of 3¢ and the cumulative effect of its occurrence in the same sentence as
the verbal adjective dxovotéa. Chrysothemis is represented as justifying
her obedience by attributing it to some external necessity. Yet her use of
axovotéa and Sei cannot efface the impression she gives of being weak and

14. &vdixov is an emendation by Lange, printed by H. Lloyd-Jones and N. Wilson in Sophoclis Fabulae
(Oxford, 1990), 62. The manuscripts unanimously read £vdixovg, in which case the correct translation
would be, “righteous slaughter of my hand.” Cf. Lloyd-Jones and Wilson, Sophoclea: Studies on the Text
of Sophocles (Oxford, 1990), 44 (where the lemma should refer to v. 37, not 38).

15. R. C. Jebb, Sophocles, The Plays and Fragments: Part VI, The Electra (1894, reprint Amsterdam,
1962), 52 on 338ff.
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selfish, if not in ordinary human terms, nevertheless in contrast to Electra S
loyalty to her father’s memory and strong resistance to authority.!®

Later in the play, in another scene with Chrysothemis (and the Chorus),
Electra herself employs a verbal adjective in her assertion that she will kill
Aegisthus with her own hand, since her sister refuses to join her in this deed
that would bring the two of them praise (976), universal recognition of their
bravery in cult (981-82), and heroic glory while they live and after their
deaths (985): GAN" adtdyelpi pot pévy e dpactéov / Tobpyov 168 (“But with
my own hand and alone I must do this deed,” 1019-20). Here too the moral
necessity implicit in pactéov is apparently external and objective, but ac-
tually internal and subjectively based. There is also, perhaps, a touch of the
practical in adtdyepi pot povy te dpactéov; unlike Chrysothemis, however,
whose way of speaking seems to focus solely on practical, not moral con-
cerns, Electra displays both “the heroic temper” and the moral commitment
to the dictates of an “internalized other” that Knox and Williams, respec-
tively, consider the defining feature of Sophoclean heroes. This “other” may
be the father to whose memory she clings and whom she reveres throughout
the play, or the idealized brother in whom (she believes) her hopes have
been disappointed. In either case her loyalty is a moral imperative and not,
like her sister’s appeal to necessity, a reason for doing nothing.

The final verbal adjective in the play is spoken by Orestes just before the
end, when he forces Aegisthus to precede him into the house where he is to
be killed in the same place he slew Agamemnon (1495-96): cot Bu&oreov
ndpog (“You must go first,” 1502). When Aegisthus replies mocklngly,
un evyo og; (“So I don’t escape you"”) Orestes responds, pf pev ovv kad’
Hdoviv / Bdvng: euidiar ST pe T0016 oot mkpov (“So you don’t die at your
own pleasure; I need to see to it that this is bitter for you,” 1503—-4). Perhaps
Orestes uses the verbal adjective here not only to objectify the need for
Aegisthus to do as he says but to specify the practical necessity: you have
to go first because that will ensure that what ought to happen (your depri-
vation of pleasure) can happen. It is less clear, however, why he does not
say yp1 rather than 8¢i. After all, the very next line begins with ypfjv, “it
should have been,” in What is virtually the apodosis of a contrary -to-fact
condition: ypijv & 860g elvan rnv&e TO1g AoV Bucnv /c domig népa TPACOELY
ve TdV vopov BELoL, / KTelveLy: TO Yap mavodpyov ovk v v mokd (“It should
have been that this justice quickly be for all: / whoever wishes to act beyond
the laws—/ to kill him; for villainy would not abound,” 1505-7). Presum-
ably ypfiv indicates that this contrary-to-fact sentiment is Orestes’ own
(though one that he implicitly claims as a general truth), while the notion
that Aegisthus must die where he killed Agamemnon and have no pleasure
in his own death is marked as objectively valid and necessary. Nevertheless,
as in the case of the Paedagogus’ Bovievtéov near the beginning of the play,

