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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines social hierarchies in Euripides’ Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades. 

Inserting itself into recent debates on the ideological operations of Euripidean tragedy, it offers 

new perspectives by exploring hierarchies of gender, class, and ethnicity in these three 

tragedies, and argues that they can be best examined together. In particular, the thesis analyses 

how these seemingly distinct hierarchies are ideologically enmeshed and mutually supporting, 

to the point at times of becoming virtually indistinguishable from each other, even when they 

are seemingly colliding. I argue that they can be best understood as part of one ideological 

‘matrix’ or ‘structure’, which is deconstructed by these three tragedies. From the thesis, these 

plays emerge as particularly ‘critical’, and this criticism can be contextualised as ideological 

without losing sight of the aesthetic and affective features of the plays. The tragedian’s critique, 

it is argued, can be best understood as a re-reading of Aeschylus’ Oresteia. By envisioning these 

tragedies as re-opening tensions seemingly closed by the trilogy, it offers an interpretation of 

them as particularly critical of hierarchies—social, linguistic, moral, and even aesthetic. 

Understanding Euripides’ critical re-reading of the Oresteia as both ideological and aesthetic, it 

offers fresh insights into the relationship between form and ideology, which emerge as co-

constituted, and therefore inseparable. The thesis delineates its own original understanding of 

ideological critique through which Euripides’ critical movement can be better understood and 

which circumvents the postcritical emphasis on the division between intellectual scepticism 

and aesthetic experience. Finally, by understanding Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades as 

enacting and reflecting a deep crisis of ideology, it argues that they offer a valuable model to 

theorise the ideological interaction and interconnection between hierarchies. 
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ὁ δὁ ς ἄ νω κἄ τω μί ἄ κἄί  ω υτή  

Heraclitus 
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INTRODUCTION 

“The old world is dying and the new world struggles to be born” 

Antonio Gramsci 

 

This thesis investigates hierarchies of gender, ethnicity, and class in Euripides’ Hecuba, 

Andromache, and Troades. Although scholars have pointed at the parallels between 

these three tragedies, no monograph has so far been devoted to a synoptic examination 

of the three. Yet besides the close chronology of the first two (with Troades following 

roughly ten years later),1 there are plenty of immediately significant overlaps between 

them: in all of them, Trojan women are central to the development of the tragedy, and 

in all they have lost their previous status and become slaves;2 the memory of Troy and 

its destruction linger painfully in the background of the new plot; lamentation recurs 

almost obsessively, with an apex in the ‘complete lamentation’ that Troades has 

sometimes appeared to be;3 the Trojan women suffer some sort of violence, which adds 

to their previous sorrow for the destruction of Troy; the Greeks appear in a somewhat 

disturbing light; war is a recurrent theme. From Ennius to Seneca to contemporary 

remakes, artistic receptions of the three plays throughout the centuries have grasped 

this similarity by often combining them.4 In addition, the three tragedies share typical 

thematic interests of Euripidean tragedy: the unreliability of appearances, the 

 
1 Battezzato (2018), 4 concludes that Hecuba was very likely produced in 424; Allan (2000), 
149 dates Andromache to around 425. Troades was staged in 415: cf. Kovacs (2018), 1-2. 
2 Cf. Allan (2000), 166. 
3 Lauriola (2015), 65; Suter (2003), 1. 
4 Lauriola (2015), 50; Dugdale (2015), 110, 136. Cf. Chong-Gossard (2015) on Percheron’s 
reception of the Andromache, which seems to make use of the ghost prologue of the Hecuba, 
and on Racine’s, which also makes use of Troades (149, 152-3; cf. also 162 on L’Andromaca by 
Giovanni Paisiello, which blends Euripides’ Andromache and Seneca’s Troades). 
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difficulties of communication, the troubling conflict between old ways of knowing and 

new intellectual trends.  

Although a general synoptic monograph on the three might be needed, however, this 

thesis does not intend to offer a complete examination of these plays’ multiple 

connections. What it intends to do, instead, is to examine social hierarchies —by  which 

I mean gender, ethnicity, and class—in these three tragedies, individually and together. 

All three offer sustained reflections on these hierarchies. Of interest, for instance, are 

the discussion of womanhood and the respective expectations connected to male and 

female: an example is the extended discussion of female virtue by Andromache in both 

Andromache and Troades. Second, all three continuously examine ethnic differences 

between Greeks and Trojans. Hermione’s racist rhetoric in Andromache and Odysseus’ 

understanding of Greek superiority in Hecuba are two clear examples. Moreover, the 

hammering, obsessive concentration on the condition of slavery of the Trojans 

inevitably underlies the violence inflicted on them in all three plays. One can think of 

Andromache’s persecution by Hermione in Andromache and the sacrifice of Polyxena 

in Hecuba; the entirety of Troades can be summarised as an illustration of the violence 

inflicted on the enslaved Trojans qua slaves. Although some articles and studies on 

these plays, as well as on other Euripidean tragedies,5 have underlined how Euripides’ 

handling of gender structures is often compounded with an equally significant 

thematisation of ethnicity in the exploration of otherness, this thesis aims to 

distinguish itself from these attempts in multiple ways. 

 
5 In particular, Medea and Bacchae: Swift (2017); Allan (2002); Luschnig (2007); Segal (1982); 
Buxton (2013). 
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First, it enlarges the analysis of Euripidean hierarchies to class and status, hierarchical 

explorations that are crucial to the development of these plays. Second, it refuses to 

investigate single hierarchies as ‘central’ to the social examination of these plays. For 

example, it does not claim that gender, or ‘Woman’, is the underlying Other, the lens 

through which the masculine self is constructed and negotiated.6 The extensive 

presence of the other two compels us to go beyond single hierarchies, and to enlarge 

the discussion of the ideology of Euripidean tragedy to an array of multiple social 

hierarchies. This leads us to the third point of difference. This thesis investigates this 

thematisation of gender, ethnicity, and class, and it asks questions on their intersection: 

how do they relate to the ideological workings of the plays, individually? How do these 

hierarchies interact with each other? And how do they contribute to the ideological 

operations of the plays when considered together, in their interaction?  Is it possible to 

conceive of a tragedy that is ideologically repressive in some ways and utopian or 

radical in others? Finally, how does this focus on social hierarchies map onto the plays’ 

non-social thematic explorations and their aesthetics? My interest, in short, is not so 

much in the multiplicity of categories that tragedy famously explores and threatens, as 

in the complexity of their interrelation and intersection. Centring my analysis on the 

social order that these three plays explore, I am interested not simply in the way social 

hierarchies break down, but in their ideological entanglements and positionings vis-a -

vis each other in the construction and deconstruction of ideology — the way in which 

they support each other, are entangled with each other, and even collide with and 

reroute each other. 

 
6 For a critique, cf. Roselli (2007), 90. 



11 
 

In asking these questions, the following thesis avowedly intends to think 

intersectionally, and to think about intersectionality. The term ‘intersectionality’ is a 

fraught one. Notoriously difficult to define and diversely conceptualised, 

‘intersectionality’ was first used and made famous by legal theorist Kimberle  Crenshaw 

in reference to the complex experience of women of colour who found themselves not 

adequately protected and represented by American law.7 In advocating for the 

particularity and complexity of the identity of black women, Crenshaw established the 

underlying idea of intersectionality shared by many of its subsequent developments: 

working through essentialised and single axes of oppression or identity fails to 

adequately represent reality.8 Since then, intersectionality has grown steadily in legal 

studies, political theory, critical theory, policy-making and international institutions, 

subsuming a wide range of different meanings to the point of being often regarded as a 

‘buzzword’.9 Scholars of intersectionality have developed different conceptions and 

models to understand and conceptualise the intersected hierarchies that make up the 

structure of societi(es) worldwide.10 One important conceptualisation within the 

debate has been named ‘constitutive intersectionality’: this is the belief that 

hierarchical discourses of oppression not only ‘intersect’ to form particular forms of 

complex identities and oppression, but are actually ontologically ‘enmeshed’.11 Since 

hierarchies are thought to be mutually sustaining and to be part of ‘one overarching 

structure of domination’,12 the project of dismantling structures of oppression is one 

 
7 Crenshaw (1989), 139-67. Crenshaw was the first to theorise it formally, but the notion 
predates its theorisation and has a long history in Black feminist movements: cf. Hill Collins 
(2015), 8. 
8 Cho, Crenshaw, McCall (2013), 787, 795. 
9 Bilge (2013), 410. 
10 Ferguson (2016), 38-60.  
11 Yuval-Davis (2006), 193-209; Ferguson (2016), 43. 
12 Hill Collins (1990), 222; Ferguson (2016), 43. 
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that goes beyond single hierarchies.13 As has been advocated, intersectionality can and 

should be applied in different fields in different ways, but what makes an analysis 

intersectional is its framing, ‘conceiving of categories not as distinct but always 

permeated by other categories, fluid and changing, always in the process of creating 

and being created by dynamics of power’.14 This thesis aims to sketch an intersectional 

approach, or rather intersectional approaches, to Greek tragedy by analysing the plays’ 

treatment of multiple hierarchies, but also by interrogating the ideological operations 

that their intersection — which can take the separate forms of clashing, enmeshment 

and overlapping — can produce (cf. infra).15  

This inevitably brings challenges. Most of all, this selectiveness might appear to be 

violating the richly wrought web of thematic explorations of these three plays: why 

should we pay particular attention only to social hierarchies? Is there a risk here of 

reducing these tragedies to ideological containers? These are important objections, 

especially in light of recent developments within Classics, literary theory, and critical 

theory altogether that have put into question the primacy of approaches to literature 

and society that privilege the analysis of ideology over other aspects. One trend can be 

generally described as ‘postcritical’: scholars such as Bruno Latour (in ‘Why Has 

Critique Run Out of Steam?’) and Rita Felski (The Limits of Critique) have raised 

important objections to traditional critical approaches, especially in literary studies.16 

Felski, for instance, denounces this type of criticism’s ‘one-sided view of the work of 

 
13 Crenshaw (1989), 139-67; Cho, Crenshaw and McCall (2013), 785-810; Bilge (2013), 405-
24; Ferguson (2016), 38-60; Yuval-Davis (2006), 193-209; Hill Collins (1990); Spade (2013); 
Fauzia and Amenta (2024). 
14 Cho, Crenshaw and McCall (2013), 795; Spade (2013), 1050. Cf. Hill Collins (2015), 13. 
15 See pp. 24-5. 
16 Cf. also Felski (2023) for a recent summary of the postcritical turn. 
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art’, ‘its affective inhibition’,17 ‘its picture of society’, ‘its methodological asymmetry’, in 

particular in the way it seems to deprive the text of any interest if not for the analysis 

of power.18 Latour similarly expressed his concern with the dangers of ossifying critical 

theory as a reading practice, and proposed instead treating the text as an ‘assembly’ of 

social, historical, material, emotional ‘concerns’ that the critic can attend to, instead of 

reducing them to ideology.19 The other trend, increasingly popular in literary Classics, 

can be defined as ‘new formalist’:20 recent and influential books such as Vasunia’s The 

Politics of Form in Greek Literature, Wohl’s Euripides and the Politics of Form, and 

Nooter’s and Telo ’s Radical Formalisms strive to work towards a new type of formalism 

that recognises the importance of the aesthetic experience of literature while not losing 

sight of the way forms can inherently be political. These readings share the 

fundamental convinction, as Eco already expressed in the ‘60s, that ‘the real content of 

a work is the vision of the world expressed in its way of forming (modo di formare)’.21 

In this complex context, it is important to clarify the intent and scope of the following 

thesis. 

There is a danger in the postcritical turn to treat critical theory as inherently 

procrustean, trivialising, and reductionist,22 and to argue that ‘other’ aspects of the text 

(eminently, its emotional component and its formal features) are equally, if not more 

important than ideology. Yet any reasonable critical analysis of literature does not have 

 
17 This would be an important flaw in the study of Attic tragedy, given the importance of 
emotion and affection in ancient theories of tragedy: cf. O’Sullivan (2008), 194-5. For the 
debate on political vs aesthetic readings of tragedy, cf. Heath (2006) with further references. 
18 Felski (2015), 189-95. Objections of this kind were already present in the reactions of 
scholars that opposed ‘critical’ readings of tragedy: cf. Griffin (1998); Rabinowitz (2008), 58. 
19 For a summary and critique of Latour, Felski and Levine, cf. Lesjak (2016). Cf. Arnould-
Bloomfield (2020), 10; Love (2010), 382. 
20 Cf. also Martindale (2010). 
21 Eco (1989), 144. Translation from Bondanella (1997), 30. 
22 Noys (2010), 81 et passim for a critique of Latour. 
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to overlook ‘other’ aspects of the text when criticising its ideological operations and the 

political work a text performs; likewise, a formalist or postcritical analysis of the text 

in the Latourian manner might jettison ideology, but this only comes at the cost of 

erasing the political immanence of its non immediately political aspects.23 New 

formalist books such as Wohl’s make this clear by analysing the way form, as well as 

affect, are intrinsically political.24 As Wohl writes, ‘the challenge is not just to keep these 

two sets of issues—the aesthetic and the political—in focus simultaneously, but to 

theorize their interconnection within the text itself, to identify the ideological work 

being done in and by tragedy’s aesthetic form’.25 Wohl’s point can be enlarged to 

matters that are neither aesthetic nor immediately obviously political—26Latour’s 

advocacy for reading the way different aspects of a text ‘assemble’. As some of Latour’s 

critics have rightly observed, the way in which distinct concerns of a text ‘assemble’ (for 

example, in the Oresteia, concerns about justice, language, morality, family, religion, and 

Athens) is also inherently ideological (for instance, the Oresteia weaves these concerns 

together in a coherent way that both seems to reinforce ideas of Athenian superiority 

and to confirm patriarchal institutions, as I will also argue). I believe that a 

reconsideration and enlargement of postcritical discourse in this direction are needed, 

and this thesis hopes to offer some indication as to said direction.27 While it 

 
23 Cf. Flatscher and Seitz (2020), 14: ‘Latour hardly ever addresses the question of power…why 
should power relations not play a role in the gathering that makes a thing a thing?’. In fact, 
Felski herself notes elsewhere (Felski 2020) that ‘affective’ readers and critical scholars have 
more in common than they might think, given how any critical reading involves an 
identification with a critical perspective that is inevitably an affective process. Yet the reverse 
is also true: an affective identification acquires its power from the reader’s embodied, social, 
and political experience. 
24 Wohl (2015), 18. Cf. also Rose (1997), 165. 
25 Wohl (2015), 4. 
26 Cf. Wright (2015), 413 debating whether Wohl’s use of ‘political’ is adequate for matters that 
are not self-evidently so. 
27 An important, recent response to postcriticism is Kornbluh (2019). 
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concentrates on ideology and makes use of critical theory (in particular, intersectional 

theory),28 it also does so by contextualising it within these plays’ rich web of 

connections and their formal features. These plays’ engagement with language, justice, 

morality, temporality, as well as their aesthetic features, are not self-standing 

‘concerns’, but are weaved into an ideological nexus that my thesis examines, and that 

possesses a strong critical potential.  

Critical, then, is the approach; but critical are the plays, too. As I hope it will become 

clear throughout the thesis, these plays are critical in multiple ways. First, they are 

critical in the sense that they by themselves intend to debunk, unmask, and deconstruct. 

They ask new questions, but they also reopen old questions. This is not a new or 

original view of Euripides: among the three tragedians, he has often been associated 

with iconoclasm, radicalism, and philosophical scepticism. Yet is the view of Euripides 

as the Attic enfant terrible really justified? Recent scholars have increasingly called it 

into question: for instance, Lefkowitz’s reappraisal of Euripidean gods shows how little 

Euripides differs from the more traditional tragedians in the construction of his 

theological apparatus.29 Allan and Kelly have equally raised important objections to the 

view that Euripides questions established discourses of gender and ethnicity, for 

example in Medea, 30 a play that has often been at the centre of the misogynist-or-proto-

feminist debate developed around Euripides since the 20th century.31 Analysing 

Euripides both as literary and social critic, Wright concludes that ‘he does not strike us 

as an aggressively modern or forward-looking thinker’, and that he even ‘comes across 

 
28 For a summary of the different traditions of critical theory and their relevance to 
intersectional critical theory, cf. Hill Collins (2019), 54-84. 
29 Lefkowitz (2016). 
30 Allan and Kelly (2013), 105-9. 
31 Smit (2002), 102; Hall (1999b). 
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as a distinctly old-fashioned sort of writer, looking back to the earlier generation of 

poets’.32 Although we should be wary, I believe, of generalising by assuming that the 

entirety of the Euripidean production is either traditional or radical, the following 

thesis makes a case for understanding these three tragedies, Hecuba, Andromache, 

Troades, as especially critical of established certainties, be they societal, political, 

aesthetic, or dramaturgical. This process of criticism, I will argue, is mainly, but not 

exclusively, articulated in regard to Aeschylus’ Oresteia, a trilogy that has sporadically 

appeared relevant to readers of these individual tragedies and that yet, I claim, 

underlies all of them for profound reasons. The ghost of the Oresteia in these ‘Trojan’ 

plays cannot be understood if we refrain from an analysis of the social hierarchies that 

underlie them; these, I argue, are fundamental to the Euripidean reception of, and 

criticism of, Aeschylean tragedy. These plays, then, are also ‘critical’ in the modern 

sense by which we speak of ‘critical acclaim’, ‘critical response’, ‘critical analysis’ with 

reference to the specific aesthetic and literary connotations of the adjective. 

Critical, too, in the sense that they are extreme. If ‘critical’ can also signify ‘extremely 

serious or dangerous, so that there is a risk of death’, especially in connection to an 

illness or injury, then these plays seem to raise the stakes by deconstructing old 

certainties without providing new solutions. This contributes, I believe, to the often 

noted grim atmosphere of the Hecuba,33 a play in which not only violence seems to 

snowball into an undifferentiated degeneration that leaves no space for optimism, but 

one in which the gods are also notably absent. The application of this connotation of 

 
32 Wright (2010), 182. 
33 Zeitlin (1991), 57 calls it ‘the least consoling of Euripides’ dramas’; Hall (2001), xx defines it 
‘one of the bleakest of all Euripides’ dramas’; Planinc (2018), 405 notes how modern audiences 
find it ‘unremittingly bleak’; Lawrence (2010), 31 calls the ‘universe of the play’ ‘morally and 
politically bleak in the extreme’. Cf. Di Benedetto (1971), 144. 
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‘critical’ to Troades is still more self-evident. A continuous lamentation, a ‘total 

disaster’,34 and even an ‘horrendous vision[s] of the abyss’:35 Euripides’ meditation on 

the suffering of the Trojan women leaves little hope, no answers, as the past of Troy and 

the future of Greece seem to elude clear-cut considerations of right and wrong, good 

and bad. Even more than the catastrophic finales of Bacchae and Medea, perhaps,36 

Troades refuses to find an end to suffering: while Medea and Dionysus have 

accomplished their revenge by the end of the play, violence is still in store for Trojans 

and Greeks alike here, with a sense of endless misery and potential apocalypse for 

literary Troy as well as contemporary Athens. Andromache, instead, superficially 

strikes as a different case: it is, after all, a tragedy of rescue and salvation, with 

Andromache, Hermione, and Peleus episodically saved and reassured. The dea ex 

machina, too, seems to ‘fix’ what we have seen, and to give some solutions. And yet, I 

will argue, the play continuously poses questions that the ending ostensibly cannot 

truly resolve, and the shadow of this irresolution is projected in the future in a way that 

once again opens up the narrative, rather than closing it. In this process, both social 

hierarchies and the phantom of Aeschylus play an important part. 

