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On the occasion of the XXVth centenary of Sophocles’ birth, we have gathered in Cordoba in
order to reflect on “Sophocles Today: Twenty-Five Centuries of Tragedy”. Therefore, I do not
need to use any traditional captatio benevolentiae to dive into the realm of the Classical
Tradition and, from its point of view, to analyze Woody Allen’s contemporary reflections as
shown in one of his deepest screenplays, Crimes and Misdemeanors®. As professionals who are
in love with the Classical Legacy, we very much regret the lack of interest, even rejection, that
our studies often arouse in our fellow citizens, but, on the other hand, there are also many means,
such as cinema, to convince them that Greek and Latin Classics continue to talk to us and invite
us to reflect on world themes, as much theirs as ours, which have seemingly no part in the
passing of time.

Woody Allen and comedy is already an inevitable association*, but, at the same time, it
should be recognized that his incursions into the realm of tragedy are audacious. After all, human
beings have always doubted whether their lives make any sense, or whether there is justice, or
whether the law does condemn criminals. To sum up, life often seems to be more a chaos than a
real structure with real moral meaning. However, is this really a usual doubt or, in a world which
is full of anguish and anxiety, is inhibition what finally prevails in a general search for self-
protection? Lester, the successful TV producer of Crimes and Misdemeanors seems to make the
second option:

‘I love New York... And what makes New York such a funny place is that there’s so
much tension and pain and misery and craziness here. And that’s the first part of the
comedy. But you gotta get some distance from it. The thing to remember about comedy
is: if it bends, it’s funny. If it breaks, it’s not funny. So you gotta get back from the
pain...They asked me at Harvard... “What’s comedy?”... I said “Comedy is tragedy plus
time”. The night Lincoln was shot, you couldn’t make a joke about it. You just couldn’t.
Now, time has gone by, and now it’s fair game. See what [ mean? It’s tragedy plus time...
It’s very simple... of Oedipus. Oedipus is funny. That’s the structure of funny, right there.
“Who did this terrible thing?”. “Oh, God, it was me”. That’s funny... Look at those
people out there!... These people are lookin’ for something funny in their lives’.

1 Allen, W. Crimes and Misdemeanors, 1989. Screenplay and direction by Woody Allen. MGM, DVD.
All quotations will correspond to this edition. This contribution was read in Cérdoba (Andalusia, Spain)
on the occasion of the congress “Sofocles hoy, XXV siglos de Tragedia” (Sophocles Today: XXV
Centuries of Tragedy), March 2003, and it was published in Sofocles hoy. Veinticinco siglos de tragedia.
Cérdoba: Ediciones El Almendro, 2006, 183- 198.

2 Ordinary Teacher in the Department of Classical Greek Philology at the University of Barcelona. Gran
Via de les Corts Catalanes 585, 08007 Barcelona, Catalunya (Spain). Telephone: 934035996; fax.:
934039092; e-mail: pgilabert@ub.edu; personal web page: www.paugilabertbarbera.com

3See e. g.: Lee, S. H., 1997; Downing, C., 1997; Blake, R. A., 1995; Roche, M., 1995; Vipond, D. L.,
1991 and Liggera, 1990.

“See e. g.: Wernblad, A., 1992; Yacovar, M., 1991; Green, D., 1991; Bermel, A., 1982 and Lax, E., 1975.
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As we can see, two literary genres which were created and took shape in Antiquity continue
to be for Woody Allen a useful reference both to define and to report the ethical temper —or
rather, its lack- in Western society. Aristotle explains to us in his Poetics: “Tragedy is, then, a
representation of an action that is heroic and complete and of certain magnitude... it represents
men in action and does not use narrative, and through pity and fear it effects relief to these and
similar emotions” (é0twv 0OV TEAYWdI pipNOG MEAéews amovdalag Kat teAeiag pnéyebog
€XOUOTC... 00WVTWV Kat oV O dmayyeAiag, dU' éAéov kat GoPov mepatvovoa TNV TwWV
ToloVTwv madnudtwv k&Oagow)®. Consequently, it is necessary not to avoid tragedy but, on
the contrary, to go to the theatre and contemplate (theasthai) and share in Oedipus’ destiny, the
tragic hero par excellence, being himself the emblem of the determined assumption of personal
responsibilities, and being as well a lover of pain as the sole way to attain purification. The
audience does feel compassion and pain when men and women see the magnitude of the personal
tragedy of Jocasta’s husband and son, and they also tremble with fright when they think that in
the life to come they themselves might experience something similar, but neither does Oedipus
pretend not to hear his tragic duty, nor does the audience escape frightened to another theatre
which specializes in the performance of comedies.

Woody Allen knows very well that classic Hollywood screenplays® —or his own’- are much
indebted to Aristotelian precepts, and he knows as well that Lester’s words will be heard by an
audience that is aware of the rules of tragedy and, as a consequence, is capable of a strong
reaction against the audacities of some anti-heroes such as Lester. Indeed, tragedy is an essential
part of human life and, therefore, human beings must react against those who do want to corrupt
it, such as a frivolous TV producer, a city full of tension, pain, misery and craziness —that is to
say, New York-, or the whole of Western Society®. And Lester is not only in favour of keeping
tragedy at a distance to the extent of welcoming its antidote, comedy, but he also embraces the
intellectual perversion of believing that pain itself is a part of the latter. Funny pain? Funny
tension, misery and craziness? Sophocles knew that it is not true; Oedipus’ experience is a
definitive proof against such an illusion, and Tragedy, as if it were a watchful god, should punish
those who dare to diminish its tragic essence. But it is not necessary to appeal to any High
Power; it is enough if we are not insensitive to the sometimes tragic palpitation of the city. One
year and several months have already passed since the tragedy in New York on the eleventh of
September 2001 and, obviously, no one involved in it could joke about such a tragic event. We
may even suppose —and certainly it deals only with a hypothesis- that a serious examination of
conscience could arouse the doubt whether Western society is in some degree responsible for
such an intense hate. Could this contemporary Oedipus ever say to his fellow citizens: ‘Who did
this terrible thing? Oh, God, it was me. That’s funny’. It is certainly inconceivable and on this
occasion, furthermore, the sum tragedy plus one year and several months does not seem to
enable them to adopt comedy but quite the reverse.

