The Politics of Sophocles’ Ajax
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Interpretations of Sophocles’ Ajax in relation to fifth-century political issues have a long
history. The drama invites such readings, both in specific passages, such as the reminder
that the loathsome Menelaus is Spartan at 1102, and in the play’s theme of the hero’s
isolation in life and re-integration in death. Already F.G. Welcker argued that the poet
introduced both Menelaus and Agamemnon in debate with Teucer because, while Aga-
memnon was the leader who could actually decide, Menelaus was the representative of
hated Sparta.1 Since then, scholars have offered many political interpretations, some
very far-fetched.2

The most convincing direct allegorization has associated Ajax with Cimon.3Plutarch
(relying on Stesimbrotus) describes Cimon as a representative of the old simplicity,
lacking the characteristic Athenian love of talk (Cimon 4.4-5); the Ajax of the play cer-
tainly does not lack eloquence, but he distinguishes himself sharply from Odysseus, the
dAnua, the aipyuAwtotov (381, 388). Cimon also claimed descent from the hero through
Philaeus (Herod. 6.35). Cimon could embody hoplite virtues, but his military leadership
against the Persians depended on and expanded Athenian naval power, and the play, as |
shall argue below, places extraordinary emphasis on the chorus’ status as sailors. As the
play enacts the future cult of the heroized Ajax, one of Cimon’s great performances was
his discovery of the bones of Theseus on Scyros and their conveyance to Athens (Cimon
8.6-7). It is thus hard to believe that the drama would not have evoked him in the minds
of at least some members of its earliest audiences, particularly if the play were per-
formed soon after his death.

On the other hand, while the chorus is utterly faithful to Ajax, nobody could pretend
that all Athenians were unfailingly loyal to Cimon; he was, after all, ostracized after the
Athenians were humiliated by the Spartans in 461. Menelaus complains that Ajax never
obeyed him (1069-1070), but Cimon was notoriously philo-Laconian and named one of
his sons Lacedaemonius. Furthermore, the play gives Ajax only one son, Eurysaces.
While an alternate genealogy could insert Philaeus as Eurysaces’ son (Pausanias
1.35.2), the play treats the Salaminians as already Athenian, and so deprives Philaeus of
his aetiological function of giving the island to Athens (Herod. 6.35). Furthermore,
Sophocles makes a special effort to humiliate his hero as intensely as possible, in a way
that would seem distinctly odd if he meant to depict an admired friend. It would have
been possible to create an Ajax that did not include the slaughter of the cattle at all, but
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Sophocles not only includes it, but first teases the audience with the horror it cannot see
and then reveals it to them.

More recently political interpretation has wisely been more cautious about making
specific identifications, and sees the characters as types. In this paper | hope to give
some old questions of the political background a different and more nuanced examina-
tion. Contemporary political concerns resonate within the play, but not in a direct or
unequivocal way. Furthermore, the political is only one strand in the dramatic web.
Much of the play concerns issues and emotions that are political only in a very broad
sense or not at all — family and friendship, gods and time — and it would be reductive
to try to make the political aspect dominant.4Hence, this paper does not attempt a global
interpretation. Instead, | shall examine two themes: Ajax in relation to the chorus of
Salaminians, and the issue of alliance in the latter part of the play. The play gives con-
tradictory indications about how the Greek army can be conceived: is it a quasi-polis, or
an alliance of independent cities?

The uncertainty of dating of the play increases the difficulty of reading it politically
— especially because datings often rely on political interpretations. On some stylistic
grounds, the Ajax appears to be among the older of the extant plays.5 Beyond that there
is a great danger of circularity: a political reading depends on assuming a date, but then
seems to confirm the date chosen.6 However, the style and the political indications point
in the same general direction. It is hard to resist seeing some connection between Aga-
memnon’s attack on Teucer’s right to speech, and thus citizenship, with the Periclean
law of 451:

Ol owWPPOVATEIS; 00 HaBtv B¢ €1 QOTIV

MoV TIv’ a&elg avdpa delip’ EnebBepov,

00TIC TPOC APAC avti oou Aé&el TO od;

00U yap AéyovtoC OUKET’ Qv paboly’ eyQ-

v BépBapov yap yAdooav ouk Emdiw. (1259-1263)7

The passage may not address precisely the concerns of the law, but Agamemnon’s sug-
gestion that Teucer needs a mpootdtng gives the passage a distinctly contemporary
sound.8 We do not know how long the issues of citizenship treated in the Periclean law
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were under discussion, or for how long after the law’s passage its provision may have
been controversial, but the passage certainly makes a date in the late 50s or early 40s
attractive. Again, 1102 emphasizes that Menelaus is Spartan, and the poet did not need
to stress the point.8 In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, after all, Menelaus appears to live in
Mycenae, while Pindar (P. 11) puts Agamemnon’s death in Amyclae. So although the
treatment of Menelaus cannot prove that the drama was produced at a period of tension
between Athens and Sparta — and thus, if the date is generally early, before the Thirty
Years’ Peace — it makes that hypothesis seems likelier.

