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Chapter 1
Introduction

0 despoinai, deomai toinun humon touti panu micron,
ton Hellénon einai me legein hekaton stadiousin ariston.

O Mistresses, I ask of you this very small favor,
Of all the Greeks that I be the best in speaking by one hundred miles.
-Clouds, 429-430

Understanding the role of the comic playwright Aristophanes in the history of
persuasive speech and performance is no small task. Rhetoric scholars and classicists
often consider his plays testimonial documents for the origins and practice of oratory in
the late 5™ century BCE in Athens; Clouds in particular is regularly treated as
contemporary evidence that the sophists were peddlers of logical snake-oil, teaching
unscrupulous students how to take advantage of their fellow citizens purely for selfish
ends. This point of emphasis reduces Aristophanes to the role of historical witness
without giving him credit for his own acts of social commentary and intellectual
contributions to the polis. Other attention is given to Aristophanes as pandering moralist,
decrying the outrageous and inimical behaviors corrupting a once prosperous city and its
many institutions. This avenue of research routinely minimizes the playwright’s
influence because his anti-war plays appear to have little practical effect on Athenian
politics, and focuses mainly on institutional critique without solutions for the audience to
consider. My purpose in this dissertation is to draw attention to Aristophanes as an
ethicist who uses comedy to reorient audience values and behaviors. Using Kenneth
Burke’s theory of the hortatory negative, I argue that Aristophanes depicts his characters
as abhorrent models for oratorical behavior, suggesting implicitly to the audience via
inference that an alternative type of speaker may engage in more ethical oratory and
thereby provide more effective and beneficial leadership in the polis. As introduction to
my analysis in this chapter, I consider the performance culture and politics of Old
Comedy, the rhetorical power and advantage of using ridicule over more traditional
persuasive forms, review the scholarship of Aristophanes and his relationship to rhetoric
and oratory, present arguments about the ethical character of comedy, and conclude with
a discussion of Burke’s theory of the hortatory negative and its relationship to
Aristophanes.

I. Performance Culture in 5™ ¢. BCE Athens
Athenian culture in the late 5™ c. BCE was marked by an array of intersecting

values and practices, all of which fashioned a keen identity for democratic politics and



communal welfare. Male citizens were encouraged to take an active interest and
participation in the body politic, serving as soldiers, officials, or members of the voting
public. They enjoyed and promoted agonistic competitions throughout society, through
such varied fora as the deliberative assembly, which established public policy, or by
judging plays in the polis-wide dramatic festivals. At the heart of these contexts lie
oratorical performance and a budding understanding of rhetorical theory. Citizens
engaged in combative arguments before audiences of their peers to carry influence,
decide important issues of the day, and construct a uniquely democratic identity based
“upon larger habits of thought, feeling, and imagination” compared with other areas of
the ancient Mediterranean world (Halliwell “Audience” 141).

These values and the democratic ideology they privileged encouraged citizens to
adopt certain practices which would fashion them into a robust, ideal member of the
polis. Although a person had to possess the proper birthright in order to be granted the
benefits of citizenship, active participation in Athenian culture was equally as important
and considered a core behavior for this ideal citizen. The number of citizens exceeded
the available positions of leadership within the political infrastructure, so the majority of
voting-eligible males would contribute by serving as members of audiences. Legislative
debates may have been guided by individual orators, but the audience in attendance
would make the final determination over which policies were accepted and rejected.

Advocacy in the lawcourts would have been a pointless exercise without juries to provide
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verdicts to cases. Even the plays performed at dramatic festivals required an audience to

give opinions about which production had been the most enjoyable.'

It may seem like a pedestrian act to hoot and holler, boo or clap for a play, but this
active participation was heavily encouraged for all citizens. Unlike the other oratorical
fora, it was more convenient and manageable for citizens to watch tragedies and
comedies because the festival environment was a handy justification to rest from work.
The additional attendance also creates a more democratic environment because more of
the citizenry is represented in the same place (Cartledge 17). Even the poor of Athens
could attend the festivals through the Theoric fund, which provided money for citizens to
pay the entrance fee if they could not otherwise afford it. This fund was considered so
vital to the democratic process and conception of citizenship, that it “was protected by
law: it was a prosecutable offense even to propose changes to the fund” (Goldhill
“Audience”67). The Theoric fund was such a hallmark of the festival experience that it
persisted well into the 4™ c., only being abolished by a Macedonia-supported oligarchy
aiming to reduce democratic power (Csapo and Slater 287). Even if they were not trained
orators themselves, great value was placed on witnessing a speech performance and
rendering a judgment on it.> One could say that political involvement was an ethical
imperative for the Athenian citizen.

Oratory served as the object of audience judgment in a wide range of contexts. Apart

from the direct speaking situations involving an individual policy, court case, or play, the

! Goldhill (“Audience” 1997) provides a robust discussion of the roles of citizens at the dramatic festivals,
including pre-ritual events and the importance of participation (55ff).