® V1 23-26 -translated by W. Hamilton Fyfe, Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.;
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1965.

®See e. g.: Cano, P. L., 1999.

’See e. g.: Lopez Priego, M., 2000.

& However, in Mighty Aphrodite W. Allen decides in my opinion to avoid a serious tragic conflict using
the traditional deus ex machina —this time, of course, descending from heaven by helicopter- in order to
guarantee the happiness of the female protagonist, and he decides as well to present the chorus in the best
that’s entertainment Style, singing a hopeful: “When you’re smiling, the whole world smiles with you, /
keep on smiling. / When you’re laughing, the sun keeps shining through, / but when you’re crying, you
bring on the rain. / So stop your sighing, / be happy again. / Keep on smiling, / cause when you’re
smiling, the whole world smiles with you”.



Notwithstanding, Woody Allen is a great authority on the art of casting doubts on what in fact
is beyond question®, so that throughout Crimes and Misdemeanors he arouses many suspicions
about the real power of God, whose eyes do not always see all the crimes and injustices, and
about the real power of Tragedy, whose realm probably belongs more to Hollywood, i. e. to the
realm of fiction or cinema, than to the real world where day after day many human beings
struggle hard to survive. This is the conversation led by Cliff, Lester’s brother-in-law, and Judah,
a successful ophthalmologist who has paid his brother to have his lover assassinated and has also
succeeded in escaping God’s sight:

J: “You look very deep in thought’. C: ‘I was plotting’... J: ‘Yeah... Movie plot?... I have
a great murder story... Except my murder story has a very strange twist. Let’s say there’s
this man who’s very successful. He has everything. And after the awful deed is done, he
finds that he’s plagued by deep-rooted guilt. Little sparks of his religious background,
which he’d rejected, are suddenly stirred up. He... hears his father’s voice. He...
imagines that God is watching his every move. Suddenly it’s not an empty universe at all,
but a just and moral one, and... he’s violated it. Now he’s panic-stricken. He’s on the
verge of a mental collapse, an inch away from confessing the whole thing to the police.
And then, one morning, he awakens and the sun is shining and his family is around him
and mysteriously the crisis has lifted. He takes his family on a vacation to Europe and as
the months pass he finds he’s not punished. In fact, he prospers. The killing gets attributed
to a drifter who has several other murders to his credit, so, what the hell, one more doesn’t
even matter. Now he’s scot-free. His life is completely back to normal. Back to his
protected world of wealth and privilege’. C: ‘Yes, but can he ever really go back?’. J:
‘Well... People carry sins around with them. Maybe once in a while he has a bad
moment, but it passes. And, with time, it all fades’... J: “Well, I said it was a chilling
story, didn’t 1?°. C: ‘I don’t know. It’d be tough for somebody to live with that. Very few
guys could actually live with that on their conscience’. J: ‘People carry awful deeds
around them. What do you expect him to do? Turn himself in? | mean, this is reality. In
reality, we rationalise, we deny, or we couldn’t go on living’. C: ‘Here’s what I would do.
| would have him turn himself in. Cos then, you see, your story assumes tragic
proportions, because, in the absence of God, he is forced to assume that responsibility
himself. Then you have tragedy’. J: ‘But that’s fiction. That’s movies. You see too many
movies. [’m talkin’ about reality. [ mean, if you want a happy ending, you should go see a
Hollywood movie’.

| said before that classic Hollywood screenplays are in much debt to Aristotle and his Poetics.
Who could imagine, however, that Woody Allen’s screenplay, by means of Judah, would dare to
put at the same level “tragic end” and “happy ending”? We have just heard Cliff’s protest, but
the reaction will also come from those who can still believe in some sort of High Power. Here
are for instance the opposing arguments of Ben, the rabbi who becomes blind but preserves his
faith, and those of Judah, the ophthalmologist who can see perfectly well in spite of being blind
concerning faith —couldn’t we think mutatis mutandis of Teiresias-Oedipus?-, and here also is the
immovable faith of Sol, Judah’s father:

Ben: ‘It’s a fundamental difference in the way we view the world. You see it as harsh and
empty of values and pitiless, and I couldn’t go on living if I didn’t feel it with all my heart

°® With regard to a general analysis of W. Allen’s work and the influence of his biography on his
creativity, see e. g.: Bailey, P., 2000; Baxter, J., 1998; Fonte, J., 1998; Girlanda, E., 1995; Bjorkman, S.,
1995; Lax, E., 1992 and Spignesi, S. J., 1991.



a moral structure, with real meaning and forgiveness, and some kind of higher power.
Otherwise there’s no basis to know how to live’.

B: ‘Without law it’s all darkness’.

Sol: ‘The eyes of God see all. Listen to me, Judah. There is absolutely nothing that
escapes his sight. He sees the righteous and he sees the wicked. And the righteous will be

rewarded, but the wicked will be punished for eternity’*°.