One aspect of the play that has received less attention than it deserves is the consti-
tution of its chorus.10 First, the chorus members are repeatedly called sailors. This is not
as self-explanatory as it might seem. They are, as Ajax’ followers, not only the rowers
of the ships that brought the hero to Troy, but also the fighters who serve under him in
battle; but the former function receives far more emphasis than the latter. Tecmessa ini-
tially greets them as vaog dpwyoi Tfj¢ Afavto¢ (201). In contemporary Athenian
terms, the chorus could easily have been assimilated to émiBatai. Indeed, once Ajax
addresses them as sailor/warriors Gvdpec AoTIOTHPEC, EVAAIOC Aed¢ (565) — but only
once. Although in the ‘reality’ of the play they are both sailors and hoplites, the empha-
sis lies entirely on their being sailors. Furthermore, their function as sailors is initially
stressed in precisely those passages that simultaneously emphasize their loyalty to Ajax.
In characteristically Sophoclean style, both strophe and antistrophe of Ajax’ opening
lament address his follows both as sailors and as his only true friends:

Al. i®

QiAo vauBdtal, povol UGV QIAWY
povol €17 EupévovTeg 0pBd VO,
10ea6¢ p’ oiov dpTl KO-

pa @owviag 0mo LaAng
AU@idpoUoV KUKAETTOL. (348-353)

i®

yévog valog apwyov téxvac,

GAlov O¢ EmERaC EAioowv mAATAY,
g€ TOl OE TOl HOvov dEdop-

Ko Tolpévwy Emapkéaovt’. (356-360)

1992) 29; T. Szlezak, ‘Sophokles oder die Freiheit eines Klassikers’, in Griechische Klassik,
eds E. Péhlmann and W. Gauer (Nuremberg, 1994), 71; M. Altmeyer, UnzeitgeméaBes
Denken bei Sophokles (Stuttgart 2001), 55.

9 T.B"E. Webster, An Introduction to Sophocles2 (London, 1969), 180, argues that the play is
not anti-Spartan, since the hostility between Ajax and the Atridae was traditional and that
the drama requires that they be portrayed negatively.

10 R.W.B. Burtori, The Chorus in Sophocles’ Tragedies (Oxford, 1980), 6. C. Gardiner, The
Sophoclean Chorus (lowa City, 1987), 52-3, argues that they are soldiers as much as sailors,
and that their costumes would have shown that they were soldiers, but the text gives no
indication of this.
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Ajax himself is brought into this context by being identified very closely with Salamis.
The point is not made in the prologue, but when the chorus enters, it immediately
attaches Ajax to the island:

Tehap@vie mad, Tfi¢ AuEipuTOoU
ZaAapivog €xwv Pabpov dyyiaAov (134-135)

The point is not trivial, because Ajax as warrior, in the Homeric tradition and in the
play, is not a naval character.” The play retains his Homeric association with his
immense shield, which defines him as a proto-hoplite. He was, however, closely associ-
ated with the battle of Salamis, along with his father: the Greeks called on the Aeacids
as allies, bringing the images of Aeacus and Aeacids from Aegina, and calling on Ajax
and Telamon a0t06ev pév €k Zalapivog (Herod. 8.64.2). Three captured Persian ships
were dedicated at the Isthmus, at Sounion, and to Ajax aitol €¢ ZaAauiva (Herod.
8'121). The address is proleptically appropriate to the hero whose shrine stood on the
island.122When the sailors sadly address their home,

6 KAEWE ZoAMIC OO pEV Tou
VOIELC AAITAOKTOG E03AIUWY,
ndov meplgavrog aiet (596-598)

they again proleptically evoke the glory that the audience associated with the island and
with Ajax. As a tribal hero and as the helper against the Persians, Ajax belongs firmly in
the tradition of the democracy.