* Cartledge (1997) presents more detailed information about the wages owed to jurors, indicating again the
institutional importance of participating as a witness to oratory at political events (10).



act of addressing the audience worked to solidify community values and create a
comprehensive culture of debate and nascent intellectualism. Halliwell explains that
oratory’s “forms and modes of discourse permeated well beyond the official frameworks
of political and civic institutions, and impinged upon larger habits of thought, feeling, and
imagination” (“Between” 141). As sophistry became more prominent around Athens,
both speakers and audiences recognized that an effective speech or performance was the
key to securing influence, power, personal advancement, as well as benefits for the rest of
the polis. Even if one believes that there was not yet a systematized and disciplinary
understanding of rhetorical theory in the late 5™ c., more people were concerned with
using speech as a powerful tool and recognizing its uses and abuses (Halliwell “Between”
125).

Oratory was intimately bound with the Athenian appreciation for competition and
agonistic exchange (Poulakos 173). The format of the speech would vary based on
circumstances and audience expectation, but would likely take one of two shapes. First, a
lengthier and more elaborate monologue (rhesis) offered by a speaker to describe a
position, outline a policy, or set the narrative scene for an argument or drama. Second,
and often found in dramatic works, a shorter and more pointed exchange (stichomythia)
of opinions, insults, or dialogue to carry an argument more fluidly (Goldhill “Language”
127). Whether the competition took place at a more protracted, sophisticated level or
worked as dialogic refutations, Athenians came to expect some kind of conflict in their
public addresses. Moreover, this expectation was not limited to speaking situations, as

Athenian culture promoted the same value in physical experiences such as cockfights,
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athletic competitions, and privileged honor attached to military endeavors (Cartledge 12-

13). The ideal citizen would appreciate and recognize the value in this type of spirited

competition, especially regarding political issues.

I1. The Politics of Old Comedy

The cultural institution of Old Comedy created a unique intersection of these
values for competition, skill in speaking, and political participation. There is no doubt
that drama was a profoundly political institution, as evident from the opening ceremonies.
As Meier explains (56-57), tribute from the members of the Delian League were collected

before the performances and

the orphans of war who had just come of age entered the theatre in solemn
procession. They wore for the first time the armour which the city had given
them, after having taken care of their upbringing. A herald announced that they,
whose fathers had fallen as brave warriors in battle, would now be released from
the care of the people. They were given seats of honor.
Moreover, the arrangements and selection of the khoregoi, as well as other
responsibilities, were decided by government administrators (Cartledge 18). Unlike other
oratorical fora, a greater proportion of the citizenry was able to attend and participate in
the event, with numbers estimated between 14,000 — 17,000 present (Goldhill
“Audience” 55-58).
The winner of the festival competition was determined by a small jury of 10

citizens, who were allowed to take audience reaction into account when casting their

vote, therefore the process was heavily dependent on audience participation. Moreover,
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there is evidence that the plays had a strong effect on the audience. Apart from clapping

and providing a positive response, Goldhill explains that audiences could also boo loudly
enough for actors to leave the stage. Audience reaction could be so intense, that
playwrights could personally suffer if a performance was not well-received: “A play
about the historical event of the Persian sack of Miletus, an act the Athenians failed to
prevent, so moved the audience that the author, Phrynichus, was fined and the play
banned” (“Reading” 76). This demonstrates that attendance at the theatre was not a
passive action, that its role in developing and interacting with ideals of citizenship was
very much a dynamic and interactive process.

It is obvious to note that oratory and public speaking are a signature element of
live performance, but what is less obvious is how or why playwrights used these speeches
to influence the audience. Scholars disagree on whether the plays should be taken as
serious political commentary for the late 5t c., mere comedic entertainment, or some
combination of the two (Goldhill “Poet’s” 194). The very nature of the satirical
performance presents a shifting ground on which the live spectator or modern reader
must interpret often conflicting evidence. For this reason, some argue that “Everything in
comedy, including anything that seems to be an authorial claim or a programmatic
statement, is to be imagined as being inside ‘quotation marks’” (Wright 10). Because no
testimony from or about the playwrights explains the purpose of their comedy and
satirical commentary (if any), it is tempting to make as few assumptions as possible,
pushing the political dimensions to the margins of interpretation. Malcolm Heath argues

from the polarized position that the ambiguous nature of comedy compels a rather
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conservative interpretation from both the critic and audience member. Because humor is

such a slippery concept that is always governed by a concrete context and historical
period, he advises caution when looking too deeply into the political meaning of
Aristophanes’ plays (“Aristophanes” 242).