10 The reference is undoubtedly Jewish, but it is worth mentioning that among Greeks there was also the
conviction that human actions are observed by a High Power. Indeed, the Sun, for instance, is a
watchtower of gods and human beings, Hymn to Demeter, 62: “They came to Helios, the watcher of gods
and men” (HAwv & {xovto Bewv oxomov ndé kai avdowv —edited and translated by Martin West.
Homeric Hymns. Loeb Classical Library. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts; London,
England, 2003); he sees and hears everything, Il, 3, 277 or Od, 11, 109: “and thou Sun, that beholdest all
things and hearest all things” (HAwg 6, 6 mavt’ ébooag kai mavt énakovelg —translated by A. T.
Murray. Homer Iliad. Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1971); “of Helios, who sees and hears all things” (HAiov, g
Tavt €dooa kal mavt émaxvel -translated by A. T. Murray. Homer Odyssey. Loeb Classical Library.
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England, 1998). He is a circle which sees
everything, A. Prometheus, 91: “and I call the all-seeing orb of the sun” (kai tov mavomv kdKAoL
NAlov kaAw -the translation is mine following the edition by Martin West. Aeschyli Tragoediae.
Biblioteca Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana, 1990). Of course, Zeus’ eyes become very
soon the protagonists, e. g., Hes. Works, 267: “The eye of Zeu, seeing all and understanding all” (rtdvta
WV Ao 0pOaApos kai avta vorjoag —translated by Hugh G. Evelyn-White. Loeb Classical Library.
London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1954). Zeus
knows what will be the end of everything, Solon. Elegy to Muses, 17: “but Zeus surveyeth the end of
every matter” (aAA& Zevg mavtwv ebooa téAog —edited and translated by J. M. Edmonds. Lyra Graeca.
Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1968), as we also read in many Greek tragedies. As far as Philosophy is concerned, on
the contrary, human beings must listen to Something Superior that talks to them. Heraclitus says for
instance, B 1 DK: “This Logos which always exists, men are unable to understand it not only before
hearing it, but even after they have heard it for the first time” (tov d¢ Adyov 00" €dvtog del a&vvetol
yivovtat &vBowrot kai medcbev 1) dxovoat kai akovoavtes -the translation is mine following the
edition by H. Diels- W.Kranz. Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, vol. 1, 61" edn. Berlin: Weidmann, 1951,
rpr. Dublin / Zurich, 1966). It is worth remembering as well the Socratic daiménion that warns him what
not to do, Plato’s Apology 31d: “... something divine and spiritual comes to me... it is a sort of voice that
comes to me, and when it comes it always holds me back from what I am thinking of doing, but never
urges me forward” (... pot Oetov Tt kat daHOVIoV Yiyvetat.. Pwvr) TG Yryvopévn, 1) 0tav yévental, det
ATOTEETEL e ToLT O av HéAAw medttery, mpoteémel d¢ ovmote —translated by H. North Fowler. Loeb
Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 1971). At any rate, Greek Thought emphasizes increasingly that human beings should recognize
with their intelligence the necessity of a Common Law. Thus, for instance, in Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus,
we read, 1-2; 20-25: “The most glorious of immortals, named in many ways, Zeus, ever almighty...
hail!... You brought into harmony what was good and bad, so that there could be a sole reason for
everything . Those human beings who reject it are depraved, unfortunate... they do not perceive the
common law... nor listen they to it, while, if they obeyed it with their intelligence, they would have a
good life” (Kvdot abavatwv, moAvwvope, maykoatés atel, / Zev... | XAQe ... [ ... [ ... €lg év mavta
ovvrjppokag €00Ax kakoiowy, / wot’ éva ylyveoBal maviwv Adyov aiév édvta, / 6v Ppevyovteg wotv
6ooL Ovntwv kakoi eiot, / dvopogot.. / oUT €00Qwoty BeoD KOOV VOUOV, 0UTE KAVOLOW, @ KEV
neldopevol ovv vo Blov €0OA0v éxowev —the translation is mine following the edition by Hans von
Arnim. Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta I, 537, Stuttgart: Teubner, 1968).



From his point of view, then, and after having verified that both he himself and his crime have
remained unpunished, it is certainly not surprising that Judah considers almost childish Cliff’s
faith in the tragic nature of human life. In his opinion, there are in fact many childish fathers —
like his- and many childish adults as well —like Cliff- who still dream of a paradoxical “happy
ending” in which evil is finally punished and those who are depraved assume and bear the
burden of their guilt until there is a true expiation, as if they were tragic heroes. But, as far as he
Is concerned, this is only fiction which is seen on a cinema screen or, in other words, a
simulacrum of what is true, as false —if | may take advantage of the Platonic image of the cave-
as the shadows that the famous Platonic prisoners are doomed to contemplate in their dark cave
or personal “cinema”. The worst thing is, however, that Judah was telling not a false crime story
but his own experience and, in addition to this, he knows perfectly well that the moral structure
with real meaning in which Ben still believes —in spite of becoming blind- is highly unstable. To
sum up: he is now the frivolous Lester’s best pupil and is capable of turning the most tragic
events into a comedy with the sole help of the passing of time.

What is left, then, for contemporary men and women if, as seen, there are no God’s eyes
which will discover from heaven their crimes and misdemeanors? What is left, indeed, if Justice
is also cheated and if that bandage on her eyes does not seem to symbolize anymore her
impartiality but her true blindness, which allows the human world to become a merciless jungle?
What is left, finally, if pain and both the personal and tragic assumption of responsibilities have
lost for evermore their attractiveness and cathartic power? For Woody Allen, one of the
unquestioned stars of comedy —and consequently quite paradoxically-, contemporary men and
women still have Tragedy and Oedipus, that is to say, that ethical and literary structure which
took its shape thanks, among others, to Sophocles and by which some want still to be ruled amid
the present confusion, crisis or endless lack of values.