The presentation of Ajax’ men as sailors clearly has political implications. Surely it
makes the Salaminian contingent easier to assimilate to Athenian democracy; but it is
not clear how sharply the Athenian audience would have felt a chorus of sailors to be
distinctly more ‘democratic’ than one of hoplites. The relationship between naval power
and Athenian democracy is controversial. Certainly by the later fifth century oligarchic
circles regarded naval power and democracy as inevitably joined, believing that a city
that depended on its navy could not avoid placing power in the hands of the poor, who
rowed in the fleet (ps.-Xenophon 1.2, Plato Laws 706c-707a). However, we cannot be
certain that such ideas were current by the mid-fifth century, or that they were found in
wider circles — they are not part of the discourse of the democracy itself.13 Some have
seen a reflection of a struggle over the importance of the fleet in the memorializations of
the battles of Marathon and Salamis. Whether there was a real conflict in Athenian
social memory between Marathon, the hoplites’ battle, and Salamis, that of the sailors,
depends largely on the interpretation of the paintings of the Stoa Poikile described by
Pausanias (1.5), and it is far from certain.}4 Cimon, son of the victor of Marathon,

1 P. Rose, ‘Historicizing Sophocles’ Ajax', in History, Tragedy, Theory, ed. B. Goff (Austin,
1995) 70, emphasizes the naval character of Sophocles’ Ajax.

12 For the prolepsis of Ajax’ cult in the latter part of the play, see A. Henrichs, ‘“The Tomb of
Ajax and the Prospect of Hero Cult in Sophokles’, ClIAnt 12 (1993), 165-80.

13 P. Ceccarelli, ‘Sans thalassocratie, pas de démocratie? le rapport entre thalassocratie a
Athenes et démocratie dans la discussion du Ve et Ve siécle av. J-C’, Historia 42 (1993),
444-70.

14 A Wardman, ‘Tactics and Tradition of the Persian Wars’, Historia 8 (1959), 49-60; C.
Fornara, ‘The Hoplite Achievement at Psyttaleia’, JHS 86 (1966), 51-4. C. Pelling,
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probably made a particular effort to ensure that Marathon was remembered, but that
does not mean that he promoted hoplite over naval achievement ideologically. Still,
there is no reason to think that the idea that there was some connection between democ-
racy and naval power was not a good deal older than its first explicit attestations.15

Sophocles, in any case, had a choice of how he would portray his chorus, and by
making them sailors, he associated them with the demos. In 428, Athens manned one
hundred ships with citizens, excepting those of the two highest classes (Thuc. 3.16°1).
Apparently, the poorer sections of the citizen body by this period were all competent as
rowers.16 The dating of Sophocles’ play to the early 40s — if correct — associates them
with the social classes whose political power had recently increased dramatically. The
zeugitae had become eligible for archonship in 458-57 (Arist. Ath. Pol. 26.2). Citizens
were paid to attend the assembly, while the power of the Areopagus was diminished
(Cimon opposed the reform of the Areopagus, Cimon 10.7-8, 15; the other reforms took
place after his ostracism). Sophocles depicted his chorus as sailors although Athenian
civic practice, even at the height of the democracy, tended to portray the ideal citizen as
a hoplite and to ignore the contributions of the fleet.17 While the extent to which official
Athenian discourse genuinely denied the contributions of the poor citizens is debatable,
there can be no question that the portrayal of Ajax’ men as sailors, and Ajax himself as
particularly Salaminian, is thus politically weighted. The tragedy seems unequivocally
to favor naval power. Furthermore, although the members of the chorus are not espe-
cially heroic, they are completely sympathetic characters whose loyalty receives power-
ful praise.

To be sure, there is no overt democratic ideology in the relationship between the
chorus members and Ajax; they do not claim anything resembling equality with him.
Indeed, they stress that this bad fortune makes them as helpless as doves (139-140).
After Ajax’ death, they describe Ajax as their protection against fear by night and
enemy weapons (1211-1213). In their anxiety about the rumors they have heard, their

‘Aeschylus’ Persae and History’, in Greek Tragedy and the Historian, ed. Pelling (Oxford,
1997), 1-20, makes a strong case for a democratic reading of the Stoa Poikile.

15 J. Ober, ‘Revolution Matters: Democracy as Demotic Action (A Response to Kurt A.
Raaflaub)’, in Democracy 2500? eds. |. Morris and K. Raaflaub (Dubuque, 1998) 67-85,
argues that the decision to ‘militarize the thetes’ presupposes democracy, while Raaflaub
responds in the same volume, ‘The Thetes and Democracy (A Response to Josiah Ober)’,
87-103, that the militarization of the fleet was the cause of full democratization in the
reforms of 462-450 rather than a consequence.