The greatest interpretive obstacle for Heath is intentionality. Aristophanes has not
provided a clear answer to his political ambitions (the parabaseis notwithstanding) and
no additional playwrights or critics can illuminate how seriously one is meant to treat his
comedy, therefore the politics of Old Comedy remain an open question. He explains that
there is certainly conflict between some prominent orators of the late 5™ c. and
Aristophanes (most notably Cleon), but that the two are not in direct competition for

influence over the polis. He continues (“Aristophanes” 238):

But for the comic poet, unlike the orator, winning the competition did not entail
establishing direct competitive ascendancy over the victim of the abuse, since the
comic poet was not in direct competition with the victim. Henderson’s statement
that the comic poets “argue...purposefully” is not in dispute, therefore; the
question is, What was that purpose.
If we treat the different speech genres as Heath suggests, there is certainly some influence
occurring but not one that pits playwright directly against demagogue; although they are
both addressing the same audience, their purposes must be more circumspect and
pragmatic given the context of performance.
His answer to these concerns is that one can detect political leaning or perhaps a

political component to the characterizations and plots, but that there is no direct evidence

of political ends. He summarizes his position succinctly: “Politics was the material of
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comedy, but comedy did not in turn aspire to be a political force” (“Political” 42). As

evidence, he refers to the festival context for the Lenaia or Dionysia and the need to win
over the audience to secure victory in the dramatic competition. If the path to victory
requires a certain kind of material such as the skewering of key public figures,
Aristophanes must provide his audience with what they expect (“Political” 43).
Moreover, Heath claims that the festival context may be considered political in a very
narrow sense, “that is, it may be a celebration of the polis” (‘“Poetics” 65). With this
perspective, it would not be practical to directly engage the issues of the day for fear of
offending partisans judging the competition, and that it is easier to focus on Panhellenic
themes that appeal to wide range of spectator.

Heath also addresses the broad roles of poetry, positing that some forms (such as
tragedy) have a didactic function in society but that Old Comedy is largely exempt from
this duty. He reduces the 5™ c. Athenian audience’s desire to a simplistic drive for
entertainment without significant critical thinking; this argument stems largely from the
idea that Athenian drama (including tragedy) does not have covert or hidden meanings
within its plays and that the average Athenian audience member is not looking for such
signs in the plot, characters, acting, etc. The only political activity that Heath identifies is
“an uncontroversial, pan-Athenian kind” (Poetics 70). This position distinguishes the
political topicality of drama from the overt, partisan policies and advocacy of other
oratorical fora while still situating festival performance into an institutional Athenian

context.



The final point for Heath’s conservative interpretation concerns the narrative
content of Athenian drama. Compared with the more thorough and explicit advocacy in
the assembly, Old Comedy is short on solutions and long on laughs. It is not
unreasonable to examine the effects on the audience, which do not appear to be lasting or
consequential. Cleon does not appear to suffer any permanent indignities to his
reputation and continues to be a powerful political force despite Aristophanes’ continued
attention. Under this perspective, the playwright is neither a policy wonk nor a figure
sufficiently influential enough to move the citizens who can directly submit proposals to
the assembly. If the playwright is only concerned with putting on a good show, “The
anodyne proposition that peace is nicer than war may generate good drama, but it lacks
political substance” (Heath “Aristophanes” 240). A playwright concerned with winning
the dramatic competition cannot afford to dwell significantly on the minutia of wartime
policy because the audience can already consume this content in other institutions and,
perhaps more importantly, few authors can resolve this content into something
legitimately funny.

In contrast to Heath, a number of other scholars have taken a less conservative
interpretation of the purpose and effects of Old Comedy, arguing that its political edge
concerns not just mere entertainment but active political engagement with fellow citizens.
Beginning with the issue of intentionality, Konstan agrees that it is difficult to pinpoint a
single authorial viewpoint from Aristophanes’ collected work; however, there is a
political delineation that becomes consistent as some viewpoints are privileged and others

are discouraged (“Greek” 6):
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There is no unambiguous “Aristophanes” within the texts. There is, however, a

complex of ideologically valorized elements that are not wholly reconcilable with

each other, but which in combination yield determinate ideological effects: not a

political line, necessarily, but an angle of vision, from which some social

possibilities are occluded and others are rendered especially visible.
Heath concedes this very point (“‘Aristophanes” 241), that the playwright has favorite
targets and patently ignores their rivals (Nicias and his friends are routinely spared the
Aristophanic treatment), but where he sees this as only political topicality Konstan traces
a political temperament that nudges the audience gently in a particular direction without
coming across as direct political policy. It does not matter if Aristophanes has a direct
political agenda because the content of the plays is guiding the audience to criticize key
factions and demagogues. Konstan argues that there is no single “author” present in the
text so much as a series of ideological elements, thus the issue of intentionality becomes
unimportant. Regardless of Aristophanes’ intentions as a man and author, the plays
speak for themselves and present a consistent vision about demagoguery and its effects
on the polis, and presents an implied course of action for any concerned citizen spurred to
action.

