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Learning is enigmatic; however, principles of learning
are inherent in literature, and literary characters make
excellent subjects for studying adult learning processes.
Oedipus, Hamlet, and Yossarian encounter problems, respond
to them, and eventually form resolutions that demonstrate the
significance of their learning.

Oedipus is an inductive learner because he progresses
gradually toward an absolute truth. He can solve riddles and
problems if he remains rational, but he retreats often into
an arrogant state. Early in the play, the prophet Teiresias
tells Oedipus the truth, but Oedipus cannot accept the truth
about himself until he has learned it through trial and

error. After hearing the testimony of the herdsman, Oedipus



learns and thus is able to create a significant resolution;
he blinds himself in an act of self-judgment.

Hamlet intuits his learning in a flash of enlightenment
and then acts upon his learning. He is initially character-
ized as one who relies on external forms of order; thus,
when he encounters problems such as the Ghost, he responds
ineffectively. Until he learns how to act by forming a
philosophy for internal guidance, Hamlet cannot combine his
passion and intellect. Hamlet ultimately accepts his learn-
ing on three levels and responds with significant action.

Because Yossarian creates his own truth in a complica-
ted, absurd society, he is a creative learner. Yossarian
cannot deal with the problem of the war until he synthesizes
his four internal qualities. As he confronts a series of
problems, Yossarian learns to sharpen his intellect, to
develop his conscience, to accept a faith, and to apply his
imagination. He is then able to learn from Orr and form a
qualitative resolution; he runs away.

The study of the learning patterns of these three
characters provides a useful tool for literary analysis and

also supplies an insight into adult learning.
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Chapter 1

Learning Principles in Literature

Despite increasing advances in man's accomplishments, in
his sophistication of ideas and in his ability to test those
ideas, many mysteries remain about our world and certainly
about ourselves. One of the most intriguing problems yet to
be solved is that of how man learns. Scientists, educators,
and even parents have marvelled at sudden changes in children
and adults which indicate that they have learned, but how or
why the learning has taken place continues to be unknown.
Countless scientists and educators have created and tested
theories of this phenomenon. 1In fact, an entire branch of
psychology is devoted to the observation of behavior as a
means of acquiring evidence about the learning process. Be-
haviorism has offered one way to study human learning, but
because behaviorists experiment only with animals, they can-
not offer a satisfactory answer to the question of how
humans grow intellectually and emotionally.

The behaviorists' operating principle, that observing
behavior leads to factual knowledge, has become a standard
practice in studying learning. Children have been made sub-

jects for the study of behavior because their environment



and actions can be more easily controlled than that of
adults. As Jean Piaget demonstrates, many intricate details
about the learning of infants and children can be extracted
from observing their behavior.1 Observing adults, however,
is certainly more difficult. Their environment, especially
their crucial past experience, cannot be scientifically con-
trolled. Thus, the dilemma i1s clear—--how can we learn
anything significant about adult learning?

The solution to such a dilemma has been supplied by the
finest authors of literature who with their extraordinary
insight into the human condition are able to teach us about
this process. Through their characters, authors provide us
with examples of adults who learn. Characters in literature,
therefore, make excellent subjects for studying how adults
learn.

Those who study literature have long recognized the
growth and change of literary characters. Gustav Freytag's
model illustrates a method of tracing a character's change.2
A play or story changes by conflict or climax. Through this
process, a character is confronted with a problem, and he
either faces it, solves it, or is destroyed by it. Implicit
in most criticism is a study of how a character handles his
problem, how he grows or how he learns. Most critics, how-
ever, are not concerned primarily with education alone, but
with structure, theme, or images. As a result, there is

little criticism that specifically address the problem of



learning or traces a character's complete learning process.
Even studies of the Bildungsroman, a novel based on the psy-
chological development of a character, are concerned with
literary issues, rather than educational ones.3 Recently,
however, John L. Somer and George J. Thompson have studied
the learning principles inherent in literature. Their un-
published manuscript, "Literature: A Model for Inquiry,"
illustrates how these learning principles are indigenous to
literature, formulates from these principles a learning
theory, and applies this theory to practical inquiry methods
for the classroom. As such, it does suggest an approach to
the study of adult learning.

For their purposes, the authors of "Literature: A
Model for Inquiry" have created a terminology. They have
borrowed terms from other disciplines, redefined terms for
their purposes, and invented terms. Much of their work and
many of their terms are irrelevant to this study, but some
of the concepts are indispensable. In the following para-
graphs I shall discuss and illustrate these important
concepts: characterization, problem, tension, and response.

According to Somer and Thompson, a study of learning in
literature must begin with an analysis of a character's
initial personality. Before an author places a literary
character into a learning situation, he defines his charéc—

ter's personality; in other words, he uses characterization

to draw a picture of that character for the reader, much



like an artist paints a portrait. The author may establish
this initial characterization in a variety of ways: by nar-
rating information about the character, by having the
character dream or communicate facts about himself, or by
placing the character into his typical environment and giving
him a conventional problem to solve. Whatever the means, the
author must give his reader a sense of the character under
study before a reader can examine how the character interacts
with the world. An author's characterization also reveals
his character's imagination, which Somer and Thompson define
as a source of "the inner vision that helps us order and
structure our experience."4 When an author's characteriza-
tion is complete, the quality of a character's imagination
becomes observable, and the way his consciousness interacts
with the world becomes measurable.

Somer and Thompson propose that one way to measure a
character's interaction with the world is to study the types
of problems that the author creates for him and then to ex-
amine the ways the character responds to those problems.

They then proceed to define three types of problems: char-
acterizing problems, complicating problems, and climactic
problems. These three categories of problems serve their
purpose of devising a pedagogical theory from literature,
but for my study, I have added a fourth type of problem, the
gqualitative problem. All of these problems may occur in the

form of a situation, character, or event.
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The first set of problems a character faces helps estab-

lish his characterization. Characterizing problems usually

allow a character to respond typically and successfully to
his environment, thus establishing his habitual way of act-
ing. Characterizing problems can be likened to a pre-test
the author has prepared for his character. After enough
characterizing problems have been introduced to establish

characterization fully, the author creates complicating prob-

lems, those problems or complications which are unfamiliar to
the character. Complicating problems challenge the charac-
ter's "habitual" responses and may occur unexpectedly and
forcefully.5 While the character is facing complicating
problems, the author builds the work to a climax and then

suddenly introduces a climactic problem, a complication that

tests a character's imagination with dramatic force and pro-
vides him with an opportunity to learn. After the character
responds to the climactic problem, he may be confronted with

a final type of problem--a qualitative problem--the problem

that ultimately measures the quality of a character's learn-
ing. A character who solves the qualitative problem gains
knowledge about the problem itself, and also about the sig-
nificance of his learning. The qualitative problem is in
effect then, the author's post-test for his character.

The four types of problems give a character a variety
of increasingly complex opportunities to learn, and with the

introduction of these problems, a character is presented



with tension. Authors create tension in as many different
ways as they create problems, but the dominant characteris-
tic of tension in literature is that it provides a character
with the impetus to learn. When a character must deal with
the tension that builds within him, which results from his
problems, he is forced either to succeed or to fail, to grow
or to retreat. The tension in a character often reaches its
peak just as the work reaches its dramatic climax, but as
this study will show, the peak of the tension to learn and
the height of the dramatic climax may not be the same
instance.

As each type of problem is introduced or as the tension
builds, the character must respond in some way, perhaps by
taking action, or by using a device to escape, ignore, or
solve his problem.6 A character's responses to character-
izing problems reveal and define his character by "establish-
ing [his] habitual" modes of action.7 His responses to such
characterizing problems are usually his conventional solu-
tions with which he feels comfortable. A character's
responses to complicating, climactic, and qualitative prob-
lems, however, illustrate his ability to go beyond his
ordinary responses and to engage imaginatively with his
environment; responses to these problems illustrate his
ability to learn.