16. One might compare the ordinary human weakness of Ismene in the Prologue of Antigone, in con-
trast to the exlraordlnary ethical and pracncal strength of her sister. Ismene’s GAA’ évvoeiv xpf todt0 pév
yovaiy’ 81t / Epupev, dg mpdg dvdpag ob payodpeva (“We must bear this in mind, that we two [sc. herself
and Antigone] were born / women, and so not about to fight agamsl men,” 61-62) is analogous in tone and
effect to Chrysothemis’ €i & &hev0épav pe 861/ {ijv, 1@V Kpatovvrov scu ndvt’ dkovotéa (“If it’'s necessary
that I llve / free, there must be complete obedience to those in power,” 339-40), though we two were born
women” is perhaps a less invidious formulation than “it's necessary that I live free.”
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the “must” expressed by Badiotéov and 8¢ is really, as the subject accusa-
tive pe suggests, based on Orestes’ personal feelings and desires, as well as
on the practical need to act in a certain way, not on any external, objec-
tive inevitability or necessity that 1 might seem to suggest. This con-
fusion in regard to the moral basis of Orestes’ vengeance—a vengeance
achieved through the same kind of treachery and deceit used by Aegisthus
and Clytemnestra in the murder of Agamemnon—seems a fitting conclu-
sion to a problem play in which Orestes’ deception and selfishness cause
nearly as much harm to Electra as to his enemies; in which audiences’ and
readers’ responses are wavering and divided throughout; and at the end of
which they remain unsure of their moral bearings, hailing the accomplish-
ment of just revenge even while regretting both the cost of this revenge to
the hero and the dubious moral stature of the avenger.

The four verbal adjectives in Philoctetes similarly call attention to the
play’s moral problematic. The first of these is spoken by Odysseus in the
Prologue, when he instructs Neoptolemus that he must not lie about his
identity (168" odyi kAemtéov, 57), just after telling him, “You must be noble
in what you have come for” (8¢1 " 8¢’ oic #AAvBag / yevvaiov eivar, 50—
51) and, “You must steal away Philoctetes’ mind and life, speaking with
words” (thiv @hoktton o Se1 / yoyfv Omeog Adyoloty EkkAéyelc Aéyav,
53-54). This clustering of the language of “necessity” is a characteristic
feature of the play, and here, as elsewhere, it gives rise to the question: Why
is it “required” that Neoptolemus do or not do these things? The use of 8¢l
and of the verbal adjective suggests an objective factor such as divine in-
evitability or some causal necessity, but Odysseus offers no such ratio-
nale—only that Neoptolemus is there to “obey and assist” him (Epyov fién
ooV @ Aoig’ vmnpeteiv, 15; kKAing, vmovpyeiv, dg vrnpétng mdpet, 53); that
“the possession of victory is something pleasant to obtain” (180 ydp Tt
ktfjpa tfig vikng Aafeiv, 81); that he himself does not consider “falsehood”
(t0 wevdfy Aéyerv) “shameful” (aioypov), “if the falsehood brings salvation”
(o¥k, £l 10 cwbfjvai ye 10 yeddog eépet, 108-9). Perhaps Neoptolemus (and
an audience or reader) is meant to understand that the need to serve the best
interests of the Greek army is the moral basis of what Odysseus commands;
perhaps, as many scholars have thought, there is an extra-dramatic allusion
to what the audience knew was the actual end of the Trojan War, and so to
a kind of historical or narrative necessity. In any event, Odysseus’ failure to
offer some reason why Neoptolemus must do as he says suggests that he has
no good reason, other than his personal desire to be successful in his plot
against Philoctetes and to achieve what he promised the army (cf. 615-
19)."7 I would interpret the unusual, somewhat awkward syntax of 54-55
(6nwg with the future indicative after 3¢7) as a sign of his difficulty in break-
ing the news to the noble son of Achilles that he “must” lie for no objective
reason other than that a lie will succeed. The triple expression of necessity
in 11. 50-57 is itself a sign of Odysseus’ difficulty and at the same time part
of his rhetorical strategy for overcoming it.