Nevertheless, Woody Allen’s view is not so simple, and neither was the ethical debate in
Greece in the fifth century B. C. | open now another section which is always risky but often
inevitable with regard to research on the Classical Tradition. And I use the adjective “risky”
because, since reading Woody Allen’s book Side Effects and, above all, one of its short texts,
‘My apology’!!, I am reasonably convinced that a great number of the theories belonging to the
Sophistic revolution are in fact the basis of many opinions expressed by the different
protagonists of Crimes and Misdemeanors. Of course, we are dealing only with a hypothesis,
since Woody Allen -or any other creator- is not under the obligation to reveal the source or
sources of his inspiration, above all if, as a result, he could be considered a sophist, that is to say,
a member of that category damned because of Plato and the enormous influence of his dialogues
on Western Culture.

‘My apology’ is an intelligent and funny parody of Socrates’ dignity and “stoic” attitude
before death —I apologize for the anachronism. As far as | am concerned, this parody represents a
skilful exercise in Sophistic —i. e. Protagorean- “relativity”*2. There is no need to point out that

111981, pp. 47-57.

12 Here are some instances in my opinion of the “relativisation” —as said before in the shape of parody- of
what Socrates has always meant for Western Culture: ‘Of all the famous men who ever lived, the one |
would most like to have been was Socrates. Not just because he was a great thinker, because | have
known to have some reasonably profound insights myself, although mine invariably revolve around a
Swedish airline stewardess and some handcuffs. No, the great appeal for me of this wisest of all Greeks
was his courage in the face of death. His decision was not to abandon his principles, but rather to give his
life to prove a point. | personally am not quite as fearless about dying and will, and after any untoward
noise such as a car backfiring, leap directly into the arms of the person I am conversing with’ (Side
Effects. New York: Ballantine Books, p. 47). Allen confesses afterwards that he often thinks of Socrates,
falls asleep and dreams what follows: ‘I do not regard my executioners as evil... for what is evil but
merely good in excess?... Look at it this way. If a man sings a lovely song, it is beautiful. If he keeps



whoever is aware of Socrates’ thought is aware of that of the Sophists as well, since in fact the
former is not understandable without the latter. At any rate, I will probably be told that in Crimes
and Misdemeanors, as in many other Woody Allen screenplays®?, the rabbi’s authority, the
Synagogue, strict religious observance and, to sum up, the “burden” of the education received
from parents is once more omnipresent. But, could you ever imagine the daring of questioning
the very existence of both God and Divine Justice solely through orthodox Judaism? We can
certainly read what follows in Ecclesiastes:

“Because sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the
sons of men is fully set in them to do evil... There is a vanity which is done upon the
earth; that there be just men, unto whom it happeneth according to the work of the
wicked; again, there be wicked men, to whom it happeneth according to the work of the
righteous” (8. 11, 14). And also: “All things come alike to all: there is one event to the
righteous, and to the wicked; to the good and to the clean, and to the unclean; to him that
sacrificeth, and to him that sacrificeth not: as is the good, so is the sinner; and he that
sweareth, as he that feareth an oath. This is an evil among all things that are done under
the sun, that there is one event unto all” (9. 2, 3).

But let us not be naive. These theoretical audacities stop dead in the conclusion with an
energetic “Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man. For God
shall bring every work into judgement, with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it
be evil” (12.13, 14) 4.

From my point of view, then, Woody Allen needs much more than what orthodox Judaism
can offer him?°, above all in a screenplay or 16gos which very often is by no means well disposed
towards faith, piety or even hope. There are moments in human beings’ lives in which all kinds
of convictions and certainties do vanish and they cannot find any secure refuge; or simply: there
have been periods in Western History in which everything has been re-examined. Ancient
Greeks dared to do it in the fifth century B. C. And, as noticed before when the screenplay dealt
with the benefits of a tragic vision of life —Cliff-, the American director is sensitive to the
cultural Hellenic legacy. What is, in short, my hypothesis? I will show it presenting a wide range
of remarkable parallelisms:

a) Protagoras said: “As to the Gods, | have no means of knowing either that they exist or that
they do not exist. For many are the obstacles that impede knowledge, both the obscurity of
the question and the shortness of human life” (“rtept pev t@v Bewv ovk Exw edévar oV’ wg
glowv, 000" wg ovK elotv' TOAAX Y& T kwAvovta eldéval, 1] T adNAOTNG Kal Poaxvc v O

singing, one begins to get a headache’ (49)... Agathon: ‘I told everyone you would die bravely rather than
renounce your principles’... S: ‘... did the concept of “exile” ever come up?’. A. ‘But it was you who
proved that death doesn’t exist’. S: ‘Hey, listen. I’ve proved a lot of things. That’s how I pay my rent’...
Simmias: ‘And the eternal “forms”? You said each thing always did exist and always will exist’. S: ‘| was
talking mostly about heavy objects’ (52-54), and so on.