To do a comprehensive literary study of learning, one

would need to examine a representative work from almost



every literary period, but I have chosen to deal with three
justifiably important periods--Classical, Renaissance, and
Contemporary--and I have selected a representative work from

each of these periods. Sophocles' Oedipus the King, Shake-

speare's Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, and Joseph Heller's

Catch-22 may seem markedly different, but they have a common
characteristic which allows for a cohesive study of learning.
Each of the main characters in the three works--Oedipus,
Hamlet, and Yossarian--attempts to solve very specific,
concrete problems, and each character, according to one
critic, finally asks the same question about the significance
of life and his existence.

Scholars have categorized Oedipus the King, Hamlet,

Prince of Denmark, and Catch-22 as "similar," and they have

discussed certain parallels among the three works. Although
critics have not concerned themselves with the learning of
these three characters, they have pointed out likenesses in
theme and character. Howard J. Stark, in his article enti-
tled "The Anatomy of Catch-22," claims that the cry that
echoes through the novel--"'Why?' 'Why me?'"--is "the time-
less cry of men in anguish and despair.“8 It is, Stark
notes, "Job's cry, Oedipus' cry, and the cry of Hamlet and
King Lear. . . . It is the cry that has permeated contempor-
ary fiction.“9 Yossarian can find "no solace" in the gods
of Oedipus' world; he is stranded in an absurd world in

which the "existential cry of man--'Why?' 'Why me?'" is



10 Thus,

twisted into a malicious answer: "'Why not?2'"
according to Stark, the differences in the situations of
Oedipus, Hamlet, and Yossarian are negligible.

On a more specific level, Michael J. Larsen discusses
several ties between Catch-22 and some of Shakespeare's
works. In his article, "Shakespearean Echoes in Catch-22,"
he notes a few parallels in character such as Piltchard and
Wren as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and General P. P.

11

Peckem as Fortinbras. On close reflection of these simi-

larities, Larsen says,
we realize a deadly similarity . . . between
Heller's world and Shakespeare's. . . .[Tlhe atmos-
phere of manipulation and deadly intrigue is just
as poisonous in th? modern bureaucracy as in the
Renaissance court.:?2

Larsen also describes a connection between what haunts

Hamlet's imagination, "'the thousand natural shocks that

flesh is heir to' (III, i, 64-62)," and what is amplified in

Catch-22: Yossarian 1is very much aware of every disease and

danger that "might do him in."13

Finally, Ernest Jones, author of Hamlet and Oedipus,

reaches a "psychoanalytical solution" to Hamlet's character

14 He dis-

with the use of Freud's Oedipus complex theory.
cusses Hamlet's hesitancy as a direct result of his repressed
emotions toward his mother and his confused feelings toward

his uncle's marriage to his mother.



Themes and characters in these three works are compara-
ble, as critics have noted, but an analysis of the learning
principles in these works of vastly different historical
periods will establish even more meaningful ties among these
three great learners.

I shall first discuss each work individually by examin-
ing the characterization, problems, and responses of the
major character, and then by analyzing the quality of that
character's learning. After a study of the works individu-
ally, I shall draw comparisons and identify contrasts among
the three characters' learning processes and discoveries.

Literature certainly provides the tool to measure the
quality and significance of adult learning, and the starting
points to begin such a measurement are contained in "Litera-
ture: A Model for Inquiry." Because the terms and concepts
defined in this manuscript can be adapted for use in an ob-
jective and comprehensive analysis of a character, the next
step in this study of learning is to apply the concepts to

Oedipus the King.




Chapter 2

Oedipus the King: An Inductive Learner

Yet I know this much:
no sickness and no other thing will kill me.
I would not have been saved from death if not
for some strange evil fate. Well, let my fate
go where it will. (11. 1455-59)

Oedipus, as Sophocles portrays him in Oedipus the King,

is one of the great tragic figures of the Classical Period.
Not only is he a powerful dramatic figure, but he is also

a great learner. As such, he can serve as an appropriate
starting point for this study primarily because of the
learning process that he goes through. His actions and
experiences dramatize the learning process in part as Sopho-
cles saw it.

Sophocles' version of the Oedipus myth has been the
subject of extensive critical study, with concentration on
diverse topics which range from such philosophical themes as
destiny and self-discovery, to poetic explications of the
choral odes.15 Many scholars present the background of the
: myth of Oedipus and discuss the play's role in Greek trage-
dy.16 Critics such as Richmond Lattimore and Alister Cameron
focus on the plot in general and more specifically, on the
process of the dramatic action, the "general story pattern

of the lost one found."17
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A common purpose among the critics is to analyze the
intervention and power of the gods and to interpret why
Oedipus suffers. C. M. Bowra, an authoritative Sophocles
scholar, has placed the various justifications offered by
scholars for Oedipus' "tragic collapse" into three categor-
ies: the House of Laius was cursed; Oedipus' pride results
in punishment; and Oedipus makes a faulty mistake, a mis-
judgment.18 Bowra believes, however, that Sophocles
"intended to show the gods at work" and that "the play shows
the power of the gods at every important turn . . ." Oedi-
pus is simply a victim.19 Despite the many thorough analyses
of the play, including the recent in-depth scholarship of
Charles Segal, studies regarding Oedipus as a learner are

simply non—existent.20

Although critics certainly cover what
Oedipus learns in their discussion of the plot, and they
debate why he learns in their interpretations of "fate," they

do not trace how Oedipus learns. A gap is obvious, therefore,

in studies of Oedipus the King; my purpose is to attempt to

fill that gap by studying the learning process of one of the
most intriguing characters of Greek tragedy. To analyze
Oedipus' learning process, I shall establish Oedipus' charac-
ter before he begins learning, his methods of learning, and

his response to what he learns.
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CHARACTERIZATION

Before Oedipus begins to learn, Sophocles establishes
his characterization, and many scholars have noted the obvi-
ously important characteristics of Oedipus. C. M. Bowra,
Richmond Lattimore, and Charles Segal have discussed easily-
perceived distinctions of Oedipus as character. Bowra
proposes that Oedipus is no tyrant, but a great king.21
Lattimore concludes that Oedipus' "hasty temper" and
"passionate reliance on quick judgments" make him rush to

Delphi, run away to Thebes, and jump to conclusions during

his inquiry. Lattimore also notes Oedipus' tendency to feel

completely confident of his assumptions.22 Segal makes this
point about Oedipus' characterization: "Oedipus sums up all
u23

- the essential paradoxes of man's nature. These scholars,
certainly among others, have made valid observations about
how Oedipus is characterized, but they have not examined his
learning potential.

My analysis of Oedipus' learning potential will reveal
that he has two dominant responses to experience. In one
sense Oedipus is a person open to experience and action, a
man who moves smoothly from what he knows into the unknown.
Oedipus has another side, however. He can be a prideful,
impatient, and suspicious man. When he is surprised by

events or information, he often chooses to rely on his

assumptions about reality rather than the truth. 1In the
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terms of this study, then Oedipus is generally engaged with
the world. There are times, however, when his experience
becomes so trying that he is unable to accept new knowledge,
and he then regresses into the familiar world of his known
and trusted views of reality.

Sophocles initially develops Oedipus' character by pro-
viding information about his background and past experience,
and by developing characterizing problems for him. As the
legend of Oedipus, the dialogue of the drama, and the charac-
terizing problems of the play reveal, Oedipus' character has
been shaped by the following influences: his attempt to
defy the gods as a young man, his ability to solve the
Sphinx's riddle, his tendency to let Jocasta influence him,
and his inclination to presume loyalty.