 Yet something is critical also inasmuch as it indicates and responds to a crisis. ‘Crisis’ 

itself, a fully Greek word, means ‘decision’, ‘judgement’, ‘turning point’; the moment in 

which a difficult situation can either lead to safety or degenerate into disaster. As far as 

we know, Hippocratic medics appropriated the terminology of krisis to indicate the 

turning point in the development of an illness, the moment in which the patient would 

 
34 Poole (1976). 
35 Arnott (1996), 111. 
36 While Medea’s arrival to Athens might have felt disturbing, Troades seems to explicitly invite 
consideration of the Greeks’ future shipwrecks and troubles. Dionysus’ ending in Bacchae 
1330-43 predicts exile for Agave, Cadmus and Harmonia; yet the couple will finally live in the 
Land of the Blessed (1338-9). 
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either start recovering or quickly die.37 In this sense, then, a critical moment is both a 

moment of extreme importance, as in the sense above, and a moment that represents a 

bifurcation of possibilities that will itself resolve the crisis (situation) in one way 

(recovered health) or the other (death). Either way, a critical moment always 

represents a crisis, an impasse, that puts us to choose between one possible course of 

events or the other. But before it is solved, the crisis is the moment in which both 

courses, both possibilities are still there, tearing us apart. This is self-evidently 

appropriate to Attic tragedy and its notorious dilemmas, conflicts and tensions. Once 

again, Euripides might not seem to be doing anything new here in dramatising the 

ambiguity and duplicity of existence, in problematising judgment; after all, he had 

staged the conflicted, double Medea torn on stage between maternal instincts and 

heroic vengeance, just a few years before Hecuba. Nonetheless, there is a specific 

critical drive in Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades that consists precisely in re-opening 

matters that had been closed, conflicting duplicities that had been solved previously, or 

that were inevitably implicitly solved in the ideological existence of the polis. This is 

important, as it compels us to rethink the widely accepted view that ‘tragedy’ puts the 

status quo into question to further confirm it and solidify it. As we will see, Euripides’ 

reception of Aeschylus can be interpreted precisely so: as a debunking force that does 

not simply oppose the oeuvre of his predecessor categorically, but as a drive that re-

opens matters, tensions, duplicities and leaves them hanging, refusing the 

‘solidifications’ of previous solutions. And one should add that there is enough 

historical ground to suspect that Euripidean tragedy was more likely than unlikely to 

come back again to questions that appeared to be solved by the Oresteia but whose 

 
37 Hippoc. Aer. 11 with Jouanna (2005), 4.  
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solutions could not stand any longer. For between the Oresteia and the Hecuba, 

separated by as many as thirty-four years, Athens had changed. A crisis, or perhaps a 

set of crises, had been emerging in the polis —38 above all, I would point to the 

Peloponnesian war (and what it entailed), and the troubling force of sophistic thought 

(cf. infra).39 ‘This’ Euripides, then, is critical in the sense that he reflects and even enacts 

a crisis, and that he more vividly puts the unresolved tensions and contradictions of 

society and culture under inspection, refusing comfortable, neat solutions.40  

At this point, a word is also needed on the way this thesis envisions ‘Euripides’ and his 

potential critical intentions. Since Barthes, it is customary in all sorts of literary 

disciplines to speak of the death of the author: meaning is seen as constituted by the 

reader,41 listener or viewer, not restricted to the intention of the author (which can 

neither be retrieved in the case of ancient literature nor is totally relevant, given that 

the process of artistic creation involves many parts of one’s being and is not fully 

steered by one’s intentions).42 Nonetheless, it is safe to say that empiricist efforts at 

retrieving the ‘original’ meaning of Attic tragedy still flourish and live side by side with 

 
38 I do not mean that Athens was in a crisis during the war in the sense that Athens was losing; 
rather, I see the war as catalysing new reflection on crucial moral, political and even 
‘existential’ issues, such as ideas of Greekness and barbarism, selfhood and otherness (cf. p. 
317). 
39 Similarly, Croally (1994), 56. It is usual to see Athens ‘in continual crisis’ in the second half 
of the fifth century: Rosenbloom (2011), 405. Cf. Foley (2001), 3-18; Di Benedetto (1971), 121. 
40 Wohl (2015), 120 et passim rightly criticises the idea that Euripides simply ‘reflects’ or 
‘reports’ the troubled historical events of the late fifth century. Instead, borrowing Raymond 
Williams’ ‘structure of feelings’, she argues that the Orestes articulates ‘all the known 
complexities, the experienced tensions, shifts, and uncertainties, the intricate forms of 
unevenness and confusion’ that were in process and would precipitate the crisis of 404. 
Euripides, then, does not simply reflect a fully formed crisis but rather himself contributes to 
the articulation of the crisis by teasing out the developing tensions and confusions of society. 
Cf. Schein (2016), 144. 
41 Martindale (1993); cf. Hardwick (2020), 18-9. 
42 Another important position is that represented by Wimsatt and Beardsley (1954), who first 
spoke of the ‘intentional fallacy’. While Barthes’ position, however, can be defined as 
deconstructionist, Wimsatt and Beardsley articulate a fundamentally new critical perspective 
that still centres on the text. For a critique, cf. Eco (1992), 40; Knape (2021), 395-6. 
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differently oriented studies of their reception.43 The following thesis sits awkwardly, 

once again, at the intersection of the two.44 In a way, reading ideology in these plays 

means to read immanently, to understand the way in which the plays, whether 

Euripides meant it or not, engage with the notion of hierarchy (linguistic, moral, social, 

etc.). In this regard, the influence of Caroline Levine’s seminal Forms on the following 

approach is deep and pervasive (and it is from Forms that chapter three will take its 

cue).45 Levine understands forms, including networks, hierarchies, wholes, and 

rhythms, as elements that can constitute one’s critical analysis of any phenomena — 

from reading literature to interpreting politics. Refraining from arguing that the work 

of art (or any other phenomenon) can only be understood through those specific forms 

or was intended to be understood through those specific forms, Levine shows how a 

formalist analysis of this kind can illuminate immanent dynamics in the ideologies of 

the text.46  

At the same time, however, I believe Vasunia is right in receiving Levine with caution 

and in insisting that we need to historicise said forms:47 one risks seeing wholes and 

rhythms where the Greeks would not see wholes and rhythms, and this does alter our 

understanding of tragedy if (and I stress ‘if ’) one is interested in the way an Athenian 

audience might have received it. So what the thesis adopts is not only a critical-

formalist (in short, new formalist) approach, but also paradoxically an approach that is 

attentive to the historical circumstances in which those forms had meaning when the 

 
43 Most reception approaches do not limit themselves to the meaning the text has ‘taken on’ in 
newer contexts, but rather envision this relationship as dialogic: Hardwick (2020), 17. 
44 Cf. Knape (2021), 399-400 on multi-perspectivism in interpretation. 
45 Levine (2015). 
46 Levine (2006), 647: ‘it is less about what authors intend or what readers receive than about 
what forms do’. 
47 Vasunia (2022), 17 (ebook). 
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play was first performed. In short, regardless of Euripides’ intentions, I will aim to shed 

light on the multiple hierarchies of these three plays and the way they relate and 

disrupt ideology, like Levine does. But, unlike Levine, I resort to a specifically 

historicised notion of ideology and hierarchy, and I examine the way in which these 

hierarchies in the text enmesh, overlap, and clash in ways that affect and contest that 

ideology.48 

On the other hand, positing a relationship of critical intertextuality between these plays 

and the Oresteia does involve a degree of intentionalism that cannot be fully dismissed: 

the plays draw their critical force from a specific reading of Aeschylus’ oeuvre, as I will 

argue, and the shadow of Euripides the author cannot be erased from this 

understanding of intertextuality. This, however, does not mean that Euripides 

understood the plays through the notion of hierarchies or that he structured them on 

that basis. Nonetheless, the critical work these plays perform in relation to Aeschylus’ 

Oresteia can be best understood, in my reading, through hierarchies. In short, 

Euripides’ (intentional) ideological critique of the trilogy can be understood as an 

‘assembly’ of elements of form and content, which, however, do respond to a specific 

ideological drive of the plays and that I argue can be best understood through a critical 

focus on hierarchies (immanent, non-intentionalist reading). Having said that, although 

Euripides might as well not have thought through the concept of hierarchy at all or any 

points in the creative process of these plays, an intentionalist reader will find in the 

thesis much that can point in the direction of Euripides intending to precisely criticise 

an understanding of existence as easily settled through a rigid hierarchisation of 

elements.   

 
48 Cf. Schein (2016), 144 on the need to read Wohl (2015) with Levine (2015). 
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A single yet fundamental observation this thesis will make, in fact, leads to important 

questions that can be framed in an intentionalist manner. Hecuba, Andromache, and 

Troades, I argue, mobilise and thematise hierarchies of gender, ethnicity, and 

class/status in a way that is too prolonged to be accidental; it seems that they are 

indeed essential to the plays’ concerns. But this raises the question whether this 

constant multi-layered questioning of gender, ethnicity, and class hierarchies is 

deliberately devised, and, if so, why Euripides might have created a more sociologically 

complex stage than other Attic tragedies. A non-intentionalist reader might note that 

social discourses are always implicitly present in tragedy; the array of social strata and 

identities represented on stage is always rich: for instance, Antigone can be said to play 

out tensions revolving around gender, but one can equally find it fertile ground to 

reflect on the relationship between state and individual, mortal and immortal, father 

and son. The vast reception of the play is evidence for this: across history, artists and 

philosophers found the text stimulating reflection on numerous discourses and 

hierarchies, even if not deliberately explored by Sophocles.49 An intentionalist, 

intersectional reader might respond, however, that these hierarchies in these three 

Trojan tragedies do not simply lurk under the surface of the tragedy as unintentional 

ideological forms, and do not simply happen to be accidental to the plays’ process of 

characterisation, but that Euripides mobilised them and thematised them robustly and 

explicitly. In fact, it is precisely because of the fact that they are all recurrent and explicit 

that we can perceive that the plays are destabilising them, and it is by no means clear, 

if the play thematised only one or two of them, that the others would automatically be 

 
49 Holmes (2015), 135. 
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ideologically entailed, visible, and present. I will come back to this more explicitly later. 

But I will give one quick example to clarify the matter. 

Levine makes her argument on hierarchies by indeed resorting to Attic tragedy, and, 

specifically, to Antigone. She argues, as we will see in detail later, that by upholding one 

hierarchy (gods, humans), she brings other hierarchies into play: female/male, 

subject/king, kinship/state, state/gods.50 Besides Levine’s specific point on the way 

hierarchies work, Levine works through the forms of the play, and so what she says 

about male/female, gods/humans, king/subjects does not imply that Sophocles 

necessarily understood the play as made up of these oppositions or expected the 

audience to interpret the play through a rigid scheme of structuralist thought. And yet, 

there are significant reasons why Levine mentions some hierarchies and not others: 

the text makes them palpable. This is the reason why, instead, Levine does not summon, 

say, the Greek/barbarian hierarchy, the human/animal or the slave/noble one, to 

understand Sophocles’ play. A version of Antigone in which barbarian characters 

appeared is perfectly imaginable, and in that case the ideological enmeshment of that 

hierarchy with the male/female polarity might have been visible. This, however, does 

not happen in Antigone. Instead, Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades are able to raise the 

question of the way in which social hierarchies of gender, ethnicity, and class relate — 

and, in my view, show them as part of one constitutive system of signification, whether 

Euripides meant it or not — because they make them visible, present, tangible. This 

raises the possibility that in consciously expanding on gender, ethnicity, and class, in not 

limiting the play to one extended thematisation of one or two of these hierarchies, 

Euripides might have somehow lumped these hierarchies together, might have seen 

 
50 Levine (2015), 90. 
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these processes of marginalisation as somewhat analogous, and might have seen their 

destabilisation as a multi-layered enterprise encompassing all of them.  

Regardless of whether this is the case or not, a critical reader of the sort that Levine is 

might find analysing these plays particularly interesting precisely because by staging 

gender, ethnicity and class, it offers a great possibility to see how these hierarchies, 

conceived as Levinian forms, might interact, and what ideological effects this 

interaction might cause. This is where intersectional theory enters the stage: it is by 

adopting an intersectional framework, regardless of whether Euripides thought 

intersectionally himself, that new questions arise: if we consider more than one form 

of social hierarchy, what changes? How do they interact? Do they really work together 

ideologically? And if they do, what can this tell us, readers of the 21st century, about the 

way similar forms in different historical contexts interact in the sustaining or 

dismantling of ideology now? 

In what follows, I sketch out different ways of understanding intersecting social 

hierarchies throughout the analysis of the three plays, and in so doing I am situating my 

research in dialogue with developing theories of intersectional relationality, especially 

the different conceptualisations proposed by Patricia Hill Collins.51 In chapter one, on 

 
51 Hill Collins (2019), 226-52. Hill Collins distinguishes three possible ways of conceptualising 
intersectional relationality, i.e., the way social hierarchies relate to each other: addition, 
articulation, co-formation. An approach based on ‘addition’ is primarily interesed in contesting 
single-axis thinking by making visible the social hierarchies that have been neglected in critical 
analysis and that inevitably intersect in the creation of meaning, identity, and oppression (cf. 
‘overlap’ in ch. 1). ‘Articulation’ captures a mode of relational thinking that conceives of 
categories as distinct but contingently connected in specific ways in specific historical contexts. 
Given that ‘articulation’ also allows the possibility of hierarchies being articulated in conflict, 
this partly resonates with my approach in the third chapter on Troades (‘clash’). Finally, ‘co-
formation’ analysis shows how hierarchies are deeply enmeshed and co-constitutive from the 
outset: they do not exist in isolation and they do not relate to each other as distinct axes, but 
rather they are already inextricable from each other in their formation. This does not entirely 
correspond but can be mapped upon my reading of Andromache (‘enmeshment’). 
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the Hecuba, I show how gender, ethnicity, and class overlap. By ‘overlap’, I do not simply 

mean that they are simultaneously relevant in the characterisation of Hecuba and the 

other characters of the play, but rather that in the ideological operations of the text they 

can be seen to work together, at times becoming practically indistinguishable from each 

other, overlapping. These hierarchies, I argue, appear to be, or to be conceived as, part 

of one ‘matrix’ of signification. Starting from the relationship of intertextuality between 

Hecuba and the Oresteia, I contextualise Euripides’ critical stance on Aeschylus by 

arguing that he envisions ‘social hierarchy’ as fundamental to the dynamic of the 

Oresteia and, subsequently, of his critical response. As will become clear, the point here 

is that while Eumenides operated mainly through the exploration (and, I maintain, 

hierarchisation) of gender, Hecuba re-opens the problem of social hierarchy but 

enlarges it. A problematic conception of social hierarchy emerges, made up of three 

overlapping strands, at times virtually indistinguishable from each other. In chapter 

two, on the Andromache, I proceed to unpack this claim on the complexity of ideology 

in a more sustained way, and I investigate how gender, ethnicity, and class are 

enmeshed. I start from the final insight provided in chapter one and linger on how 

hierarchies in this play cannot be conceived as pre-existing single forms, as single axes 

that are somehow paralleled. A reader might take the ‘overlap’ at a broader, general 

level for granted as the separate exploration of analogical yet distinct discourses of 

power: I proceed in the second chapter through a closer textual analysis to clarify here 

that the hierarchies are so tightly knit together that a change in one of them inevitably 

corresponds to changes in the others. If all these three hierarchies are destabilised, 

then, they are not destabilised in parallel, separately; rather, they are problematised 

together, in the same way pulling a thread in a bundle of yarn cannot but trigger the 

others to move too—precisely because the threads, while being originally distinct, are 
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often virtually indistinguishable from each other in the skein and cannot be taken in 

isolation from the others: enmeshed. The more we attempt to understand the ironies 

involving the characters of this play in one discourse, the more we find ourselves 

enmeshed, accidentally stepping into another. Finally, chapter three, on Troades, will 

engage with some important challenges and insights of Levine’s Forms, and will 

understand how hierarchies clash. Although this is by no means restricted to Troades, 

the tragedy itself dramatises the search for meaning in a way that asks us to consider 

different hierarchies as competing against each other, as each character tries to 

articulate their vision of the world by usually upholding one, with others instead using 

different ones. Chapter three deals with Levine’s claim that hierarchies can be 

liberating and radical precisely because they do not work together, and, separately, can 

work against each other, creating new, liberatory spaces. As Levine’s argument seems 

to target the foundations of intersectionality as intended both generally and in the 

thesis,52 I will attempt to show how Levine’s insight is both correct and yet unable to 

take into full account the historical system that links those hierarchies together—in 

other words, ideology. Both chapter two and three will regularly go back to the Oresteia, 

clarifying how this multi-layered hierarchical deconstruction applies to these plays’ 

critical reading of Aeschylus’ oeuvre. In attempting to sketch these three different 

understandings of intersectionality, I have found each play particularly representative 

of hierarchies overlapping, enmeshing, and clashing, but each phenomenon is by no 

means restricted to each individual tragedy. Andromache’s sustained quarrels between 

Andromache and Hermione, Peleus and Menelaus, would have worked equally well as 

a case for the investigation of clashing hierarchies, Hecuba might as well be examined 

 
52 As Levine herself mentions in her first formulation of ‘strategic formalism’ (Levine 2006, 652 
n3), strategic formalism itself builds on the insights of intersectional analysis. However, it 
clearly goes in a different direction. 
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through entangled social hierarchies, and Troades’ hierarchies also could be said to 

overlap. For reasons of variety and space, however, I have limited each understanding 

of intersectionality to each play. As I hope will become clear, however, the three 

understandings do not contradict each other, and do enable us to see a recurrent way 

in which these plays similarly treat social hierarchies. 

In opening up spaces that question the veracity of reality, this Euripides finally emerges 

as ‘queer’. Soon after this thesis was started, Olsen’s and Telo ’s Queer Euripides was 

published,53 and soon after that The Routledge Handbook of Classics and Queer Theory, 

as part of a significant wave of queer theory within Classics. As the editors of the latter 

remind us, there are two directions in this trend:54  

The first is to read historically and to see how various figures, authors, or literary 

characters present a disruptive version of the subject in relation to contemporary 

norms. […] The other direction taken in this section of the volume, sometimes in 

conjunction with the first, is to show how a particular queer subjectivity challenges 

our notions of normativity and forces us to recognize something in the ancient 

world as queer because of our relation to it. 

Because of its commitment to the historical nature of the forms and hierarchies 

explored in the plays, the present thesis clearly moves in the first direction: it considers 

the act of queering that the plays themselves enact, the radical and manifold ways in 

which the text itself resists and contests normative structures in that specific historical 

context. On closer inspection, however, it also moves in the second direction. 