16  J.M. Davies, Democracy and Classical Greece (Atlantic Highlands, 1978), 91.

17 See N. Loraux, The Invention ofAthens, trans. A. Sheridan (Cambridge, Mass., 1986), 34-6.
In Demokratia: a Conversation on Democracies, Ancient and Modern, eds. J. Ober and C.
Hedrick (Princeton, 1996), K. Raaflaub, ‘Equalities and Inequalities in Athenian
Democracy’, 139-74, stresses the low status of thetes (and the consequent importance to
them of political equality); B. Strauss, “The Athenian Trireme, School of Democracy’, 313-
25, emphasizes their civic identity and pride; V.D. Hanson, ‘Hoplites into Democrats: The
Changing Ideology of Athenian Infantry’, 289-312, argues that the use of hoplite symbolism
was not an aristocratic survival in the democracy, but a successful unifying device.
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reflections mingle an aristocratic, Pindaric concern with envy with emphasis on the
mutual interdependence ofrich and poor:18

Tpo¢ ydp TOV EX0vO’ O POBOVOC EpTEl,
KQITOl OUIKPOI PEYOAWY XWPIC
OQOAEPOV TUPYOUL pOUa TEAOVTOL-

META yap ueydAwv Baldog dplot’ av

Kol péyacg 0pBotd’ OTO UIKPOTEPWV.

GAN’ 00 6uVOTOV TOUG GVORTOUG

TOUTWVY YVWHOC TPodidacketv. (157-163)

The obvious meaning of b &xwv is ‘the rich man’, which is a sign that Ajax is here
assimilated to a contemporary social group. Among Trojan heroes, he is traditionally the
least impressive in wealth and men, bringing only twelve ships. Only a few lines before
Athena has warned Odysseus not to become arrogant, 1| xelpi BpiBeic n pokpol
mAoUToU BdBel (130). Odysseus, compared to other heroes, is neither strongest nor
wealthiest, for Ajax is mightiest, but Agamemnon excels in wealth, and both Ajax and
Agamemnon are arrogant as he is not. Ajax can be rich, then, only in comparison to the
ordinary soldiers at Troy, as a member of the elite.

The loyal members of his own contingent believe that others feel class resentment
against him. Yet they also speak of peyaAwv Yux@v in the same context (154), and do
not hesitate to imagine ill of the Atreids and Odysseus (187-189); their loyalty to Ajax
includes a judgment of value and is not an unquestioning acceptance of general norms
of social superiority. They acknowledge their own inferiority both as warriors and in
power: nasty rumors about themselves would not be believed (155-156). The song thus
elides any distinction between Ajax’ status as their leader and his superior merits.
Throughout, everyone sympathetic to Ajax acknowledges the excellence of his ancestry
— of which he himself is painfully conscious — along with his own earlier achieve-
ments. Athena herself says that nobody mpovouatepog 1 dpav aueivwv nOPEBn TO
Kaipla (119-120) — that is, he was best in both counsel and deeds. The play endorses
the aristocratic ideology of inherited excellence, but since his people seem fully to sup-
port him, he can be a democratic leader and an aristocrat at the same time.

On the other hand, everyone in the play treats the chorus members with respect.
Agamemnon denies the standing of Teucer (1227-1231), but nobody is rude to the sail-
ors. Tecmessa calls them Erechtheids, providing them with noble Athenian descent.
They address Odysseus as Gva& ‘Oduaael (1316), exactly as Agamemnon does (1321).
As a chorus, the men sing of their longing for home in symposiastic terms. The sympo-
sium is the characteristically upper-class institution, but here it is democratized — the
sailors stand, in effect, for everyone except Ajax and his successor Teucer.

The relationship with Ajax that their parodos defends is not subservient, but is an
idealized fantasy of harmony between a rich leadership and followers in Athens. The
play elides any distinction between Ajax as a warrior with a great shield and Ajax as a
leader of sailors. The sailors represent the entire contingent of Ajax — he has no other

T. Hubbard, ‘Pindar and Sophocles: Ajax as Epinician Hero’, Echos du monde
classique/Classical Views n.s. 19 (2000), 315-32, points to the Pindaric coloring of the first
part of the play (I am not convinced, however, that P.8 is a terminus post quern).
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followers — so that, within the world of the play, the hoplite is subsumed into the sailor.
Within the Athenian/Salaminian context, there are only two real classes: the extraordi-
nary, charismatic leader — who is unique, though after his death his brother replaces
him — and the everyday, faithful sailor. The sailors are a synecdoche, in which the low-
est class stands for the entire body of citizens. Like the funeral oration, the drama offers
an idealized vision of the city, but the representative group becomes sailors rather than
hoplites. Nobody questions the basis for Ajax’ position, and the source of his authority
is left undefined. We thus have an apolitical politics. There are no conflicts. The gesture
is easier because Ajax has an Athenian cult as one of the tribal heroes; the heroes stand
for the civic unity of the people.