The Greeks were fascinated by the myth of Oedipus, the
tale of a young man who came to Thebes, a city whose king,
Laius, had recently been killed. At the same time, the city
was being held in a bondage of starvation and terror by the
powerful Sphinx. Although many a divine prophet had tried
to solve the riddle the Sphinx proposed, none had been able
to discover the answer and free the city. Oedipus, an ordi-
nary man, did what no holy prophet had been able to do; he
alone solved the riddle: "What walks on four legs in the
morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the
evening?" When Oedipus answered "man," the Sphinx killed

herself, and Thebes was free. The city, out of gratitude,
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respect, and the need for a king, offered the crown to Oedi-
pus. He accepted the position of power and also married the
ex-king's widow, Jocasta. According to the legend, Oedipus
had children by Jocasta and reigned in prosperity for many
years.24

Oedipus himself, in the course of the play, provides the
missing pieces about his life before he came to Thebes.25 As
Oedipus tells Jocasta, he was reared in Corinth by King Poly-
bus and his wife Merope. Always believing that they were his
natural parents, Oedipus was troubled when a drunken man told
him otherwise. When Oedipus confronted Polybus and Merope
with the man's news, they reacted so furiously and emotion-
ally that Oedipus grew suspicious; thus, he visited the
shrine at Pytho to consult with the gods about his true heri-
tage. The oracle did not relate what Oedipus asked to learn,
but it did relate that Oedipus was cursed; he was doomed from
birth to murder his father and commit incest with his mother.
Oedipus was horrified, and in an attempt to escape his des-
tiny, he fled to Thebes, without ever returning to Corinth.
Oedipus, then, attempted to outwit the gods by leaving Cor-
inth, assuming that his running away would alter the future
evil. Part of Oedipus' characterization, therefore, is es-
tablished before he even becomes Oedipus the King.

When Oedipus arrives in Thebes and solves the Sphinx's

riddle, his decision to defy the gods is reinforced; he

thinks he has discovered his true fate, which is to escape
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the curse and become a revered ruler of Thebes. Oedipus'
experience with the riddle serves to characterize him; it
demonstrates his dual nature. On one hand, his ability to
solve the riddle demonstrates Oedipus' reasoning powers and
his capacity for confronting a problem. But on the other
hand, Oedipus' success with the riddle and his ensuing peace-
ful reign as a respected king perpetuate his extreme self-

- confidence. Thebans believe strongly in Oedipus' innate
abilities to rule and to solve problems, as the Priest
relates:

You came and by your coming saved our city,

freed us from tribute which we paid of old

to the Sphinx, cruel singer. . . .

Now Oedipus, Greatest in all men's eyes,

here falling at your feet we all entreat you,

find us some strength for rescue. . . .

Once you have brought us luck with happy omen;

be no less now in fortune. (1l. 35-53)
Based on such praise and reinforcement from his people, Oedi-
pus becomes a bold, self-satisfied ruler, and his prideful
attitude comprises an essential part of Oedipus' characteri-
zation.

Oedipus' boldness is indeed reinforced by the Thebans,
but it is also strongly influenced by his wife Jocasta, who
is a strong-minded, defiant woman, and whose attitudes con-

26

tribute to Oedipus' characterization. When Jocasta is

first introduced, she supplies characterizing background for

Oedipus' nature, as she demonstrates her defiant and
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blasphemous attitude toward the oracles: "So clear in this
case were the oracles, / so clear and false. Give them no
heed, I say" (11. 723-24). Jocasta continually reassures
Oedipus that any fears he may have about his fate are
unfounded. At the climax of the drama, the herdsman reveals
how Jocasta, like Oedipus, tried to escape the power of the
gods by giving her cursed infant son to the shepherd and
instructing him to abandon the child. Jocasta's effort to
avert destiny and her flippant attitude toward the gods
influence Oedipus during his reign as king and increase his
pridefulness.

An additional influence on Oedipus' reign is the char-
acter of his brother-in-law, Creon. Creon is not naturally
defiant and suspicious as are both Oedipus and Jocasta.
Creon is, by contrast, a loyal and obedient servant to his
king, and Oedipus seems accustomed to this type of rever-
ential treatment from his family and subjects. Creon serves
to illustrate Oedipus' tendency to presume loyalty and
obedience. When his expectations about Creon and those like
him are not met, Oedipus responds impatiently and pride-
fully. For example, when Creon does not provide the kind
of answers Oedipus wants or expects to hear, Oedipus blames
Creon directly~-an irrational response. If, however, Creon
does reinforce Oedipus' "habitual perspectives," then

Oedipus responds reasonably.
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With the use of the myth of Oedipus and how he came to
Thebes, and with the use of Jocasta and Creon as influences
upon Oedipus' personality, Sophocles has nearly completed a
full characterization of Oedipus. It becomes apparent that
Oedipus responds to his various problems either with arro-
gance and egotism and/or with a desire to deal with the
problems and solve them. If Oedipus' ability to rule or his
position as a king is challenged, he immediately becomes
withdrawn from reality. Oedipus' past experiences have
nurtured his belief in his inherent ability to solve any
"riddle"; thus when he encounters unexpected obstacles to
his success, he becomes irrational and impatient. However,
as his solving of the Sphinx's riddle demonstrates, Oedipus
is capable of being calm and rational, of remaining involved
with a problem. His responses when in this rational state
are not to ignore the problem, but to define it by intense
probing and questioning and to do his best to solve it. If
he remains in a learning state, a state of openness to exper-
ience, Oedipus is able to form hypotheses, gather evidence,
confront the characterizing problems that Sophocles creates

for him, and eventually solve them.

CHARACTERIZING PROBLEMS

Just as Oedipus' experience with the riddle demon-

strates his dual nature, the first scene of the drama also
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illustrates his ability to be both arrogant and open.
Sophocles begins his play by presenting Oedipus with a

characterizing problem~-Thebes is suffering from a devastat-

ing plague. Oedipus' responses to this problem serve to
complete the characterization of Oedipus for the audience.
Oedipus begins the play with a question: "Children,
young sons and daughters of old Cadmus, / why do you sit
here with your suppliant crowns?" (l1l. 1-2). This initial
inquiry is characteristic of Oedipus' perception of himself
as a riddle-solver; however, Oedipus' openness is comprom-
ised because he already knows the answer: "but I have known
the story before you told it / only too well" (1l1. 59-60).
Oedipus does not need to listen to the Priest's long des-
cription of the problem because he needs information; he
listens possibly because he is flattered by the Priest's
imploring him to save the city (11. 14-57). Only after the
Priest has sufficiently reinforced his egotism does Oedipus
reveal that he has already made a decision about stopping
the plague and that he has already acted; he has sent Creon
to Apollo, to the Pythian temple, to discover what will end
the city's suffering (11. 70-3). Oedipus' arrogance is
apparent in his assumption that saving the city will once
again be dependent on his ability: "I sent . . . / Creon,
. » to Apollo, / . . . / that he might learn there by
what act or word I could save this city" (11. 69-73) [my

emphasis].
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Creon, who has been sent to find out the source of the
plague, takes longer on his errand than Oedipus thinks he
should; therefore, Oedipus becomes impatient, which is
clearly a characteristic of Oedipus' prideful state. Creon
arrives directly after Oedipus complains, but before he will
reveal his news, he asks Oedipus if the crowd gathered in
front of the temple should be allowed to hear it. Oedipus'
reply is that of both an open man and an overly confident
ruler: "Speak it to all; / the grief I bear, I bear more
for these / than for my own heart" (l11. 92-4).

