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Abstract:
 
The contours of ‘popular morality’ in classical Athens had substantial implications for how citizens approached the activities of deliberation and decision-making in all aspects of their lives.  For example, the Athenian male’s reluctance to hear or heed female advice or opinion is related to the popular belief that women are highly impulsive, excessively emotional, on the one hand devious and yet on the other intellectually compromised.  Similarly, the popular assumption that young men are reckless and foolish leads to a general view that the older generation will know better than they.
 
I will argue that Greek Tragedy and Old Comedy are often concerned to expose the limitations of applying such generalized assumptions to the question of whose counsel to heed or trust in specific situations.  Where Sophocles’ Ajax dismisses Tecmessa’s advice via a popular maxim (‘Silence adorns women’), the tragedy as a whole exposes the limitations of the maxim’s application as ‘rule of thumb’ or ‘heuristic’.  Similarly, the manner of Creon’s reaction to Antigone, Haemon and Tiresias underlines the possibility that certain popular-ethical ‘heuristics’ can create effects of ‘bias’ which are disastrous for good counsel.  Examples from Aristophanes and Euripides will also be discussed.  In the case of Euripides, we will notice a particular interest in exposing and interrogating ‘social’ biases derived from popular morality.