The next logical step is to consider the more broad purpose of the festivals,
referred to by Konstan as the “social interpretation of ancient comedy” (“Greek™ 5). If
Aristophanes and the other playwrights are not considered partisans as political as Cleon,
there must be another explanation for the origin and continued participation of the

citizens for the dramatic events. Some scholars, such as Goldhill, believe “the public

space of the festival becomes not merely the arena for a contest between poets, but also
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for contestation of the values, attitudes and beliefs of the citizens” (“Poet’s” 174).

Henderson argues the “Festivals were one of the chief ways in which the city organized
itself, established who was who, and demonstrated what was important” (“D&mos” 287).
This perspective, echoed others by Meier, Ober, and Silk’, positions comedy less as
entertaining if somewhat political distraction and more as social and political influence.
When the polis comes to celebrate as one all-encompassing group of citizens, there is
opportunity to take stock of the previous and current issues of the day, explore them in a
different yet socially permissible manner, and make considerations for the future identity
of the community. Although the playwright and his works are sources of influence,
scholars do not interpret his efforts or the plays’ arguments as direct attempts to draft
policy, manipulate, or cajole the audience into adopting certain beliefs or behaviors. Silk
argues compellingly that the extant Aristophanic plays never present or defend an explicit
call to action (305), a position also taken up by Heath (“Political” 42).4

There is sound reason to think that the “mere entertainment” argument is overly
reductive and simplistic, as the terms “serious” and “humorous” can coexist in a number

of rhetorical situations. Hybrid genres are more of a modern concept than something

3 See Meier (1929) for exploration of the ability for drama to develop and maintain public values: “It seems
possible that we have here a rather special example of a social body carrying out quite publicly the
maintenance and development of its mental infrastructure” (4). Ober and Strauss (1990) explain why
drama can possess such potent influence: “indirect political symbolism is more resonant with meaning than
a blatant and straightforward political speech. Politics can be powerfully manifested in apparently
nonpolitical institutions, such as rites of passage, funerals, and drama” (“Drama” 249). For additional
corroboration, see Silk (2000).

* See also Redfield (1990): “[Tragedy] is an art of understanding and compassion, and does not tell us what
to do next. In this sense tragedy is after all detached from history; like social science it is ‘wertfrei,” value
free. It reveals the conditions of action, but cannot reach that ground of action which is themis” (“Drama”
326).
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derived from Aristotle’s Rhetoric, but there is nothing to suggest that an ancient speaker

or author could not attempt to evoke more than one emotion within a single work (Silk
309-310). The experience of living in 5™ c. Athens could not have been so segmented
and rigidly structured that politics was reserved only for those occasions when the
assembly debated proposals, as Meier explains: “It is surely clear that politics, when it
becomes the very stuff of life for a citizenry, is not limited to its commonplace
definition” (21). The converse would also be true, that festive environments were not the
only situations at which public humor was permitted; therefore, it is not necessary to
relegate the comedic plays to the status of being written only for laughs. The reduction
of these situations and their rhetorical expectations to a single, unalterable purpose will
inevitably blunt the corners and minimize interpretive possibilities so that one response is
considered appropriate (Silk 319). Such an interpretation robs any rhetorical work of its
sophistication, relegates context to an unchanging constant, and ties the hands of a critic
looking for new insight.’

Viewing Old Comedy as a more versatile rhetorical practice shows that the genre
has a distinct advantage over traditional forms of oratory. Its explicitly humorous side
allows what Ober and Strauss refer to as “deep play,” where one may “spell out
externally an internal truth” (“Drama” 246). Not every lesson is absorbed through the

rigors of schoolwork, political campaigning, or waging war — these situations do not

> Silk (2000) makes a similar argument about the reductive purposes separating tragedy and comedy, in that
they are not direct opposites as commentators often assume (55). Furthermore, Silk points out that tragedy
and comedy are often described as a pair, with tragedy acting as the first and privileged term. This
preference demonstrates that tragedy defines comedy by its presence and prior characteristics and that
comedy has been treated as the secondary and less important term, although strictly speaking they are not
direct opposites (82-83)
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satisfy the whole experience of being a human and ignore much of the social nature of

humanity. Narratives, comical and otherwise, held a prominent place in Athenian
culture, often acting as a guide for the values and behavior allowed for one to participate
in society. Failing to count them among the formative experiences of both children and
adults again reduces the Athenian political experience to a fixed number of situations and
excludes the possibility that a citizen can be influenced outside these formal boundaries.
An idea hammered out in the assembly could be reshaped, refuted, or reaffirmed
depending on any number of additional influences, from the everyday conversation
between citizens to the more stylized messaging of the festivals. As Goldhill explains

(“Reading” 65-66):

The sense of the involvement of a citizen in the life of a city goes far beyond the
democratic institutions of power, and a description of the city cannot sensibly
limit itself to a history or description of the formal institutions of power. Indeed,
it is this complexity of power relations and possible rivalries within such a
polymorphous system that makes the political analysis of Athens so complex —
or, for Plato and others, that makes its order so unwieldy and unstable.