The conversation between Oedipus and Creon which follows
is also a characterizing problem that Sophocles creates for
Oedipus. When Creon reports that Thebes must be "purified"
of its pollution (11. 95-8), Oedipus' love of riddle-solving
is immediately triggered by this vague, mysterious introduc-
tion to the problem. Oedipus begins by responding with a
series of logical, rational, progressive questions; "What is
the rite / of purification? How shall it be done?" (1. 99).
Oedipus continues in this engaging way, asking Creon ques-
tions and gradually defining the entire problem. The source
of the plague, as Creon relates, is that the murder of Laius
is unresolved; the murderer was never caught and punished at
the time because the citizens were preoccupied by the
Sphinx's hold on the city. The only witness to the murder,
a servant of Laius' who later went to the country as a shep-

herd, said robbers committed the deed, but no further
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evidence was found. Oedipus, then, has solved his first
problem in the play. He has discovered, with the oracle's
help, why Thebes is suffering from a plague. Full of his
success, he addresses the next problem, the mystery of Laius'
death. As a confident problem-solver and an arrogant ruler,
Oedipus is sure that this "riddle" will be as easily solved
as the one the Sphinx presented. Oedipus vows to "bring
this [crime] to light again" (1. 133).

With the problem of the plague, Sophocles has presented
Oedipus with another in a series of rather conventional prob-
lems, and with the use of them, the characterization of
Oedipus has been well demonstrated. Oedipus is clearly a
complicated character, which adds to audiences' fascination
with him since the drama was first staged. Sophocles drama-
tizes Oedipus' intellect, values, and his typical responses
to his environment, but what is most important to this study
is the way Sophocles challenges Oedipus' habitual way of
responding to his experience; such challenges initiate
Oedipus' intellectual growth. Sophocles accomplishes this
growth by the use of complicating, climactic, and qualita-
tive problems. Also of great importance to this study is
the way Oedipus responds when challenged by these three
progressively more difficult types of problems. As Sopho-
cles presents the problems, and as Oedipus confronts them,
an obvious tension occurs. An analysis of this tension

will reveal several aspects of the learning process as
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Sophocles traces it through his character. This analysis
‘will demonstrate the following characteristics of the theory
~of learning in Oedipus: truth is a given and stable quanti-
ty; an hypothesis and a step-by-step process are valuable to
‘inquiry; and taking advantage of serendipity is crucial.

|

fFinally, this analysis will not only demonstrate what Oedipus
»learns and how he learns, but it will also demonstrate that
he becomes aware of the quality of what he learns.

L}

COMPLICATING PROBLEMS

The first complicating problem that Oedipus is presented

‘with, the first problem that is unexpected and runs contrary
?fo his experience and expectations, is his conversation with
Teiresias, the old blind prophet, whom Oedipus sent for to
:help him solve the murder of Laius. Oedipus first reacts to
his meeting with Teiresias with impatience because the
;rophet is late (l1. 288-9). When Teiresias does arrive,
Oedipus continues to be arrogant, first by re-telling the
oracle for the prophet, despite the fact that Teiresias
élready knows directly from the gods what must be done to
ﬁtop the plague. Although Oedipus was also impatient with
Creon's delay, he is initially open to experience during
their scene because his curiosity and interest are piqued;
eventually, however, Oedipus becomes arrogant in this scene

because Teiresias refuses to tell him what he knows. The
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blind prophet confronts Oedipus with a difficult complica-

tion when he states:

I will not bring this pain upon us both,

neither on you nor on myself. Why is it
you question me and waste your labour? I
will tell you nothing. (11. 332-34)

Teiresias' decision not to talk presents Oedipus with two
options. Oedipus can proceed with a rational inquiry and
try to discover why Teiresias chooses not to help him. If
Oedipus becomes engaged with the problem, he may logically
infer that such a wise man as Teiresias must have a good
reason for withholding valuable information about a crime;
therefore, Oedipus could make it a "riddle" to be solved by

means of discovery. Oedipus can also go the opposite

direction and fall back on his pride to guide him rather
than his intellect.

Oedipus' chosen response is immediately apparent, as
he grows angry and impatient: "You would provoke a stone!
Tell us, you villain, / tell us, and do not stand there
quietly / unmoved and balking at the issue" (11. 335-6).
Had Oedipus remained open and engaged with his experience,
he would have become interested in the prophet's reasons for
withholding evidence, not angry at his actions. Oedipus is
only concerned with the challenge Teiresias presents to his
past experience as a respected and successful ruler, thus
he resorts to accusing Teiresias himself of the murder of

Laius:
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S Indeed I am
so angry I:shall not hold back a jot
of what I think. ' For I would have you know
I think you were complotter of the deed
and doer of the deed save in so far
as for the actual killing. Had you had eyes
I would have said you alone murdered him.

(11. 345-9)

When Oedipus' ego 1s wounded, when his authority to
rule and command is challenged, and when his impeccable
reputation is questioned, he is diverted from a real problem
and withdraws into the comfortable world of his own imagina-
tion; he relies only on what his own mind and experience
tell him is reality. From his own experience with the gods,
he knows men contrive and scheme. Confronted with the
mystery of Teiresias' obstinancy, Oedipus falls back on his
habitual assumptions rather than reaching further into the
unknown.

Teiresias responds to Oedipus' charge with the truth:

" . . . you are the land's pollution" (1. 353). Teiresias
has once again attacked Oedipus' ego, and because he is
already in an arrogant state, Oedipus cannot hear the truth.
Oedipus' response, therefore, is to be impatient and to make
more accusations: "How shamelessly you started up this
taunt! / How do you think you will escape?" (1. 355).
Teiresias must repeat the truth because Oedipus' expecta-
tions have been so shattered by what the prophet says that

he cannot even comprehend the meaning. Oedipus says, "I did

not grasp it, / not so to call it known. Say it again"
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(1. 361). Teiresias could repeat the truth numerous times
and the significance of it would still not occur to Oedipus
because at this point, his imagination is not capable of
integrating what Teiresias says.

Had Oedipus questioned Teiresias' refusal to talk
earlier, had he patiently followed the line of questions
that this inquiry would have suggested, he might have had a
better chance of absorbing Teiresias' horrible truth. How-
ever, he is incapable of accepting this reality and relies
on what he knows--politics--and forms a false hypothesis
that Creon must have collaborated with Teiresias and per-
suaded the prophet to implicate Oedipus in the murder of
Laius. Oedipus has no evidence on which to base his hypothe-
sis about Creon, and he makes no attempt to gather evidence
for his theory. He simply retreats into assumption and
arrogance because his authority and reputation are endan-
gered. Even when Teiresias speaks in "riddles," which
normally would cause Oedipus to respond intellectually,
Oedipus reacts defensively:

Teiresias

'This day will show your birth and will destroy
you.'

Oedipus
'How needlessly your riddles darken everything.'

Teiresias
'But it's in riddle answering you are strongest.'

Oedipus
'Yes. Taunt me where you will find me great.'
(11. 438-41)
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Teiresias, whose knowledge has presented Oedipus with the
truth and thus his problem of learning, departs after
prophesying doom for Oedipus. Sophocles then presents
Oedipus with his second complication.