17. On Odysseus as an ‘“‘amoral opportunist,” see M. W. Blundell, “The Moral Character of Odysseus
in Philoctetes,” GRBS 28 (1987): 307-29, esp. 321.
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Of course, what finally enables him to have his way, to seduce Neoptole-
mus into “taking Philoctetes by treachery” (60iw ®ihoktritnyv AoPeiv, 101;
cf. 107), is his argument that Neoptolemus cannot win the glory of sack-
ing Troy without the bow of Heracles that Philoctetes possesses. When
he hears this, Neoptolemus gives way in 1. 116, a line beginning with the
play’s second verbal adjective: Onpaté’ ovv yiyvorr’ &v, eimep &8 Exet
(“They [sc. “the weapons™] would have to be hunted, if this is so”). This
line is especially striking because, as I have noted, it includes apparently
the only instance in any Greek author of yiyvopat rather than eipi as the
copula with the verbal adjective and also the only example in Sophocles
of the verbal adjective with an optative form of the copula. This optative,
in the apodosis of a mixed condition, shows Neoptolemus driven against
his will to yield to Odysseus’ seduction, much as interlocutors in Plato’s
dialogues are sometimes driven to agree with arguments of Socrates.
Neoptolemus clings to the tentative form of a future less vivid (or “should-
would”) apodosis (Bnpaté’ odv yiyvorr’ dv...), as if reluctant to face
squarely the consequences of what he must admit (in the indicative) is the
reality of the situation Odysseus has just made clear to him (einep &8 Exgr).
This reluctance would perhaps be reinforced, if Elmsley’s emendation of the
manuscripts’ odv to dv is correct (Onpaté’ (Gv) yiyvowr dv . ..),!% and it is
certainly enhanced by the use of yiyvopou rather than eipi, as if the need to
hunt the bow were not yet fully real and established in his mind. The special
effect of Neoptolemus’ verbal adjective is further heightened by its em-
phatic position at the beginning of the line. None of the other thirty-three
verbal adjectives in Sophoclean trimeters occurs in this position,'® and only
four others are located in the first colon of the line, before the caesura: Ajax
853 and 1250, Antigone 677, and Trachiniae 1204. Onpatéla] in Philoctetes
116, with its unparalleled verb, mood, and positioning, is much more ar-
resting and emphatic than any other verbal adjective in Sophocles. It not
only shows Neoptolemus’ surrender to Odysseus’ seduction, but its verb of
hunting suggests his tacit adoption of Odysseus’ way of speaking about
Philoctetes as if he were not human, but some kind of animal with a lair
rather than a human habitation (adAiov, 19; évavAiCovtt, 33), which goes out
to pasture for fodder rather than food (¢t @opBiig, 43). Though Neoptole-
mus uses the word 6npaté[a] of the bow, his choice of this metaphor, I
suggest, comes from Odysseus’ diction that figuratively reduces Philoctetes
to a sub-human prey.

It is no accident that Neoptolemus associates his willingness to treat
Philoctetes in this way with his “putting to one side all shame” (ndcav
aioyvvny Ggeic, 120). He may think this shamelessness is associated only
with his readiness to profit by lying, but as the play goes on it is clear that
shame, like friendship and pity, is an essential part of what it is to be
human and that this humanness is lacking in Odysseus. On the other hand,

18. Lloyd-Jones and Wilson follow Elmsley in their text and support this decision at Sophoclea, 181,
referring to J. Diggle, Studies on the Text of Euripides (Oxford, 1981), 47 (on Eur. HF 93-97) and PCPS,
n.s. 20 (1974): 6.

19. mewotéov at the beginning of Oedipus Tyrannus 1516, a trochaic tetrameter catalectic, is the only
parallel.
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although Neoptolemus can lie for what he considers his own advantage, in
the end he cannot treat the all-too-human Philoctetes inhumanly, as a mere
animal and a means to an end, without losing his own humanity. In He-
siodic terms (Op. 276-80), Neoptolemus chooses dikn over a form of
arinioeayia, when he takes pity on Philoctetes as his father does on Priam
in Iliad 24 (2poi piv olktog dewvog éuméntoké Tic, 965; cf. 967). The dnopia
he feels when this pity first takes hold (965, 974) is an early sign of the
restored humanity that eventually leads him to return the bow he had
“hunted” so successfully.