This is not an atypical move for Sophocles. In his last surviving work, he praises in
the Colonus ode Poseidon’s gifts to the Athenian people:

dANOV 3’ divov £Xw POTPOTOAEl TS KPATIOTOV,
d@pov 100 peydAou daipovog, €imelv, <xBovo¢> avuxnua PéylaTov,
e0Immov, euMWAOV, £0BAANCCOV.

& ol Kpdvou, o yap viv &

108’ €i00( avxny’, avag Moaeldav,

imnotov 10V GKeaTApa XaAIVOV

mpATaIoIV TOTOdE KTioag Ayuldic.

ta 0’ eLfjpeTOg EKTOYAN XOPOTOIV
TapaneTopévald madtan

BpQOKEL, TAV EKOTOUTOdWV

Nnpndwv akoAoubog. (OC 707-719)

The ode is especially fraught politically, since the shrine of Poseidon Hippius played a
part in the oligarchic revolution of 411, in which Sophocles himself was implicated.2
The ode, however, implies an underlying unity of the cavalry, the elite province of the
horse-sustaining rich, and the fleet, manned by the poor. The cavalry actually have a
part in the action, when they rescue Antigone and Ismene, but the sea is not relevant to
the play’s location or its action. The song emphasizes Poseidon’s gift of seamanship in
order to claim a supematurally-based common origin for the excellences of the most
opposed social groups, and thereby to give Athens a unity beyond political or economic
differences.

Outside this privileged Athenian harmony, of course, the play is full of political con-
flicts. The parodos already opens the most difficult aspect of the play’s politics. Ajax
and his followers evidently represent an idealized polis, but they exist within the Greek
army, a larger unit that may or may not be the equivalent of an enlarged polis. In the
parodos, the army seems to be a single community; the sailors define those who feel
envy of Ajax not as members of other units or citizens of other cities, but as ‘the fool-
ish’. Although their fear is the result of their direct dependence on Ajax, they do not
base their unwillingness to believe evil rumors about him on their particular relation to
him, but on their more general resistance to foolish envy. Similarly, when Ajax praises

19 1 have added obeli to the text of Lloyd-Jones and Wilson (above, note 7), who print their
own conjecture in this very difficult passage.

20 | am in agreement with M. Ostwald, From Popular Sovereignty to the Sovereignty of Law
(Berkeley, 1986) 340-1, that Sophocles is unlikely to have been oligarchic in his politics.
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their loyalty, his repeated use of povov implies that others have betrayed him. While he
emphasizes that they are sailors, he does not emphasize that they are his own sailors.
Their loyalty is thus more valuable, since it is based on their moral qualities rather than
on their dependence on Ajax. Those who are not loyal friends are presumably from
other cities, but their absence is not motivated politically. The army thus appears as a
city. Within this city, the sailors are ethically superior to others.

Menelaus very explicitly treats the city as the model for the Greek army (1069-
1083). His city, however, lacking the spontaneous loyalties of the Salaminians, is
strongly hierarchical:

Kaitol Kokol mpo¢ Gvdpog ovta dnuotnv
pNdév dikatolv v ¢peat®Twy KADEw. (1071-1072)

Within it, Ajax is a dnpoétng. Among his own men, Ajax’ high position is unquestioned;
when the community is expanded, however, Menelaus sees himself and his brother the
same way. Just as there are only two classes among the Salaminians, so there are only
two for Menelaus. To be sure, he recognizes Ajax as a member of a different polis from
his own:

ME. 0800vek’ adtov EAmioavtec oikoBev
ayetv AXa10T¢ ELppaxoV te Kol @ilov,
£&€n0popev Euvovteg éxBin dpuydv (1052-1054)

Crucial in this formulation is the word dyetv; Ajax is a part of the army he himself
leads, which functions as a polis.