Man/woman, barbarian/Greek, slave/noble: in the attempt to point them down 

 
53 Olsen and Telò (2022). 
54 Haselswerdt, Lindheim and Ormand (2023), 4. 
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historically — as we ask ‘what is the hierarchy at work here?’ —, they continuously 

prompt us to reflect also on our notions of hierarchies, both in the way we 

conceptualise them individually and together. For instance, feminist scholarship on 

tragedy has taken for granted that the validity of its intellectual project relies on a 

continuum between antiquity and modernity. It is precisely because of the 

transhistorical, transcultural persistence of patriarchal ideology that studying 

Trachiniae speaks to the present.55 But things become blurrier when we move to the 

Greek/barbarian one: is it of the same value to understand the ideological workings of 

racial and ethnic ideologies? If the barbarisation of Trojans, so fundamental to these 

plays’ explorations, seems too different from modern racial ideology, some significant 

overlaps between the workings of these two differently historicised ideologies also 

raise the question of whether they can be put in a continuum in a similar way. Finally, 

matters become even more complicated with class and status: these plays seem not 

only to thematise and destabilise the differentiation between slave and free, as is 

commonly noted in scholarship, but, I will argue, they conceive the slave-noble polarity 

as emblematic of a polarised social hierarchy whereby the slave represents the reified 

bottom of the social scale and the aristocrat its wealthy and powerful top. Yet few would 

be comfortable in applying the term ‘class’ to the examination of Attic tragedy without 

qualifying the semantics of a word we otherwise utilise to speak of our late capitalistic 

world. Nonetheless, it is precisely because of this, this interplay of sameness and 

difference, distance and continuum, that reading the plays through these hierarchical 

lenses allows us to inspect the hierarchies that structure our world. This does not mean 

that there is a fixed ‘them’ and ‘us’, ‘their hierarchies’ and ‘our hierarchies’, that we are 

 
55 Wohl (1998), xix et passim. 
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simply inspired by different historicised hierarchies to reflect on our own hierarchies. 

Instead, these axes appear as already historically unstable and porous, incapable of 

being contained in one historical context, spectres powerful enough to ‘queer’, to re-

negotiate ancient and modern conceptions of power at once.56 It is because of this that 

the following analysis is both formalist and historicist, that it strives to understand 

those forms as both historically contingent and, like Levine, beyond their context.57 In 

assessing the ideological implications of the way hierarchies interact in the text —

overlapping, enmeshed, clashing — questions that are neither strictly historicist nor 

anachronistic arise: what does the relationship of these apparently different-yet-

similar hierarchies tell us about their ideological entanglements now? And if these 

hierarchies work in tragedy to reflect and even enact a critical fracture within the 

established universe of its world, what can they communicate to a world in crisis?

 
56 This responds to Olsen’s and Telò’s idea of queer unhistoricism (Olsen and Telò 2022, 7). As 
they say, quoting Telò (2020), 9, ‘we believe that notwithstanding the illusion of historical 
situatedness afforded by the ancient Greek idiom, the text is diachronically stratified, hosting 
multiple contexts shading into each other that have been or will be actualized in experiences 
of reading’. On queer unhistoricism, cf. Freccero (2007); Traub (2013); Matzner (2016). 
57 Cf. Goldhill (2012), 195. 
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Hecuba at the Intersection: Language, Morality, 

Hierarchy in Hecuba 

Hecuba has always appeared to be as strange a play as it is grim. Troy has fallen. The 

former queen of Troy, Hecuba, has been enslaved after the fall of the city along with the 

other Trojan women. In the midst of extreme grief and despair, the assembly of the 

Greek winners, at the suggestion of Odysseus, decide to sacrifice Hecuba’s (also 

enslaved) daughter, Polyxena, to the ghost of Achilles as a gift of honour. When 

Odysseus arrives on stage to fetch Polyxena, Hecuba desperately attempts to persuade 

him to spare her, yet the Homeric hero is adamant, firm in his convictions, which he 

expands on. Instead of joining her mother in supplicating him, however, Polyxena 

decides to willingly follow him: she prefers death to slavery. In one of the goriest death 

narratives of Attic tragedy, we hear of how Polyxena bravely offered her body to 

sacrifice and died, and so the first part of the play ends. 

Yet, as has been noted, the play radically shifts topic after the death of Polyxena, with 

Hecuba now completely devoted to avenging not Polyxena, but rather her last born 

Polydorus, shamelessly killed by Hecuba’s trusted friend Polymestor. In the second part 

of the play, we witness Hecuba’s final desperation at the discovery of the death of 

Polydorus and the betrayal of Polymestor, and we watch her take her revenge on 

Polymestor by luring him inside the tent of the captive Trojan women, blinding him, 

and killing his children. The play ends with Polymestor appealing to Agamemnon for 

justice, but Agamemnon adjudicates in favour of Hecuba. Having finally avenged 

Polydorus, Hecuba can exult for a little while, before embarking on the ships that will 
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take her and the remaining Trojan women to Greece, forever slaves of the Greek 

winners. 

This sudden change of focus and tone is responsible for the play’s strange structure. 

Like Andromache and Troades, the Hecuba is said to be ‘broken’, ‘split’, ‘incoherent’; this 

has attracted the majority of the attention of scholars, both modern and ancient,58 who 

have perhaps overestimated Aristotle’s precepts on dramatic unity in their evaluation 

of tragedy.59 Equally discussed and perhaps more fiercely debated is another aspect of 

the play: the morality of Hecuba’s revenge and the way it would have resonated with 

the original audience as a morally positive, honourable action, or a horrifying, barbaric 

act triggered by her psychological degeneration. Although all Attic tragedy can be said 

to be interested in complicating the audience’s response to the characters’ actions, 

scholars find Hecuba a particularly troubled and dividing tragedy in this regard. Finally, 

no commentary on the Hecuba misses the opportunity to mention that the play was 

part of the school syllabus in the Byzantine era. 

In what follows, I aim to move from these and other disjointed, apparently non-

ideological ‘concerns’ (to borrow from Latour) that the play mobilises, to show how 

fundamentally political they are. Far from living in a detached a-political space, I argue 

that they are intrinsically ideological, deeply connected to the play’s rich understanding 

of power and hierarchies. I will then argue that the ideological structure of the play is 

constituted by overlapping, mutually supporting social hierarchies of gender, ethnicity, 

and class.  Although the emphasis will remain on intersecting hierarchies, then, these 

 
58 Turkeltaub (2017), 137; Heath (1987), 62; Conacher (1967), 146 with references (n.1).  
59 Scodel (2009), 19; Segal (1986), 54. 
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‘concerns’ will gradually materialise as fundamentally imbricated with the analysis of 

the play’s hierarchical explorations.    

I will take my cue from a 1993 article in which the case for a relationship of 

intertextuality between the Oresteia and the Hecuba was first put forward. Expanding 

on this intertextual connection, I will argue that the distortion, ambiguity, and 

meaninglessness of language constitute a fundamental and continuous focus of the 

play. With Goldhill, I argue that this crisis of meaning entails momentous consequences 

for the definition of morality and justice, impacting the play’s intertextual criticism of 

the Aeschylean trilogy. However, my emphasis will fall on the way the Hecuba reworks 

the connection between ‘language’ and ‘sexuality’, going beyond gender and 

encompassing ethnicity and class: the Hecuba mobilises and thematises at length 

multiple social hierarchies that are nevertheless part of the same ideological system. 

This ‘sociological enlargement’ also alerts us to the way such hierarchies mutually 

sustain each other to the point of overlapping in the construction and deconstruction 

of ideology.60 Although the co-presence of multiple social discourses might be 

immediately recognisable and obvious, this chapter argues that they are not simply 

‘multiple’, ‘co-present’ in the description of characters, but are rather conceptualised as 

part of the same ideological matrix. This focus on co-constitution and intersection will 

finally be used heuristically and metaphorically to think about the relationship 

between ideology and text, with which the chapter will now start. 

 
60 I print the text from the recent edition by Battezzato (2018) except where differently 
indicated and discussed. 
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1.1 Language Nightmare: the Ambiguities of Logos 

1.1.1 Concerning Persuasion 

Thirty years ago, Thalmann provided the most comprehensive account of the echoes 

and intertextual connections between the Hecuba and the Oresteia. Thalmann takes 

Polyxena’s sacrifice to replay Iphigenia’s sacrifice in the Agamemnon61 while teasing 

out the disturbing implications of human sacrifice, including male violence over 

women.62 Hecuba’s revenge is taken to re-enact the murder of Agamemnon by 

Clytemnestra in the Agamemnon;63 an allusion that is made explicit at the end of the 

tragedy, when Polymestor prophesies exactly such murder (1275-81). The intertextual 

allusions to all three plays in the Oresteia become gradually more exact, culminating in 

the last words of Agamemnon (ευ  δ᾽ ε ς πἄ τρἄν πλευ σἄίμεν, ευ  δε  τἄ ν δὁ μὁίς/ε χὁντ᾽ 

ί δὁίμεν τω νδ᾽ ἄ φείμε νὁί πὁ νων, 1291-2) which overlap with line 1 of the first play in 

Aeschylus’ trilogy (θεὁυ ς με ν ἄί τω  τω νδ᾽ ἄ πἄλλἄγή ν πὁ νων, Aesch. Ag. 1).64 That this 

 
61 Cf. Schmitt (1921), 57-8; Gregory (1999), xx; Anderson (1997), 9; O’ Sullivan (2008), 173. 
62 Thalmann (1993), 139-40. The famous simile assimilating Polyxena’s naked body to a statue 
during her sacrifice (Hec. 560) also replays the artistic metaphor comparing Iphigenia to a 
painting at Ag. 242: Gregory (1999), 113. Polyxena’s sacrifice is also described through the 
typical ‘bride of death’ imagery: Hecuba calls her νύμφήν τ’ ἄνυμφὁν πἄρθένὁν τ’ ἀπάρθενὁν 
(612). Although the trope is pervasive, Polyxena has a special connection in death to Achilles 
and this seems again to establish a parallel with Iphigenia, whose sacrifice substituted for the 
wedding that was supposed to take place between her and Achilles: Anderson (1997), 60. Both 
Iphigenia and Polyxena are compared to sacrificial animals (Ag. 232; Hec. 526, 206)—a grim 
twist on the typical animal imagery applied to virgins (Heath 1999, 28 et passim; Thalmann 
1993, 141). In Hecuba’s dream (Hec. 90-1), Polyxena is strangely represented by a fawn, which 
is not a sacrificial animal (cf. Thalmann 1993, 141 n.34); yet ἔλἄφὁς is the animal chosen by 
Artemis to substitute for Iphigenia at IA 1587, 1593 and IT 28, 783. One has to note that the 
only other instances of ἔλἄφὁς in the extant Euripidean corpus can be found at Hipp. 218, 
where Phaedra’s desire to run after deer evokes Hippolytus’ devotion to the goddess, and at 
Hel. 382, where Helen’s second mythological exemplum again connects deer to the cult of 
Artemis. 
63 Thalmann (1993), 148ff. The most evident symmetry is represented by the offstage cries of 
Agamemnon and Polymestor, followed by the entrance of the avenger. Nussbaum (1986), 416 
traces other parallels. 
64 For the exact allusions, cf. Thalmann (1993), 154. That the Agamemnon could easily appear 
and be re-interpreted as a sequel of the Hecuba seems to hold true for recent times, too; for 
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engagement with the Oresteia might have been immediately grasped is likely in view of 

the reperformance of the trilogy in the same decade the Hecuba was written.65 To 

Thalmann, this complex, multilayered engagement is primarily the sign of an 

ideological engagement of Euripides with Aeschylus’ trilogy, a critique of the set of 

values the Oresteia espoused, at least in Euripides’ own reading of it.66 In Thalmann’s 

view, a significant part of this critique is directed against the specifically gendered 

violence that the trilogy furthers. And yet this ideological engagement that Thalmann 

perceives is more profoundly rooted in an array of non-social, apparently non-

ideological, and even aesthetic matters. For if ideology can be defined — provisionally 

—67 as the hegemonic cultural forces that structure social existence, naturalise 

domination, and create ‘reality’ with sets of practices and structural silences, it does 

not necessarily start at the level of the most overtly political, but in the most innocent 

molecules of life. And if texts reproduce and negotiate that ideology, it is from those 

molecular elements that are encompassed by it and that constitute it that a critical 

analysis of the text might reasonably unfold. Then even the most apparently innocent 

philological issue might be a good starting point; and it is indeed from one crucial, often 

commented element of the Hecuba that the critical work of the play will be seen to 

transpire: persuasion.      

 
instance, the 2022 Punchdrunk production The Burnt City brought together the two plays in its 
immersive theatrical experience on the Trojan war: Andújar (2023), 375. 
65 Marshall (2023), 416. Cf. Wright (2006), 35. 
66 Thalmann (1993), 158-9. Nussbaum (1986), 416 interprets the intertextual relationship 
with the Oresteia as a type of reversal of the process of civilised socialisation (from solitary 
revenge to social connection); Marshall (1992), 89 believes that Euripides expresses a positive 
judgement on vengeance. 
67 I linger on my definition of ideology at the end of chapter three. 
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In his monograph on Peitho in Greek literature, Richard Buxton devotes almost two 

thirds of his discussion to persuasion in Attic tragedy.68 The analysis comprehends 

Aeschylus’ Suppliants, Prometheus Bound, the Oresteia, Sophocles’ Philoctetes and 

Oedipus at Colonus, Euripides’ Medea and Hecuba. Buxton, however, also delineates the 

trajectory of a gradually declining confidence in the value of peitho and in its civilising 

role at the basis of Athens’ idealised self-image:69  

Athenian success in mid-century generated confidence in the political system 

which seemed to be nourishing that success, and this confidence found expression 

in certain of Aischylos’ works which celebrate the ‘democratic’ worth of peitho; 

however, the reverses suffered by Athens later in the century shook her faith in 

herself, and led to the mood reflected in, e.g., Hekabe, where political rhetoric is 

represented as potentially cruel and demeaning. 

Buxton perceives Aeschylus’ tragedies as permeated by an optimism and confidence in 

the powers of persuasion, and the Oresteia seems to him to delineate a progressive 

development towards a civilised use of persuasion, from ‘Peitho the child of Ruin’ to 

‘healing Peitho’.70 Thus Clytemnestra in the tapestry scene in the Agamemnon 

quintessentially embodies a form of deception ‘masquerading’ as peitho, the same 

weapon wielded by Orestes and Electra in Libation Bearers and qualified as ‘tricky 

persuasion’ by the chorus (Πείθω  δὁλί ἄν, 726).71 In the Eumenides, instead, ‘frank and 

open’ peitho is restored through Athena’s intervention and her successful attempt to 

persuade the Furies: the ‘eyes of Peitho’ (ὁ μμἄτἄ Πείθὁυ ς, 970) have guided her 

 
68 Buxton (1982). 
69 Buxton (1982), 187. 
70 Buxton (1982), 113. 
71 Buxton (1982), 106-9. 
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words.72 Language seems restored in its capacity to signify, distortion is corrected, and 

duplicity of meaning is lost in Athena’s words: though reverberations of meaning can 

admittedly be found in the Eumenides, the play is interested in at least hinting at the 

progress that scholars have seen in the treatment of language and signification,73 even 

if this restoration happens on the divine level and not on the human one.74 This does 

not mean that Eumenides is a fully ‘closed’ play, or that ambiguities do not intrude in its 

solution; yet to understand it as gesturing towards a closure of definition is a plausible 

possibility of interpretation. As Goldhill’s poststructuralist analysis put it, the Oresteia 

reflects as it enacts the problem of definition, the gap ‘between signifier and signified’, 

the capacity of language to deconstruct itself;75 a problem that might be contained, 

though not necessarily solved, by the privileging of one meaning over others — a form 

of linguistic hierarchisation.76  

Yet the Hecuba emerges from a different temporal horizon.77 Two years after Gorgias’ 

visit in Athens, the play was composed at a time when language, meaning and morality 

were burning concerns in Athens —78 preoccupations that undeniably hinged upon the 

gap between signifier and signified.79 Antiphon, for instance, seems to have theorised 

this semiotic gap in his work On Truth, in which he argues that ‘for someone who says 

one thing, there is not in fact one mental concept (nous), nor is there for him one thing’. 

Antiphon here appears to argue provocatively that ‘a single word does not correspond 

 
72 Cf. Heath (1999), 46. Cf. Porter (2023), 125. 
73 Zeitlin (1996), 111; McClure (1999), 106. 
74 Porter (2023), 125-6. 
75 Goldhill (1984). 
76 See infra, sec. 1.2, pp. 54-5. 
77 Cf. Carter (2004), 4. 
78 Cf. Hall (2001), xviii. 
79 Rabinowitz (2008), 48. Cf. Bons (2006) on the central role of sophistic rhetoric in the polis. 
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either to a single thought or to a single thing’ (DK 87 B1).80 The general sophistic 

attention to the exactness of names, as exemplified for instance by Plato’s Cratylus, 

primarily hinged on the questioning of the relationship between language and reality;81 

a discussion that has always appeared important to Euripidean plays such as Helen and 

Hippolytus.82 Importantly, Gorgias’ pseudo-nihilistic statement in On Not Being that 

‘nothing is; and if it is, it is unknowable; and if both is and is knowable, it cannot be 

indicated to other people’ (DK 82 B3) is indicative of a renewed sophistic debate about 

language,83 and specifically about the inability of logos to accurately represent and 

translate reality.84  

The Oresteia’s marked concern with persuasion is shared by the Hecuba, which extends 

the discussion of language to include sophistic rhetoric and makes it so central that the 

play’s scholastic fortune has been explained with regard to its pronounced interest in 

rhetoric, as well as its multiple reflections on the theme of speech-making itself.85 

Historically, we could say that the most pressing matters of concern about Hecuba, 

along with its ethical import, have been precisely the play’s exploration of rhetoric and 

 
80 Gagarin (2002), 81, whose translation follows the text as emended by Morrison 1963. 
Guthrie (1971), 203 notes that Antiphon’s statement does not posit that reality does not exist, 
but simply that language is inadequate to express reality. 
81 Guthrie (1971), 208; Conacher (1998), 74. 
82 Conacher (1998), 80 et passim on Helen; Goldhill (2023), 282-3 on Hippolytus. 
83 Guthrie (1971), 180; Goldhill (2023), 284.  Gorgias is engaging in a polemic with Parmenides 
and his view of the impossibility of not being. As far as we know, however, Parmenides only 
asserted that being is and can be thought; it seems Gorgias’ original addition, on top of negating 
these two possibilities, to also deny the aspect of communicability: Rodriguez (2023), 208 n.22. 
84 Bonazzi (2023), 190. Cf. Rodriguez (2023), 210 with reference to Sextus (ᾧ γὰρ μήνύὁμεν, 
ἔστί λόγὁς, λόγὁς δὲ ὁὐκ ἔστί τὰ ὑπὁκείμενἄ κἄὶ ὄντἄ, DK 82 B3. 84) and Anonymus (λέγεί ὁ 
λέγων, ἀλλ᾽ ὁὐ χρῶμἄ ὁὐδὲ πρᾶγμἄ, LM D26a. 21), and pp. 220-1 on Lycophron’s possible 
reaction against Gorgias’ fracture between signifier and signified. Bonazzi also claims that the 
third of Gorgias’ thesis might have been the most important of the three, since no alternative 
is given for it. Cf. Conacher (1998), 73. 
85 Heath (1987), 43. Contra, Gellie (1980), 42 argues that the contradictory statements on 
rhetoric should not be taken as signs of a developing line of thought in the play and should not 
even be taken as a theme. Cf. Mossman (1995), 209 et passim. 
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persuasion.86 The issue of the representation of peitho in the play corresponds with the 

problem of sophistic rhetoric and its portrayal, given the widespread understanding of 

rhetoric as the art of peitho: Plato’s Gorgias, for instance, defines his art as that of 