When Creon hears that Oedipus has accused him of
treason, he confronts Oedipus and attempts to defend himself,
but Oedipus is firm in his belief: " . . . don't tell me
that you are not guilty" (1. 548). Despite Creon's long,
logical speech about why he has no reason to dethrone Oedi-
pus, the haughty king wonders how he can "counterplot"
against Creon by having him killed (11. 618-25). As the
argument between Oedipus and Creon gains force, Jocasta,
wife of Oedipus and sister to Creon, enters to try and help
settle their quarrel (1. 633). Although it is no easy task,
the Chorus and Jocasta finally persuade Oedipus to spare
Creon's life. Oedipus eventually lets Creon escape, physi-
cally unharmed, but Oedipus makes it clear to the Chorus
that he spares Creon only for its sake: "It is your lips
that prayed for him I pitied, / not his; wherever he is, 1
shall hate him" (11. 671-2). Oedipus, therefore, maintains
his false hypothesis about Creon, but does not act on it.
The Chorus and Jocasta know how to deal with Oedipus' anger
and impatience; they apparently have had to calm him before.
- Because they appeal to his sense of justice as a ruler and
ask him to drop the matter of Creon for the city's sake,

Oedipus complies. His lengthy debate with Creon accomplishes
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‘ﬂothing toward solving the murder of Laius; it only serves
to show once again Oedipus' arrogance. Oedipus demonstrates
how a learner can be distracted from his task when he ig-

- nores the true problems reality presents him.

After Creon leaves, Jocasta insists that Oedipus tell

her what began the quarrel. Oedipus explains what he thinks

is the truth: "Creon says / that I'm the murderer of Laius
. . . . He sent this rascal prophet to me, since / he keeps
his own mouth clean of any guilt" (11. 703-06). With Jo-

casta's response and the discussion which follows, Oedipus
is presented with his next complicating problem. Sophocles
provides Oedipus with another opportunity to deal with the
problem of Laius' murder; he has yet another chance.
Jocasta's immediate response to Oedipus' anxiety is to

reassure him that he has nothing to worry about; her charac-
teristic disbelief and defiance of the gods comes through
clearly in her advice to Oedipus:

Do not concern yourself about this matter;

listen to me and learn that human beings

have no part in the craft of prophecy.

Of that 1'll show you a short proof. (11. 706-10)
Jocasta's proof is an experience she once had with an oracle
who told Laius that he would die by the hand of his and Jo-
casta's son; she also explains how Laius actually died and
that their infant son was killed to frustrate the oracle.
As Jocasta concludes, completely assured that the gods who

were wrong once are wrong again, Oedipus has a strong
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ction to her "teaching": "O dear Jocasta, / as I hear
is from you, there comes upon me / a wandering of the
soul--I could run mad" (l1l. 726-7). Unknowingly, Jocasta

triggers something in Oedipus' memory when she says, "[T]he

king, was killed by foreign highway robbers / at a place
where three roads meet . . . " (11. 715-6). Even though
Jocasta goes on to say much more during this speech, Oedipus

concentrates only on her words, "where three roads meet."27

TAS soon as Jocasta confirms that Laius was indeed killed at
a crossroads, Oedipus becomes engaged with the problem. An
intuitive feeling activates Oedipus' learning, and he begins
~ firing questions at Jocasta in an effort to synthesize her
information about the murder with the facts Creon supplied,
such as when it happened and why it was not investigated at
the time.
The answers Oedipus gets from Jocasta serve to increase
his rational approach to the problem. When he combines his
own memories with Jocasta's information, he forms an hypoth-
esis that he himself may be the murderer of Laius:

O God, I think I have
called curses on myself in ignorance. . .

I have a deadly fear
that the old seer had eyes. (11. 745-8)
The formation of this hypothesis is the key to Oedipus'
learning process; once he begins to operate inductively as a

way of coping with the pressure of the situation, then he

begins to proceed rationally by testing that hypothesis.
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When he questions JqqasFa,‘hg raises the possibility of
interviewing the witness to Laius' murder, a shepherd.
‘Because Oedipus is now in a learning state, he is able to
make a calculated decision to send for the shepherd: "O
dear Jocasta, I am full of fears / that I have spoken far

too much; and therefore / I wish to see this shepherd"

(1. 768). Jocasta guarantees that he will be sent for, but
she demands to know precisely why Oedipus is so fearful
:ﬁfter she presented her evidence that oracles are nothing to
fear. Oedipus responds with the story of his journey to
Thebes as a young man: he was running away from an oracle
‘that claimed he would murder his father and have children by
Ihis mother. Oedipus goes on to confess that while on his
}way to Thebes, he did kill a man in a carriage and his com-
panions at a place where three roads meet.

Oedipus does not want to recognize a connection between
what the oracle told Laius and what the oracle told him
because he is clinging to one hope. If the herdsman, who
was a servant to Laius and the only witness to his murder,
tells Oedipus what he once told Jocasta and says it was
‘fobbers who killed Laius instead of a man alone, then Oedipus
will have assured his innocence.

At this point in the drama, Oedipus can consciously
- count the number of things he knows. First, he remembers
what the oracle told him years before, and he remembers

killing a group of men who would not let him pass at a
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crossroads. He also knows the prophecy once told to Laius,
and he has heard Jocasta's proclamation of disbelief in such
oracles. Oedipus has listened to the instructions the
oracle gave to Creon about solving the murder; he has gath-
ered evidence about the murder from Creon and Jocasta; and,
most importantly, he has heard the prophet Teiresias proclaim
that he himself is responsible for the murder of Laius.
Oedipus is apparently intellectually prepared, therefore, to
move into the unknown and test Teiresias' prophecy.

If Oedipus remains in a learning state, then he can
achieve and understand the information the shepherd can
provide. Sophocles has built Oedipus' dynamic inquiry
tension to such a climax that the tension will create move-
ment--movement from the known to the unknown. While in a

learning state, Oedipus' imagination can provide this move-

ment, and it can accept new knowledge.

At this moment a messenger arrives who brings news from
Corinth and thus provides yet another complicating problem
for Oedipus. The messenger reveals that Polybus, the man
who was a father to Oedipus, has died of natural causes.
Instead of expressing grief for a loved one, Oedipus' first
response is one of relief, even delight:

Ha! Ha! O dear Jocasta, why should one

look to the Pythian hearth? Why should one look
to the birds screaming overhead? They prophesied
that I should kill my father! But he's dead . . .
the oracles, as they stand--he's taken them

away with him, they're dead as he himself is,
and worthless. (11. 964-72)
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Oedipus' renewed arrogance and overconfidence cause him
to create a false hypothesis that he did not murder his
father. 1In the midst of this confident attitude, Oedipus
suddenly remembers the other part of the oracle--that he
would commit incest with his mother. This remembrance re-
kindles Oedipus' fear, and Oedipus then explains to the
- messenger why he shall never return to Corinth:

. . . Once on a time Loxias said

that I should lie with my own mother and
take on my hands the blood of my own father.
And so for these long years I've lived away
from Corinth . . . (l11. 994-8)

What the messenger reveals in reply to Oedipus' fear
demonstrates that serendipity plays an important role in
Oedipus' inquiry and in the theory of learning presented by
Sophocles. Without the essential information that the
messenger fortuitously provides, Oedipus would be slowed
considerably in learning the truth about the murder of
Laius. The messenger begins by saying to Oedipus, "Do you
know / that all your fears are empty?" (1. 1014). This
question arouses Oedipus' curiosity, and he begins asking
the messenger a series of probing questions. The messenger
teaches Oedipus, among other things, that Polybus and
Merope of Corinth are not his real parents; rather, the
infant Oedipus was given to the couple by the messenger
himself, who took the abandoned infant from a shepherd and

in doing so, the messenger saved the child's life: "I
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loosed you; / the tendons of your feet were pierced and fet-
tered,-- . . . So‘that from this you're called your present
name" (11. 1034-6). Even though the messenger's tale is un-
expected and extraordinary, Oedipus believes him because his
memory of having ankle pain as a child coincides with what
the messenger relates. Oedipus is able to integrate what
the messenger says with his own experience; thus he takes
another step in his inductive learning process.