The business of politics is not constrained to one argumentative arena and may take a

number of different forms, demonstrating that one need not engage in “pure” persuasion

to effect social and political change.

ITI. The Rhetorical Power of Ridicule
The paradoxical intersection of humorous advice and serious political influence is

where comedy, the dramatic festival, and the power of narrative find their institutional
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roles in the polis. Comedic narrative possesses the power to mediate and regulate values

and behaviors, even if the genre of Old Comedy and the context of dramatic competition
do not allow for overt discussions or the satisfying resolution of political issues via
directing voting. These narrative performances can shape and redirect audience
understanding of and emotional reaction to individual people and whole classes of
citizens, and undermine or strengthen the ways they influence the policies, identity, and
survivability of the polis. As Meier explains, the building and maintenance of this mental
infrastructure is what Max Weber refers to as “nomological knowledge,” or “the general,
overarching and normative knowledge to which we relate all our thinking, actions and
experience, and in which these must all be incorporated if things are to seem ‘right’” (34-
35). Itis perhaps more useful to think of Old Comedy as providing a moral orientation
for the audience member concerning his relationship to peers, the polis as community,
and how the individual and collective citizenry can interact in the most beneficial
manner.

The most potent force in Old Comedy is the ability to mock and ridicule targets
with abandon. These attacks are not value-free judgments made only to impress the
audience, because even the most flattering humor has an undercutting tone of criticism.
Athenian citizens had many different ways to censure behavior, through both the formal
procedures of litigation and the euthunai regularly performed to audit the work of public
officials. Old Comedy provides an alternative and less formal approach to identifying
undesirable social behaviors and drawing attention to them in public. Henderson

convincingly argues that “ridicule uses complaints about disruptive but otherwise
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unpunishable behavior (that is, gossip and malice) as a form of social control” (“Démos”

295). One reserves ridicule for when formal redress is not permissible or perhaps
appropriate, but nevertheless is necessary for the polis to strike back at individuals or
groups who are engaging in behaviors that should be discouraged. This affirmation of
community norms has the additional advantage of being remarkably difficult to argue
against; to acknowledge the nature of the accusations and rail against them, as modern
politicians such as Rick Santorum have recently discovered, implies that they have the
power to legitimately damage one’s reputation and ability to provide leadership. Even if
the mockery becomes outright slander and the targets have the weight of truth on their
sides, a good joke is difficult to forget or completely put out of mind. This one-sided
advantage may be unfair, Henderson concludes, “But it is the fate of prominent people to
live, or die, by their public images” (“Démos” 304-305).

The comic playwrights could mediate these unpunishable behaviors and promote
more positive values through the strategic ridicule of scapegoats. This technique creates
a bond with the audience, in which the playwright emphasizes ideas already in circulation
and that allow him to sympathize with the plight and values of the common Athenian.
Once a certain commonality is established®, the audience views the scapegoat as an
abnormal or toxic other that is not representative of their ideal society. The current
political and social landscape is not presented intact, however, because “everything

appears in exaggerated or distorted form, as it might be in a refracting mirror” (Wright

® Borrowman and Kmetz draw on Kenneth Burke to explain the need for developing commonality in order
to influence an audience (2011): “Thus division creates identification, the discomfort of being separate
from one another causing the natural human need to find points of commonality, parallels in ideology,
shared beliefs

and values, and enemies” (281).
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16). The playwright can present this altered and perhaps even false equivalence of

Athenian society because he has established a certain trust with the audience; humor
tends to connect people quickly, and it is easier to bond with someone when you have a
common enemy or mutual hostility to something else (Redfield “Drama” 330).

The scapegoat may be an individual capable of great damage to the polis, but his
real value lies in representing an entire class of similar people. Aristophanes used many
of the same targets across his plays not only for the potential to make a good joke the
audience would understand, but because these figures are associated with military
agendas, disruptive influences in the assembly, and initiating major policy that may
benefit themselves over the public.” As a member of the literary profession,
Aristophanes does not have the power to provide a coherent counterpoint or argue
directly against the demagogues, which would violate the expectations of the audience
and may not even play to his persuasive strengths. Instead, he can give voice to “the
spectators’ resentment of this kind of selfishness at a time when the city is fighting for its
survival. The spectators feel that something has been done about [a demagogue], even if
nothing has been changed, and hope that people like [the demaoguge], present and future,
will take a lesson, even if they can choose not to” (Henderson “D&mos” 295-296).