‘persuading by speech’ (τὁ  πεί θείν... τὁί ς λὁ γὁίς, Pl. Grg. 452e), and Socrates accepts the 

idea of the sophistic rhetor as a ‘practicioner of persuasion’ (πείθὁυ ς δήμίὁυργὁ ς, 

453a).87  

Conacher and others believe that the degeneration of rhetoric in the play, increasingly 

more sophistic, corresponds to a degeneration of Hecuba’s character, so that there 

would be a degree of moral indictment in Euripides’ portrayal of sophistic rhetoric and 

its dangers.88 Gregory notes that Hecuba has recourse to persuasion from the 

beginning, so that the ‘degeneration theory’ cannot hold;89 peitho is simply depicted as 

ineffective.90 The Hecuba, however, avoids presenting any one picture of sophistic 

rhetoric, rather using the contemporary discussion on sophistic rhetoric to expand on 

the theme of the instability of signification as explored by Aeschylus in the Oresteia. The 

two most explicit references to the sophists are contradictory but directly intertwined 

with the ambiguities of persuasion:91 

τί  δή τἄ θνήτὁί  τἄ λλἄ με ν μἄθή μἄτἄ 

μὁχθὁυ μεν ω ς χρή  πἄ ντἄ κἄί  μἄτευ ὁμεν, 

Πείθω  δε  τή ν τυ ρἄννὁν ἄ νθρω πὁίς μὁ νήν 

 
86 Heath (1987), 42. 
87 Gagarin (2001), 276 who yet argues that the sophists did not conceive persuasion as the 
primary aim of their practice. 
88 Conacher (1998), 65-6; Segal (1993), 201; Reckford (1991), 35. Cf. Michelini (1987), 142. 
89 Gregory (1999), 64; Gregory (1991), 105. Cf. also Mossman (1995), 105.  
90 Gregory (1991), 105-7. 
91 Cf. Michelini (1987), 150 on the second. 
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ὁυ δε ν τί μἄ λλὁν ε ς τε λὁς σπὁυδἄ ζὁμεν 

μίσθὁυ ς δίδὁ ντες μἄνθἄ νείν, ί ν᾽ ή ν πὁτε 

πεί θείν ἄ  τίς βὁυ λὁίτὁ τυγχἄ νείν θ᾽ ἄ μἄ; 

(814-9) 

Ἀ γἄ μεμνὁν, ἄ νθρω πὁίσίν ὁυ κ ε χρή ν πὁτε 

τω ν πρἄγμἄ των τή ν γλω σσἄν ί σχυ είν πλε ὁν: 

ἄ λλ᾽ εί τε χρή στ᾽ ε δρἄσε χρή στ᾽ ε δεί λε γείν, 

εί τ᾽ ἄυ  πὁνήρἄ  τὁυ ς λὁ γὁυς εί νἄί σἄθρὁυ ς, 

κἄί  μή  δυ νἄσθἄί τἄ δίκ᾽ ευ  λε γείν πὁτε . 

σὁφὁί  με ν ὁυ ν εί σ᾽ ὁί  τἄ δ᾽ ή κρίβωκὁ τες, 

ἄ λλ᾽ ὁυ  δυ νἄντἄί δίἄ  τε λὁυς εί νἄί σὁφὁί , 

κἄκω ς δ᾽ ἄ πω λὁντ᾽· ὁυ τίς ε ξή λυξε  πω. 

(1187-94) 

Sophistic rhetoric is vital to the discussion of the semiotic fracture, the gap between 

signifier and signified that Goldhill read as a fundamental dynamic of the Aeschylean 

trilogy. In the first passage quoted above, Hecuba mentions that peithein is essentially 

available to whoever might be able to pay for being instructed in the art of rhetoric; 

anyone can thus become able to persuade anyone of anything (819). In the second 

passage, Hecuba claims that the sophoi that have contrived such arts of misleading 

rhetoric eventually fail, thus proclaiming that ‘rhetoric ultimately fails in disguising 
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reality’;92 by winning the agon here, Hecuba might seem to show that ‘even if clever 

language may disguise the facts, the facts have objective value’.93 And yet the text does 

not lean towards an optimistic resolution of the semiotic crisis, even if Hecuba voices it 

so explicitly: the facts might be objective, but her words do not contrast the possibility 

that they might be disguised, and the whole presentation of the solution to the ‘semiotic 

crisis’ is  rendered in the form of a conditional sentence.94  

In fact, Hecuba’s self-presentation as a morally principled speaker is not devoid of 

shadows. This is not simply because her speech is extremely rhetorically 

sophisticated,95 but because it is difficult to concur that she has done χρή στἄ (1189) 

and therefore deserves to χρή στ’... λε γείν (1189):96 she has just engineered  the murder 

of two innocent children while forcing their father to watch. The contradiction is 

underscored when the chorus reply in admiration that ‘good actions always give 

starting points for good speeches’ (ω ς τἄ  χρήστἄ  πρἄ γμἄτἄ/ χρήστω ν ἄ φὁρμἄ ς 

ε νδί δωσ’ ἄ εί  λὁ γων, 1238-9). Although Hecuba speaks as if she were accusing 

Polymestor, it is Polymestor who is ‘prosecuting’ her, not the other way around (cf. 

1089-131); her murder and morality are under the spotlight.97 Thus Hecuba’s self-

presentation and the chorus’ supportive comment on her rhetorical performance 

disquietingly cast a shadow on the possibility that signifier and signified, language and 

reality (specifically moral reality in this case), might be brought together. Therefore, the 

emphasis cannot fall on the degeneration of Hecuba’s character turning to sophistic 

 
92 Battezzato (2018), 242. 
93 Battezzato (2018), 243. 
94 Cf. Mastronarde (2010), 233. 
95 Mastronarde (2010), 234; Conacher (1998), 65. 
96 Michelini (1987), 156. 
97 Cf. Dunn (2017), 453; cf. Gregory (1999), 185. 
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rhetoric. Nor can it fall simply on the failure/ineffectiveness of peitho, as mentioned 

above. The second statement, if anything, seems to argue the opposite.  

Even Kastely’s influential argument that Hecuba denounces how language can become 

a mere instrument of power structures is not enough to explain the diversity of the 

play’s reflections on language.98 When Hecuba claims that the same speech acquires 

additional persuasive power when uttered by someone of a higher social standing 

(293-5), this does have a bearing on the general view of justice and injustice.99 But the 

use of peitho encourages us to read this statement along with the others and to include 

it within the more general emphasis on the fallibility of language to direct human life 

and its failure to correspond to a truthful, moral reality. While Hecuba claims that the 

reputation of Odysseus will lend force to his speech in the assembly even if he speaks 

‘badly’ (κἄκω ς λε γήίς, 293) she probably alludes to the possibility that he might 

advance something κἄκὁ ς from the perspective of the army, not that he might lose his 

eloquence.100 In this way, Hecuba might even be encouraging Odysseus to behave 

sophistically: regardless of the moral correctness of the proposition, Odysseus’ 

standing, as well as his eloquence, might influence the reception of his logos. That 

words can reflect a (moral) reality that can direct human life seems disproved by 

several moments and reflections in the play, of different kinds. Through sophistic 

ability, social rank, or simply deceit, language vacillates as a moral and epistemological 

tool.  

 
98 Kastely (1993); Gregory (1991), 107; Citti (1979), 218; Croally (1994), 63. 
99 Cf. Battezzato (2018), 115 with Thuc. 2.37.1 and Eur. Suppl. 433-41. 
100 Gregory (1999), 82 rightly notices that κἂν κἄκῶς λέγῃς (293) might mean both ‘if you 
speak foolishly’ or ‘if you speak badly’, but Ennius seems to confirm the first option, as he writes 
in his Hecuba haec tu etsi perverse dices, facile Achivos flexeris (fr. 84 J., 172). Hecuba is not 
implying that Odysseus might lose his eloquence, but that he might be successful in arguing for 
a case that the army does not agree with. 
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In fact, the entire play stages Hecuba’s repeated endeavours to master peitho in an 

attempt to resist injustice.101 Every instance is frustrated: Hecuba’s first agon with 

Odysseus revolves around her attempt to persuade him to spare Polxyena (τὁ  δ’ 

ἄ ξί ωμἄ... τὁ  σὁ ν/ πεί σεί, 293-4; πεί θ’, 340) — an attempt whose failure is sanctioned 

when it is Odysseus, and even Polyxena, who tell her to ‘be persuaded’, ‘to obey’ (ὁυ κ, 

ή ν γε πεί θήί τὁί σί σὁυ  σὁφωτε ρὁίς, 399; πίθὁυ  μὁί, 402). In the second part of the play, 

too, Hecuba’s supplication of Agamemnon symmetrically repeats the failure of 

language in the previous supplication scene with Odysseus, but this time qualifies it 

with an explicit consideration of the nature of peitho imbued with contemporary 

connotations deriving from sophistic rhetoric (812ff.).102  

But Hecuba’s attempts to grapple with language and persuasion also extend beyond 

this scene, and she does manage to succeed in her speech-making. Yet the tables have 

now turned, and her rhetorical victories do not heal the fracture between word and 

reality. For her deception scene of Polymestor seems a double of the tapestry scene of 

Clytemnestra in the Agamemnon, with Hecuba’s successful, deceptive persuasion of 

Polymestor to enter the tents of the Trojans leading to a horrible infanticide — an 

instance of deceptive peitho.103 And finally, the trial, where Hecuba’s persuasion is 

eventually victorious, only superficially solves the problem of peitho, as she becomes 

persuasive only after the murder of Polymestor’s children.104 The idea that there are 

objective ‘facts’, as Battezzato has it, easily attainable and reachable by language, 

appears deeply frail. It is then perfectly appropriate that Hecuba should proclaim that 

 
101 Cf. Michelini (1987), 142. 
102 See supra, sec. 1.1.1, pp. 39-40. 
103 See infra, sec. 1.1.2, pp. 45-6. 
104 And, as Gregory (1999), 141 rightly has it, Hecuba was shown to be a clever rhetorician from 
the beginning, so that the point cannot be that Hecuba has ‘learned’ how to argue. 
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this semiotic fracture has been fixed at the same time as she deepens it: this is the 

culmination of a series of actions and words that have contributed to the enlargement 

of this gulf, a gulf that never receives healing in the play. The same names of the 

characters from the beginning of the play have been emblematic of the fracture —105 

Polyxena ‘the much hospitable’, mirrors the epithet of Hades, to which she is doomed; 

Polydorus, ‘bringing many gifts’, turned into a reified treasure; Polymestor, ‘of many 

schemes’, ultimately deceived.106 Even as the play ends, the duplicity of meaning in 

language cannot be repressed, and Agamemnon, in wishing for an end to his troubles, 

incontrovertibly recalls the opening of the Agamemnon and his own future murder, thus 

undercutting himself.107 The semiotic gap is finally re-opened. 

1.1.2 Nothing to Do with Athens? The Assembly and the Trial Scene 

The Hecuba thus extends and complicates the Oresteia’s exploration of language, 

persuasion, and their potential for distortion. However shadowy, there is a sense at the 

end of the trilogy that a truthful value can be restored to language, that the fracture 

between signifier and signified can be filled up again. Athena’s Peitho represents a halt 

to the ambiguities that intruded into the language of the characters and the text itself 

throughout: while Clytemnestra’s talent resided in distorting language and thus 

amplifying the fracture between signifier and signified, Athena has provided the bases 

of civilised language in the polis by filling this gap.108 In the Hecuba, the nightmare of 

the semiotic fracture comes back onto the stage, but the circumstances are different 

from the Agamemnon and the Libation Bearers. It is not simply the new sophistic 

 
105 Cf. the famous analysis of Vernant on OT: Vernant (2020), 288. 
106 Loraux (1999), xxxviii. 
107 Thalmann (1993), 154-5. On the complexity of Euripides’ treatment of the theme ‘word vs 
reality’ in the Helen, cf. Dunn (2017), 456-8; Wohl (2014). 
108 Heath (1999), 42 with further references. 
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environment that makes this play different from the Oresteia. The Hecuba brings the 

discussion on the unreliability of language into the world of the institutions of the polis, 

thus jeopardising the integrity of that unambiguous, civilised language that Athena laid 

down as the foundations of the political world. ‘Political’, ‘civilised’ Peitho is put into 

question. 

This is not simply to be perceived in the open ending of the play but finds its most 

radical significance in the juxtaposition of the deception scene to the proto-trial scene. 

Hecuba’s success in deceiving Polymestor and luring him into the tent acquires new 

significance when placed next to her only successful performance in the proto-trial. 

Highly allusive of the tapestry scene in the Agamemnon, Hecuba exploits to the 

maximum the gap between the word and reality: this is the only other scene, in extant 

tragedy, in which a woman lures a man into an enclosed space through the skene. The 

only other comparable scene is Electra’s deception of Clytemnestra in the Euripidean 

Electra, which is indeed modelled on the tapestry scene and is preceded by 

Clytemnestra’s entrance on a chariot, like Agamemnon in the eponymous play. Like the 

Aeschylean Clytemnestra, Hecuba relies less on outright lies than on the ambiguity of 

the process of signification: for instance, she asks Polymestor to keep her treasure ‘safe’, 

(σω ίζετἄί, 1014), recalling his failure to keep Polydorus safe (682, 1225);109 she 

reassures him that the χρή μἄτἄ she promises to him are σκυ λων ε ν ὁ χλωί, ‘in the crowd 

of spoils’ (1014), referring to the ὁ χλὁς of Trojan women (880);110 she finally invites 

him to enter the tents, so that he might return with his children to the place where he 

led her son (ω ς πἄ ντἄ πρἄ ξἄς ω ν σε δεί  στεί χήίς πἄ λίν/ ξυ ν πἄίσί ν ὁυ περ τὁ ν ε μὁ ν 

 
109 Battezzato (2018), 211.  
110 As Battezzato (2018), 211 notes, the word ὄχλὁς is almost never applied to material objects. 
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ω ίκίσἄν γὁ νὁν, 1021-2).111 But perhaps what matters is less that it is Hecuba who is 

deepening this gap of meaning rather than the fact that such a gap exists altogether. In 

fact, ambiguities of signification intrude both into Polymestor’s and Hecuba’s words: 

for instance, Polymestor asks whether the χρή μἄτἄ that Hecuba mentions (1012), and 

surely intending to mean her treasure, are hidden in her peploi (πὁυ  δή τἄ; πε πλων 

ε ντὁ ς ή  κρυ ψἄσ’ ε χείς, 1013); it is from their peploi that the Trojan women will draw 

the hidden daggers they will use to kill Polymestor’s children (λἄβὁυ σἄί φἄ σγἄν’ε κ 

πε πλων, 1161).112 Yet such an ambiguity in the process of signification also goes 

beyond character level: when the lying Polymestor tells Hecuba that Polydorus wanted 

‘to sneak to come and see her’ (993), he is inadvertently saying something true, but 

which does not play a role in the deception plot of Hecuba: Polydorus has in fact come 

to see Hecuba without Polymestor noticing, as a ghost.113 And, even more poignantly, 

Hecuba’s ambiguity goes as far as deceiving the audience’s expectations.114 Given that 

the Polymestor story is almost certainly invented by Euripides, it is expected that 

Polymestor should be killed.115 Hecuba gratuitously lures the audience into believing 

that he will die: at the end of the scene she tells him that he will go back with his 

children to the place where he has led Polydorus (cf. supra),116 but she had also told 

him that his children should be present during the meeting should Polymestor die 

(ἄ μείνὁν, ή ν συ  κἄτθἄ νήίς, τὁυ σδ’ εί δε νἄί, 1006).117 The chorus also take Polymestor’s 

 
111 Cf. also Gregory (1999), 172: ‘when Polymestor, together with the bodies of his two sons, 
returns to the orchestra where Polydorus’ corpse still lies, he will have fulfilled in literal fact 
her words at 1021-22’. 
112 Battezzato (2018), 211. 
113 Battezzato (2018), 993; Gregory (1999), 165. 
114 A device noted as ‘counterpreparation’ by Taplin (1977), 94. Cf. Boedeker (2017), 248 on 
the connection between counterpreparation and illusion/reality in Helen. 
115 Gregory (1999), 160; Tetstall (1954), 341. 
116 Battezzato (2018), 212. 
117 Cf. Scodel (1999), 120: ‘as in Homer, differences between what a character plans and what 
actually happens fall under a rule of attention: they are usually significant’. Of the examples 
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death for granted (ψευ σεί σ’ ὁ δὁυ  τή σδ’ ε λπί ς ή  σ’ ε πή γἄγεν/ θἄνἄ σίμὁν πρὁ ς Ἀ ί δἄν, 

1032-3), but given that they are kept separate from the Trojan women who will actually 

carry out the plot (cf. 1042-3), we might suspect that they have also been led by Hecuba 

to wrongly believe so. Just as in the Oresteia, Euripides’ deception scene focuses on the 

ambiguity of language, the dangers intrinsic to peitho dolia that resides in the duplicity 

of meaning. 

But it is even more disturbing that this scene is juxtaposed to the proto-trial scene in 

which Hecuba’s rhetoric finally wins, and which is redolent of that first trial staged in 

Eumenides. Among extant Euripidean agones, the scene is not only emphatically 

‘judicial’ because of the way there is a third character who acts as a judge 

(‘Abrechnungsagon vor einem Richter’) —118 something we will find again with Troades 

and its trilogy.119 And not only is Hecuba endowed with traits that remind the audience 

of the Furies and Clytemnestra.120 Rather, the scene is unique in extant tragedy in 

having a revenge plot followed by ‘a judicial procedure assessing the justice of the 

revenge’; it only happens here and in the Eumenides.121 Yet Hecuba’s new success in the 

civilised art of speech-making casts a shadow on language as the basis of the Athenian 

juridical world by showing how the semiotic fracture is maintained in both the 

deception scene and the trial scene. Sophistic rhetoric, which is built and predicated 

upon a fracture between word and reality, has intruded within the legal word so 

 
that Scodel gives, none is as striking as what happens in the Hecuba, nor is Hecuba changing 
her mind like Hippolytus. 
118 Dubischar (2001), 96-7; Karamanou (2018), 182. 
119 See infra, sec. 3.5.3, p. 287. 
120 See infra, sec. 1.2, pp. 57-8. 
121 Battezzato (2018), 17: ‘Hecuba is different from most other ancient revenge plays in that 
the revenge plot is followed by a judicial procedure assessing the justice of the revenge. Among 
the other extant tragedies, this happens only in Aeschylus’ Oresteia’. 
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fundamental in the formation of the (Aeschylean) polis. However, the Eumenides 

intrudes also at a different moment in the play: the report of the Greek assembly.  