Oedipus responds to the messenger's information by ex-
citedly creating the hypothesis that the real issue of his
inquiry is his true parentage. He becomes so involved with
this fortuitous discovery and the formation of his second hy-
pothesis that he neglects his original investigation, which
is to solve the murder of Laius. With the creation of his
hypothesis, Oedipus chooses to ignore, at least temporarily,
the gods' instructions to find the murderer of Laius. Oedi-
pus feels, however, that he must trust his instincts, and
they are clearly telling him to try to discover his true
lineage. 1In this instance, Oedipus is willing to follow the
line of questioning created by circumstances and to continue
from that which he knows step-by-step, rather than recoiling

from its implications.

CLIMACTIC PROBLEMS

It is at this point in the play that Sophocles intro-

duces the climactic problems, Jocasta and the herdsman.
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Because Sophocles has established Oedipus' character, demon-
strating his weaknesses and strengths, his pride and
curiosity, he is now ready to test Oedipus to see which of
his traits dominates.

Oedipus' first action in the climax of the play is to
find and interview the shepherd who gave him to the messen-
ger when he was an infant. Oedipus questions the Chorus
about the identity of this particular shepherd, and the
Chorus responds:

I think he is none other than the peasant

whom you have sought to see already; but

Jocasta here can tell us best of that. (11. 1052-4)
When questioned by Oedipus, Jocasta's response demonstrates
her inherent distrust of anything unknown:

Why ask of whom he spoke? Don't give it heed;

nor try to keep in mind what has been said.

It will be wasted labour. (11. 1056-8)
Jocasta reacts emotionally and irrationally because the
messenger's information has supplied her with enough know-
ledge to foresee where Oedipus' inquiry is headed. Because
of her fear of what Oedipus will discover, she tries to per-
suade him to stop his pursuit of the truth:

I beg you--do not hunt this out--I beg you,

if you have any care for your own life.
What I am suffering is enough. (11. 1060-1)
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With this climactic problem, Oedipus once again has the
opportunity to pursue a rational inquiry and try to discover
why Jocasta reacts so emotionally to his sending for the
shepherd. Like the situation with Teiresias, Oedipus has
two optional responses; he can calmly question Jocasta, or
he can simply avoid this chance to discover the truth that
she knows. Oedipus' response is to misinterpret her meaning
and assume that her only objection to the investigation is
that he may discover his parents were of low birth. He
becomes more determined, even stubborn: "I will not be per-
suaded to let be / the chance of finding out the whole thing
clearly™" (1. 1065). Because Jocasta disagrees with Oedipus
so vehemently, his response is to be haughty and defiant
with her, much like she has been with the gods. He de-
clares, "Here, some one, go and fetch the shepherd for me;
/ and let her find joy in her rich family!: (1. 1070). Jo-
casta's strongly emotional reaction contradicts Oedipus'
expectations of her response; because he has no prior exper-
ience to help him with his wife's defiance, he retreats once
again into arrogance and egotism. Clearly Oedipus' encounter
with new experience is fragile indeed. Unfortunately, Oedi-
pus has the ability to fail his climactic test.

As a ruler, Oedipus is overconfident; this attitude
contributes to his assumption that despite the possibility

of having parents who were slaves, he will remain great:
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Break out what will! I at least shall be

willing to see my ancestry, though humble.

Perhaps she is ashamed of my low birth,

for she has all a woman's high-flown pride.

But I account myself a child of Fortune,

beneficient Fortune, and I shall not be

dishonoured. She's the mother from whom I

spring . . . (1. '1076-82)

This ironic and belated display of trust in Fortune is the
first indication that Oedipus may be equal to his climactic
test. After all, his problems began when he rejected the
fate described by the oracle at Pytho when he was a young
man. Such a reversal of attitudes--an acceptance of fate--
would be necessary to prepare Oedipus now to confront any
problem.

Soon after this display of trust in Fortune, an old man
enters, and while Oedipus guesses that he is the long-awaited
herdsman (11. 1110-12), the herdsman also suspects why he has
been summoned. As the climax of the play unfolds, it becomes
apparent that the herdsman, who witnessed the murder of
Laius, recognized Oedipus at that brutal crossroads scene,
knew about the curse on him foretold years before, and made
a decision to lie about the murder. By claiming that Laius
was killed by a band of robbers, the herdsman protects him-
self; he hopes his disobedience in not killing the infant
son of Laius and Jocasta will not be discovered.

When asked if he recognizes the messenger, the herdsman

continues to try to protect himself and responds in the neg-

ative. The messenger then reminds him about a time years
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before when a child passed between their hands (1. 1142).
The herdsman's response is emotional, similar to Jocasta's:
"Death take you! Won't you hold your tongue?" (1. 1146).
The herdsman claims that the messenger "speaks out of his
ignorance, without meaning" (1. 1151), and he refuses to
answer Oedipus' questions. Oedipus is so intent upon ex-
tracting the truth from the herdsman, however, that he uses
physical force to make the herdsman speak. Because of what
Jocasta and the messenger have told him, Oedipus is convinced
that the herdsman holds the key to salvaging his reputation
and revealing his true identity; thus he is determined to
carry on. Oedipus' concentration on discovering his parent-
age and his predisposition to prideful responses balance what
he knows about facts and events. He is no more prepared for
what the herdsman will tell him than he was for what Teire-
sias told him. The quality of Oedipus' character and the
significance of his learning rest then on how Oedipus res-
ponds to the herdsman's shocking news.

The complication that the herdsman adds results in the
climax of the drama--a revelation of self-knowledge for
Oedipus the King and Oedipus the man. The herdsman finally
supplies the unknown that Oedipus has sought and denied; he
confesses that the child was Laius' and that he took it from
Jocasta with instructions to abandon it, but he pitied the
child and gave it to the messenger instead (1. 1179). Al-

though the herdsman does not articulate the truth of Oedipus'
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parentage and the consequences of his act, Oedipus' intel-
lect is so engaged with the issue that he is able to make
connections on his own.

In a flash of enlightenment, Oedipus integrates the one
unknown that the herdsman provides with all his accumulated
knowledge and past experience; he realizes, with growing
horror, exactly who he is. With this enlightenment, Oedipus
suddenly understands many other things about himself: that
he has been defiant and disrespectful of the gods; that he
has murdered his father Laius and committed incest with his
mother Jocasta; and that he has falsely accused and shame-
fully misused Teiresias and Creon. Oedipus is also able to
make connections with the future, as he realizes what his

children's lives will be like as the offspring of an incest-

ual relationship.

QUALITATIVE PROBLEM

With the integration and realization of what the
herdsman's information means, Oedipus is able to comprehend
the implications of his new knowledge and can relate it to
his past, present, and future experiences. He is now ready
to face the ultimate problem that Sophocles creates for
him. Oedipus has a choice of how to respond to his new

knowledge; therefore, he confronts a qualitative problem

which measures the significance of his learning. When faced
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with characterizing, complicating, or climactic problems,
Oedipus responds in one of two ways; he either reacts arro-
gantly and defiantly or rationally and openly. Similarly,
as he faces this qualitative problem, Oedipus, based on what
we know about his past actions, will either retreat into his
own mind or he will respond in a significant way which illus-
trates a uniquely human capacity for qualitative learning.