13 See e. g.: Kinne, Th. J., 1996 and Stora-Sandor, 1984.

14 The Bible. King James Version.

15 And professor Levy —on whom | shall speak later on- indicates some of its great paradoxes: ‘The
unique thing that happened to the early Israelites was that they conceived a God that cares. He cares but,
at the same time, he also demands that you behave morally. But here comes the paradox. What’s one of
the first things that that God asks? That God asks Abraham to sacrifice his only son, his beloved son, to
him. In other words: in spite of millennia of efforts, we have not succeeded to create a really and entirely
loving image of God. This was beyond our capacity to imagine’.



b)

d)

Biog Tov avBowmov ). And Judah, when he imagines as a result of a nervous shock that the
rabbi intimidates him with an energetic ‘It’s a human life. You don’t think God sees?’, he
answers to him: ‘God is a luxury I can’t afford’. And, even before, when he was making a
speech in front of his colleagues, he affirmed: ‘I’'m a man of science. I’ve always been a
sceptic’. And as a result of a new nervous shock on the part of Judah, his brother reminds
him of his own conviction, i. e., it is useless wasting time trying to elucidate questions which
are truly complex: ““You say it a million times: ‘You only go around once’ ”, Mutatis
mutandis, then, Judah thinks like the Greek sophist that human life is too short, and that he
shouldn’t waste time analysing something in fact as unnecessary as God.

Regarding Diagoras from Melos, named “the atheist”!’, “he is said to have begun as a god-
fearing dithyrambic poet, who later became convinced of the non-existence of god by the
spectacle of successful and unpunished wrongdoing”®. And Judah himself also verifies that
his crime is not discovered and that God’s eyes seem not to have seen it.

Critias, an atheist as well, explains that human beings promulgated laws in order to guarantee
Justice but, “Next, as the laws did hold men back from deeds / Of open violence, but still
such deeds / Were done in secret, -then, as | maintain, / Some shrewd man first, a man in
counsel wise, / Discovered unto men the fear of Gods, / Thereby to frighten sinners should
they sin / secretly in deed, or word, or thought. / Hence was it that he brought in Deity, / ... /
So that he hearkens to men’s every word / And has the power to see men’s every act” (émeit’
Emedn Toapdavn pev ol vopol / amelgyov avtovg €oya pr) modooewv Pla, /| AdBoa
ETIOAOOOV, TNVIKAVTA HOL DOKEL / TOWTOV TVUKVOC TIS Kal 00pOg YVWHNV avne / Bewv
déoc Ovnrolowy €€evpety Omwg / ein, Tt delpua TOlg KAakolol kav AdBoa / medoowaotv 1)
Aéywov 1) poovwot L. évtevBev ovv to Oelov elonynoatto... 0¢ av to Aex0év év Bootolg
axovoetal, / to dowuevov d¢ mav el duvoetar ). And the sister of Judah’s father, aunt
May, on the occasion of the Seder-celebration holds him up to ridicule in such a way: ‘Afraid
if you don’t obey the rules God’ll punish you?’. S: ‘Not me, May. He punishes the wicked’.
M: ‘Who? Like Hitler?... Six million Jews burned to death and they got away with it... For
those who want morality, there’s morality... history is written by the winners. If the Nazis
had won, future generations would see World War II quite differently’.

If we leave the realm of Theology in order to go into that of the Justice & Law, fifth-century
Greece also shows a true revolution. There is no longer that absolute faith in Diké as in
Solon’s Elegy to Muses (9-17): “Wealth which the gods give remains with a man, secure
from the lowest foundation to the top, whereas wealth which men honour with violence
comes in disorder, an unwilling attendant persuaded by unjust actions, and it is quickly
mixed with ruin. Ruin has a small beginning, like that of fire, insignificant at first but
grievous in the end, for mortals’ deed of violence do not live long. Zeus oversees (¢pooa)

16 Diogenes Laertius 1X, 50-1 —translated by R. D. Hicks. Diogenes Laertii Vitae Philosophorum. Loeb
Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cammbridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 1979. Cf. Sextus Empiricus. Against the Physicists, 9, 56: “Concerning Gods I am not able to say
either whether they exist or of what sort they are: for the things which prevent me are many” (“meoi d¢

Bev oUte el elov 0VO” Omolol TvéG elot dUvapal Aéyerv: TOAAX YaQ €0TL & kwAvovta pe” —translated
by R. G. Bury. Sextus Empiricus. Adversus Mathematicos. Loeb Classical Library. London: William
Heinemann Ltd.; Cammbridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1968).

17 See Jacoby, 1959.

18 W. K. C. Guthrie. A History of Greek Philosophy, Vol. 11l. Cambridge: C. U. P., 1969, p. 236.

19 Sextus Empiricus. Against Physicists 9, 54 -translated by R. G. Bury. Sextus Empiricus. Adversus
Mathematicos. Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cammbridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1968.



every outcome”??, nor Heraclitus’ faith in némos: “The people should fight for the law as for
the city wall” (udxeoBat xor TOv dfuov VTEQ ToD VOHoL GkwomeQ teixeog) 2 and “Men
with rational mind should be strong with regard to what is shared in common as the city with
its laws and even more strongly. For all human laws are nourished by the one divine law”
(EVv vowL Aéyovrag xon Tt Euvol MAVTWV, OkwoTEQ VOUWL TOALS, Kal TOAD
lOXVTIOTEQWS. TEéPOVTAL YAQ TAVTES 0f AvOQWTELOL VOHOL TIO évog Tob Oeiov 22, Indeed,
a new age has arrived® and Protagoras “introduces relativity”’?*: “Protagoras said that man is
the measure of all things, by which he meant simply that each individual’s impressions are
positively true. But if this is so, it follows that the same thing is and is not, and is bad and
good, and that all the other implications of opposite statements are true; because often a
given thing seems beautiful to one set of people and ugly to another, and that which seems to

2 Translated by Douglas E. Gerber. Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.;
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999).

21 B 44 —the translation is mine following the edition by H. Diels- W.Kranz. Die Fragmente der
Vorsokratiker, vol. 1, 61 edn. Berlin: Weidmann, 1951, rpr. Dublin / Zurich, 1966 ).