The detail of the ‘tie’, with the Greek army almost divided in two, recalls the dynamics 

of that famous ancient trial supervised by Athena. In fact, Sommerstein notes that the 

tie must have been a specifically Aeschylean innovation.122 Euripides clearly received 

the Aeschylean innovation (νίκἄ   δ᾽ Ὀ ρε στής, κἄ ν ί σὁ ψήφὁς κρίθῃ , 741; ί σὁν γἄ ρ ε στί 

τἄ ρί θμήμἄ, 754) in IT 965-6 (ί σἄς δε  μὁί/ψή φὁυς δίήρί θμήσε Πἄλλἄ ς ω λε νῃ) and El. 

1265-6 (ί σἄί δε  σ᾽ ε κσω  ζὁυσί μή  θἄνεί ν δί κῃ/ψή φὁί τεθεί σἄί). There are mainly three 

scenes in extant tragedy reporting the proceedings of a voting assembly: besides the 

Hecuba, these are Aeschylus’ Suppliants and Euripides’ Orestes.123 Unique to the 

Hecuba, however, is the equal vote of the assembly; a detail it shares with the vote of 

the Areopagus in Eumenides. The nature of the tie and the dynamics of Athena’s vote in 

connection to the equal vote have received attention in past scholarship,124 and 

Sommerstein and Mitchell-Boyask are persuasive in arguing that Athena must make 

the tie, not break it.125 The situation is similar in the Hecuba. There are two polarised 

factions, but the consensus is not equally split: σπὁυδἄί  δε  λὁ γων κἄτἄτείνὁμε νων/ 

ή σἄν ί σἄί πως (130-1). The two logoi have almost (πως) entirely the same support, 

before Odysseus’ intervention, meaning that one of them is slightly winning. Odysseus, 

Athena’s protege , here seems to replay the goddess in his decisive role in the voting, as 

well as in the act of persuasion, peitho, so fundamental to the basis of Athena’s role in 

the Eumenides (ή σἄν ί σἄί πως, πρί ν ὁ  πὁίκίλὁ φρων/...Λἄερτίἄ δες πεί θεί στρἄτίἄ ν, 

 
122 Sommerstein (1989), 6. 
123 Carter (2013), 23. 
124 Goldhill (1984), 257; Naiden (2023), 369. 
125 Mitchell-Boyask (2009), 85. 
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131, 133). Moreover, Euripides takes pains to make Athens central to the assembly: the 

two sons of Theseus speak in favour of the sacrifice.  

The influence of the Eumenides and its focus on the civilising effects of language in the 

trial scene and in the persuasion scene after the trial must then be seen at work long 

before the proto-trial scene in Hecuba. Here peitho is far from being the benign peitho 

of Athena: Odysseus, who manages to persuade the army to kill Polyxena for the honour 

of Achilles (πεί θεί στρἄτίἄ ν, 133) is described as a ‘shifty-minded wrangler, smooth-

talking people-flatterer’ (ὁ  πὁίκίλὁ φρων/ κὁ πίς ή δυλὁ γὁς δήμὁχἄρίστή ς, 131-2). In 

the trial, Hecuba will criticise the σὁφὁί  that had created the ‘semiotic gap’; Polymestor 

claims such σὁφί ἄ at 1136-7; but σὁφί ἄ was also applied to Odysseus at 228 (σὁφὁ ν 

τὁί κἄ ν κἄκὁί ς ἄ  δεί  φρὁνεί ν), and 399 (ὁυ κ, ή ν γε πεί θῃ τὁί σί σὁυ  σὁφωτε ρὁίς).126 

Much more than Polymestor, it is Odysseus who is perceived by the chorus as 

disturbingly eloquent when he persuades the Achaean army to sacrifice Polyxena: 

Hecuba’s invective at 251 ff. singles him out as an unscrupulous demagogue 

(δήμήγὁ ρὁυς, 254) that is ready to ‘say anything’, even to harm friends, to please the 

masses (ή ν τὁί σί πὁλλὁί ς πρὁ ς χἄ ρίν λε γήτε  τί, 257). Hecuba’s use of γλω σσἄ at 1187-

8 does not directly refer to Odysseus, but suggests sophistic rhetoric (which is hardly 

used by Polymestor), just as the same word is applied to the sophistic Odysseus of 

Sophocles’ Philoctetes (96-9).127 What is more, the report of the assembly is described 

in language that is highly allusive to the sophists’ endeavours in the sphere of language. 

It is strange that Euripides decides to discard the Iliadic Menestheus to have instead 

the two sons of Theseus,128 and it is even stranger that he wants them to articulate two 

 
126 Battezzato (2018), 235. 
127 Blundell (1987), 327. 
128 Carter (2013), 37. Michelini (1987), 142-3: ‘Their injection here is sufficiently gratuitous to 
get some notice’. 
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speeches supporting just one of the two opinions (δίσσω ν μυ θων/ ρ ή τὁρες ή σἄν, 

γνω μήί δε  μίἄ ί, 123-4).129 It is most likely the sophists that Euripides is alluding to here: 

while ρ ή τωρ was normally applied to the political leaders of Athens,130 sophistic dissoi 

logoi must be evoked by δίσσω ν μυ θων since double arguments are associated 

irrevocably to the sophistic movement in Euripides’ Antiope, as well as in Plato’s 

Protagoras and Aristophanes’ Clouds,131 and so Euripides must be teasing out the 

disturbing implications of sophistic rhetoric on the democratic debate.132 

To do so, the report of the assembly is encroached on anachronistic political language 

from the Athenian democracy.133 Technical language from polis procedures makes clear 

that Athens, and the reflection on the establishment of the institutions at the basis of 

Athens in Eumenides, is at the centre of the assembly scene as much as it is at the centre 

of the proto-trial, and even invites the audience to connect the two. While the decision 

is ‘not sanctioned by a vote’ in the report of the parodos,134 a vote has taken place in the 

assembly: Hecuba takes it for granted when telling Polyxena (ἄ γγε λλὁυσ’ Ἀ ργεί ων 

δὁ ξἄί/ ψή φωί τἄ ς σἄ ς περί  μὁί ρἄς, 195-6), and Odysseus’ arrival is motivated by the 

outcome of the vote: γυ νἄί, δὁκω  με ν σ᾽ εί δε νἄί γνω μήν στρἄτὁυ / ψή φὁ ν τε τή ν 

κρἄνθεί σἄν· ἄ λλ᾽ ὁ μως φρἄ σω (218-9). So this assembly goes beyond the army 

meetings in Homer and presents itself as a proto-political institution, whose voting 

system foreshadows the voting at the basis of the justice system in Eumenides.135 The 

 
129 Carter (2013), 37. 
130 Michelini (1987), 143. 
131 Michelini (1987), 144. 
132 Collard (1991), 138. 
133 Michelini (1987), 143; Battezzato (2018), 87. Cf. Gregory (1991), 85; Kovacs (1987), 81-2; 
Mossman (1995), 106. Cf. Willink (1986), 224; Wohl (2015), 123 on the political undertones in 
the assembly report in Orestes. 
134 Battezzato (2018), 87. 
135 Raaflaub (1997), 642 argues that the prevailing scholarly view, started by Finley (1978), 
exaggerates the extent to which the Homeric assembly reflects a pre-political world. 
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democratic assembly, and the democratic world of Athens altogether,136 is brought on 

stage and shown to be prey to the whim of sophistic demagogues, a point finally made 

with an outstanding explicitness by Hecuba in her retort to Odysseus (258-9): ἄ τἄ ρ τί  

δή  σὁ φίσμἄ τὁυ θ’ ή γὁυ μενὁί/ ε ς τή νδε πἄί δἄ ψή φὁν ω ρίσἄν φὁ νὁυ;.137 The assembly 

then foreshadows thematically the destabilisation of civic language of the proto-

trial;138 but it also mirrors it structurally. As Carter has it, ‘the exodos thus mirrors the 

parodos inasmuch as a judgment is made on the basis of speeches for and against’;139 

yet the connection runs much deeper.  

The assembly scene prepares the grounds for the destabilisation of the ‘solidity’ of the 

political word established by Athena at the end of Eumenides after the trial and by 

persuading the Erinyes.140 In juxtaposing the deception scene, clearly evocative of 

Clytemnestra’s intrigue and pre-political peitho, to an act of seemingly civilised peitho 

in the proto-trial, the Hecuba presents civilised, Athenian peitho as being exposed to 

the same duplicity and ambiguity of Clytemnestra’s manipulation of signs.141 Post-

political thus merges with the pre-political. Therefore, it is not simply that the creation 

of a juridical system is ‘blocked’,142 and it can be misleading to argue that Euripides here 

is interested in distancing his contemporary Athenian world from the flawed world of 

 
136 The Argive assembly in Orestes, also heavily indebted to the Oresteia, is ‘modelled in every 
detail on the Athenian assembly’: Hall (1993), 266; cf. Barker (2011), 148. 
137 Mossman (1995), 106. 
138 Barker (2011), 155 argues that Euripides’ Orestes investigates the problems of speech in 
Athenian institutions by drawing on both the assembly in Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women and the 
trial in Eumenides. 
139 Carter (2013), 39. 
140 Burian (2023), 141. Cf. Hesk (2011) on the Suppliants and the ambiguity of Athena’s 
resolution in that play. 
141 Indeed, also in line with Gorgias’ thoughts about deception. Cf. Bonazzi (2023), 192: ‘logoi 
are intrinsically deceitful, to the extent that they cannot faithfully represent a reality that 
cannot be faithfully represented’. 
142 Battezzato (2010), 58. 
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myth, presenting Athens as the culmination of progress.143 For otherwise there would 

be no need to articulate the fragility of language of the ‘heroic world’ in anachronistic 

language.144 Although the myth is chronologically precedent to the facts of the Oresteia, 

the continuous references to the institutions established at the end of the trilogy and 

to the political world of the Athenian democracy throughout encourage to overlook the 

chronology and look at the world of the Hecuba as a post-political world.145 The 

relationship of intertextuality with the plays of the Oresteia suggests that the 

institutions of the polis, based as they are on the solidity of Athen(i)an peitho and its 

clarity, are no advancement from the pre-political world of the first two plays of the 

trilogy. The dissoi mythoi of the very Athenian sons of Theseus, who speak in a proto-

Athenian assembly, the duplicitous and national Greek hero Odysseus, prote ge  of 

Athena, foreshadow the duplicity of Hecuba-Clytemnestra, who also further 

problematises the validity of the word of Athena in the trial scene, so evocative of the 

establishment of civilisation in Eumenides. The ambiguities of signification continue 

 
143 Allan and Kelly (2013), 110-2. 
144 Cf. the same use of anachronistic legal language in Orestes, indeed allusive to the trial of 
Eumenides: Barker (2017), 275; Porter (1994), 126. For anachronistic language in tragedy in 
general, cf. Ober and Strauss (1990), 248.  
145 In this, I differ from Mossman (1995), 205. Notice how Euripides also presents the world of 
the Orestes, whose trial should lead to the foundations of law, as one already post-political: 
Barker (2011), 159. Allan and Kelly (2013), 112 argue that Orestes ‘far from being an 
expression of fin de siècle disillusion with Athens and its institutions, is essentially no different 
from Aeschylus’ Eumenides’. They do recognise that ‘another institutional dimension’ is added 
before the final trial, but they argue that this simply further highlights how the problems 
cannot be resolved in the heroic world of Argos. However, as said above, the ‘distance’ Allan 
and Kelly want to see here seems to contradict the play’s insistence on the assimilation of the 
Argive assembly — which, by their own admission, ‘is simultaneously a kind of law court’ — to 
indeed the Athenian trial of Orestes, and does underline the fundamental fragilities of the 
process. Otherwise, why insert it in the first place? Would an Athenian audience really deem 
an assembly of that kind far removed, distant from its own institutions and rather part of the 
‘terms by which the heroic world is structured’? Cf. Burian (2011), 114. 
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until the very end, casting a shadow not only on the future facts of Argos, but on the 

very polis of Athens.146 

 As Thalmann writes, by duplicating the Oresteia in prequel form time becomes queer, 

circular, rather than linear, and the sense of progress is lost: ‘there is no ending to this 

play, only an opening-up onto another text that this one repeats (or that repeats this 

one?) and that has already been read’.147 The crisis of signification as a problem of the 

world of the Hecuba only seemingly might be taken to be resolved in the Aeschylean 

future that is foreshadowed throughout. Rather, the play retrospectively deconstructs 

the certainties of signification and the resolution of morality inherent to the 

development of the trilogy. Stuck in a Teufelskreis, the world of the Hecuba replays, 

foreshadows, corresponds to, and deconstructs the world of the Oresteia. Queering 

time, the Hecuba does not present itself as a prequel whose issues will be resolved by 

progress, and by the place that represents that progress in Eumenides; rather, it is 

‘progress’ itself that proves to be meaningless. The world of Hecuba is one of unresolved 

and unresolvable tensions, where language breaks down and definitions can no longer 

hold. And yet these tensions have wider implications for the audience’s matters of 

concern. 

1.2 Concerns of Justice: Duplicitous Justice and the Oresteia 

The ambiguity of the Oresteia cannot be confined to the linguistic plane. The 

establishment of the Areopagus, and so the installation of the structures that define 

(legal) justice for the polis, are fundamental in halting the ambiguities of language: the 

 
146 So that it is not possible to believe, as Carter (2013), 37 argues, that the mention of the 
Theseids is a flattering tribute to Athens’ love for speech making. Cf. Hesk (2011), 119-36 on 
the way Athenian decision making is problematised in the Suppliants. 
147 Thalmann (1993), 155. 
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multiple dikai and claims to justice that are present in Agamemnon and Libation Bearers 

are reduced to one dike. Scholars’ debates over the development of language in Oresteia 

are paralleled by the disagreement over the presence or absence of shadows over the 

legal and moral resolution offered by the last play. Goldhill, for instance, believes that 

the ‘logic of the double’ that was functional to the whole of the trilogy persists even 

with the trial and Athena’s peitho, thus resisting the creation of an unambiguous, 

univocal meaning to be sought for in the mediation of the doublets.148 By the beginning 

of the Eumenides, the shifting semantics of dike have been much at the centre of 

attention,149 but they keep on haunting the last play of the trilogy in the opposition of 

the claims to dike by the two parties that oppose each other.150 This plurality of dikai 

has to be reduced to a singular dike, just like the plurality of meanings has to be reduced 

to a singularity.151 As Goldhill acutely comments on Athena’s assertion that ‘she will 

define the matter accurately’ at Eum. 488:152 

Thus after these plays made possible by the shifting of the term dike, the court 

(itself termed dike) through its jurors (δίκἄστἄ ς) will make an accurate decision 

(δίκἄ ζείν) between the two cases (δί κἄς) either for punishment, revenge (δί κή) or 

through an appeal to a wider Justice (δί κή) for freedom. In the decision which is 

the aimed for closure of narrative, it is also deciding on the significance of the single 

word. 

Yet in spite of the difficulties and potential shadows to be cast on the resolution, the 

play gestures towards the reduction of pluralities to a singularity. While it is true that 

 
148 Goldhill (1984), 281. 
149 Goldhill (1984), 223. 
150 Mitchell-Boyask (2009), 98-9. 
151 Goldhill (1984), 245. 
152 Goldhill (1984), 239. 
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reverberations of meaning can be traced even after Athena’s intervention, it is possible 

to recognise this without claiming that language’s opacity is ‘as opaque’ as in the rest 

of the trilogy. In fact, while Goldhill sees a continuation of the problem of difference in 

the trial and Athena’s role, hierarchisation does provide a solution to difference and 

duplicity. Equally, then, we might be allowed to speak of a hierarchisation of meaning: 

so that while Athena’s words might resound with reminiscences and be open to 

alternative signification, the meaning of her words seems far more immediately 

available compared to the endless chain of signification of the Agamemnon and Libation 

Bearers. Verbal clarity thus corresponds to a definition of one dike, as well as the 

definition of boundaries between vendetta and legal justice,153 and the definition of 

morality: Orestes is, after all, absolved; the Furies accept, after all, to relent and be 

subsumed under the new legalised world of the polis. This does not mean that 

Aeschylus intended to leave no ambiguities, or that the only interpretation should be 

that Eumenides is ‘closed’. Rather, a solid avenue for interpretation, for us or for 

Euripides, might acknowledge that the play gestures towards resolution and closure 

through a process of moral and linguistic hierarchisation. While I agree that a shadow 

of ambiguity is cast on the final fixation of meaning, it is plausible to interpret the 

Eumenides as directing the meaning of dike towards its legalised conceptualisation and 

towards the decision of one claim to justice (dike) over the other.154 

The Hecuba, however, radically undercuts this process of moral and juridical 

hierarchisation. The semantic ambiguity of nomos reflects the theme of justice in the 

 
153 Allan (2013), 603: ‘when the new legal system is instituted by Athena, the contemporary 
[…] legal language is striking: the goddess speaks of judges, murder-cases, oaths, witnesses, 
and evidence (Eu. 482-8)’. 
154 The case against Goldhill’s open reading was extensively made by Seaford (1995). Cf. Burian 
(2023), 130; Park (2023), 200; McClure (1999), 108. Cf. instead Naiden (2023), 370; Mitchell-
Boyask (2009), 99; Rose (1995), 246. 
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play,155 whose definition is also explored and, similarly, found ambiguous. Much has 

been written of the morality of Hecuba’s punishment of Polymestor. As Heath noted in 

an influential article, the revenge has had a distinctively troubled reception history, 

with radically opposite views on its morality depending on the historical period.156 

Scholars managed now to break from the straightforward condemnation of the act that 

was widespread in the reception of Euripides’ tragedy after the Enlightenment.157 In 

many cases this view has been adopted after noticing that Hecuba’s actions are 

described in terms compatible with Athenian definitions of justice.158 For example, the 

vocabulary of legal justice (τίμωρὁ ς/ τίμωρί ἄ, δί κήν δίδὁ νἄί) is applied to Hecuba’s 

punishment of Polymestor;159 Hecuba’s just punishment is retrospectively sanctioned 

as rightful by the proto-tribunal represented by Agamemnon.160 More recently, 

Battezzato has rebalanced the debate by arguing that Hecuba’s punishment must have 

appeared to the original audience as both right and excessive.161 This effect, I argue, is 

produced by Euripides’ interest in collapsing the concepts of ‘vengeance’ and ‘legal 

justice’, and in making Hecuba’s act morally impossible to judge; a move that runs 

contrary to Aeschylus.   

