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Introduction
Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, first performed in fifth-century BCE Athens, presents a ruler whose
determination to save his city leads him toward knowledge that destroys his public identity and
private life. The original essay correctly recognizes Oedipus as a tragic hero and notices the play’s
concern with pride, power, and authority, but it misstates several events. Oedipus does not knowingly
kill his father in order to become king, nor does he deliberately form a sexual relationship with his
mother. His tragedy depends on ignorance, investigation, recognition, and responsibility. This analysis
explains how Oedipus fits Aristotle’s tragic pattern while examining the quoted choral warning about
tyranny, pride, and the limits of human strength. (Sophocles, 2007)

The Situation at Thebes
The play opens with Thebes suffering from plague, failed crops, and death. Oedipus appears before
citizens as a proven problem solver because he previously defeated the Sphinx and became king. His
first actions are responsible: he listens to petitioners, sends Creon to consult Apollo, and promises to
identify the pollution harming the city. Yet the command from Delphi—that Laius’s killer must be
found and punished—turns civic leadership into personal investigation. Oedipus believes that truth
will restore order, and the audience initially has reason to admire him. The tragic movement begins
because his best public quality, relentless intelligence, is also the force that will expose the identity
he cannot bear.

Aristotle’s Tragic Hero
Aristotle describes tragedy as an imitation of serious action that arouses pity and fear and
accomplishes a catharsis of such emotions. The central figure should be neither perfectly virtuous nor
thoroughly wicked; the change from prosperity to suffering should result from some error, often
translated as hamartia. Oedipus fits this model because he is a distinguished ruler who acts under
incomplete knowledge rather than a villain punished for intentional depravity. His fall produces pity
because he did not choose incest or patricide knowingly and fear because human beings can act
confidently while misunderstanding their history. The play’s moral force depends on the distance
between intention and consequence, not on a simple lesson that bad people receive punishment.
(Aristotle, 1996)
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Hamartia as Error rather than One Flaw
Oedipus is often said to fall because of pride, but reducing hamartia to one personality defect
oversimplifies Sophocles. His errors include killing a stranger during a conflict at the crossroads,
dismissing Tiresias’s warning, suspecting conspiracy, and trusting his ability to master evidence
quickly. Pride intensifies these errors, yet the prophecy and earlier decisions of Laius and Jocasta also
shape the disaster. Oedipus left Corinth partly to avoid harming the people he believed were his
parents, an action motivated by moral concern. His tragedy therefore arises from a chain of choices
made within ignorance. The audience sees both agency and limitation: Oedipus is responsible for
violent and accusatory conduct, but he does not possess the information required to understand its
full meaning.

The Choral Warning against Tyranny
The quoted lines describe tyranny as the child of pride that rises high and then falls into necessity.
The chorus does not merely predict that one arrogant man will be punished. It warns that power
becomes tyrannical when success convinces a ruler that he is exempt from reverence, justice, and
limits. Oedipus’s earlier victory over the Sphinx encourages confidence in his intellect, while kingship
gives his words coercive force. When Tiresias resists him, Oedipus treats disagreement as treason.
The choral image of a person plunging from a high crest captures tragic reversal: public elevation
increases the distance of the fall. Strength without self-knowledge becomes fragility because it cannot
absorb correction. (Segal, 2001)

Power and Legitimate Authority
Power is the capacity to influence conduct, while authority is power regarded as rightful within a
social order. Oedipus possesses both when the play begins. He has legal authority as king and
practical authority derived from saving Thebes. His legitimacy, however, depends on protecting the
city and respecting divine and civic obligations. As the investigation proceeds, he uses positional
power to threaten Tiresias and the shepherd, but these commands cannot control truth. Sophocles
demonstrates that authority is not ownership of reality. A ruler may compel testimony, exile a citizen,
or pronounce a curse, yet cannot make evidence conform to desire. Oedipus’s failure begins when he
mistakes the ability to command people for the ability to command meaning.

Laius and the Abuse of Power
Laius also confuses authority with control. After hearing that his son will kill him, he orders the infant
exposed. This act uses parental and royal power against a child who has committed no offense.
Attempting to defeat the prophecy helps create the conditions through which it is fulfilled: the child
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survives without knowledge of his origin, grows up elsewhere, and later meets Laius as a stranger.
Laius’s violence at the crossroads further suggests that royal status does not make aggressive
conduct just. The original essay is right to connect Laius with misuse of power, but he does not
“sacrifice” Oedipus in a noble religious sense. He tries to eliminate a perceived threat and transfers
the moral burden to servants.

