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ABSTRACT

This paper examines Euripides’ critique of war through a close reading of three plays Hecuba, The Trojan
Women, and Iphigenia at Aulis. These plays were written during the prolonged crisis of the Peloponnesian War.
Euripides departs from earlier tragic models that framed war as a tragic necessity sanctioned by a divine order.
Instead, his plays expose war as a human institution sustained by political expediency. They also bring to the
fore a corrupted sense of heroism and the abuse of power. By foregrounding the suffering of women, children,
and the defeated, Euripides, the paper argues exposes the moral disintegration that the play associates with
war. In doing so, it dismantles traditional heroic ideology. The paper situates these plays within their historical
context and contrasts Euripides’ dramaturgy with that of Aeschylus and Sophocles to demonstrate how
Euripidean tragedy interrogates the authority of the state, military, and divine while portraying war as
fundamentally irrational, destructive, and ethically indefensible.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Euripides is almost unanimously regarded as the most unconventional of the three great tragedians of
classical times. The least popular of the three, Euripides won only four awards during his lifetime, and
one posthumously. This lack of recognition is quite glaring, considering that Euripides wrote around
ninety-two plays and was even compared during his lifetime to Sophocles and Aeschylus. Yet one is
not surprised that Euripides was not appreciated by the judges of the state-organized Greek festivals.
Being the most socially critical of the playwrights, Euripides was unlikely to win their favour. While
his closest friends were banished or murdered by the state for their liberal views, Euripides escaped a
similar fate, as his characters spoke heresy, not he himself. Nevertheless, he was eventually tried for
impiety and forced to leave Athens. This paper aims to trace Euripides’ radicalism through a specific
trajectory—that of war. Through selected plays, it seeks to understand Euripides’ response to his times.
To achieve this, the historical context in which Euripides was writing will be examined, and in the
process, comparisons with contemporaries or near contemporaries will be inevitable.

2. WAR, HISTORIOGRAPHY AND ATHENIAN CRISIS

Euripides’ critique of war emerged in an era when Athens was progressively embroiled in social and
political crises that ultimately led to her defeat in the Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE) by Sparta,
and consequently, to the control of her affairs by a militarized leadership with little patience for free
speech and participatory democracy—hallmarks of fifth-century Athenian culture. War had become
an established theme of classical historiography ever since Herodotus of Halicarnassus (c. 485-425
BCE) set a unique precedent with his history of the Persian Wars. It is “because of this novel choice
of theme,” as Michael Grant explains, “that Herodotus becomes the prototype of all the many (perhaps
too many) subsequent historians who have concentrated on military events” (Grant, The Classical
Greeks, p. 77). Herodotus remained a widely read author whose work, though patriotic in spirit, does
not denigrate barbarians, as later authors were wont to do. His broader purpose was to “place on record
the wonderful achievements both of our own and the barbarian (Asian) peoples” (Grant, p. 77). He
wrote about the recent past, composing much of his work during the early years of the Peloponnesian
War (from 431 BCE onwards). Thucydides continued the war theme but innovated by writing
contemporary history. As the editors of The Cambridge History of Classical Literature note,
“Thucydides follows the same tradition of monumental history and establishes his position by
comparing the greatness of the Peloponnesian War with the Persian Wars” (p. 32). According to
Thucydides, the immediate causes of the war were disputes involving Sparta’s allies, while the
underlying motive was Sparta’s fear of the growing power of Athens.
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The Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE) marks the apogee, decline, and end of Athenian hegemony in
Greece. Athenian imperialism was asserted over more than 400 independent member states of the
Delian League—originally a defensive alliance against Persia—which had been reduced to tribute-
paying vassals of Athens. While dissatisfied members were prevented from leaving the League, others
were coerced into joining it. Sparta and its allies in the Peloponnesian League, threatened by Athenian
expansionism, eventually declared war. Over the course of the 27-year conflict, the entire Greek-
speaking world was involved. During the irrational violence of the war, entire cities were destroyed,
their populations killed or enslaved. Athens herself was almost permanently under siege, while Spartan
armies devastated the countryside and destroyed crops. Although Athens at times appeared to have the
advantage, poor strategy, internal treachery, and Persian support for Sparta ultimately led to her
complete defeat.