Hecuba’s vengeance is taken by Thalmann to re-enact the murder of Agamemnon by 

Clytemnestra in the Agamemnon;162 an allusion made explicit at the end of the tragedy, 

when Polymestor prophesies exactly such murder (1275-81). The separation of 

 
155 Cf. Gregory (1999), 99. 
156 Heath (1987). 
157 Battezzato (2010), 53-4; such scholars are Meridor (1978); Heath (1987); Mossman (1995); 
Gregory (1999).  
158 Gregory (1999), 107: ‘retribution, whether publicly or privately obtained, was an essential 
component of justice’. 
159 Meridor (1978), 28-9. Allan (2013), 598 notes that the Attic orators use the word to mean 
both ‘legal punishment’ and ‘revenge’. 
160 Meridor (1978), 30; Battezzato (2010), 58; Gregory (1999), 109. 
161 Battezzato (2010), 54. 
162 Thalmann (1993), 148 et passim. Cf. Nussbaum (1986), 416 on other parallels. 
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vendetta from legal justice is crucial in the denouement of the trilogy; the Erinyes have 

to transform into the benevolent Semnai to take their place in Athens. Euripides 

engages with the aitiology of the institutions, evoking the proto-tribunal of the 

Eumenides in the final part of his Hecuba; the barbarian heroine and her accomplices 

do not simply stand for Clytemnestra, but also and especially for the Furies.163 While it 

is true that ‘Hecuba offers no objective signs of Erinyes or Alastores’ in its lack of 

emphasis on divine machinery,164 scholars have suspected that an Erinys works 

through Hecuba.165 Hecuba, in what appears to many to constitute the peripeteia of the 

play — namely, the realisation of Polydorus’ assassination — prefaces her vengeful 

plans with the claim that they derive from a ‘Bacchic song’ learned through an Alastor 

(ἄί ἄί , κἄτἄ ρχὁμἄί νὁ μὁν /βἄκχεί ὁν, ε ξ ἄ λἄ στὁρὁς/ ἄ ρτίμἄθή ς κἄκω ν, 685-7). But the 

most allusive element to the Furies is constituted by Hecuba’s final metamorphosis into 

a dog: Hecuba becomes the ‘bitch with blazing eyes’ evoking the animality of the 

Erinyes (cf. Eum. 132, 246) and avenging her child(ren?) by obeying to the bloody ‘law’ 

of retaliation.166 The positive transformation of the Erinyes into Semnai is paralleled by 

the aetiological myth of the creation of the Cynossema, a fire post in Thrace of extreme 

importance for fifth-century Athenian sailors.167 And yet Euripides reverses entirely 

the dynamics of the Aeschylean trial: it is the Erinys, now, who is the defendant;168 it is 

the Erinys, not Orestes, who is finally acquitted.169  

 
163 Gregory (1991), 108; Nussbaum (1986), 416. 
164 Turkeltaub (2017), 141. 
165 Erbse (1984), 59; Nussbaum (1986), 416; Gregory (1991), 110-1. 
166 Zanotti (2019), 17-8; Battezzato (2010), 37; Burnett (1994), 159; Gregory (1999), 110. 
167 Burnett (1994), 159-60. 
168  See supra, sec. 1.1.1, p. 41. 
169 In Orestes, Orestes is not acquitted at first: cf. McDonald (1990), 78; Wohl (2015), 123. Cf. 
also infra, sec. 3.6.1, p. 298; supra, sec. 1.1.2, pp. 51-2 with footnotes. 
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Paradoxically, it is the proto-tribunal of Agamemnon that sanctions the justice inherent 

in Hecuba’s vengeance: the language of vendetta is paradoxically employed just after 

Polymestor’s punishment is sanctioned by Agamemnon.170 But this does not simply 

mean that ‘the creation of a juridical system is blocked’ in the Hecuba;171 for this would 

not explain Euripides’ need to have Hecuba’s vendetta sanctioned by Agamemnon. The 

double punishment of Polymestor, through Hecuba’s savage retaliation and through 

Agamemnon’s proto-legal verdict, is there because vendetta and law have to coincide 

contradictorily.172 The boundaries between legal justice and vendetta, boundaries so 

fundamentally established at the end of the Eumenides, completely collapse. 

The tie in the assembly attempted to point down one dike, deciding between two (116-

9). After Agamemnon’s verdict, encroached in terms evocative of retaliation and 

allusive to the Libation Bearers (ἄ λλ’ ε πεί  τἄ  μή  κἄλἄ / πρἄ σσείν ε τὁ λμἄς, τλή θί κἄί  τἄ  

μή  φί λἄ, Hec. 1250-1; ε κἄνες ὁ ν ὁυ  χρή ν κἄί  τὁ  μή  χρεω ν πἄ θε, Cho. 930), dike and its 

morality remain undefined. Polymestor complains that he has to pay the penalty (in its 

legal meaning) to ‘inferior people’ (υ φε ξω τὁί ς κἄκί ὁσίν δί κήν, 1253); Hecuba asks him 

if he deems it unjust, thereby enlarging the meaning of dike (ὁυ κὁυν δίκἄί ως, 1254). 

The ambiguity in the linguistic definition of dike corresponds to the moral confusion 

deriving from the collision of vendetta and legal justice: Hecuba suggests that 

Polymestor’s punishment is just because has committed ‘bad things’ (εί περ εί ργἄ σω 

κἄκἄ , 1254). But this dike is undercut by Hecuba’s own actions, indeed described as 

κἄκἄ  by the chorus at 1085 (ω  τλή μὁν, ω ς σὁί δυ σφὁρ’ εί ργἄστἄί κἄκἄ ) and 1106-7 

(συγγνω σθ’, ὁ τἄν τίς  κρεί σσὁν ή  φε ρείν κἄκἄ / πἄ θήί), and probably also implied by 

 
170 Battezzato (2010), 41. 
171 Battezzato (2010), 58. Nor is Hecuba simply turning to the vendetta embodied by the Furies 
in Aeschylus: cf. Gregory (1991), 108.  
172 Cf. Battezzato (2018), 17. 
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Agamemnon’s general use of the word at the beginning of his verdict (ἄ χθείνἄ  με ν μὁί 

τἄ λλὁ τρίἄ κρί νείν κἄκἄ , 1240).173 Just as the play aligns Hecuba’s children with 

Polymestor’s and ultimately Hecuba with Polymestor,174 it becomes ultimately 

impossible, for the audience, to express themselves morally, to judge. Morality, justice, 

language: the problem of definition through victory and defeat—which is inevitably a 

process of hierarchisation—refracts transversally. For those terms that should define 

morality become unstable and floating themselves. 

1.2.1 Nomos or Nomoi? The Multiplication of (Moral) Meanings 

In fact, Hecuba explicitly connects ‘the law’ and ‘morality’ in a much-commented 

passage of the play (798ff.): 

ή μεί ς με ν ὁυ ν δὁυ λὁί  τε κἄ σθενεί ς ί σως: 

ἄ λλ᾽ ὁί  θεὁί  σθε νὁυσί χω  κεί νων κρἄτω ν 

Νὁ μὁς· νὁ μω  γἄ ρ τὁυ ς θεὁυ ς ή γὁυ μεθἄ 

κἄί  ζω μεν ἄ δίκἄ κἄί  δί κἄί᾽ ω ρίσμε νὁί· 

ὁ ς ε ς σ᾽ ἄ νελθω ν εί  δίἄφθἄρή σετἄί 

κἄί  μή  δί κήν δω σὁυσίν ὁί τίνες ξε νὁυς 

κτεί νὁυσίν ή  θεω ν ί ερἄ  τὁλμω σίν φε ρείν, 

ὁυ κ ε στίν ὁυ δε ν τω ν ε ν ἄ νθρω πὁίς ί σὁν. 

 
173 As mentioned above, Hecuba is technically the defence, not the prosecution: Agamemnon’s 
expression is therefore ambiguous inasmuch as he is technically evaluating Hecuba’s crimes, 
not Polymestor’s. But here it ironically applies to both. 
174 Turkeltaub (2017), 149. 
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In making the connection between law and morality, Hecuba foreshadows the failure 

of her appeal. Justice, as well as morality, will fail to be defined: nomos, which 

distinguishes between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ (cf. 801), in fact becomes later relativised into 

a plurality of nomoi (846-9; 866).175 This pluralisation, however, is also a pluralisation 

of meaning176 which not only occurs throughout the play (εί  κἄκω ς νὁμί ζὁμεν, 326; 

νὁ μὁς δ᾽ ε ν υ μί ν τὁί ς τ᾽ ε λευθε ρὁίς ί σὁς,  291; νὁ μων γρἄφἄί , 866; ἄ λλως δ’ ἄί τίὁ ν τί 

κἄί  νὁ μὁς, 974),177 but even within Hecuba’s own statement on the ‘singular’, fixed 

nomos. As has been noted, Hecuba’s phraseology alludes to sophistic scepticism: she 

clearly intends to mean that a single nomos, a moral order, is so powerful and universal 

to apply to the gods; yet she undercuts her own meaning by alluding to contemporary 

sophistic speculations about the relativity of nomos (and plurality of nomoi).178 These 

reflections are indeed more explicitly echoed by Hecuba at 866, in which she argues 

that the νὁ μων γρἄφἄί  constrain men and deprive them of their freedom,179 redolent 

of the troubling critiques of nomos articulated by Callicles (Grg. 484a-b) and, in a 

different register, by Thrasymachus (Resp. 344a-c), in the context of the debate on 

nomos and physis.180 As Turkeltaub has it, ‘up to this point, Hecuba has steadfastly 

 
175 Segal (1993), 205. 
176 Mossman (1995), 125. 
177 Kirkwood (1947) was the first to interpret the different conceptualisations of nomos as 
central to the plays’ reflection on the fragility of nomos intended as an absolute transcendental 
force. 
178 Segal (1993), 201. Contra, cf. Lanza (1963), 433, 436. As I argue below (sec. 1.3.3, p. 112), 
this passage shares some affinities with Plato’s Callicles in Gorgias. Callicles criticises the 
notion, intrinsic in Athenian ideology, of equality (τὸ ἴσὁν, 484a); that is exactly Hecuba’s 
concern, that by not punishing criminals (i.e. Polymestor), justice (τὸ ἴσὁν, 805) might be lost. 
He challenges the written, human νόμὁί as an imposition of the weaker members of society on 
the stronger ones, which self-evidently applies to Hecuba’s situation; instead, it is only just and 
natural that the strong dominates the weak (ὅτί ὅυτω τὸ δίκἄίὁν κέκρίτἄί, τὸν κρείττω τὁῦ 
ἥττὁνὁς ἄρχείν κἄὶ πλέὁν ἔχείν, 483d). The idea of the ‘enslaved’ strong individual who shakes 
off the fetters of restraint to overpower the weaker members of society (who instead are 
proponents of νόμὁς and ἴσὁν) as well as his other references to slavery (κἄτἄδὁυλὁύμεθἄ, 
483e; ἡμέτερὁς ὁ δὁῦλὁς, 484a) also seem to provide points of connection between them. 
179 Segal (1993), 200-1. 
180 Cf. Battezzato (2018), 188. 
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presented nomos […] as a singular, fundamental, and universal principle of just social 

behaviour, but here she replaces that concept with multiple written nomoi’.181 As the 

statement on the singular nomos at 799ff., then, betrays an ambiguity of meaning, it 

reflects the general confusion of the definition of nomos and morality within the play. 

In other words, its definition is already plural and unstable in Hecuba’s most forceful 

assertion of its singularity and fixedness. This moves contrary to the process of 

linguistic and moral ‘clarification’ and ‘singularisation’ of the Oresteia: if the (legal) 

morality of dike appears intelligible at the end of the trilogy, it is because the plurality 

(or, rather, ambiguity) of dikai have been reduced to a singularity of meaning.182 The 

Hecuba moves in the opposite direction, and instead works towards the complication 

of nomos,183 making it ambiguous in the same way it makes ambiguous ‘good’ and ‘bad’, 

‘vengeance’ and ‘justice’. And so, finally, both sides of the historical scholarly dispute 

over the ‘morality’ or ‘immorality’ of Hecuba’s character and actions have shared, 

paradoxically, the same blind spot —184 an ‘attachment to ideals of definitiveness and 

transparency’,185 but it is the text itself that asks us to abandon ourselves to its opacity, 

its openness, and its irreducible deferral of definition. 

 
181 Turkeltaub (2017), 145. 
182 See supra, sec. 1.1.1, pp. 37, and 1.2, 54-5. 
183 Cf. Hoffer (1996), 309 on the parallel ambiguity of dike and nomos in Ion. 
184 Interpretations that focus on the annihilation of morality in Hecuba’s character (the 
degeneration theory, cf. Reckford 1991 and Nussbaum 1986) thus appear inadequate to 
fathom the larger discourse about the problematisation of justice and morality. Gregory 
(1991), 110ff. rightly notes that Hecuba’s metamorphosis into a dog has been too hastily 
interpreted as a sign of her moral degeneration. Cf. also Burnett (1994) on the positive value 
of dog imagery and the Cynossema. Mossman (1995) may appear to be the exception, but she 
is also inclined to read Hecuba’s revenge as morally appropriate rather than confusing.  
185 Mastronarde (2010), 229. 
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1.3 Deconstruction Beyond Sexuality: Overlapping Hierarchies 

The ambiguity of language, the contradictions and difficulties of Peitho, the failure to 

reach a stable meaning finally appear to relate strictly to the treatment of other themes 

in the Hecuba, such as the distinction between justice and revenge, and the ensuing 

crisis of the concept of morality. In its critical intertextuality with the Oresteia, the play 

re-opens the crisis of definition that the trilogy had worked to resolve, enacting its own 

original deconstruction. Having thus established that the crisis of definition, and 

especially of a moral definition, is central to the play, it is the aim of this section to show 

that this deconstruction of meaning is profoundly rooted in the discussion of social 

hierarchies. From gender to class to ethnicity, the Hecuba enlarges its view of the 

deconstructed social order, exposing a structure of overlapping axes of hierarchy and 

power.  

1.3.1 Gender: Polyxena’s Sacrifice and Motherhood Reclaimed 

Language, sexuality, narrative: for all the scepticism about the application of 

poststructuralism to Aeschylus,186 it is Goldhill’s undeniable merit to have shown how 

these three apparently different themes are intertwined in the Oresteia. According to 

Goldhill, the narrative openness of the trilogy is interdependent with the remaining 

ambiguity of its words, its capacity to keep being duplicitous and double. In its turn, the 

openness of signification is shown to be fundamentally interconnected with the 

collapse of the gendered structures upholding society.187 If the definition of meaning 

remains open and signification forever poised between two meanings, so too does 

gender remain undefined, undifferentiated. Therefore Goldhill, who believes, as we 

 
186 Heath (1985), 243-6; Clark and Csapo (1991); Markantonatos (2014), 274. 
187 Goldhill (1984), 56, 280 et passim; cf. McClure (1999), 111. Cf. Segal (1999), 57. 
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saw, that the Eumenides does not fix the problem of verbal signification, also argues that 

Athena’s apparent gendered resolution, its differentiation between male and female, is 

self-undercutting.188  

And yet even if we agreed that openness, duplicity, and ambiguity can be found at a 

gendered level potentially in any text, it would still be important to detect how any one 

text differs from others in attempting to domesticate the potential reverberations of its 

meaning. In fact, the extent to which reverberations extend, and the potential for 

resistance, are dramatically reduced in the final play of the trilogy compared to the first 

two.189 Therefore, while reading ambiguity in Athena’s solution is valuable,190 it does 

not detract from the significance of her preference of the male and of the ultimate 

victory of the rights of the father over the rights of the mother. The same can be said 

about the view that through the inclusion, rather than exclusion of women, Athena 

sanctions a model of equality for the Athenian society,191 or that the functioning of 

society is predicated upon the essential contribution of the female.192 The Erinyes 

might be welcomed and honoured, and the vote might be almost or entirely equal, yet 

this ought not obscure the fact that ‘Orestes does win, Apollo’s argument […] that Zeus 

views the murder of king Agamemnon as the greater wrong is vindicated, and Orestes, 

the legitimate male heir, is reestablished in his royal house’.193 The Erinyes might be 

revered for their powers and they might contribute to order, but in doing so they accept 

a position of subalternity to the gods and to the ‘largely male regime’ that they 

 
188 Goldhill (1984), 280. 
189 Rose (1995), 217; Heath (1999), 42-6; Buxton (1982), 113-4. Cf. instead Porter (2023), 125-
6.  
190 Besides Goldhill, cf. Vellacott (1984), 157; Seaford (1995), 214-7 (with some qualification); 
Thalmann (1985), 236. 
191 Gagarin (1976), 103; Burian (2023), 140. 
192 Burian (2023), 140; Sommerstein (2019), 8; Rose (1995), 258. 
193 Conacher (1987), 211-2. Cf. Tzanetou (2014). 
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acknowledge when they call Zeus for the first time ‘all powerful’.194 This does prelude 

to the domestication of women and their relegation to the private sphere of existence 

in society in what can still be defined as one of the most striking literary ideological 

justifications to patriarchy.195 Although the Eumenides gestures towards mediation, the 

fundamental process at work in the last play is hierarchisation, rather than full 

equalisation:196 women are to be acknowledged, and thus not wholly ‘erased’, yet their 

relegation to the private/religious sphere of existence is a consequence of a procedure 

of hierarchisation through which the male is given power over the female. All this 

largely depends on the simple outcome of the trial, through which Aeschylus makes the 

gender disbalance in power sanctioned by an Olympian, so as to provide a metaphysical 

justification to the gender hierarchy in Athenian society.197 

Language, in its turn, becomes clear and unambiguous just as it is stripped not only of 

feminine guile, but is also taken away from women in the public sphere of existence: 

the Eumenides thus ‘celebrates the erasure of women’s speech from the polis’.198 

Apparently included, but actually relegated, the female is silenced as language is 

restored to its integrity, its unambiguous truth, its truthful meaning. The differentiation 

 
194 Gewirtz (1988), 1054. Cf. Rynearson (2013), 18. 
195 De Beauvoir (1956), 104; Zeitlin (1978); Gewirtz (1988), 1054; Hall (2015), 268. This 
ideological complexity can be grasped by Marxist analyses of ideology: as Rose (2012), 255 has 
it, hegemonic ideology can be persuasive only by making concessions and by being superficially 
ambiguous (cf. Rose 1997, 162). On this, cf. Roselli (2007), 103. 
196 Cf. Burian (2023), 140. 
197 This does not necessarily mean that Aeschylus wanted to emphasise the disbalance. In fact, 
it is possible to see why critics have thought that the trilogy worked towards ‘the striking of an 
appropriate balance between them to preserve domestic and civic order’ (Raeburn and 
Thomas 2011, xliii). For example, Burian (2023), 140 and Rose (1995), 258 are right in noting 
that Aeschylus’ new story of the sanctuary of Delphi is symbolic of the peaceful cooperation of 
genders at the end of the trilogy. This, however, does not take away from the fact that Phoebe 
did transfer power to Apollo, so that Zeitlin’s claim (1996, 102) that the myth provides ‘a direct 
mythological model for the transference of power from the female to the male’ is not to be 
disregarded.  
198 McClure (1999), 111. 
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of genders parallels the process of linguistic definition, with the ‘other’ meanings 

silenced and hierarchised into a spectral position of silence. Again, this does not have 

to be the only possible interpretation of the resolution of the trilogy; yet it suffices to 

show that it can be plausibly imagined, whether by us or by Euripides. 