2B 114 - idem.

23 The well-known confrontation Polynices / Eteocles in Euripides’ The Phoenician Maidens is certainly a
good instance of both the new and selfish defence of personal law and right: Pol: ‘money is held in the
highest esteem by mortals, and of all that is in the world of men it has the greatest power. It is to get this
that I have come here with then thousand spearmen. The nobleman who is poor is nothing’ (438-442: t&
xonpat avBpdmnowot Tpwtata, / dvvauiv te mAelotnV TV €v AvBeWmoLg €xeL / ayw nednkw devEO
puoiav dywv / Adyxnv: mévng Yo ovdév evyevng avio)... Et: ‘I shall speak, mother, and hold nothing
back. I would go to where heaven’s constellations rise, go beneath the earth, if it lay in my power, in
order to possess Tyranny, greatest of the gods. Hence, mother, 1 do not want to yield this good to another.
I want to keep it myself. It is unmanly to give up the greater thing and take the lesser. Furthermore | feel
shame at the thought that this man, coming with an army and trying to sack the city, should get what he
wants. This would be a disgrace for Thebes if from fear of Mycenae’s spear I should yield my sceptre for
him to possess. He ought not to be trying to reach an agreement by force of arms: speech accomplishes
everything an enemy’s arms might accomplish. Well, if he wants to dwell in this land on other terms, he
may do. But this point I shall never willingly give up: when I can rule, Shall I be this man’s slave? (504-
20: éyw yap ovdév, untep, anokeLYag 0w / dotowv av EABol’ NAiov mMEOC AavtoAdas / kat yng
€vepOev, duvatog wv doaoat tade, / v Bewv peylotnv wot’ éxewv Tvpavvida. / ToDT oV TO XENOTOV,
unteg, ovxt PovAopal /| GAAw magelval HaAAov 1) owlewv €uol / avavdgia yo, 1O mAéov 0TS
amoAéoag / tovAacoov EAafe. Ilpoc d¢ tolod aloyUvopar / éABOvVTa ovv OMAOG TOVDE Kol
ntopBovvta YNV / tuxetv & xonler taic yap av Onpaig tode / yévolt’ dvewog, el Muknevaiov d00og /
dOPw maeinv oxkAnToa Tapa td €xewv. / xonv O avtov ovx OmAowol tag dAAayds, / unteo,
noteloBar mav yag E€agel Adyog / 6 katl oldneog moAepiwy doaoelev av. [ AN, el pév aAAwg tvde
YNV oikelv OéAeL [/ EEeot’” ékelvo O ovy Ekwv pedNoopaL. / &QxeLV TaQOV HoL, T@de dDOVAEVOW MOTE; -
translated by David Kovacs. Euripides. Helen, Phoenician Women, Orestes. Loeb Classical Library.
London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2002)

24 Sextus Empiricus. Outlines of Pyrrhonism 1, 216-219: “Protagoras also holds that ‘Man is the measure
of all things’, of existing things that they exist, and of non-existing things that they exist not; and by
‘measure’ he means the criterion, and by ‘things’ the objects, so that he is virtually asserting that ‘Man is
the criterion of all objects’, of those which exist that they exist, and of those which exist not that they
exist not. And consequently he posits only what appears to each individual, and thus introduces relativity”
(Kat 6 Howtayogag 0¢ BovAetal mAVTwY XONHATWV Elvat HETEOV TOV AVOQWTOV, TV HEV OVIWV WG
0Ty, TOV 0¢ OVK OVIwV ¢ oUK 0Ty, ‘Héteov’ HEV Aéywv TO KOLTHOLOV, ‘XONUATwV d& TQV
TIOAYHATWY, WG DUVAHEL PATKELV TAVTWY TIQAYUATWY KQLTHQLOV lvatl TOV avOowTov, TV HEV OVIwV
WG 0T, TOV d& 0VK OVTWV WG 0VK €0TLV. Kal dtdt TODTO TONOL T Patvopeva EKATTE HOVA, kKal 00Tws
elodryer 10 mpde t -translated by R. G. Bury, Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.;
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1967).



1)

2)

3)

each individual is the measure” (kai yoo éxetvog édn MAVIWV elvatl XONUATWY HETQOV
avOewmoVv, ovdEV €TeQOV AéywV 1) TO DOKOLV EKAOT( TOVTO Kal elval mayiws: tovtov 0&
YLYVOHEVOL TO avTO ovpPaivel kKat elvat kat un etvat, kal kakov kal ayaOov elvat, kai
TAAAX TA KATA TAG AVTIKEWEVAS Agyopeva PAacels, dx T0 TOAAAKIC TOWOOL pEV
dalvecBal tOde elvat kaAov tolodl d¢ tovvavtiov, péTgov ' eival TO PaALvOpEVOV
éxdotw).”?®. And Judah, as if he applied in his own benefit the Protagorean relativity, and
imagining once again that he is defending himself in front of Ben, the rabbi, seems to think
that Law is only his personal law, that is to say, the law that does appreciate his merits and
pretends not to know about those of other people: J: ‘I will not be destroyed by this neurotic
woman!’. B: ‘Come on, Judah! Without the law it’s all darkness! J: You sound like my
father! What good is law if it prevents me from receiving justice? Is what she’s doing to me
just? Is this what I deserve?’. But, obviously, Dolores has another idea about what is fair and
what Judah deserves. (Perhaps that previous “For those who want morality, there’s morality”
should be remembered now once again).