The city of only two classes, leaders and followers, is inherently less appealing in
this different context. Because the rowers of the fleet belong to the lowest property-
class, their unquestioning support for the man at the top offers an easy legitimacy. They
can elide any groups other than Ajax and themselves, because other groups have no
presence in the play. Since the people evidently support Ajax, and no institutions are
mentioned to explain his position, his leadership can be assumed to be democratic, espe-
cially since his role anticipates his place as a hero of the democracy. Once the high
status of Ajax has been established, however, the army as a whole cannot have the sim-
ple structure of the Salaminians. Menelaus turns the leader of a group into an undistin-
guished citizen in a situation where conflict has arisen. Furthermore, the followers
defined Ajax’ position. Menelaus seeks to define his own. In another context, his state-
ments about the importance of obedience might be unexceptionable. Here, however, he
sounds like a tyrant or an oligarch who dismisses all others’ claims to a share in power.

Teucer, on the other hand, denies that the army is a polis:

ayi etn” an’ apxfic adbig, i ob efic dye

TOVY’ avdp’ Axaloig dedpo cupuaxov AaBwv;

ok alitog €€EmAevaey GC alToD KpaTQv;

mol a0 otpatnyeiq 100de; mOD 8€ goI Awv

£€e0T’ Gvaoaely wv 08’ flyeT’ olkoBey;

Znaptng avaoowy RABeC, ol fudv Kpatdv

000’ £€08” 6mov gol TOVdE Kooufioal TAEoOV

apxfic €kelto Beopog f Kol TQOE OE.

[Grapxog oM\wv debp’ EmAeuaag, oy GAwv
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oTpaTNyoC, ot Aiavtog fiyeloBai mote.]2L

G wvmep ApXELC GpXe... (1097-1107)

oL yap Tt Tfi¢ ofiq olvek’ éoTpateboaTo

YUVOIKOG, GOTEP Ot TIOVOU TIOMOD TAEW

OAN” 00vey” GpKuwy 0io1v NV ENWHOTOC,

0ol 0’ 0Udev 0L ydp N&iov TouG undévag (1111-1114)

In the mythical context, Teucer refers to the oath of Helen’s suitors, and the argument
seems narrowly legalistic; the distinction between subordination to Menelaus and to an
oath to help Helen’s husband is very fine. In the contemporary situation, however,
Teucer presents Ajax as a member of an alliance in which no member can legitimately
assert hegemony, and the difference was not trivial at all. The issue of Ajax’ place as
‘ally” is all the more salient in that Ajax as a figure of cult was conceived as an ally of
the Athenians: dte dotuyeltova kai oOppoxov, E€fvov €ovia mpooébeto (Herod.
5.66). It is in this context that Teucer attacks Menelaus as specifically Spartan. He
probably implies that Spartans typically seek power over their equals — but this is only
a hint; the anti-Spartan message is confined to a single line. The dispute over whether
Ajax had to obey the leaders or his oath clearly has contemporary resonance; complexity
arises when we actually work out the contemporary implications.

We must start from the assumption that the audience must sympathize with Teucer,
and agree that a member of an alliance — at least an invaluable member, like Ajax —is
not thereby a subordinate. (That does not mean that Ajax has been right in every way,
but only that Menelaus is wrong). A perfect allegorization of this part of the play would
require that Ajax equal Athens, Menelaus Sparta, and the audience imagine a situation
in which Athens has a good reason to complain that it was being treated unequally by its
equals within an alliance. However, this seems a bizarre complaint at any time in the
mid-fifth century, even for the most patriotic Athenian. No such reading is possible
without hermeneutic contortion of some kind.

Any allegorization requires that at least one element be ignored in order that the
interpreter may fully ‘cash in’ others. For example, we can identify Ajax with Athens,
and accept the identification of Menelaus with Sparta.2 Then we need to find a
memorable occasion on which Sparta had attempted to treat Athens as its inferior within
an alliance. Such an allusion cannot be contemporary, if the date suggested above is
right. Athens ended its war with Sparta by a truce in 451-50. If we weaken the corre-
spondence between play and event to a simple complaint of ingratitude, it could refer to
the Spartans’ dismissal of the Athenians under Cimon who had answered their request
for help in the siege of Ithome. That has a tricky side, though. Rejecting help looks more
like Ajax’ kind of arrogance than Menelaus’, and the Spartans refused Athenian aid not
from arrogance, but from mistrust — at least as Athenians saw it (Thuc. 1.102). Still, it
led directly to Athenian abandonment of the anti-Persian alliance with Sparta and a new
alliance with Argos. Directly after the Persian Wars, however, Pausanias so alienated

2l H. Lloyd-Jones and N. Wilson, Sophoclea (Oxford, 1990), 34, make a convincing case for
Schneidewin’s excision of these lines.