Yet what is striking about the Hecuba’s intertextual relationship with the Oresteia is the 

way in which it engages with its treatment of gender. Thalmann recognises this as the 

kernel of Euripides’ take on Aeschylus.199 First, this is especially visible through 

Polyxena’s character, who is endowed with a subjectivity and a voice that makes the 

gender imbalance of this warrior society evident and problematises the gendered 

violence that was ultimately justified in Aeschylus, especially since she evokes 

Iphigenia’s sacrifice.200 Second, while Hecuba might be identified with Clytemnestra in 

her gendered pursuit of revenge, Euripides apparently suggests that ‘a categorical 

condemnation of women’, such as the one Polymestor makes after being blinded (1177-

82), ‘is too simple to resolve the issues not only in his own play but also in the 

Oresteia’.201 In fact, the whole act of vengeance of Hecuba is presented in heavily 

gendered terms. Hecuba replies to Agamemnon’s scepticism at the idea that women 

can have any power over men at 883-7: 

Ἀ γ. κἄί  πω ς γυνἄίξί ν ἄ ρσε νων ε στἄί κρἄ τὁς; 

Ἑ κ. δείνὁ ν τὁ  πλή θὁς συ ν δὁ λω  τε δυ σμἄχὁν. 

Ἀ γ. δείνὁ ν· τὁ  με ντὁί θή λυ με μφὁμἄί γε νὁς. 

Ἑ κ. τί  δ᾽; ὁυ  γυνἄί κες εί λὁν Ἀί γυ πτὁυ τε κνἄ 

 
199 Cf. Tzanetou (2020), 161 on Athenian imperialism; Marshall (1992), 89 on revenge. 
200 Thalmann (1993), 147. 
201 Thalmann (1993), 152. 
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κἄί  Λή μνὁν ἄ ρδήν ἄ ρσε νων ε ξω  κίσἄν; 

Crawling onto stage, Polymestor cries that ‘women have ruined’ him, ‘captive women’ 

(γυνἄί κες ω λεσἄ ν με,/γυνἄί κες ἄί χμἄλωτί δες, 1095-6). At the end of his proto-

juridical speech Polymestor alludes to the choral ode of Libation Bearers in his 

condemnation of women after being blinded (1172-82; cf. Cho. 585-98).202 The ode is 

reproduced specifically in its misogynistic dimension, and the chorus neglects 

Polymestor’s speech to comment on his unjustified misogyny: μήδε ν θρἄσυ νὁυ μήδε  

τὁί ς σἄυτὁυ  κἄκὁί ς/ τὁ  θή λυ συνθεί ς ω δε πἄ ν με μψῃ γε νὁς (1183-4). Yet what exactly 

is the effect of Euripides’ reproduction of the gender conflict in the Oresteia here? And 

how does Euripides’ take on ‘Aeschylean’ gender fit into the general reception of 

Aeschylus’ trilogy? 

One simple way in which it is possible to see the difference in the treatment of gender 

between the Oresteia and the Hecuba is through the ‘power dynamics’ established at 

the end of the tragedy. Hecuba seems to replay and foreshadow Clytemnestra, as we 

saw; a parallel most evident in the deception scene in which she lures Polymestor 

inside the tents and when he shouts from off-stage when hit (Ag. 1343-6; Hec. 1035),203 

but also present from the beginning of the play. For Polyxena certainly evokes 

Iphigenia,204 and Hecuba’s dream might well remind the audience of that archetypal 

dreamer205 whose nightmare opened the Libation Bearers and that appeared herself as 

 
202 Battezzato (2018), 240. 
203 Gregory (1999), 169-70. 
204 On Iphigenia and Polyxena, cf. also Pucci (2020), 538. 
205 Sophocles’ Electra (later than Hecuba) also includes Clytemnestra’s dream (417-25). In IT, 
Iphigenia’s dream can also be taken as allusive to her mythical mother’s dream in Aeschylus. 
Nightmares appear also in Stesichorus’ treatment of the myth (219 PMG = Plut. De Sera Numinis 
Vindicta 554f-555a). Thus, Clytemnestra seems to have been frequently associated with 
dreams; that feature must have been so peculiar that Sophocles and Euripides did reproduce 
it, albeit in different form (Krevans 1993, 259 n5.). In Hecuba, Hecuba not only dreams, but also 
asks the Earth to avert the realisation of the ominous vision: ὦ πότνίἄ Χθών/ μελἄνὁπτερύγων 
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a dream in Eumenides — just like Hecuba’s dream opens this play,206 and just like 

Hecuba’s dream at the beginning of Alexandros must have been heavily allusive to the 

Aeschylean Clytemnestra.207 When Polymestor goes on to quote the ode of the Libation 

Bearers to comment on the nature of women, then, the assimilation of Hecuba’s act to 

Clytemnestra’s is completed. However, the allusion is immediately followed by the 

proto-trial, which re-enacts the culmination of the gendered conflicts of the Oresteia; 

this time, however, the winner of the agon is not the male, but the female. This is made 

explicit by the first words of Polymestor after the verdict: ὁί μὁί, γυνἄίκὁ ς, ω ς ε ὁίχ᾽, 

ή σσω μενὁς/ δὁυ λής υ φε ξω τὁί ς κἄκί ὁσίν δί κήν (1252-3). I leave out for the moment 

the (important) consideration that Polymestor is ashamed of being defeated also by 

Hecuba as a slave. The fact that Polymestor recognises a reversal in the gender 

hierarchy through Agamemnon’s verdict is made further significant by the fact that the 

verdict is phrased in terms that again are most allusive to the Oresteia: ἄ λλ’ ε πεί  τἄ  μή  

κἄλἄ / πρἄ σσείν ε τὁ λμἄς, τλή θί κἄί  τἄ  μή  φί λἄ (1250-1; cf. Cho. 930).208 The fact that 

it is Agamemnon that sanctions this gender reversal provides an added layer of irony 

and allusion to Aeschylus’ trilogy.  The crime of Hecuba and the following trial, then, 

seem engineered to re-thematise the conflict between male and female so fundamental 

 
μῆτερ ὀνείρων/ ἀπὁπέμπὁμἄί ἔννυχὁν ὄψίν (70-2). Dreams were believed to have a chthonic 
origin; the connection was made explicit by the chorus of the Libation Bearers (43-6), who also 
ask that evil be averted and refer to the Earth as ‘mother’ (ἰὼ γἄῖἄ μἄῖἄ; Garvie 1986, 59).  
206 A scholion in a codex ad Ran. 1331 indicates that vv.68 ff. of the Hecuba are being parodied 
by Aristophanes’ Aeschylus. While Rau (1967), 204 and Battezzato (2010), 124 deem the 
association too loose, there are similarities between the two passages, for example ‘Hecuba’s 
emotional vocatives followed by a question, and her pairing of light and darkness in a virtual 
oxymoron’ (Gregory, 1999, 52; cf. Barlow 1986, 11). If Aeschylus is parodying Euripides’ style, 
it might make sense for him to choose a passage of a Euripidean play that already visibly 
borrowed from Aeschylus, as if he were replying to Euripides’ reception of his work. One has 
to notice that Euripides’ previous parody involved, indeed, the Agamemnon (Ran. 1276, 1285-
9). Cf. Del Corno (1985), 234-6.  
207 See infra, sec. 3.5.2, pp. 277-8. 
208 Thalmann (1993), 152; Krausse (1905), 85. 
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in Aeschylus’ trilogy;209 however, the power dynamics that are established through the 

final trial and through Athena’s intervention in the Eumenides are reversed.210 While no 

gods intervene here,211 the hierarchy appears reversed, thus apparently leading to a 

different ‘hierarchisation’ of genders with female on top. Nonetheless, this apparent 

new process of hierarchisation is deeply frail, and fundamentally unconvincing. 

Euripides might have chosen to reverse the power dynamics inherent in the 

denouement of the Oresteia, but in this the Hecuba does not considerably differ from 

the ending of Agamemnon, where the gender transgression of Clytemnestra is 

sanctioned through her acquisition of political power. One important difference, as I 

argued, is that the proto-trial between Hecuba and Polymestor (overseen by 

Agamemnon) directly evokes the trial that establishes the gender hierarchy in a 

universalising manner in Eumenides. As such, it is not simply a gendered reversal of 

power (as many in Attic tragedy), but a take on the Aeschylean establishment of the 

gender hierarchy. In other words, it seems to engage with the very foundations of the 

hierarchy established by that trial and to upturn them, rather than merely stage the 

‘perversion’ of normative gendered norms. 

And yet such overturning would be innocuous if it just entailed an inversion of power 

dynamics. The establishment of a power disbalance at the end of the Oresteia in fact 

resides in an ideological justification. This is given explicitly and implicitly in the course 

 
209 Cf. also Zanotti (2019), 14 and Young (2023) emphasising the gendered nature of Hecuba’s 
revenge. 
210 So it is not really ‘vengeance’, as Battezzato (2010), 59 has it, that sanctions the reversal of 
the social hierarchy; rather, it is the victory of Hecuba in the trial that sanctions the reversal of 
the power dynamics established at the end of the Eumenides.  
211 The only divine presence to be perceived in the play is, potentially, in the winds: cf. 
Papastamati (2017), 378; Gregory (1999), xxxi. Kovacs (1987) argues that the gods stop the 
winds to allow Hecuba to enact her revenge, thereby sanctioning her actions. Yet cf. Turkeltaub 
(2017), 139-40 who argues that Euripides leaves this ambiguous. 
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of the Oresteia. Athena proclaims her allegiance to all things male while casting her vote 

(734-40): 

ε μὁ ν τὁ δ᾽ ε ργὁν, λὁίσθί ἄν κρί νἄί δί κήν. 

ψή φὁν δ᾽ Ὀ ρε στῃ τή νδ᾽ ε γω  πρὁσθή σὁμἄί. 

μή τήρ γἄ ρ ὁυ τίς ε στί ν ή  μ᾽ ε γεί νἄτὁ, 

τὁ  δ᾽ ἄ ρσεν ἄί νω  πἄ ντἄ, πλή ν γἄ μὁυ τυχεί ν, 

ἄ πἄντί θυμω  , κἄ ρτἄ δ᾽ εί μί  τὁυ  πἄτρὁ ς. 

ὁυ τω γυνἄίκὁ ς ὁυ  πρὁτίμή σω μὁ ρὁν 

ἄ νδρἄ κτἄνὁυ σής δωμἄ των ε πί σκὁπὁν. 

Athena’s vote obliquely supports the infamous Apollonian argument that women are 

not the true parents of their children.212 And while the new scientific theories 

underlying Apollo’s argument must have felt at least dubious to the Athenian 

audience,213 it is undeniable that ‘theogony supports embryology’,214 and Zeus’ sole role 

in the creation of Athena (the very goddess of Athens) gives weight, if not to the 

Apollonian argument, at least to the importance of fatherhood vis-a -vis motherhood.215 

In prioritising the father over the mother, Athena and Apollo are laying the ideological 

basis of patriarchy. Hierarchisation is thus based on the presumed importance of male 

and female, which gives an ideological basis to the power dynamics established at the 

end. The negation of the importance of motherhood is fundamental: they both have in 

 
212 A fact that Burian (2023), 139 acknowledges while arguing that Athena’s statement ‘does 
not depend upon an assessment of the parties’ arguments’. 
213 Burian (2023), 138-9. 
214 Zeitlin (1996), 109. 
215 Collard (2002), xxvii. Cf. Sommerstein (2019), 8; Gagarin (1976), 101-3. 
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mind Orestes’ matricide (contrasted with the importance of uxoricide), but in 

diminishing it they also erase Clytemnestra’s most reasonable motivation for killing 

Agamemnon — the sacrifice of Iphigenia.216 This ideological move was in fact already 

anticipated in the previous play, where the mother-daughter relationship (so 

fundamental in Agamemnon) was attenuated by the paradoxical undervaluing of 

motherhood by Clytemnestra herself and the hatred of Electra and Orestes towards 

her,217 as well as the addition of the figure of Cilissa.218 This move was in fact 

accompanied by the reduction of Clytemnestra’s motivation to adultery and political 

ambition.219 

One can see how the preference towards the male, with its ensuing hierarchisation, ties 

in automatically with the definition of morality: in subjugating the female, Athena and 

Apollo are silencing the female’s claims to justice, thus paving the way for one dike, 

rather than multiple (Goldhill’s ‘significance of the single word’).220 So, while it is 

necessary for any reasonable interpreter to read the dynamics of ambiguity in 

Agamemnon, the space it reserves to Clytemnestra’s motherhood, her motivations to 

kill Agamemnon, and to her claim to justice, it is equally fundamental to perceive how 

the trilogy slowly undermines such moral ambiguity, though perhaps never completely. 

This process of hierarchisation leads towards a silencing of the female claim to justice 

 
216 Zeitlin (1996), 150. 
217 Zeitlin (1996), 96; Rose (1995), 230. 
218 Winnington-Ingram (1948), 139; Goheen (1955), 132; Garvie (1986) ad loc.; contra, cf. 
Margon (1983), 297. 
219 Iphigenia disappears in Libation Bearers and Eumenides; the only reference is at Cho. 242, 
and Clytemnestra ignores Iphigenia’s sacrifice at 908ff: Garvie (1986), 105. Brown (2018), 
230-1: ‘the characters are aware of it even though it is irrelevant to the moral focus now’. 
Contra, cf. Winnington-Ingram (1948), 142, 147. 
220 Goldhill (1984), 239. 
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(and morality) which corresponds to a silencing of the female sociologically in the 

Eumenides.  

An immediate reverberation of the trilogy in the Hecuba provides a good example of its 

difference from the Oresteia in the treatment of motherhood. At Cho. 896ff., 

Clytemnestra strikingly exhibits her breast before Orestes to convince him not to kill 

her. The gesture echoes in Polyxena’s nudity and the description of her breasts.221 The 

effect of this engagement is complex but telling. In Libation Bearers, Clytemnestra’s 

gesture is the last obstacle Orestes has to overcome in order to accomplish his plans. 

Motherhood is at the centre of this gesture, with Clytemnestra appealing exactly to that 

bond of motherhood which is going to be undervalued in the last play. Thus, while it is 

true that Aeschylus acknowledges the importance of motherhood (the gesture leads to 

the only, true moment of indecision of Orestes at Cho. 896-9),222 it is equally 

fundamental that Orestes should neglect the gesture. In the verdict of the Areopagus, 

Orestes is retrospectively legitimated in neglecting the mother-son bond, in going 

beyond the hesitation triggered by Clytemnestra’s visual plea.223 That visual act had so 

strong an impact to compel Euripides to adhere to Aeschylus’ particular at El. 1206-7 

and Or. 527-8, 839-42.224 Polyxena’s act clearly evokes Clytemnestra’s but seems to 

work in the exact opposite direction. First, the context of her gesture recalls Iphigenia’s 

sacrifice, as Thalmann has abundantly argued;225 the sacrifice of a girl snatched away 

from her mother is brought back on stage. It can be objected that had Euripides really 

 
221 Hermione in Andromache bares her breast in an act that evokes Aeschylus’ Clytemnestra: 
see infra, sec. 2.7.1, p. 204. 
222 Garvie (1986), 63-4; Winnington-Ingram (1948), 143; Vellacott (1984), 155. 
223 An analogous, crucial moment in the contestation and reaffirmation of the patriarchal order 
is Hyllus’ hesitation in Trachiniae: Wohl (1998), 56 et passim. 
224 Cf. Scodel (1996), 123. 
225 See supra, sec. 1.1.1, pp. 34-5. 
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wanted to re-evaluate the importance of motherhood, it would have been more natural 

for him to have Hecuba bare her breast, since she is the mother. However, Polyxena’s 

action does recall Hecuba, since Clytemnestra’s act in Libation Bearers is indeed 

moulded over the archetypal scene of Hecuba baring her breast in the Iliad, appealing 

to motherhood while attempting to restrain Hector from fighting.226 Polyxena’s farewell 

to Hecuba did mention her mother’s breasts, in fact: ω  στε ρνἄ μἄστὁί  θ’ (424). The 

same endyadic terminology at the moment of her gesture allows us to make the 

connection: μἄστὁυ ς τ’ ε δείξε στε ρνἄ θ’(560). At the moment of her death (itself a clear 

reenactment of the main motivation of Clytemnestra’s action, her daughter’s sacrifice), 

she evokes the moment in the Aeschylean trilogy in which Clytemnestra’s appeal to 

motherhood is most vivid—and in doing so she also reminds the audience of her 

mother Hecuba (both Homeric and Euripidean). 

It is not a coincidence that Polyxena’s executioner is Neoptolemus. In the Cypria, 

Neoptolemus probably only arranged her body for burial; in Proclus’ summary of the 

Iliou Persis, it was not specified who the executioner was; Ibycus might have been the 

first to cast him into the role of the executioner, but this too is uncertain (Cypr. fr. 27 

Davies).227 The mother-daughter bond, about to be broken forever with her death, is 

contrasted with the father-son relationship; motherhood is sacrificed for fatherhood. 

The executioner thus has to be Neoptolemus, this πἄί ς Ἀ χίλλε ως (repeated twice; 523, 

528) who indeed prays to his father at the beginning of his sacrifice by tracing a 

patrilinear genealogy for himself: ω  πἄί  Πήλε ως, πἄτή ρ δ’ ε μὁ ς (534).228 One might 

 
226 Bowen (1986), 147. Cf. Page and Garvie (1988), 292; Marshall (2017), 192-3. On the 
intermediary role of Stesichorus and his Geryoneis between Homer and Aeschylus, cf. 
Budelmann (2018), 165. 
227 Gregory (1999), 109.  
228 Anderson (1997), 60. 
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refrain from comparing Neoptolemus to Orestes and Achilles to Agamemnon. However, 

the situation does remind us of Libation Bearers: a father’s tomb is being honoured with 

libations, his son invoking him and asking for support.229 Even if we did not want to 

consider this a reference to Orestes’ and Electra’s prayers and libations to their 

father,230 the son-father relationship is here carefully designed to contrast in the 

narrative with Polyxena (in Talthybius’ narrative, just taken away from her mother 

Hecuba) and in the actual scene with Hecuba (shortly before prostrate on the ground, 

in pain after Polyxena has been taken away from her in the preceding scene).231  

Yet it is in the second half of the play that motherhood and fatherhood are contrasted 

in the most striking way. I will gloss over the self-evident emphasis on Hecuba’s 

motherly sorrow for the death of her children. More striking are the workings of 

Hecuba’s revenge, as she seems to engineer it by specifically inflicting the same 

suffering on Polymestor, thus grouping together Polyxena’s and Polydorus’ losses as if 

he were responsible for both — a puzzling line of thought, as scholars have noticed 

(and tried to explain away).232 She explicitly constructs the symmetry when ordering 

to summon Polymestor with his children to then proceed to talk of her two lost children 

and their common burial (891-7): 

Κἄλεί  σ᾽ ἄ νἄσσἄ δή  πὁτ᾽ Ἰ λί ὁυ 

 
229 Rose (1995), 243 on the space reserved to the ‘invocation of the father’ in Libation Bearers. 
The scene was imitated in Orestes and Electra: Zeitlin (2003), 320; West (1987), 266; 
Seidensticker (2025), 279; Matthiessen (2002), 130. 
230 The idea of a perverted libation of blood occurred at Cho. 578. Cf. Rabinowitz (1981), 175 
on the importance of this moment for the theme of fatherhood. 
231 On the exchange of women as a fundamental patriarchal practice, cf. Wohl (1998), 18 on 
Trachiniae, where the direction of the exchange is opposite (father to son). Sacrifice is of course 
an exchange between humans and gods. This case, however, is rather framed as one between 
father and son. 
232 Turkeltaub (2017), 138-9; Hall (2001), xxii; Walton (2009), 103-4. Gregory (1999), 152: to 
Hecuba, Polymestor seems the ‘joint murderer’ of Polyxena and Polydorus. Cf. 882 with 
Matthiessen (2010), 368. 
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Ἑ κἄ βή, σὁ ν ὁυ κ ε λἄσσὁν ή  κεί νής χρε ὁς, 

κἄί  πἄί δἄς, ω ς δεί  κἄί  τε κν᾽ εί δε νἄί λὁ γὁυς 

τὁυ ς ε ξ ε κεί νής. τὁ ν δε  τή ς νεὁσφἄγὁυ ς 

Πὁλυξε νής ε πί σχες, Ἀ γἄ μεμνὁν, τἄ φὁν, 

ω ς τω δ᾽ ἄ δελφω  πλήσί ὁν μίἄ   φλὁγί , 

δίσσή  με ρίμνἄ μήτρί , κρυφθή τὁν χθὁνί . 