At any rate, the true Sophists’ revolution concerning ndbmos was their opposition to the rules
of Nature, to Physis. Antiphon was undoubtedly one of the most significant sophists with
regard to the theoretical foundation of the opposition physis / némos when he maintained the
following: “Justice lies in not transgressing the provisions of the law in the city where one
lives as a citizen. So, a man will practise justice for his own benefit if, in front of witnesses,
he obeys the laws, but when no one can be cited as a witness of his actions, he obeys
Nature’s orders. Indeed, while legal provisions have been imposed, Nature’s ones are
unavoidable: the legal provisions are the result of an agreement, they are not innate, while
Nature’s ones are innate, and are not the result of any agreement” (Col. 1). So, if when
transgressing the provisions of the law, one is not observed by those who have come to the
agreement, he will be free from shame and punishment... Indeed, laws have been adopted for
the eyes” (dwkatooVvr oV T TG TMOAEWS VOULUR, €V 1) &V TOATEUNTAL TIG, 1)
napafatvery. xowit av ovv avOewmog HAALoTa EavTl EVUPEQOVTWS dKALOOVVIL, &l
HETO HEV HAQTUOWV TOUG VOHOUS HEYAAOULS AYOL HOVOUUEVOS d& HAQTUOWV T& TIG
PUOEWS” T HEV YAQ TV VOHWV €mifeta, T & TS PUOEWS AVAYKALX® KAL T HEV TQV
vOpwv 0poAoynBévta ov Gpuvt éotwy, ta d¢ g dLoEws GpvvTa ovy opoAoynBévta (Col.
1) & ovv vopua magaBaivwv ety AaBNL ToLg OpoAoYTIoAVTAS Kat aloxvvng kat Cnuiag
armjAdaTaL... vevopoBétnTat yao i te toig opOaipoig (Col. 2) )%. Therefore, from my
point of view, Crimes and Misdemeanors looks like a multiform application of Antiphon’s
theories:

Judah burns up the letter in which Dolores, his lover, lets his wife know of their intimate and
long relation. There is no evidence, hence there is no adultery. He continues to be both the
respectable head of his family and a loyal husband.

No-one knows —except his lover, and she has been assassinated- that Judah has used in his
own benefit the funds of the ophthalmologic society that he directs. There is no witness,
hence there is no crime. He continues to be an honourable president.

Judah confesses his infidelity to the rabbi, but the latter promises his absolute reserve. There
will no be accusation, hence there will no be adultery. On the contrary, he will continue to be
an adorable husband.

2 Aristotle Metaphysics 11, 6, 1062b 13 -translated by Hugh Tredennick, Loeb Classical Library.
London: William Heinemann; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1972

26 Oxirrincus XI, n. 1364 ed. H(unt). Fragment A 44; ed. Diels-Kranz 1960 (Papir d’Oxirrinc XI n. 1364
ed. H(unt). Col. 1 (1-33 H.) i Col. 2 (34-36 H), fr. B 44 edited by H. Diels- W.Kranz. Die Fragmente der
Vorsokratiker, vol. 1, 6™ edn. Berlin: Weidmann, 1951, rpr. Dublin / Zurich, 1966 —the translation is
mine).



4) Judah and his lover kiss each other on the beach while they are making footing. Judah thinks
that they should not do it because somebody could see them. Dolores answers to him that no-
one is watching them at the moment. There are no witnesses, hence there has never been an
adulterous kiss. Their relationship remains anonymous.

5) While Lester explains his theories about tragedy plus time, a pretty woman enters the room.
He falls in fact into sexual pursuit and asks Cliff not to shoot the scene. There will be no
evidence —or at least he believes so-, hence there will be no crime. He continues to be both a
famous and a respectable TV producer.

6) Judah removes from Dolores’ apartment everything that could incriminate him. There is no
evidence, hence there is no crime. He continues to be an excellent citizen without a criminal
record?’.

7) Judah’s aunt maintains that “If the Nazis had won, future generations would see World War
II quite differently”. There would not have been evidence, hence there would not have been
holocaust.

8) Nothing has incriminated Judah; on the contrary, his crime has been attributed to another
criminal. There are no witnesses, hence he is not a criminal. He continues to be the
respectable head of his family, a loyal husband and a successful professional.

9) The rabbi Ben asks Judah if he has solved those problems about which he talked to him
months ago. Judah answers to him —though he tells a lie- that it was not necessary to find a
solution since his lover finally listened to reason. Ben maintains in a very naive way that
‘Sometimes to have a little good luck is the most brilliant plan’. If there is no accusation,
there is no crime and Luck smiles at us.

It goes without saying that, unless Woody Allen “confesses” sometime the intellectual debts I
am thinking of, I must remain in the realm of hypothesis, but it should be recognized, on the
other hand, that the Sophists’ proposals might have been very useful to him —and | should dare to
think that they really were- when he wrote a screenplay that presents Allen’s personal relativity
with regard to many religious truths and to the severe rules that he was induced to follow when
he was a child. His Sophistic intellectual exercise ‘My Apology’ makes me think in such a way
and, furthermore, if we pay attention to the statements of Plato’s Republic?®, we could think that
everyone arguing in the screenplay is somehow Greek. Socrates affirms in the Republic that to be
just is much better than the opposite, so that justice is the best good for the soul while injustice
would be the worst evil. And he adds: ‘And now at last, it seems, it remains for us to consider
whether it is profitable to do justice and practice honourable pursuits and be just, whether one is
known to be such or not, or whether injustice profits, and to be unjust, if only a man escape
punishment and is not bettered by chastisement’ (To o1 Aowmov 1101, @¢ €oucev, HUIV 0Tt
oképaocBal moTEQOV av AvolteAel dikaldk Te MOATTEOV KAl KAAX €rmtndevelv kal eivatl
dlicaov, €dvte AavOdvT) €&vTe UN) TOLOVTOG WV, T) ADIKELV TE KAL XOLKOV elval, EAVTTEQ UT) DWW
dlinv undé PeAticv yiyvetal koAalopevog) 2.