2  This is essentially the view of the most subtle political interpretation of the play, P. Rose,
‘Historicizing Sophocles’ Ajax' (note 11 above), 59-90; Cf. AP. Garvie, Sophocles: Ajax
(Warminster, 1998), 216.
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the lonians that they asked the Athenians to take over the hegemony — this is how Thu-
cydides tells the story, at any rate (1.94-95), and how an Athenian would have remem-
bered it. Spartans, then, could be regarded as ungrateful to their allies. Thucydides also
relates the tale of how Themistocles had to distract the Spartans to give Athens time to
restore her walls (1.93.8). In Athenian tradition, if Sparta did not regard Athens as an
inferior power, it certainly hoped to render her one. This reading can rely on the asso-
ciation between the action against the Trojans and that against the Persians, already an
obvious move by the mid-century. Menelaus certainly evokes negative stereotypes of
Sparta; the question is to what extent these control broader interpretation.

Second, if Ajax is still the representative of Athens, but we emphasize the failure of
gratitude within the play, the complaint can be directed more broadly at Greeks who fail
to appreciate Athens’ role as the protector of Greece.23 This requires that we take the
complaint against Sparta as, in effect, a throw-off line, an expression of resentment that
is primarily directed elsewhere, at the allies who resent Athenian leadership. However,
this reading relies on a very general accusation of ingratitude; it requires the audience to
ignore the specifics of the argument completely.

Finally, the hearer may wholly ignore the identities of the speakers as
Spartans/Athenians and focus entirely on the substance. The scene evokes the contem-
porary situation very closely: it is a comment on the gradual transformation of the
League into the Athenian Empire, which included the use of cleruchies, the forcing of
allies who had provided ships into givers of tribute, the transfer of the Treasury from
Delos to Athens (454), and the appropriation of the League’s money for Athenian
building projects. Thucydides is vague about the chronology, but unsqueamish in sum-
marizing the outcome:

After this, the Naxians revolted and they made war on them. After a siege they surren-
dered. This was the first allied city to be enslaved contrary to custom (mp&dtn T€ altn
TOAIC EuppaXi¢ mopd TO KOBeoTNKOG €30UAGBN) but later it happened to the others
according to the particular circumstances. There were various causes of revolt, but the
greatest were failures to pay the tribute and provide ships, and desertion when that took
place. For the Athenians were meticulous in their demands, and harsh in applying com-
pulsion to people who were not accustomed and did not want to undergo hardship (1.98.4-
997).

Thucydides, looking back on the process, describes allied cities as enslaved (Aristo-
phanes may have shown them as slaves on the stage in Babylonians, 426). If we once
imagine the play in the context of Athens’ treatment of her allies, it is hard not to con-
nect it with the famous passage of Plutarch that describes opposition to Pericles’ build-
ing program:

Out of all the political actions of Pericles, his enemies maligned and slandered that one,
shouting that the people were getting a bad reputation and being criticized for bringing the
common money of the Greeks from Delos to Athens: ‘The finest excuse that the people

2 So D. Bradshaw, ‘The Ajax Myth and the Polis: Old Values and New’, in Myth and the
Polis, eds. D. Pozzi and J. Wickersham (Ithaca, 1991), 121-4, sees Ajax as symbolic of
Athens as savior of Greece but also as her oppressor. Bradshaw does not discuss Teucer’s
speech.
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had for its accusers, that they brought it from there in fear of the Persians and were keep-
ing the common wealth in a safe place — this Pericles has destroyed, and Hellas thinks it
is a victiin of terrible hybris and is obviously governed by a tyrant, seeing us, with the
money they are required to contribute for war, covering the city with gold and making her
up like a woman on display, fitting her out with expensive gems and statues and temples
costing thousands of talents’. Pericles then explained to the people that they did not owe a
financial account to the allies, since they fought for them and kept the Persians away,
when the allies did not pay a horse, a ship, a hoplite, but only money, which does not
belong to those who give it, but to those who receive, as long as they provide the services
for which they receive it. (Pericles 12)

Since the Parthenon was begun in 447 and the Treasurers of Athena made payments for
the statue, this debate must have taken place not too long before — that is, in very much
the period already suggested for the play. 24