In response to Neoptolemus’ dnopia, Odysseus enters unexpectedly at
974 with an abruptness strongly marked by dvtilaBr in that verse. Shortly
afterwards he uses two verbal adjectives in consecutive lines of sticho-
mythia with Philoctetes, in which he attempts to negate the effect of Neop-
tolemus’ pity and to force Philoctetes to accompany them to Troy. Odysseus
claims to act in Zeus’ name. When Philoctetes accuses him of making the
gods “false” (yevdeic) by hiding behind them as an excuse for what he is
doing (Beovg mpoteivav tovg Beodg wevdeis tibng), Odysseus replies, “No,
[I make them] true. The road must be traveled” (o0, GAA” GAnOeic. 1§ & 630¢
nopevtéa, 993). “I say, No!” (o0 @nu’), continues Philoctetes. “But I say,
Yes,” responds Odysseus, “there must be obedience in this” (yd 8¢ enut.
nelotéov tdde, 994); a few lines later he adds, “You must take Troy and raze
it to the ground by force” (Tpoiav ¢” Aeiv 8¢l kai katackdwyor Big, 998).
Here again, the juxtaposed verbal adjectives and impersonal 8ei should
mean that there is some external, objective, morally compelling reason why
Philoctetes must do as Odysseus says, for example, the will of the gods as
expressed in the prophecy of Helenus, different versions of which have been
given earlier in the play. Odysseus, however, makes no reference to this
prophecy and gives no reason for his words. In fact, his emphatic éyo 8¢
enu contradicts the notion that either divine inevitability or any other
external cause is involved here. Philoctetes, like Neoptolemus in the Pro-
logue, is to do as he says because he says to do it. The shift to “the road”
as the subject of mopevtéa and to the impersonality of neistéov and 8ei is
a rhetorical evasion on Odysseus’ part, designed to screen from Philoctetes,
from Neoptolemus, and perhaps even from himself his own moral respon-
sibility for what he has done and is doing to his victim.2 Actually, the only
objective—though hardly external—consideration is that Odysseus has (or
seems to have) the power to make Philoctetes do as he wishes, just as fifteen
lines earlier he had threatened to have two sailors bring him by force (982-
83). Still earlier in the same scene, Neoptolemus too had offered “neces-
sity” as the reason why Philoctetes “must sail to Troy” (8¢1 yap &¢ Tpoiav
oe mAelv, 915); “a great compulsion controls these things” (moA\%) kpatei /
tobtwv dvaykn, 921-22). In these lines Neoptolemus is trying both to find
a euphemistic way of saying that Philoctetes must do what he himself wants
him to do, and to conceal from himself his own moral responsibility for his

20. Cf. Blundell, “Moral Character,” 316-17, on Odysseus’ use of 8i and other “[iJmpersonal lan-
guage [that] provides a convenient way of expressing this kind of ‘necessity’ without having to spell out or
take responsibility for any awkward implications.”
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words and actions. When he first experiences dnopia at how to proceed,
after Philoctetes awakens from his pain-induced sleep, Neoptolemus seems
to take such responsibility: he says, “I don’t know which way I must turn
my helpless speech” (o0k 015" &nn xph ténopov tpénewv Enog, 897), where
xp1 implies a personal “need” on his part, and he asks, “O Zeus, what
should I do? Should I be found bad a second time / hiding what I must not
and speaking the most shameful of words?” (¢ Ze¥, ti Spdow; devtepov
ANedd xakdg, / kpimtwv 8 & uf del, kai Aéyov aioyot éndv; 908-9). In
these lines Neoptolemus’ use of 8¢1 is entirely appropriate, since he has in-
voked Zeus as the divine standard in terms of which he must do what is
necessary. Within seven lines, however, his (psychological) defenses have
reasserted themselves and, as I have mentioned, he is telling Philoctetes that
he “must sail to Troy” (915) on the basis of no such moral standard.

Perhaps the most paradoxical instance of the language of necessity in the
play occurs at 1049 in Odysseus’ notorious statement of his fundamental
amorality and opportunism: “Where there is need of such men, such a man
am I” (o0 yap torodtav Sei, Toodtdg eip’ §yd). Here Odysseus uses Sei,
which should connote some objective, impersonal inevitability or necessity
to describe his subjective, shifting, relativistic nature—ready to do what-
ever is needed at any time in order to prevail. Because he does, in effect,
prevail in the end through Heracles’ ex machina intervention, Odysseus’
subversion of the language of moral necessity also seems to prevail in the
world of the play.

The only instance where such language might seem to resist subversion
and to express divine inevitability and an external, objective causal neces-
sity occurs when Neoptolemus is trying, one last time, to persuade Philoc-
tetes to accompany him to Troy, promising he will be healed by the
Asclepiadae and, with his own help, will sack the city with his bow and
arrows. He tells him of “Helenus, best of seers, who says clearly / that
these things must happen, and further, in addition to them, / that it is a ne-
cessity within the present summer / that Troy be utterly destroyed” ("EAevog
GpLoTépavTc, O¢ Aéyst capds / dg dei yevéohot tabta: Kai mpdg Toicd’ Ett/
¢ £oT’ Gvdykn 1o mapestdtog Bpovug / Tpoiav dAdvor micav, 1338-41).
This summary of Helenus’ prophecy is not as convincing as it might seem
to be, since there is no way of knowing whether he actually said what Neop-
tolemus reports. There is another version of Helenus’ words by the Mer-
chant at 610—13, which raises the question whether Philoctetes himself is
needed or just his bow and arrows, as seems to be the case in the Prologue.
In addition, there is no certain indication that Neoptolemus himself was
present when Helenus spoke, since it is impossible to know where his lie to
Philoctetes begins or ends; it also is unclear on what he would be basing his
report of the prophecy, if he were not present. One of the most striking
features of the play is precisely this impossibility of knowing the truth, or
even whether truth can be said to exist in connection with the stories
Odysseus and Neoptolemus tell and the assurances they give. An oracle or
prophecy in Sophoclean tragedy should be truthful, but in Philoctetes even
the gods and their mouthpieces are subject to suspicion or worse: “Where
must I place these things, and where praise them” asks Philoctetes, “when
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praising divine things I find the gods evil?” (nod ypf 1i6ecbur tadta, mod
& aivelv, Stav / ta Bei’ Emauvidy todg Beodg elpw kakove; 451-52).21 The
unreliability of the gods throughout the play, together with the elusive or
ambiguous status of “truth,” is one reason many readers have found the
appearance of Heracles, the destiny he dispenses, and his apparent vindica-
tion of Odysseus so disturbing and problematic.??