The people similar to the scapegoat are encouraged to take notice of his treatment

at the comic playwright’s hands, because such shame-inducing attacks are especially

7 As Ober and Strauss explain (1990), the radical democracy of Athens did not create a fully egalitarian
society and even distribution of power amongst all citizens, thus abuse of political office was a legitimate
threat to the prosperity of the polis: “Despite a wide acceptance of the principle of political equality among
the citizens, Athenian political society was never socially or economically homogenous. The citizenry
remained hierarchically stratified in terms of class and status, and the interests of elite citizens were
sometimes at odds with those of the mass of ordinary citizens” (“Drama” 237).
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personal in a timocratic society (Goldhill “Poet’s 185). Cairns argues that it is only

possible to reduce or tarnish one’s honor in such an environment through the presence of
an audience: “One feels shame before those who witness one’s actions, and focuses on
what the members of that audience may say or think of one” (15). This feeling of
vulnerability implies that such a target is being seen in an appropriate or unfavorable
context, such as being observed naked when everyone else is fully clothed (Williams 78).
Moreover, the scapegoat could be demonized through a combination of verbal jokes and
nonverbal, physical representations. The festive environment is not suited to point and
counter-point argumentation, where evidence is presented in a more logical and summary
fashion (Silk 334). The additional, visible layer of buffoonery via slapstick comedy and
unflattering masks reinforces that the scapegoat is subject to public shame because the
audience may witness the fictional manner and consequences of his poor behaviors.® The
result of these characterizations is that the scapegoat has great difficulty in disproving or
using rational argument against effective comedy, therefore he and the others of his class
are left in a rhetorically disadvantageous position.

Using scapegoats as a stand-in for the larger class of disreputable or dangerous
individuals suggests that the audience can alter the status quo and redirect Athenian
values that may have drifted away from ethical values. Redfield outlines the concept of
“antistructure,” which describes not only our understanding of classical Athens but the

kind of culturally accepted mockery that can take place across the world in various time

8 Also drawing on Kenneth Burke, Hawhee (2006) argues that “words as human analogs of barks or yaps
become re-infused with emotive force, while bodily disposition and movement exhibit purpose”
(“Language” 339). The power of comedic narrative hinges not just on poetic cleverness but the ability for
nonverbal representations to reinforce the caricatures and memorably frame the scapegoat in a negative,
censuring way.
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periods (“Drama” 328). Maintaining order or structure in any culture creates a set of

binding restrictions that comedy deconstructs and criticizes. By lowering even the
highest individuals and values to a position and status that may be occupied by everyone,
hierarchy is brought to a more democratic level. This happens through the humiliating
processes of scatology, obscenity, and allowing the audience to see the scapegoat
vulnerable and naked.” The trappings of position and power are stripped away so that the
elite are made equal to everyone else. The status quo becomes marginalized and
reframed so that that “Individuals are deprived of their dignity — but in the process,
mankind in general, embodied in the audience, recovers a sense of power and liberty” (
“Drama” 328).

The narrative technique of critiquing society through a representative figure is a
signature characteristic of Old Comedy because it avoids the thorny issue of dealing with
audience complicity for current problems. According to the Old Oligarch, the collective
citizenry ““is pragmatic but unprincipled and unaccountable. It makes policy in its own
self-interest but cannot be made to take any responsibility. Instead, it can blame the
individual who has advocated or called for the vote on a policy or an agreement”
(Henderson “Démos” 275). Political speech must work around the same limitation
because even if the demos is directly responsible for voting a failed policy into action,
they do not have the desire or wherewithal to admit their culpability. Old Comedy also

cannot risk antagonizing the voting audience because any direct criticism would lead

? Bostdorff (1991), quoting Brummett, explains that comedy is "more deterministic than is tragedy
concerning the inevitability of sin, for it shows that error arises not from the occasional violation of
principle but from the human condition" (6). This idea highlights that the imperfections of the human
condition (which are felt and experienced by elite and commoner alike) will ultimately lead to corruption,
mistakes, and the need for a rebalancing of social values.
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them to act defensively or angrily, which would greatly reduce the chance of a playwright

receiving top honors at the festival. This obstacle is not insurmountable, however,
because any rich or elite citizen could be mocked so that the greater majesty of the polis
and demos would be preserved (Henderson “Démos” 295).

It is also crucial that the audience recognize a clear difference between the
scapegoat and themselves, otherwise the playwright risks making the critical attacks
strike too close to home for the voting public. Old Comedy revels in using scathing and
distorted caricatures to flesh out some jokes, which presents difficulties for the modern
reader in determining whether an attack is based in truth or fiction.'"’ The playwright had
enormous freedom to take an existing belief or perception about a fellow citizen and
bring it to an absurd pole. One must note, however, that not simply any citizen was
treated as a target for comic attention; Aristophanes aligns himself against the more
popular demagogues associated with Cleon and never directly attacks his political rival
Nicias or his allies (Henderson “Démos” 273)."" Cleon is never given credit for political
or military victories, demonstrating that Aristophanes is under no compulsion to present a

fair and balanced approach to any character in his plays.'?

10 Acknowledging this difficulty, Timmerman and Schiappa maintain there is still valuable insight in
engaging comedic texts: “Although we must recognize the use of exaggeration for humorous effect, these
characterizations give us insight into the political and social practice that we typically do not see in prose
texts” (76).