3. EURIPIDES AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF TRAGEDY

War thus constituted the socio-political reality of existence during Euripides’ writing career. It was not
merely a popular historical theme or the backdrop of mythical narratives such as the Trojan War; it
was an omnipresent fact of Athenian life. Edith Hall, in her essay “The Sociology of Athenian
Tragedy,” suggests that “the tragedians’ project was to reinterpret [such] myths for contemporary
purposes, to use the authority of the past to dignify and legitimize the present” (Hall, p. 98). Euripides’
plays, like those of Aeschylus and Sophocles, draw on the same sacred mythic material, but infuse it
with a distinctly secular tone. In Euripides, ethical significance no longer forms the stable background
of tragedy. Haigh, in his classic though dated study The Tragic Drama of the Greeks, explains the
difference succinctly:

Aeschylus and Sophocles had been accustomed to regard man mainly in his relation to the

divine laws of the universe. They had exhibited him as the victim of overpowering external

forces and as wrestling ineffectively against the weight of destiny. Euripides gave a fresh

development to tragedy by transferring the conflict to the human soul, portraying the struggle

of mankind not with the visitations of fate, but with the evil suggestions of their own mind.

(Haigh, p. 225)

Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ tragedies can thus be regarded as justificatory narratives that reinforce the
perceived justice of the cosmic order, inculcating contentment—or at least resignation—to one’s fate,
social station, or gender. Aeschylus’ Oresteia and Prometheus Bound dramatize the fulfillment of
providential evolution, in which divine and human aims are ultimately reconciled and cosmic justice,
however delayed, is finally achieved. Even catastrophic suffering is shown to be part of a beneficent
design. In Sophocles’ plays, protagonists who violate the divine order—often involuntarily—suffer in
ways that ultimately prove beneficial, teaching them to accept the will of the gods. While Aeschylus’
worldview may be attributed to his belonging to an older generation, the same cannot easily be said of
Sophocles, who matured during periods of social change. As J. Michael Walton suggests, “Euripides’
particular talent as a playwright resides in the locating of complex and realistic emotions and responses
in plays presented under precisely the same physical conditions as were most of Sophocles’.” Not
surprisingly, both Aeschylus and Sophocles were actively involved in the politics of their time, both
held public offices and even fought in battles.

Euripides, in contrast was almost a misanthrope, who played no public part in the Athenian polis.
Euripides spent much of his life secluded with his books in a cave on the island of Salamis. Euripides’
non-participation in the public domain speaks volumes for his attitude towards the contemporary
social, political and religious situation. According to Edith Hamilton in The Greek Way Euripides
possessed a modern spirit which was at odds with the times. For Euripides convention is often a mask
for injustice and in the pursuit of reality, Euripides true modern, tears away the veneer under which
lies the hideousness of cruelty and men’s fierce passions. He was denounced as impious and atheistic
for questioning state religion. His gods, when not openly ridiculed, appear as demonic psychological
forces beyond the control of human reason. As Michael Grant observes:

Happy endings alternate with gloomy and comfortless denouements, brought about by chaotic
successions of happenings that exemplify no moral or rational pattern. Mythical or legendary
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‘heroes’ are often portrayed by Euripides in an unattractive light, brought down to earth and
transformed into figures recognizable from real life during the bleak years of the
Peloponnesian War, when so many of Euripides’ tragedies were performed.

(Grant, The Classical Greeks, p. 129)

In contrast to the older tragic model exemplified by Aeschylus—where trilogies unfolded grand epical
themes affirming Zeus’ moral order over generations—Euripidean tragedy more often consists of
single plays depicting mythic figures at their least heroic moments. Moreover, tragedy in Euripides is
not confined to the suffering of an individual hero. As H. D. F. Kitto notes in Greek Tragedy: A
Literary Study, “the tragic theme is... the social suffering which follows social wrongdoing—the
dramatic antithesis to Sophocles’ method, an individual fault leading to individual suffering” (Kitto,
p. 252).

Euripides’ innovations led many to regard him as inferior to Aeschylus and Sophocles, but D. W.
Lucas offers a corrective to such judgments. In The Greek Tragic Poets, he argues that “the felicity of
Sophocles’ drama is partly due to an outlook particularly suited to the form in which he gave it
expression” (Lucas, p. 230). Euripides’ iconoclastic questioning and criticism of contemporary society
necessarily stretched the limits of the tragic genre. Comedy, on the other hand, proved to be more
congenial to social protest, since the genre concerns community life as a whole. Aristophanes, the
earliest comic dramatist, wrote plays that violently attacked pro-war members of the Athenian
government and openly advocated pacifism. His plays offer vivid representations of war and its effects
on the Athenian populace. Lysistrata was produced in early 411 BCE, when Athens had just lost an
entire army in Sicily and disaster loomed large. In the play, however, women worn out by the miseries
of protracted warfare save the day by organizing a sex strike and thereby manage to usher in peace.