I hope to have shown that an examination of verbal adjectives and other
ways of expressing necessity in Sophoclean tragedy can lead to a better
understanding of how ethical dispositions are represented in the plays.
Sometimes, as Williams and Knox have shown, the use of the verbal adjec-
tive expresses a special kind of necessity, grounded in a sense of shame, that
helps make the hero what he is morally and existentially. More often, how-
ever, verbal adjectives and other, mostly impersonal, ways of expressing
necessity are employed by characters to evade responsibility for their own
words and actions and to manipulate others. These ways of speaking pro-
vide an escape from, rather than an expression of, moral commitment, and
suggest that for those characters, at least, there are no objective moral stan-
dards, human or divine, only their own wills to power and pleasure.

One meets similar characters in the pages of Thucydides, who, in their
speeches, regularly invoke necessity, often in the form of human nature and
its so-called laws, to justify their personal and political appetites.?> Thus
the Athenians defend their empire by claiming that it is only natural that
the “strong rule where they can and the weak suffer what they must” (Thuc.
5.89, tr. Crawley). Odysseus of the Philoctetes would be perfectly at home
in the late fifth-century Athens depicted by Thucydides, whose civic divin-
ity he is actually made to invoke anachronistically in the final line of the
Prologue: Nikn " A8dva ITohdg, 1) o@let p” dei (“Victory Athena, goddess
of the City, who always saves me,” 134).2* Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias also

21. Reading the manuscripts’ émaiv@v rather than Postgate’s ¢énaBp@v, which is printed by Lloyd-Jones
and Wilson.

22. It is worth noting, as one of the anonymous readers for this journal pointed out, that Heracles’
speech, in contrast to that of the other characters, “is quite devoid of modal terms. He primarily uses fu-
ture indicatives, saying not what ‘should/must’ happen, but simply what Philoctetes and Neoptolemus ‘will’
do.” Whether, as the anonymous reader suggests, this indicates “that Sophocles is shifting the action to a
higher, unequivocal level, leaving behind the ambiguous necessities voiced by Odysseus and Neoptole-
mus,” seems to me doubtful. For in this play the “higher level” is by no means “unequivocal.” Clearly,
though, these prophetic futures differ from the use of the future that Knox (above, p. 293, with n. 4) groups
with the use of the verbal adjective as characteristic of the Sophoclean hero’s “resolve to act.”

23. Cf. M. Ostwald, ANAT'KH in Thucydides (Philadelphia, 1988).

24. E. Fraenkel, Due seminari romani di Eduard Fraenkel: Aiace e Filottete di Sofocle (Rome, 1977),
46-48, suggests, unpersuasively in my view, that 134 is spurious. For what it is worth, the line occurs in all
MSS and is quoted by Eustathius at 758.44. The scholiast on Philoctetes 99 (Scholia in Sophoclis Trag-
oedias Vetera, ed. P. N. Papageorgius [Leipzig, 1888], 353) makes a connection between Odysseus’ claim
(Phil. 98-99) that “for mortals / the tongue, not actions, rules in all things” and the politics of late fifth-
century Athens: SiaBdiier Todg kab” Eavtdv pritopag 6 montig dg Std YAdoong mdvta katopoivrag (“The
poet slanders the political leaders of his own time as accomplishing all things by speech”). Cf. Blundell,
“Moral Character,” 328-29; P. Rose, “Sophocles’ Philoctetes and the Teachings of the Sophists,” HSCP 70
(1970), 49-103, esp. 80-95 (though Rose embeds his comments on specifically Athenian resonances in a
general discussion of the Sophists and “contemporary society”); P. Vidal-Naquet, “Sophocles’ Philoctetes
and the Ephebeia,” in J.-P. Vernant and P. Vidal-Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, tr. J. Lloyd
(New York, 1988), 161-79 and 452-64, esp. 171. [Vidal-Naquet’s essay was originally published in
French in Annales E.S.C. 26 (1971), 623-38, then in Mythe et tragédie en gréce ancienne (Paris, 1972),
159-84. The English version was first published when volume one of Myth and Tragedy appeared as Trag-
edy and Myth in Ancient Greece, tr. J. Lloyd (Atlantic Highlands, NJ, 1981), 175-99.]
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might be thought of as a citizen of just this polis. It is a striking feature of
that dialogue that whenever he and Socrates debate most intensely how one
should live life—by pursuing pleasure and power or by practicing justice—
the text bristles with instances of verbal adjectives and other impersonal
expressions of necessity and morality, esg)ecially in Socrates’ emotionally
urgent affirmations of justice and virtue.?

