HARVEST _a

Oedipus vs. Achilles: A True Hero and a Wannabe Hero

MOVEMBER 27, 2016
By Carissa Climer, NU Student
Abstract

This paper contrasts Oedipus, from Sophocles's Oedipus the King,
with Achilles, from Homer’s lliad, and claims that Oedipus is more of a
hero than Achilles based on his actions throughout the story. The term
hero is defined as someone who admits that they are wrong and
makes unselfish decisions, even when it is tough. Throughout Oedipus
the King, Oedipus makes unselfish decisions. When he realizes he has
made a mistake, he contesses his sin and takes the responsibility.
However, Achilles spends most of the story thinking only of himself. He
takes responsibility for his actions only after his mother comes and
talks to him. Because of his actions, Oedipus is more of a hero than
Achilles, even though Achilles is usually one of the first literary

characters whom people think of when they hear the word hero.
Oedipus vs. Achilles: A True Hero and a Wannabe Hero

Throughom \irerory hisfory, the most common part of any story is the
battle between the hero and the villain, yet the definition of a hero
seems (:1|w{::1y5 to be changing. Some peop|e envision a knigm in
S}Wiﬂiﬂg armor, while others may think of someone who Q]xr-mys risks
their life tor others. Furfheri there have been p|emy of books written
about the definition of a hero, including Joseph Campbell’'s The Hero
with a Thousand Faces that qurked the most wide|y used heroic
definition. A hero is wing to admit that The\/ make mistakes. They are

unselfish and se|1[—5c1<:ril[iciﬂg.

By this definition, Oedipus, the eponymous main character of
Sophocles’s play Oedipus the King, is a true hero. The play follows
the story ot Oedipus, king of Thebes, as he uncovers who killed King
Laius years before. It is a discovery story—QOedipus is discovering who
he really is. He realizes that he is the one who killed King Laius, and
that this killing has inadvertently fultilled the prophecy that he would

kill his tather and marry his mother.

Even Though Oedipus left what he Thougm was his hometown to avoid
fuh[i”ing the prophecy, the Fates had ditferent ideas. The act of |eoving
home is a selt-sacriticing act. Oedipus is willing to give up his own
hoppiﬂeSS to save his parents. Even Though he loves them and wants to
stay with them and one dn:jy be |<ing of Corinth, he makes the heroic
decision to leave home. He has no idea that by \eoving, he is in fact
tultilling the prophecy. What Oedipus also does not know is that his
real parents are King Laius and Queen Jocasta of Thebes, who had
given the newborn Oedipus fo a shepherd to kill. Instead, the
shepherd gave the intant to King Polybus and Queen Merope of
Corinth, who had been unable to have children of their own. They
raised Oedipus as their own son. Cu@ﬂsequenﬂy, when he hears the
prophecy that he will kill his father and marry his mother, Oedipus
does not think of himself. He on|y thinks of his parents and wants to
save them from a horrible fate. As a r'esulT_, he leaves Corinth and
makes his way to Thebes, where he encounters King Laius and

Uﬂknm-’-.fmgly tulfills the first parf of the pr'ophecy.

The play takes place years after Oedipus has killed King Laius. He is
now married to Queen Jocasta, and They have four children TogeTher—
two sons and two dqughi’er's. When the play opens, the reader finds
out that the city of Thebes is being punished with a p|ogue because
the person who killed the king has not been br'oughi’ fo |ustice.
Qedipus swedrs fo |oin the search for the killer and punish him. Creon,
brother of Queen Jocasta, actually says that “[i]t's blood — / kin
murder — that brings this storm on our city” (Sophocles lines 113-114).
These two lines tell the reader, from the begiﬂning, that it is because of
Qedipus that the city is being hit by a plague. Oedipus does not

understand the reference vef, but he gefs there by the end of the ph:ly.

When Oedipus does realize that he is the one who killed Laius all
those years back, he does not try to continue hiding it. He shouts, "Alll
Alll It all happened! / It was all true” (1336-1337). He admits that he
did something wrong, and takes the responsibility tor it. Oedipus could
have easily kept trying to blame other people tor killing King Laius,
even after he tigured out that it was him. Instead, he admits that it was
him. He knows that he did it; he knows that he needs to be punished;

and he is willing to bear the punishment.