Aristophanes’ Frogs functions as a tribute to Euripides. Despite his prejudices in favour of Aeschylus,
Aristophanes nevertheless recognized Euripides’ greatness. The play revolves around a contest in the
underworld between Aeschylus, the occupant of the tragic throne, and Euripides, who as a newcomer
lays claim to it, while Sophocles, out of reverence for Aeschylus, declines to compete. The conflict
dramatizes the opposition between a romantic idealist and a realist. Euripides is shown to have
democratized tragedy by teaching all his characters to speak. Aeschylus’ charge against Euripides is
not that his tragedies are unrealistic, but that they are too realistic. The problem, from Aeschylus’
perspective, is that “the poet should veil depravity, not teach it by bringing it on stage. Children have
schoolmasters to teach them; the poets are the teachers of men. Therefore, we should speak what is
good” (Grube, The Greek and Roman Critics, p. 27).

Dionysus is unable to choose between the two playwrights on strictly artistic grounds and thus,
deciding on the basis of personal inclination, ultimately selects Aeschylus. Notwithstanding the
commonplace accusation that Euripides had debased the genre of tragedy, it is evident that he was
popular enough to be repeatedly targeted by good-humored parody.

Greek tragedy was staged at state ceremonies that glorified the polis. However, this does not mean that
tragedy should be understood solely as a narrowly patriotic or historico-political event. It is impossible
to link individual plays or their funding to specific political events in any reductive manner. In the case
of Euripides, even where an explicit political backdrop cannot be identified, his critical engagement
with the issues of his age remains unmistakable. Direct allusions to political events are unusual.
However, Euripides is full of allusions to political problems and political types, a natural consequence
of bringing drama into contact with the everyday, since politics was the breath of life to Athenians.

War thus is an ever-recurring topic. Euripides almost obsessively displays the destructiveness of war
in his plays. His criticism of war goes hand in hand with a very modern deglamorization of the heroism
associated with it. In his quintessential radicalism, he not only reveals war to be an institution which
caters to the few in power rather than the general benefit of all, but also enhances the tragic dimension
of his plays. Where the earlier playwrights regarded war as a necessary evil which led to suffering, in
Euripides the very concept of war is held up for interrogation. War is no longer fought for freedom
and justice, but freedom and justice are precisely the liabilities of war.
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4. WAR AND MORAL DISINTEGRATION IN HECUBA

Hecuba presents a world of moral chaos which is the outcome of war. The play is named after the
Trojan monarch Priam’s wife and queen, now captive of the Greeks. It connects two separate legends
of the Trojan cycle, the sacrifice of Polyxena and the vengeance exacted on Polymestor for the murder
of Polydorus. Hecuba is, as William Arrowsmith in his introduction to the play states, a “bitter little
tragedy of interrelationships between those who hold power and those who suffer by it” (Arrowsmith,
p 489) Like The Trojan Women and Iphigenia in Aulis it depicts a world where there is no rationality,
no justice and no security of life, where evil prospers, the innocent killed and good is corrupted.

Achilles whose ghost demands Polyxena’s life as a ‘prize of honour’ (pp.1-42), denotes a martial code
which revels in bloodshed and finds ways of continuing violence even in peace time, having learnt no
better. Polydorus on the other hand is the face of innocence, who being absent from war was the only
hope of future peace for the Trojans, unlike Achilles ghost, he does not thirst for the blood of
Polymestor who is guilty of killing him, but only a decent burial. Polymestor who takes advantage of
Polydorus’ precarious position and is driven by avarice, demonstrates how the excesses of war corrupt
even those who are not directly engaged in it. The only heroic action, Polyxena’s death is a pity though
the alternative, life, is even worse. As she says:

It is you I pity,

Mother. For you, I cry.

Not for myself, not for this life

whose suffering is such

I do not care to live, but call it happiness to die.

(op. 211-215)

We learn that Hecuba had once spared Odysseus’ life when he came to Troy as a spy. Odysseus’ refusal
to return this favour propels Hecuba toward moral degeneration, as political expediency overrides
human compassion. Her plea to Odysseus—“you have power, / Odysseus, greatness and power. / But
clutch them gently, / use them kindly” (lines 288-291)—falls on deaf ears. Odysseus, like
Agamemnon, subscribes to the doctrine that might constitutes right, justifying his actions under the
guise of honour. As C. A. E. Luschnig observes:

From the beginning of the play we are shown a woman suffering unbearably but still arguing
intelligently with her captors about justice and law and freedom. It is finally the realization
that her words are futile that marks the beginning of the change in Hecuba.