If Oedipus were to rely on his arrogance to deal with
this qualitative test, he would probably deny the truth of
the herdsman's information, just as he denied the truth of
what Teiresias told him. He could try to defy fate once
again, as he did when he ran away from Corinth. Oedipus, in
a state of arrogance, may elect to have the herdsman and the
messenger killed, or he could exert his ruling power and
swear all those present to secrecy; he could even deny any
understanding of Jocasta's suicide. All these possible re-
sponses would demonstrate Oedipus' typical haughtiness;
however, Oedipus, at this crucial moment, does not respond
by retreating into himself, but responds by taking action,
not on others, but on himself:

He tore the brooches--
the gold chased brooches fastening her robe--
away from her and lifting them up high
dashed them on his own eyeballs, shrieking out . .
(11. 1268-70
Oedipus blinds himself because of what he learns, why

he learns, and the way he learns it. He learns that he is

)
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guilty of many sins: sins of pride and arrogance, sins
against his fellow man, and sins against the gods. He
understands that because of his pride, he has been slow to
learn and to accept the truth about himself through the
knowledge of his subordinates. He can conceptualize how
angry the gods must be with him and how they have planned
his punishment. He also understands his disobedience;
therefore the action he takes against himself is an act of
self-judgment. Oedipus' learning has raised him to a cog-
nitive level where he is capable of making a rational
decision to punish himself; he responds to his qualitative
problem with a qualitative, significant resolution.28

Oedipus' behavior, therefore, measures the quality of
his learning. Oedipus does not act for reward, but for
self-punishment, and only humans who have learned about them-
selves and about their environment are capable of this high
level of understanding. Oedipus' resolution to cast judgment
on himself also cannot result from his past experience, for
he has had no similar experience in his past which required
such self-knowledge. Oedipus' learning is a complex pro-
cess, and his resolution to a qualitative problem illustrates
the type of learning that only humans who can reach a level
of self-knowledge and self-judgment are capable of.

Oedipus' learning is qualitative primarily because of
the process he goes through to achieve it. Sophocles takes

Oedipus through a process of four types of problems, and
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each of these types--characterizing, complicating, climactic,
and qualitative--illustrates clearly Oedipus' learning pro-
cess. As Oedipus continually encounters problems it becomes
evident that his major learning block is his inability to see
the world and then imaginatively deal with it. When Oedipus'
ego and reputation are challenged, his symptoms of arrogance
and self-importance occur, which include a reliance on
assumptions, a tendency to be blasphemous, a clinging to his
own imagined reality, a disbelief of mystical or emotional
evidence, and a tendency to be too rational or intellectually
presumptuous. When Oedipus is in such a narrow state of mind,
he cannot learn; he can only learn from other people's know-
ledge if he is open to experience and willing to pursue an
inquiry. Oedipus' signs of being engaged with a problem are
his use of probing, intelligent questions, his use of memory
and experience, his willingness to change his mind or admit
he is wrong, his receptiveness to empirical evidence, his
ability to form an hypothesis and then collect evidence, and
his openness to unlearn his old assumptions as quickly as he
learns undeniable truths.

Sophocles presents three primary principles inherent in

the theory of learning of Oedipus the King. First, Sopho-

cles dramatizes a belief in absolute truth and the necessity
of seeking that truth in order to become a "whole" and
learned person. If man does not seek truth, or if he tries

to avert his destiny, he will suffer at the hands of fate.
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The theory of learning inherent in Sophocles' drama also
includes a belief that absolute truth is most meaningfully
achieved through a step-by-step process, a sequential pattern
of learning. The third principle of learning in the play is
the need for taking advantage of serendipity. A learner must
be receptive to the clues and avenues to absolute truth that
chance provides. Sophocles implies, through a character who
undergoes a difficult learning process, that one must move
forward towards truth, taking advantage of serendipity and
surrendering to fate when forces require it.

Oedipus does learn through a gradual process, he does
use the evidence that serendipity provides, and as such, he
learns a significant lesson--that the gods control his fate
and that one truth can change his entire perspective of
life. Oedipus' ability to learn is certainly not unique.
Oedipus is unique, however, in the way he learns, in what he
learns, and especially in the way he responds to his learn-

ing. Oedipus the King is only one work, from one literary

period, which demonstrates quality learning. The next work

I shall examine, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, also shows that

literary characters can teach us about human learning. Al-
though the Classical period and the Renaissance period do
not reveal the same attitudes and principles of learning,
both Oedipus and Hamlet serve as models to trace a signifi-

cant, meaningful learning process.



Chapter 3

Hamlet: The Intuitive Learner

Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well,

When our deep plots do pall: and that
should teach us

There's a divinity that shapes our ends,

Rough-hew them how we will. (V.ii. 8-11)

Hamlet is one of the great tragic figures of the Renai-
ssance. According to many scholars, it is questionable
whether Hamlet really learns in the play or whether he
simply overcomes a profound state of melancholy.29 However,
it is my contention that Hamlet is one of the great models
of learning. To defend this assertion, I shall examine
Hamlet's characterization, the problems that complicate his
character, those that climax his learning, and finally those
that measure the effect of his change. Such an analysis of
the play will show that Hamlet does change and that this
change is a result of his learning. I hope to shed new
light on the character of Hamlet by studying him strictly as
a learner and by examining Shakespeare's ideas about learn-
ing as revealed in the play.

Among the mass of Hamlet criticism, that which is most

useful to my study concentrates on Hamlet's character. A

valuable work which summarizes many of the studies done on
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Hamlet is that of C. S. Lewis, who divides the history of
Hamlet criticism roughly into "three main schools or tenden-

cies."30

The first group maintains simply that Hamlet has
not been given "adequate motives," and thus the play is
flawed. The second school, Lewis explains, believes that
Hamlet did not delay at all; he did what he could as soon as
circumstances permitted action. The third group, in Lewis'
view, includes "all those critics who admit that Hamlet pro-
crastinates and who explain the procrastination by his
psychology."31 Great diversities exist within this third
group, but Lewis contends that these critics claim to repre-
sent the central and "orthodox line of Hamlet criticism."32
A. C. Bradley also outlines the criticism of Hamlet's
character; however, he makes four divisions rather than

three.33

The four categories are as follows: first, many
critics assert that Hamlet's delay was due to external dif-
ficulties; second, others place Hamlet's difficulty on only
one isolated element or situation; third, some scholars hold
a "sentimental" view of Hamlet; and finally, many believe
that Hamlet's "speculative habit of mind" causes his delay.34
After he presents these four critical views, Bradley pro-
ceeds to dispute each one separately. Bradley contends that
the direct cause of Hamlet's delay was due to "special cir-
cumstances,--a state of profound melancholy."35

While all of these studies are reasonable, well-respec-

ted, and authoritative, none of them examines Hamlet as a
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learner. If these scholars would have done so, they would
have had to revise their beliefs that Hamlet does not change
substantially, and that what change does occur "comes too

1ate."36

Critics fail to recognize the clues which indicate
that Hamlet has changed significantly because he has learned.
It is my contention that Hamlet's off-stage voyage to England
is an essential turning-point in the play. It is here that
Hamlet's learning climaxes. When he returns to Elsinore, the
results of his learning are observable, measurable, and cer-
tainly significant. In addition to demonstrating Hamlet's

success as a learner, my analysis of his learning will also

provide possible resolutions to many critical problems.
CHARACTERIZATION

Before establishing that Hamlet changes, I shall first
determine his character at the beginning of the play. His
characterization is one of the most complex in all of litera-
ture, and thus it is not easily analyzed. Part of the
difficulty in analyzing Hamlet's characterization is that it
may be reasonable to assume that he has changed before the
play begins because of his father's death and his mother's
sudden re-marriage. Bradley, for example, asserts that the
Hamlet we see is not the Hamlet that the people of Denmark
know and love.37 Critics who support this proposition must

rely on inferences from the play for their theories about
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the Hamlet who exists before the death of his father. This
assumption seems to be an unnecessary complication to an
already vexing problem. Following the principle of Ockham's
razor, 1 prefer the simpler idea that these trying events
serve to magnify Hamlet's character traits; in other words,
the tension Hamlet encounters exposes his traits and does
not substantially alter his personality. The disruption of
Hamlet's family, then, is a characterizing problem, one that
I shall discuss following my study of Hamlet's characteriza-
tion.

