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The Tragic Hero

In Greek tragedy, the nature of a hero’s flaw is often mysterious. Usually, the tragic deeds, which are done without knowing as in the case of Oedipus, when he kills his father and gets married to his mother. In case the deeds are committed knowingly, they are not done through choosing. Tragic heroes make choices, adapt various actions and live through their decisions as well as events in ways that make the people who are accountable for anguish and often their death. The hero’s flaw goes in hand with the fate of bringing about an end, which is genuinely tragic. In Oedipus Rex, the course of life for Oedipus was set before he was born. His fate set that he would kill his father and marry his mother, but the decisions he made to move on as a king and a man of great stature raise his self-destruction and his life above his fate and define his life as tragic.

In the play, the protagonist, Oedipus is a tragic hero who inspires the audience with the twin emotions of fear and pity. Often a person of status and virtue, the hero can be a victim of circumstances and a scapegoat of the gods. In the play, King of Thebes decides to send his brother in law to seek a remedy from Oracle of Apollo after rumors about the fire and plague destroying the city reaches him. Upon his return, Oedipus starts to investigate the death of Laius, which is later revealed that he himself killed, and married his mother. Upon realizing this, Oedipus blinds himself and flees. The hero’s flaw plays a part in the unfortunate events of his life. 

Sophocles introduces the audience to the description of Oedipus’ encounter with Laius. The play, even though in details, is hard to say whether Oedipus acted in self-defense, the way and self-respecting her would be given the situation or whether he engaged in excessive anger. Oedipus says that Laius members tried removing him from the road “using force.” It could be that Laius herald was violent towards Oedipus and he as such, he had to defend himself, but the normal herald would certainly begin by politely asking him to step aside. Oedipus is seen to defend his actions as a way of self-defense, kill or get killed, but his perception might be faulty. At some point, Oedipus is convinced that Creon plots against him and should be murdered. In case he acted on impulse and killed Creon he would have considered it self defense as well.

It, however, seems that Sophocles deliberately created the drama to provoke evaluation of the protagonist. Scholars have argued that Oedipus did not suffer for killing his father and marrying his mother, but he suffered because he had realized his own deeds. Moreover, the investigation into Oedipus’ past was not predetermined or foretold. He undertook it freely and for high motives. As a result, his tragedy does not exemplify a hero falling due to a tragic flaw in character.  

According to the Lurie, Aristotle considered Oedipus is a paragon tragedy that displays close proximity between action and personality of an individual as a condition and not a state of mind, far removed from the idea of greatness and passionate force that defines a romantic, tragic hero (Lurie 441). Thus, whether Oedipus is a hero or simply tragic is uncertain, but Greek heroes are confronted with tragic choices. The tragic situation is not created through the flaw in the hero’s character but is rather a fate. 
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