I would suggest that the drama opens itself to all these interpretations and that all
were possible for the original audience. The political message is ambiguous because the
political situation was not simple. Neither Thucydides son of Melesias nor Cimon
opposed the naval empire. Indeed, Plutarch represents Cimon as its creator, seducing the
allies into giving up their liberty:

When the allies began paying tribute — not providing men and ships as they were
ordered, but rather refusing to take part in campaigns, not wanting to make war at all, but
desiring to farm and live peacefully (since the Persians were gone and causing no trou-
ble), they did not man their ships or send men out — the other generals compelled them to
do all this and made the empire burdensome and painful by accusing and punishing those
who did not meet their obligations. Cimon took the opposite path when he campaigned.
He did not force any of the Greeks, but took money and unmanned ships from those who
were unwilling to campaign. He allowed them to be ensnared by leisure and take care of
their private affairs, becoming farmers and businessmen instead of warriors under the
influence of luxury and thoughtlessness, while he had many of the Athenians, group by
group, embark and labor on campaign. In a little while, with the pay and money of the
allies, he made them oiasters of those who gave to them. For as the allies became accus-
tomed to fear and flatter the Athenians, who were continually at sea and always had their
weapons in their hands and were supported and getting practice thanks to their own
unwillingness to fight, they went from being allies to being subordinates and slaves with-
out realizing it. (Cimon 11)

The biographical facts indicate that Sophocles was a patriotic Athenian, and he could
hardly have served as Hellenotamias and general in the Samian War if he strongly
objected to the Empire itself. Nothing in Ajax implies a profound criticism of Athens.
The Spartan is utterly nasty, while the Salaminian sailors, while not heroic, are faithful
and admirable. Nothing in Sophocles’ life, however, suggests that he could not have
been concerned that Athenian leadership was becoming oppressive, as Spartan leader-
ship had been after the Persian Wars (at least in the foundation mythology of the Athe-
nian Empire). By emphasizing the importance of fair treatment of one’s allies, the play
invites its spectators to worry that Athens could become like its enemies.5

24 See R. Meiggs, The Athenian Empire (Oxford, 1973), 132-3.
25 Sophocles on this reading thus resembles one interpretation of Herodotus (for example, C.
Fomara, Herodotus: an Interpretive Essay (Oxford, 1971), or D. Rosenbloom’s reading of
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The conclusion, however, largely moves away from the political themes of Teucer’s
conflict with the Atreidae. Odysseus’ arguments to Agamemnon rest on familiar Greek
ethics: justice towards the dead and the gods, recognizing the merit even of an enemy,
listening to the wise advice of friends. This style of argument follows naturally from the
moral of human weakness Odysseus drew from Ajax’ situation at 121-126; Odysseus
here evokes the entire tradition of traditional Greek thought about human limits. It also
stands in sharp contrast with the chorus’ description of the Odysseus who spreads rumor
to the crowd in the parodos (148-153) and Ajax’ imaginings of Odysseus at 379-391.
There, the emphasis on Odysseus’ cunning speech invites the spectator to assimilate this
Odysseus to a contemporary politician. Here, however, Odysseus’ speech is direct and
public, and opposes precisely the envy with which the chorus was so concerned.

Agamemnon continues to think politically. When Agamemnon insists that it is not
easy for a king to be pious, he clearly returns to the model of army-as-(undemocratic)-
polis. He is assimilated to a stereotypical monarch, and the issue is not his authority, but
how he uses it. Odysseus does not dispute Agamemnon’s rightful power, but answers
that even a king can easily honor a friend who speaks rightly; Agamemnon then echoes
Menelaus’ argument to Teucer by claiming that Odysseus should obey him. Odysseus,
however, refers again to his friendship (1353). Again, Agamemnon shows his worry at
appearing weak. Presumably the threat is double: Agamemnon would be allowing the
burial of a man who had tried to kill him, and would be retracting an earlier decision.
Odysseus does not dispute about whether Agamemnon should be concerned with
appearances, but insists that he will seem, not cowardly, but just in the eyes of all
Greeks. Throughout, Odysseus uses arguments that could apply both within and across
the borders of a single polis, in a democracy, oligarchy, or tyranny. The play thus sub-
ordinates its political themes to more general ethical concerns. However the audience
interprets the political resonances, Odysseus represents not a political system or policy,
but a morality applicable to any.

Ann Arbor

the internal tensions of the Oresteia in ‘Myth, History, and Hegemony in Aeschylus’, in
History, Tragedy, Theory (above, note 11), 91-130.