(Luschnig, p. 231)

While in The Trojan Women Hecuba is a helpless victim, here she retaliates. She trades her daughter
Cassandra, to persuade Agamemnon to create a situation where she can avenge the death of her son.
Hecuba’s moral degradation is consonant with the world in which she lives. As Luschnig further notes,
“the power that Hecuba assumes is nothing but the power to inflict on another her own suffering, which
has become her only reality” (p. 232). Once Polydorus’ murder is avenged, the cycle of violence is
complete, with the victim transformed into victimizer.

5. COLLECTIVE SUFFERING AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE IN THE TROJAN WOMEN

The Trojan Women, written a decade after Hecuba and staged in 415 BCE, responds directly to the
Athenian aggression against Melos in 416 BCE. The island city of Melos had been invited during
peacetime by the Athenians to form an alliance with them. As Melos decided to remain neutral it was
besieged and defeated. Once subjugated, all the men of the city state were slaughtered, the women and
children enslaved and shrines were desecrated. Another unprovoked venture in Sicily was to follow
and was already in preparation when Euripides’ The Trojan Women was staged. While Euripides had
written plays with a certain degree of patriotic sentiment, The Heracleidae and The Suppliants to name
a couple, after the Melos aggression he had reason to believe that neither side was any better than the
other. In effect, The Trojan Women strikes one as even more pointedly anti-war than Hecuba. The play
opens with a spectacle reflective of the times, a Troy that has fallen, its men murdered, its shrines
desecrated and its women enslaved and bound. The irregular, episodic structure of the play mirrors its
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subject, the chaos that war sets into motion. The play opens with Poseidon, a Spartan god being
approached by Athena, the goddess of Athens, who wishes to ensure that the present victors also suffer.
Since they agree to destroy the Greeks, the conquerors’ upper hand is qualified ironically throughout
the play, by application of the Greek principle that those who prosper are bound to suffer. As Hecuba
warns:

That mortal is a fool who, prospering, thinks his life has any strong foundation; since our
fortune’s course of action is the reeling way a madman takes, and no one person is ever happy
all the time.

(pp. 1203-1206)

Throughout the play, Hecuba is attacked by a string of unrelieved woe. Hecuba loses Polyxena
senselessly, her other virgin daughter is torn away to serve as mistress to Agamemnon, her faithful
daughter-in-law Andromache is to be given to the son of a man who killed her husband, she is told
that her grandson Astyanax is to be executed and has to face the trauma of seeing his dead body brought
before her for burial and finally, Helen the woman responsible for it all, is to be restored to the wronged
husband Menalaus, a man who cannot fully conceal his desire for his adulterous wife. The innocent
child Astyanax becomes the victim of premeditated Greek cruelty, while Helen though guilty, profits
by Greek lechery. As Anne Burnett remarks, “the depiction of Helen’s escape, even if it were not
synchronized with the atrocious death of Astyanax, would offer an affront to pro-Trojan sympathies
encouraged by the focus of the tragedy” (Burnett, “Trojan Women and the Ganymede Ode,” p. 293).
Agamemnon and Odysseus, as in Hecuba, emerge as morally compromised figures—ambitious,
corrupt, and detached from ideals of honour and bravery. The needless sacrifice of Astyanax after the
war’s conclusion is an act of pure savagery, revealing not heroism but fear and moral bankruptcy.
Anne Burnett, in her study of the play, suggests that our sympathy for Hecuba and the Trojan women
is qualified by their materialistic lamentations. Accordingly, she concludes:

The fabled wealth and the opportunities of excess that existed only at Troy are shown to be the
true causes of war, as Hecuba concludes, with more truth than she knows, that it was the
oriental splendor of the place that drew the devastating Helen out of Greece. All effective
denunciation of the woman is deflected by the establishment of Troy as her temptation.

(Burnett, 1977, p. 312)

The irrationality of war—and the meaningless and pitiless destiny that seems to be at work—causes
Hecuba to become sacrilegious in her contempt and disbelief in the gods: “O gods! What wretched
things to call on—gods! —for help / although the decorous action is to invoke their aid / when all our
hands lay hold on is unhappiness” (1958, pp. 469—471). Andromache’s accusation, “Greeks! Your
Greek cleverness is simple barbarity” (Euripides, 1958, p. 764), is not confined within the parameters
of the play; it also functions as a judgment on contemporary Athens. The portrayal of intense and
agonized feeling adds up to the devastating attack on war and on the human cruelty and misery that
come in its wake.