Such questions of necessity, moral commitment, and how to live life are
at the heart of Sophoclean tragedy and are reflected everywhere in its dra-
maturgy, diction, and style. Verbal adjectives, &1, and other ways of ex-
pressing necessity are a small but significant part of the language through
which audiences and readers are challenged to achieve interpretive and
ethical clarity in the face of complex and sometimes contradictory usage.?®

University of California, Davis

25. E.g., Gorg. 487c5, 488a5; 490c1-5; 499e2-500a6, c2-d4; 507c¢9-508c2 (with five verbal adjec-
tives in 507d1-5, four verbal adjectives in 508a9-b7); 512a7-b2, e1-5; 527bl-c4 (with five verbal adjec-
tives in b4—c2). Cf. P. Murray, Plato on Poetry (Cambridge, 1996), 135, commenting on naidevtéov in
Republic 377al: “P[lato]s [sic; 1 would say, “Socrates’”] use of the verbal adjective throughout this sec-
tion (cf., e.g., a9, bl1, cl, c5, 378bl, 8, d2, d5, e2) underlines the importance he attaches to the task in
hand. Cf. 595¢3.” Murray might also have referred to 378b3 (Aextéov). There are sixty-one instances of the
verbal adjective between 376e2 and 398b9, often occurring in emphatic clusters of three to five within
eight to ten lines of text.

26. Versions of this paper were presented orally at Emory University, Exeter University, New York
University, and the Universities of Chicago, Minnesota, and Pittsburgh. I am grateful to those in atten-
dance on these occasions for helpful comments and suggestions. I also would like to thank Carolyn De-
wald, Nancy Felson, Mark Griffith, Bernard Williams, and the Editor of and two anonymous readers for
this journal for constructive criticism of earlier drafts and for suggesting improvements. They are, of
course, in no way responsible for whatever errors and shortcomings may remain.

APPENDIX: VERBAL ADJECTIVES IN SOPHOCLES
(LL.-J. AND W.)

Ajax

470 At oK 0Tt tadta. MEIpd TIg {nTnTéa

668 At dpyovtég eiotv, 3o Omeiktéov. Ti unv;
679 AL S T’ 8yBpdg Huiv &g ToodVE éyBapTéog
690 A gy yap 1y’ &xeic’ Snot mopevtéov

809 Te. oipot, i dpdow, TéKvov; ovy, i8puTéov.
853 A AN GpKTEOV TO MPAYHA GOV TAYEL TVi
1140 Me. £V oot Ppaoe’ TOV8 £oTiv 0bYL BonTéov
1250 Ay. AAN elpkTéov 148 éotiv: ob Yap ol mhateig
Electra

16 Ma. IToAGd™, ti YpT) 8pav év Tdyet BovievTéov
340 Xp. {fjv, 1@V kpaTobvTeV £0TL TAVT dKOVGTEN
1019 HA. AN adToyelpi pot povn te dpactéov

1502 Op. M\ Epe’. AL Ugnyod. Op. oot fadioTéov mdpog
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Oedipus Tyrannus

408 Te.
628 Kp.
1170 Ou
1439 Kp.
1443 Kp.
1516 O
Antigone
272 Qv.
273 Qv.
310 Kp.
524 Kp.
677 Kp.
678 Kp.
1106 Kp.
Trachiniae
688 An.
1204 Hp.
Philoctetes
57 03.
116 Ne.
993 04.
994 Q1.
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Ompaté’ (&v) yiyvorr’ dv, einep &8 Eyet
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