! Henderson (1990) explains this point further: “Those who claim that the comic poets were mere
humorists must explain why they consistently and one-sidedly championed the position of the ‘best’: like
Thoukydides, they refrain from criticizing Nikias (who could just as fairly be called a slave and a seller as
Kleon); they explain away, play down, or even omit to mention the victories both military and financial that
were achieved by the new politicians; and they hold profoundly ambivalent views about the ability of the
démos at large to choose responsible leaders (like themselves)” (“Démos” 284).

2 For further elaboration concerning the types of characters and plots in drama, Gredley (1996) discusses
the flexibility of characters to make choices and influence their environments in comedy, while Taplin
(1996) presents some of the major differences between tragedy and comedy.
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As long as the audience can see the tangible difference between themselves and

this other citizen, there is room for the plays to present a competing vision of Athens
compared with its present state. For the comic distortions to have such an effect, the
audience must be able to recognize that there is an existing person or behavior being
parodied and that the new version is an exaggeration of the old. Goldhill argues that this
realization is the first necessary step for crafting any narrative parody.'® The audience is
not told explicitly that a parody is occurring because the festival environment more or
less guarantees that Old Comedy (excluding the later Aristophanic plays) will present this
kind of material. The plays therefore operate through narrative enthymemes, being
drawn together through the jokes, physical actions, and costumes from the characters.
Because the argument is primarily an implicit one, the audience must infer who the target
is, why they are being parodied, and what the objective lesson is to be gleaned from the
dramatic experience.

The comic (mis)representations comment on the perceived state of affairs in the
polis so that they may be transformed into a more beneficial, potential reality for the
citizens. Konstan remarks that many plays in the Aristophanic corpus reflect an
idealized, utopian perspective that often reaches back to events and circumstances in the
past, much as members of an elder group look wistfully back towards a golden age of
values and prosperity and lament the moral or economic lapses of the most recent

generation (“Greek” 8). Even if Aristophanes does not desire the return of some

" Goldhill (1991) explains that virtually any person or institution could become fodder for Old Comedy:
“Institutions such as the Assembly and Law-courts, public figures such as poets, generals and orators,
rituals of social behavior and rituals of religious observance, all fall under the general rubric of an inversion
or distortion of an assumed model, set in a new context, for comic effect — a rubric that remains the
starting-point for definitions of parody.” (“Poet’s” 206)
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idealized past circumstances, there is always an implicit (and sometimes direct)

comparison between social conditions of the present and a future state without their ills,
injustice, or pains. The plays hold out the possibility that Athens can live up to a higher
ideal and that present circumstances are not the only ones available. We need not assume
that universalism or equality is Aristophanes’ endgame (as Konstan does), only that
comedic plays invite the audience to think that a solution exists for Athens’ struggles.'*

The enthymematic structure of the plays situates the ethics of their arguments.
Even if the plays do not instruct the audience on how to address Athens’ troubles, they
imply that the city can be saved with the proper intervention and that it is the ethical
responsibility of the citizens to enact these changes.'” Commenting specifically on Birds,
Henderson’s argument may be writ large to the rest of the Aristophanic corpus:
“Nephelokokkugia appears to be a superior alternative to Athens that implicitly criticizes
the real Athens” (“Mass” 145). The Athenian audience must first recognize per
Goldhill’s description of parody that such a comparison is offered in the first place and
note the differences and similarities between target and its new form (‘“Poet’s 206-208).
A second recognition must follow, inferring that the difference between these positive

and negative characterizations also carry an implied judgment about the worth and

* Silk (2000) also concurs with Konstan: “Aristophanic comedy’s essential connection is, of course, with a
pre-existing Athens and its citizens collective memory — of Marathon, of country life, of the festival
institutions and their traditional celebratory resonances” (409-410). I argue that Aristophanes does
sympathize with these past values, but that they are not the only means of comparison borne out by the
plays.

' Bonnstetter (2011) engages in criticism of modern American comedy to arrive at a similar conclusion;
the character Bart in Blazing Saddles does not forsake the townspeople of Rock Ridge and the film does not
condemn them; “they are fools for acting antagonistically towards Bart, and the film allows them to correct
that behavior” (22). Even if Athens is currently plagued with serious social and political problems,
Aristophanes would have the audience believe the city can still be saved and redeemed with the proper
intervention.
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qualities of the target and how the audience should react to them. Evaluating the new

context and how it applies to contemporary Athens is fundamentally an act of criticism
for both playwright and audience. By highlighting certain qualities and pushing them to
a comic extreme, the playwright asks the audience to judge whether the target is a
legitimate or insignificant threat to the polis, determine whether it is worthy of their
continued attention, and decide how they can best react to implement the ideal, potential
community implied in the drama.