21 As seen before, the commonplace is that “The eyes of God see all”, but it is also in human eyes where
we see everything, as for instance soul and life, so that Judah explains to his brother: ‘I went to her place
after. | had to retrieve some incriminating things. | saw there... just staring up. An inert object. There was
nothing behind the eyes if you looked into them. All you saw was a black void’. And before this, another
conversation was held by the two lovers: Dolores: ‘Dou you agree the eyes are the windows of the soul?’.
Judah: “Well, I believe they’re windows but I’'m not sure it’s a soul I see’. D: ‘My mother taught me |
have a soul, and it’1l live on after me when I’m gone, and if you look deeply enough in my eyes, you can
seit’.

28 See. e. g.: Colwell, G., 1991.

29 Republic 445a -translated by Paul Shorey, Loeb Classical Library. London: William Heinemann Ltd.
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1970).
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At the end of Crimes and Misdemeanors we hear Professor Levy’s words®, i. e., the voice of
wisdom and common sense amid such confusion in spite of having committed suicide before3!:

‘We are all faced throughout our lives with agonizing decisions, moral choices. Some are
on a grand scale, most of these choices are on lesser points. But we define ourselves by
the choices we have made. We are, in fact, the sum total of our choices. Events unfold so
unpredictably, so unfairly. Human happiness does not seem to have been included in the
design of creation. It is only we, with our capacity to love, that give meaning to the
indifferent universe. And yet, most human beings seem to have the ability to keep trying
and even to find joy from simple things like their family, their work, and from the hope
that future generations might understand more’.

I am afraid that this epilogue can be understood both in a hopeful and in an unhopeful way, in
accordance with our respective sensitivity and changing spirit. It does not matter. After all,
“Protagoras declares that one can take either side on any question and debate it with equal
success —even on this very question, whether every subject can be debated from either point of
view” (Protagoras ait de omni re in utrumquam partem disputari posse ex aequo et de hac ipsa,
an omnis res in utramque partem disputabilis sit) *.

And certainly, from this point of view, Crimes and Misdemeanors seems once again a
practical translation of Protagoras’ wisdom, since it presents at the same level those who are “in
favour of” or “against” God and the Divine Law; those who are inspired by Justice or show an
evident hostility to it and to all sorts of rules and precepts; those who observe or infringe the
Law; moral or immoral humans beings; hopeful or unhopeful ones. Protagoras’ relativity, his
homo mensura, has entered the scene. And, notwithstanding, | should dare to maintain that
Sophocles’ authority has been preserved. In spite of Lester’s instigation, the audience knows that
turning Oedipus -the most famous and well-known tragic hero- into a comic character is
offensive to common sense, the Classical Tradition and even Aesthetics. Ancient Comedy has its
own “stars” and does not need any help through the metamorphosis of its opposite pole. Within
the wide range of possibilities that Crimes and Misdemeanors by no means hides, the tragic

% He is very probably the image of the real Primo Levi, an Italian writer and chemist who was a survivor
of the concentration camps in World War Il. He told of his experiences in Survival in Auschwitz.
Although he overcame them, even tortures, he fell into a deep depression whose tragic result was his
suicide on the 11" April 1987 (Levi, P. 1987 Current Biography Yearbook, pp. 353-57). Cliff’s wife asks
him: ‘Did he have family or anything?’ / ‘No, you know, they were all killed in the war. That’s what’s so
strange about this. He’s seen the worst side of life. He always was affirmative. Always said ‘yes’ to life,
‘yes’, ‘yes’, now today he said ‘no!’.

1 Woody Allen’s screenplay casts once again all kinds of doubt on the coherence of both the universe and
human life, in just the same way that he showed before the opposition between Judah and the rabbi Ben in
the former’s faith and the latter’s scepticism concerning a real structure with real moral meaning.
Professor Levy was himself from his non-religious view of human life the image of the Coherence and,
however: ‘Oh God, it’s been terrible, you know? I called... the guy was not sick at all. And he left a note,
a simple little note: ‘I’ve gone out the window’. What the hell does that mean? This guy was a role model.
You’d think he’d leave a decent note!’. It seems as absurd as the fact that Cliff’s sister had a brief love
affair with a handsome man and, when he had already seduced her and she believed that they were going
to make love, he confined himself to defecating on her: Cliff: ‘A strange man defecated on my sister’. /
His wife: ‘Why?’./ C: ‘I don’t know. Is there any reason I could give you that would answer that
satisfactorily?... Human sexuality is just... It’s so mysterious!’. On the other hand, if Plato’s Republic
also underlies some concrete aspects of Allen’s screenplay —and | do really think so-, it is quite evident
that people could not trust a leader, a “king and philosopher”, like Professor Levy.

%2 Seneca. Epistle 88, 43 -translated by Richard M. Gummere. Loeb Classical Library. London: William
Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1963
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assumption of personal responsibility will ever be an option. Or, in other words, there will be
moments in which both events and the role that human beings play in them will assume tragic
proportions. In such circumstances we could resort, as the sole concession, to the ironic “happy
ending” with which Judah wanted to hold CIliff up to ridicule, but this time both taking up the
challenge and claiming it: We are in favour of Tragedy! We are in favour of Oedipus! And, if
someone, i.e., a contemporary comic, wants to name this option a “happy ending”, what a good
ideal
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