Consequeﬂﬂy, Oedipus chooses his own pumshmenr by b\iﬂdimg
himself. Oedipus takes an unselfish course of punishmem, as opposed
to Queen Jocasta, who takes her own life after she realizes that she
married her own son. He could have easily followed in Jocasta's
foofsTeps and killed himself as we”, but that would have been too
easy. Instead Oed[pus forces himself to stay alive and deal with the
aftermath of his actions. He does, hm-*-fever, recognize that he needs to
be purwished In some way, so he blinds himself. As he blinds himself,
inside the pcﬂcjce, he says, "Eyes, now you will not, no, never / see
the evil | suttered, the evil | caused” (Sophocles 1441-1442). Sticking
around to deal with the effects of his past decisions is an unselfish act.
By staying in the world of the |iv]ng., he will be punishiﬂg himself every

dﬁy.

Compared to Oedipus, Achilles from the lliad is not a hero at all, even
Though maost pemp|e consider him to be one. Homer's epic, the Illiad, is
focused on the events of the fictional Trojan War. Achilles is one of the
main characters. He is an in{:redibly strong demigmd the son of Zeus
himself. He has C1|\-"'-ft]y5 been considered as a hero, but in rem|i1y, he is
a very peiulanf character who does not act her'oica\]y aft QH, unlike
Qedipus. He never admits that he does cmyihing wrong or makes

mistakes, and every one of his decisions is selfish.

The story opens with an argument between Achilles and Agamemnon.
Achilles is mad at Agamemnon for stealing the girl he received as a
prize after a previous battle. Consequently, he acts like a child on a
playground who has had his toy taken away. Achilles even goes so tar
as to refuse to tight at all it Agamemnon tries to take the girl, even
though Achilles is by tar the best tighter that the Greeks have. Instead,
he sits by the shore and cries for his mother, the goddess Thetis. He
begs Thetis to ask Zeus to help him out. For someone who is supposed
to be a hero, crying out to his mother and asking tor her help to get

back at the bullies is not a heroic decision. It is just seltish.

Further, that is not the only time that Achilles’s anger causes him to
make some awful and selfish decisions. Later on in the story, Achilles
fighfs Hector, prince of Troy. Though Achilles fighTs Hector to avenge
his friend’s death, which could be seen as a heroic move, his decisions
after he wins comp|eTe\y negate any accolades he may have won.
After Athena he|p5 Achilles trick Hector and kill him Achilles ties the
bod\/ to his chariot and dr'mgs it around the town several times. |In a
culture where certain rituals need to be carried out in order for the
spirit to scﬁely make it to the underworld, this is @ big disgrace. To
make Things worse, Hector's fcjmi|y 1S \.f-mfching all of this hoppen. As
They stand and watch what Achilles is doing down be|ow, "Hector's
mother / Tlears] off her shiniﬂg veil and scream(s], / And his old
father groan[s] piTifUHy, / And all Through town the people la]re
convulsed / With lamentation” (Homer 450-454).

Still, Achilles won't listen to anyone who tries to persumde him to return
the body to Hector's family. He is so bent on getting his revenge that
he acts se]fisHy. Achilles does evemua”y return Hector's body and
r:}po\ogize to his fr_1mi|y, but on[y after he is told to do so by his mother.
If Thetis had not STepped in and said somefhimg to Achilles. who knows
how |cmg he would have continued to dmg Hector's b@dy around
Troy. As it was, he disrespecTed the body for twelve days. That is

twelve days too long for someone who is supposed to be a hero.

While most people consider Achilles to be a typical hero, he does not
fit the heroic mold. Throughout the lliad, he acts like a spoiled little
child who is not getting his way and does not know how to cope with
that. He makes incredibly seltish decisions and does not stop to think
about how they might affect other people. Additionally, he never once

tries to apologize tor his actions on his own accord.

Now, contrast Achilles with Oedipus, who is man enough to admit
when he has messed up and ask for forgiveness. Oedipus tries to think
of others before himself and is even wiHing to maim himself in
punishmem for someﬂwiﬁg that he did. He does not GIwoys make the
best decisions, but that is part of human nature. E\feryone makes
mistakes. The hard part is owning up to those mistakes and accepting
pun]shmem. Achilles may be considered a a‘ypico| hero by mo st
readers, but Oedipus makes more heroic decisions, and that makes

ﬁim a frue her'o.
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