The critical judgment asked of the audience is inherently a democratizing force
that seeks to pull control over the polis away from elite politicians and restore authority
back to the collective citizenry. Through the scapegoating process, even the most
honored or powerful individual can be brought to the same level as the lowest commoner,
which demonstrates to the other citizens that they are not so different after all. This
emphasizes a perception of parity that allows the citizens to believe they too can
influence political or social affairs and that this power does not belong only to the
privileged elite. As Redfield explains, when we reduce everything to the same basic level
and strip away the status and emotional attachments they enjoy, all values and behaviors

can be evaluated honestly (“Drama” 331):

Perhaps the poetry we admire is mere bombast, our religious language sententious
nonsense; the statesmen we admire are fools, and those we trust are knaves.
Comedy weakens the control of the performers over their audience and thus
increases the power of the people. In this sense it is after all a democratic art.
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It is no accident that these equalizing attacks also take place before the majority of the

citizens where all are encouraged to attend (via the Theoric fund), so that as many voting
members of the public as possible can witness the ridicule and judge for themselves how
effective their leaders have been, whether they are worth keeping, and whether the
identity they have crafted for the polis is worth pursuing.

This responsibility is not one that should be considered lightly, as the Athenian
people were known for capriciously reacting to politicians who had promised more than
they could deliver. As the Old Oligarch indicates, trusting the citizens to make the right
choice would not always be a fruitful gamble, and Plato is hardly confident in the
deliberative abilities of democratic groups in the later books of the Republic.'® However,
the audience is charged with making their own determinations and must be assumed to
act ethically and in the best interests of the city since the festival context does not allow
Aristophanes to provide specific guidance or instruction for resolving the tensions in
Athens. Given the political success of Cleon after his drubbing in plays such as Knights
and Wasps, the concern of elites that drama would hold undue influence over the citizens
is perhaps moot. There is no guarantee and perhaps should be no significant expectation
that the audience will react immediately and work to create the ideal city sooner rather
than later because Old Comedy is a genre of subtle influence. The audience is invited to

rather than tasked with response, and may hold out the hope that things can get better

1% Ober and Strauss (1990) provide further commentary on this point: “the play [Ecc.] reaffirms the unique
power that political action in a democratic state carried with it, the power to change, in a revolutionary way,
the nature of relations between elite and mass within the political society, and the relations between citizens
and noncitizens. That power was potentially dangerous, open to abuse, and perhaps even limited in its
efficacy if it were stretched too far, but the play locates it in the center of the organizing social structures of
the society” (“Drama” 269).
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without the difficult, pragmatic work of actually making it so. Ideals are easier to

conceive than to put into action, as Henderson explains: “The mediating force of humor
softens the realization that ideals are more easily imagined than attained” (“D&mos” 311).

As the preceding remarks indicate, scholars have explored the purpose of
Aristophanes’ work and how it might have contributed to the intellectual developments
and culture of the late 5" c. BCE in Athens. In addition to these questions, scholars have
examined the connection between Old Comedy and rhetorike, especially regarding the
reconstruction of rhetorical theory beginning in the 5™ c. with the sophists and ending
with Aristotle’s Rhetoric in the 4™ ¢. In the next section, I discuss a few noteworthy
examples of how scholars have changed their perceptions of the playwright, viewing him
as a more skilled practitioner of rhetoric in a culture thriving on innovative, intellectual
developments. I survey some of the major works linking Aristophanes to rhetoric,
identify their contributions to this area of Aristophanic scholarship, and explain what I
will add to existing understandings of the playwright. I will discuss the need to read
Aristophanes as a link to oratory rather than rhetoric and argue that his characterizations
of oratory and oratorical performance can be read using ethical behavior as an

interpretive touchstone.

IV. Aristophanes as Rhetorical Agent
The earliest such study appeared in 1938, an article by Charles Murphy entitled
“Aristophanes and the Art of Rhetoric.” Murphy’s analysis of rhetorical arrangement

across the Aristophanic corpus was pivotal for its time, but not followed up by his peers
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for many decades. His main argument is that Aristophanes was familiar with the art of

rhetoric as it existed in the second half of the fifth century. He attempts to prove this by
showing 1. ) that Aristophanes had an opinion about the rhetors of his time, which
implies enough knowledge of their art to portray and criticize them; and 2.) that he was
able to use their own techniques to mock them in his plays. It is unclear whether Murphy
believed Aristophanes was a student of the sophists firsthand; there is no doubt, however,
that Murphy argues that Aristophanes was familiar with the art and its principles (110).
Murphy thoroughly examines the entire surviving Aristophanic corpus for any
traces of “opinion” about rhetoric. His conclusion is that Aristophanes “condemned
rhetoric on moral and political grounds” because it was significantly harming Athens and
its citizens (69). Fragments from Aristophanes’ first play, the Banqueters (Daitales)
show a father coping with a son who shows sophistic tendencies compared with a more
upstanding, traditional son. It is clear the latter is preferable to the former (Murphy 71).
A brief passage in Knights shows that the young men of the day (the 420’s BCE for this
play) ar