Investigation, Evidence, and Resistance
Oedipus’s inquiry unfolds through Tiresias, Creon, Jocasta, the Corinthian messenger, and the Theban
shepherd. Each source contributes a fragment, and the truth emerges only when the fragments are
connected. Oedipus repeatedly resists interpretations that threaten him, but he does not stop
permanently. This persistence distinguishes him from a ruler interested only in preserving power.
Even after Jocasta urges him to abandon the investigation, he continues. His commitment to
knowledge is therefore double-edged: it injures others through accusation, yet it also prevents a
politically convenient cover-up. Sophocles makes tragic knowledge costly. The responsible ruler must
seek truth, but the human being who receives it may be psychologically shattered by what civic duty
requires him to know.

Peripeteia and Anagnorisis
Aristotle praises tragedies in which reversal and recognition occur together. In Oedipus Rex, the
messenger arrives intending to relieve Oedipus’s fear by announcing Polybus’s death and revealing
that Polybus was not his biological father. Instead of providing freedom, the news opens the path to
catastrophe. The detail meant to reassure becomes the decisive reversal. Recognition follows when
the shepherd confirms that Oedipus was the child of Laius and Jocasta. Oedipus then understands that
he is investigator, criminal, husband, son, and cursed object within the same story. This convergence
is dramatically powerful because the truth does not enter from nowhere. It is produced by evidence
that Oedipus himself insisted on gathering.

Responsibility after Recognition
Once the truth is known, Oedipus does not deny the evidence or retain the throne through force. He
blinds himself, asks for exile, and worries about his daughters’ future. Self-blinding can be interpreted
as punishment, symbolic recognition of earlier blindness, and an attempt to control at least one
consequence after losing control of everything else. Modern readers may question whether self-
mutilation is morally required, but within the play it demonstrates acceptance of responsibility.
Oedipus distinguishes intention from consequence without using ignorance as complete excuse. He
did not knowingly commit the predicted acts, yet his violent temper and public curse remain his own.
Tragic accountability is therefore neither simple guilt nor simple innocence.
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Jocasta and Competing Responses to Knowledge
Jocasta initially dismisses prophecy by citing Laius’s supposed death at the hands of robbers and the
infant’s exposure. As details align, she recognizes the truth before Oedipus and begs him to stop
questioning. Her response contrasts with his. Jocasta seeks protection through silence, while Oedipus
seeks certainty despite danger. Neither position is emotionally irrational. Knowledge can destroy a
family, but ignorance cannot reverse the acts already committed or remove pollution from Thebes.
Jocasta’s suicide reveals the unbearable cost of recognition for a person who participated in exposing
the child and later lived unknowingly as his wife. The play gives no painless route once earlier
violence and deception have structured the present.

Fate, Choice, and Human Limits
The prophecy is fulfilled, but the play does not render choice meaningless. Characters make decisions
about abandonment, travel, violence, marriage, investigation, accusation, and disclosure. Fate
identifies an outcome, while human actions determine the path and moral texture through which it
occurs. Sophocles resists the comforting idea that intelligence can guarantee control over
contingency. Oedipus’s name, history, and relationships exist before he understands them. His
identity is relational rather than self-created: he is shaped by parents, servants, city, and divine
pronouncement. The tragedy invites humility not because inquiry is useless, but because knowledge
is partial and action can exceed intention. Human beings need judgment precisely because certainty
is unavailable.

Why Oedipus Remains Admirable
Oedipus remains a tragic hero because the qualities implicated in his fall also contain greatness. He is
courageous enough to confront plague, intelligent enough to pursue contradictions, and committed
enough to continue when the evidence points toward himself. His anger and suspicion cause harm,
yet he does not finally use royal power to suppress the truth. A lesser ruler might blame Tiresias,
execute the shepherd, or preserve the official story. Oedipus accepts the collapse of his status when
evidence becomes conclusive. The audience’s pity depends on seeing that he is more than his crimes,
while fear arises from recognizing that admirable confidence can become destructive when it refuses
correction until too late.

Conclusion
Oedipus Rex presents tragedy as the collision of responsible intention, limited knowledge, inherited
violence, and irreversible consequence. Oedipus fits Aristotle’s tragic pattern through his elevated
status, errors of judgment, reversal, recognition, suffering, and acceptance of responsibility. Pride
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contributes to his fall, particularly when he treats criticism as conspiracy, but no single flaw explains
the entire action. The choral warning against tyranny concerns the misuse of success and authority,
while Laius’s attempt to control prophecy shows an earlier abuse of power. Oedipus’s final greatness
lies not in avoiding catastrophe but in refusing to hide from the truth once he has uncovered it.
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