6. SACRIFICE, POWER, AND IDEOLOGY IN IPHIGENIA AT AULIS

Iphigenia at Aulis, another play linked to the Trojan war, is a finely constructed piece of drama, both
complex and bewildering. Unlike the plays discussed earlier, which stage the disastrous aftermath of
war, this play precedes the conflict and thereby demystifies the justification of war, exposing it as
serving the interests of the power-hungry and lustful rather than the common good. Once again,
Homeric “heroes” are deflated and rendered life-size in ways that resonate with the contemporary
scene. Produced in 405 BCE, the play anticipates by one year the end of the Peloponnesian War, which
destroyed Athenian imperialism.
The play opens with Agamemnon who, after a bout of indecision, decides to save his daughter rather
than become her murderer. Agamemnon’s earlier willingness to sacrifice his own child so that a war—
planned deceitfully—may proceed, is derided even by the old man who serves the family:

OLD MAN: To bring here a victim then—

a death offering—you promised
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her to the son of the goddess!
Oh, you have dared a deed of horror,
my lord Agamemnon!

(pp. 134-137)

Agamemnon, a debased politician caught in a web of ambition, is to some extent lucid about his own
condition—though not enough to renounce the blind pursuit of “glory”:

AGAMEMNON: I envy you, old man,
I am jealous of men who without peril
pass through their lives, obscure,
unknown, least of all do I envy

those vested with honours.

(pp. 16-19)

Menelaus, implicated in the same ruthless system, best understands Agamemnon: aspirations for glory
set in motion a movement that ultimately becomes impossible to halt. Once Iphigenia has set foot at
Aulis, it becomes impossible to send her back, since “we, by service / to the mob, become its slaves”
(pp. 449-450).

William Arrowsmith, in a foreword to the play, argues that Euripides shows precisely how political
necessity is constructed:

Euripides shows us... Agamemnon and Menelaus in the act of creating the obscene necessity

by which they are in fact mastered when they claim they would like to rebel against it. Bad

faith, exampled from the top in a hierarchical society, is taught by a kind of downward

contagion, and this corruption can, if practiced long enough, turn into political “necessity.”

(Arrowsmith, 1978, p. x)

Agamemnon, appealing to Iphigenia, deploys the crude jingoism generated by wartime hysteria: it is
“Greece” that compels him, and “Greece” that requests Iphigenia’s favour. Iphigenia, who initially
pleads for life—knowing that “it is better that we live ever so / miserably than die in glory” (1978, pp.
1251-1253)—is ultimately won over. She believes mistakenly that her sacrifice will end needless
bloodshed; yet as George E. Dimock Jr. suggests, she ironically becomes as responsible as Helen for
the fall of Troy (Dimock, 1978). Bruno Snell, meanwhile, reads her action as a pathetic gesture, since
“her self-sacrifice is guided in a feeling of powerlessness” (Snell, 1953/1946, p. 404).

Achilles’ heroic posture is likewise exposed as vitiated self-regard. His magniloquent commitment to
save Iphigenia is not dictated by reverence for human life so much as by the desire to preserve his own
sense of “honour.” He insists there would be no shortage of brides for him; what he cannot endure is
being insulted by Agamemnon, who “should / have requested from me the use of my name” (pp. 962—
963). Euripides also attacks seers: “the whole race of prophets—a curse upon this earth” (p. 520)—for
the ways in which prophecy precipitates war. The Peloponnesian War followed close upon an oracle
from Delphi predicting Spartan victory if they exerted themselves fully. Euripides thus implies that
oracles can render armies deaf to reason and pity. Here, the critique of war is anchored in the
problematic gesture of sacrifice: no conquest is worth the destruction of youth and progeny—victor
and vanquished alike. Dimock reads the play as raising the pointed question: “Who are the real
barbarians: the Greeks who will sacrifice their own children, or the Trojans who want to keep for
themselves the most beautiful woman in the world?” (Dimock, 1978, p. 10).

7. CONCLUSION

All three plays written during Athens’ long, disillusioning engagement in the Peloponnesian War, are
fiercely anti-war, bristling with skepticism toward all authority, whether state, military or divine.
Heroism, the construct which feeds into war madness is ripped apart, revealing the stark reality that
lies beneath. Even the oppressor/oppressed binary is interchangeable, being only a matter of power
equations. Euripides leaves us revolted by an impenetrable, inhumane heroic self-esteem. War, we
realize, is caused by presumptuous superiority and self-righteousness which is totally unmerited.
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