Hamlet's characterization extends far into the play and
is tightly constructed of six dominant traits, all inter-
twined and related to one another. Before 1 analyze Hamlet
as a learner, I shall identify and discuss each of his
traits. First, Hamlet is a man who lives by the abstract
dictates of decorum; second, he obeys the wishes of a con-
crete authority figure. Third, Hamlet possesses a witty and
rational intellect that is profoundly challenged for the
first time by the opening events of the play; fourth, he is
inexperienced with such realities as death. Fifth, Hamlet
has a sufficient amount of energy to act, but he is so
accustomed to allowing decorum and conformity to shape and
contain his energy that without such restraints, he uses his
energy inappropriately. Finally, because of his years of
satisfactory dependence upon decorum and obedience, Hamlet

does not have a personal code of action. He is an



45
inexperienced intellectual who lacks an internal set of
values and who is totally dependent on external forms of
order.

Hamlet's attention to traditional modes of behavior is
demonstrated first by his rcaction to events that happencd
in Denmark just before the play begins. Hamlet's mother has
wed Claudius very soon after her husband's death, and Claud-
ius has assumed the throne left vacant by his brother's
death. Hamlet considers his mother's behavior indecorous.
He feels she went beyond the bounds of proper conduct, but
he hesitates to voice his opinion. Hamlet also makes no
effort to defy his uncle and usurp the throne. He has been
taught, by his upbringing in the court, to respect those in
power, particularly the King. Thus, once Claudius has the
title and the position, Hamlet obeys proper decorum and
allows his uncle to reign unchallenged. It is also Hamlet's
attention to decorum that causes him to don an inky cloak
and mourn his father's death for what he believes to be a
proper length of time.

After the drama is well under way, Hamlet displays his
decorous attitude once again when he gives the Players in-
structions to "suit the action to the word, the word to the

action."38

Although Hamlet gives these directions in the
hope that the Players will perform convincingly, it is also
another insight into Hamlet's awareness of what is suitable

and proper. A final example of Hamlet's reliance on decorum
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is his decision not to kill Claudius when Claudius is at
prayer. Hamlet's father was not allowed shriving time
(I. v. 76-79); thus to fulfill the dictates of decorum, Ham-
let cannot in good conscience allow Claudius time for
confession either.

In addition to his adherence to decorum, Hamlet is also
an obedient son; the two characteristics are closely related.
Although Hamlet is bitter about the marriage of his mother to
Claudius, he complies immediately when the King and Queen
request that he not return to Wittenburg (I.ii. 113-19).
Hamlet's reply is one of obedience, even acquiescence
(I.ii. 120). Hamlet's obedience is also apparent in his
first soliloquy, as he concludes by saying simply, "But
break, my heart; for I must hold my tongue" (I.ii. 158).

When the King makes the decision that Hamlet should be sent
to England (Iv.i. 29-32), Hamlet does not even question the
resolution; again, he simply acquiesces. If Hamlet cannot
bring himself to obey, he suffers from guilt, which illus-
trates how strongly his character is influenced by decorum
and obediénce. Hamlet's guilt for not fulfilling the in-
structions of the Ghost, an authority figure and a represent-
ative of his father, is revealed in the soliloquies of Acts
IT and 1IV.

Along with Hamlet's principal characteristics of con-
forming to traditional modes of conduct and obeying authority

39

figures, he is also an intellectual. He thinks of himself
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as witty and philosophical, and he wants others to consider

him "deep" and mysterious; for example, he tells the King

and Queen: "But I have that within which passeth show"
(I.ii. 85). Those like Ophelia who know Hamlet well perceive
him to be a sophisticated intellectual. For example, when

Hamlet feigns madness, Ophelia laments that his "noble mind"
has been "o'erthrown" and that he seems to have lost his
"noble and most sovereign reason" (III.i. 158-65). Hamlet's
intellectual powers have been quite adequate before the
problem of his father's death, but until then, his intellect
was never substantially challenged by significant problems,
either political or existential. As a young man growing up
in the court, Hamlet surely displayed his wit and charm, and
he used his intelligence in his studies. However, there was
no tension in his environment which caused him to grow sig-
nificantly. He was not pushed to achieve his full potential
because he could always rely on either decorum or obedience
to solve his problems. Therefore, all of his intellectual
abilities--his capacity to solve problems, his leadership
qualities, and his wit--are not directly useful to him when
the world suddenly does not conform to his expectations.
Shakespeare makes it clear that Hamlet has the potential
to solve problems and to be a leader. Hamlet uses a ration-
al, progressive inquiry to gain information first about the
Ghost (I.ii. 190-240) and later about the Players (II.ii.

327-28). Hamlet's natural, healthy curiosity is evidence of
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his intelligence. Hamlet's second potential is demonstrated
after the Players arrive; Hamlet shows his ability to create
and put a plan into action. He not only writes the addition
to "The Mouse-trap," but he also directs the dumb show and
gives the actors specific directions as part of his plot:

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I
pronounced it to you, trippingly on the
tongue. . . . Nor do not saw the air too
much with your hand, thus, but use all
gently. . . . And let those that play your
clowns speak no more than is set down

for them. . . . (I11.ii. 1-50)

Hamlet also has the intellectual potential to use his
ready wit for profound self-expression. Hamlet uses lan-
guage wittily, effectively, and artistically, but he also
depends on language to try to cope with unfamiliar situa-
tions. For example, after the Ghost leaves Hamlet, the
student in him surfaces, and Hamlet attempts to record the
Ghost's message in his table-book. Hamlet's quick wit is
particularly evident in this succinct reply to his companion:
"Thrift, thrift, Horatio! the funeral baked meats / Did
coldly furnish forth the marriage tables" (I.ii. 180-81).
Hamlet does have a strong intellect, therefore, including
the skills to solve problems rationally, to create plans,
and to lead others. However, his intellectual potential has
not been sufficiently exercised by his experience to prepare
him to grapple with the difficult problems he is now faced

with.
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Despite Hamlet's intellectual potential, he is inexperi-

enced. At the age of perhaps twenty-five or more, Hamlet is
still a student, sheltered by the academic life at Wittenburg.
Because he is unfamiliar with political scheming, Hamlet is
shocked by the ruthlessness of Claudius. Hamlet also suffers
"moral shock"” when he is confronted with his mother's "true

e Hamlet's lack of understanding about his mother's

nature."
taking of another man shows his naivete. Hamlet's lack of
experience is most evident when his father dies. It is the
closest that death has come to him. Hamlet's adoration of
his father makes the reality of death even more difficult to
confront.41
While Hamlet is characterized as decorous, obedient,
reflective, and inexperienced he is also drawn as a charac-
ter with sufficient energy to act. His problem, however, is
that for most of his life he has allowed custom or authority
to direct his energies. Because he lacks experience in the
world, he has never used his mind to fashion for himself a
code of conduct. Without an internal register, Hamlet mis-
uses his energy and acts ineptly. This characteristic takes
many different forms; it can be described as rashness, im-
pulsiveness, impatience, irrationality, wrath, inexpedience,
passion, or frustration. Whatever the adjective, Hamlet

does not know how to determine appropriate action for him-

self. Shakespeare creates several scenes to illustrate

this particular deficiency of Hamlet.
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Some scenes demonstrate Hamlet's inability to contain
his energy. 1In the second scene of Act I, Hamlet displays
his displeasure with his father's death<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>