Therefore, as she envisages the murder of Polymestor’s children, she has in mind her 

own two dead children. The δίσσή  με ρίμνἄ of Hecuba (897) will correspond to the 

πἄί δων τε δίσσω ν σω μἄθ’ (1051) of Polymestor, 233  as Hecuba says before Polymestor 

comes back blinded on stage, his two children’s bodies in the background. Motherhood 

and fatherhood are also poignantly contrasted in Polymestor’s narrative of the murder 

(1157ff):   

ὁ σἄί δε  τὁκἄ δες ή σἄν, ε κπἄγλὁυ μενἄί 

τε κν᾽ ε ν χερὁί ν ε πἄλλὁν, ω ς πρὁ σω πἄτρὁ ς 

γε νὁίντὁ, δίἄδὁχἄί σ’ ἄ μεί βὁυσἄί χερω ν. 

[…] 

ευ θυ ς λἄβὁυ σἄί φἄ σγἄν᾽ ε κ πε πλων πὁθε ν 

κεντὁυ σί πἄί δἄς, ἄί  δε  πὁλυπὁ δων δί κήν 

ξυνἄρπἄ σἄσἄί τἄ ς ε μἄ ς εί χὁν χε ρἄς 

 
233 Segal (1993), 165.  
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κἄί  κω λἄ 

The ἄί  δε  makes the division clear between a first group of mothers (including 

Hecuba?) that kill the children and a second group of ‘tentacular’ Trojan women,234 

non-mothers, who keep Polymestor from moving.235 This is specifically emphasised by 

their behaviour, as they pose as loving mothers with the sole aim of removing the 

children from Polymestor to kill them.236 And again, shortly after this, Polymestor goes 

on to allude to the misogynistic stasimon of Libation Bearers. Thus the play ends with 

a disquieting vindication of a mother’s rights vis-a -vis fatherhood. It is not simply that 

the power dynamics between genders are reversed in comparison with the trial of the 

Eumenides, but that the play places emphasis on the very weakness of the patriarchal 

justification given at the end of it. Just as the mother’s claim to dike cannot be erased, 

and the problem of justice remains unresolved in its ambiguity, so motherhood and 

womanhood are not silenced,237 and the hierarchisation at the basis of the Aeschylean 

resolution is impossible. The ideological drive of the Hecuba, then, does not so much 

reverse the hierarchy established by the Oresteia; rather, it reopens its dialectics and its 

tensions, and it puts into question the idea that a resolution and definition can be 

obtained. This ‘re-opening’ has a fragmenting impact on the concept itself of 

hierarchy— linguistic, moral, sexual. 

Much discussion has surrounded the matter of Hecuba’s predicted fate and her 

metamorphosis into a bitch with blazing eyes.238 We have seen already how Hecuba’s 

 
234 I follow Battezzato’s emendation πὁλυπόδων for the transmitted πὁλεμίων: cf. Battezzato 
(2018), 238. 
235 Battezzato (2018), 238 notes that Polymestor repeatedly divides the Trojan women into 
two groups within his narrative.  
236 Battezzato (2018), 237; Pohlenz (1961), 325. 
237 To the point that Hecuba would become in later receptions of the play the embodiment of 
motherhood, for instance in Boccaccio: Dugdale (2015), 113.  
238 Dugdale (2015), 108. 



76 
 

revenge is constructed to be morally ambiguous, and it is hard to concur with those 

critics that see her vengeance as monolithically negative,239 and thus interpret the 

metamorphosis as a punishment, a sign of her degeneration into a beast.240 Dogs 

occupied a place in the Greek imagination that was deeply ambivalent: as animals, they 

stood outside civilisation; yet they also stood close to its boundaries in being the most 

tameable of animals, guardians of houses, even allies of men in their hunting (and thus 

civilising) efforts against other beasts.241 It is therefore highly appropriate that 

Euripides chose a morally ambiguous symbol for a morally indeterminate character.242 

However, the primary import of this metamorphosis is arguably a different one. The 

dog was an icon of maternity as early as the Homeric poems (cf. Od. 20.14), and her 

instinctive aggressiveness in defence of her pups was proverbial (as the Homeric lines 

show).243 The adequacy of the application of this imagery to Hecuba is self-evident.244 

The tragedy then ends with a remarkable divine metamorphosis (potentially invented 

by Euripides himself)245 which, regardless of its moral connotation,246 brings to the 

fore Hecuba qua mother, and therefore sanctions her vendetta.  

 
239 For a list, cf. Battezzato (2018) and Heath (1987); of the metamorphosis, cf. Burnett (1994), 
151. 
240 Hall (2001), xxiii; Gellie (1980), 40; Dugdale (2015), 108-9 with further references. Cf. 
Meridor (1978), 32. 
241 Burnett (1994), 152-3; Margariti (2024), 48; Turkeltaub (2017), 149; Raeburn and Thomas 
(2023), lxvi. Nussbaum (1986), 414 overlooks this. 
242 Turkeltaub (2017), 149 shares this a-moral interpretation but interprets the 
metamorphosis specifically as a symbol of asociality. On the ambiguity of the word and its use 
by Clytemnestra in Agamemnon, cf. Goldhill (1984), 56-7. 
243 Burnett (1994), 154-5; Papastamati (2017), 381. 
244 Gregory (1999), xxxiv-v. 
245 Gregory (1999), 192. 
246 At Hel. 375-86, Helen mentions two examples of mythical animal metamorphosis, yet does 
not attach any blame to the metamorphosed women (Callisto and Cos): Burian (2007), 211; 
Dale (1967), 92; Allan (2008), 193-4. 
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The canine connotations of the Erinyes make them a privileged parallel to Hecuba’s 

metamorphosed state,247 but they also make Hecuba align with Clytemnestra. In the 

Agamemnon, Clytemnestra notoriously calls herself a ‘bitch’, an ambiguous term both 

signifying shamelessness and loyalty (607-8; 896).248 While Aeschylus already drew on 

the canine symbology of the Erinyes to make the connection between them and 

Clytemnestra, Euripides literalises the metaphorical connection in the body of Hecuba. 

In vindicating her role as a mother, and in being literally transfigured into a dog, Hecuba 

thus seems to vindicate Clytemnestra’s motivations before her murderous rage even 

takes place within the chronology of the story. However, extradiegetically, the Hecuba 

revaluates Clytemnestra’s motivations and therefore her claims to justice (and 

morality). In fact, another clue connects the ending of the Hecuba to the beginning of 

the Agamemnon. Hecuba will become κυ ων...πυ ρσ’ ε χὁυσἄ δε ργμἄτἄ (1265); the dog’s 

burial, the Cynossema (κυνὁ ς τἄλἄί νής σή μἄ, 1273), will be a νἄυτί λὁίς τε κμἄρ (1273).  

The reason why Hecuba turns into a dog with blazing eyes is that the Cynossema was 

not only a prominent landmark, but also a fire post: a necessity for Greek sailors, given 

the narrowness of the passage and the strong sea currents running down from the 

Bosphorus.249 Euripides seems to signal precisely the presence of fire signs on the 

Cynossema —250 not only an allusion to Hecuba’s dream of the firebrand before giving 

birth to Paris, but in fact a clear allusion to the beginning of the Agamemnon.251 One 

remembers that the watchman at the beginning of the trilogy compares himself waiting 

for the beacons’ sign to a dog (κυ νὁς δί κήν, 3). Admittedly, Clytemnestra speaks of Mt 

 
247 Gregory (1999), xxxv; Nussbaum (1986), 416; Gregory (1991), 107-11. 
248 Goldhill (1984), 56; cf. Papastamati (2017), 381. 
249 Burnett (1994), 159. 
250 Burnett (1994), 160. 
251 Burnett (1994), 160 n46 and Gregory (1999), 194 note the use of τέκμἄρ in connection with 
beacons in Agamemnon, but do not press the matter further. 
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Ida as the initial fire post originating the beacon chain (Aesch. Ag. 281), so that the 

Cynossema’s imagined first blazing cannot be regarded as the initial beacon triggering 

the events of the trilogy. But the peculiar association of the word τε κμἄρ with fire posts 

does (Aesch. Ag. 272, 315, 352), and in so doing it presents Hecuba’s vendetta as 

contingent to that of Clytemnestra. 

In revaluing the mother, the Hecuba presents not simply an intertextual revaluation of 

Clytemnestra but raises the issue of gender and the establishment of a disbalance at the 

end of the Eumenides. This hierarchisation of power was grounded in an ideological 

hierarchy through the silencing of the mother’s claims to dike, and, in doing so, the 

ideological subordination of woman to man. The Hecuba makes the mother’s claims as 

tangible as possible, and sanctions it with the symbol of motherhood (itself alluding to 

Clytemnestra and the Erinyes). This goes beyond mere reversal of the sexual power 

dynamics of the Oresteia: it is not simply that the hierarchy is reconstituted in reversed 

form, but rather that the sense of unambiguous dike, predicated as it was on the 

silencing of the female and of the mother, emerges as problematic. Precisely since the 

trilogy based its definition of morality on the hierarchisation of male and female, this 

challenge to the moral and ideological bases of the man/woman hierarchy refracts into 

the play’s complication of morality and justice. In fact, as we saw, the word dike comes 

back at the end of the Hecuba in a way that seems reductive and ultimately 

unacceptable, to the point that a (re-)definition of morality does not seem attainable by 

simply erasing the male: ‘do you not suffer justly, given that you have committed 

wrongs?’ (1254), Hecuba asks after the verdict. The question is not answered; this 

moral ambiguity is therefore predicated upon the re-opening of the ideological solution 

at the basis of the hierarchy of male and female.  
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In a 1994 article, Katz contraposes the genre of tragedy with the genre of the epitaphios. 

The epitaphios, she claims, offers a vision of an exclusively male existence dominated 

by a sense of a unified collectivity of men; women, then, are excluded and erased. 

Tragedy, on the other hand, seems to wreck exactly this sense of collectivity by the 

recognition of sexual difference, which is the very basis of the way in which the tragic 

self comes to life.252 This is very similar to the view expressed by Saxonhouse in the 

seminal Fear of Diversity, in which she analyses precisely the exclusion of women as a 

symbol of difference within the Greek polis. As the ideology of the polis promoted a 

drive to wholeness, rather than separateness,253 diversity was explored but ultimately 

erased in the very myths that it was built upon.254 These myths were received in Attic 

tragedy, and it is there, according to Saxonhouse, that ‘to raise questions about order, 

unity, power, and rationality, the playwrights often turned to the female, for in her 

difference from the male she revealed a diversity in nature that threatened the physical 

order and rational control at which the polis aimed’.255 These views, still hegemonic, 

might be contested in their indiscriminate application to the entirety of Greek tragedy: 

is it the case that tragedy wrecks this dream of ideological wholeness, or is it rather that 

by envisioning the danger of diversity it ends up sanctioning and resecuring that 

dream?256 I refrain from giving a generalised answer. In reference to this question, 

however, it is possible to give a specific answer on the Oresteia. Katz considers 

Clytemnestra’s sexual diversity in the Agamemnon as an example of her thesis that 

tragedy, in comparison to the epitaphios, asks the audience to recognise sexual 

 
252 Katz (1994), 100. 
253 Saxonhouse (1992), 51. 
254 Saxonhouse (1992),  51; Mendelsohn (2002), 28. 
255 Saxonhouse (1992), 52. 
256 For a summary of the debate and in general of feminist readings of Attic tragedy, cf. Wohl 
(2005b), 155. 
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difference.257 Yet once the perspective is enlarged to the whole of the trilogy, it is 

important to take into account that the Oresteia, while raising the spectre of sexual 

difference considerably, works towards its resolution through hierarchy.258 In 

Euripides, the Erinys is brought back on stage; the play refuses to hierarchise gender 

as it refuses to define the boundaries between male and female, challenging not only 

the ideological, moral basis of the hierarchy (mother/woman’s claims to justice vis-a -

vis man/father’s), but also collapsing distinctions and differentiations between 

genders themselves. As language remains undefined, gender does too. Yet the process 

of social hierarchisation that is put under pressure, on a closer look, goes beyond the 

difference of male and female. 

1.3.2 Class and Status: Enlarging the Social Order 

In her seminal chapter on the Oresteia, Zeitlin writes:259 

For Aeschylus, civilization is the ultimate product of conflict between opposing 

forces, achieved not through a coincidentia oppositorum but through a 

hierarchization of values. The solution, therefore, places Olympian over chthonic 

on the divine level, Greek over barbarian on the cultural level, and male over female 

on the social level. But the male-female conflict subsumes the other two by 

providing the central metaphor that sexualises the other issues and attracts them 

into its magnetic field. 

 
257 Katz (1994), 88ff. 
258 And vice versa, the ideological end might be that of resecuring ideology, but the spectre has 
been raised. Cf. Zeitlin (1996), 171: ‘the project is to lay the female to rest, at least temporarily, 
and to define the parameters of male hegemony. But in the course of its enactment, the dynamic 
impulse belongs to the female’. Cf. Wohl (2005b), 152; Foley (2001), 8-10. 
259 Zeitlin (1996), 87. 
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According to Zeitlin, as female is yoked to chaos, chthonic, barbarian, and the male to 

order, Olympian, and Greek, the sexual polarity polarity in the Oresteia is imbued with 

a moral, even cosmic sense.260 Gender, however, seems to be the central metaphor, the 

‘magnet’ attracting the other hierarchies/polarities to itself. On the ‘social level’, 

specifically, gender is the hierarchy at the centre of the stage, on which the whole trial, 

the verdict, and the vote of Athena converge: ‘in all things, I prefer the male’ (Eum. 737). 

This is also the ideological justification underlying the preference for the father vis-a -

vis the mother, discussed above. 

When we move to the Hecuba, however, a different view emerges. Hecuba, as we just 

saw, sanctions the ambiguity of a moral definition with ὁυ κὁυν δίκἄί ως, εί περ εί ργἄ σω 

κἄκἄ ; (1254). Yet in asking the question she is responding to Polymestor’s reaction at 

Agamemnon’s verdict (1252-3): 

Ὀί μὁί, γυνἄίκὁ ς, ω ς ε ὁίχ’, ή σσω μενὁς 

δὁυ λής υ φε ξω τὁί ς κἄκί ὁσίν δί κήν.  

Polymestor’s reaction is, first of all, a sign of Euripides’ reception of the importance of 

social hierarchies within the definition of morality provided by Aeschylus. In fact, the 

use of κἄκὁ ς in juxtaposition with Hecuba’s brings out the inherent expectation of the 

verdict to punish those who are κἄκὁί . But in Polymestor’s view, this is paradoxical and 

absurd, because he is defeated by those who are technically ‘inferiors’, that is, more 

κἄκὁί ; this is in line with the moral definition of a hierarchy of genders within the 

Eumenides, of which we spoke, and that we saw being halted by the Hecuba. Yet what is 

really striking here is the enlargement of ‘the social level’: Polymestor is astounded by 

 
260 Zeitlin (1996), 101. 
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the fact that he has been defeated by a woman and slave, as demonstrated by the 

emphasis on δὁυ λής, positioned at the beginning of the line in a striking enjambement.  

Euripides has prepared the ground for this enlargement of the social level far before in 

the play, from the beginning. Hecuba’s slavery receives repeated attention, along with 

that of the chorus: Daitz notes how ε λευ θερὁς and δὁυ λὁς occur 27 times in the play, 

over twice as frequently as in any other surviving Euripidean play.261 But the play goes 

much deeper in blurring the lines between slave and non-slave; this has long been 

recognised in scholarship since Daitz, whose arguments it is worth lingering on.262  

According to Daitz, as well as many scholars after him, the play questions the divide 

between slave and free, especially (though not exclusively) through Polyxena’s 

acceptance of her sacrifice.263 This is to be discerned in her sarcastic and proud 

interaction with Odysseus, whom she exhorts not to be afraid (345) and with whom 

she displays her decision to die free and proud.264 Polyxena’s prideful resolution to die 

free, of her own will, culminates in the reported speech she utters before she is 

sacrificed (547ff.): 

Ὦ  τή ν ε μή ν πε ρσἄντες Ἀ ργεί ὁί πὁ λίν, 

ε κὁυ σἄ θνῃ σκω· μή  τίς ἄ ψήτἄί χρὁὁ ς 

τὁυ μὁυ · πἄρε ξω γἄ ρ δε ρήν ευ κἄρδί ως. 

ε λευθε ρἄν δε  μ᾽, ω ς ε λευθε ρἄ θἄ νω, 

 
261 Daitz (1971), 217. Cf. Lawrence (2010), 21-2; Tzanetou (2020), 162 with references. 
262 This is often contextualised within the general debate on the legitimacy of slavery at the end 
of the fifth century: Austin and Vidal-Naquet (1977), 19. 
263 Cf. Citti (1991), 86. 
264 Daitz (1971), 219. 
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πρὁ ς θεω ν, μεθε ντες κτεί νἄτ᾽· ε ν νεκρὁί σί γἄ ρ 

δὁυ λή κεκλή σθἄί βἄσίλί ς ὁυ σ᾽ ἄί σχυ νὁμἄί. 

Daitz’s argument is compelling, but more should be added. It is often observed in 

scholarship that Polyxena’s sacrifice is vain, and that her nobility appears meaningless. 

Polyxena might consider herself as free, but, so the argument goes, she is not, she is 

being compelled to die: ‘whatever freedom she appears to have during the sacrifice is 

at worst an illusion concealing Odysseus’ control over her’; her willingness to be 

sacrificed is ‘paradoxical’.265 Yet the paradox is consciously devised to highlight the 

contrast between Polyxena’s status as a slave and her identity as free. In a sense, it is 

true and obvious that she is being compelled to be sacrificed, and that she willingly 

refuses to see reality, regarding herself as ‘free’ at the moment of her death (ω ς 

ε λευθε ρἄ θἄ νω, 550). In fact, this last claim contrasts with her previous lament that 

she ‘dies as a slave, being born from a free father’ (δὁυ λή θἄνὁυ μἄί, πἄτρὁ ς ὁυ σ’ 

ε λευθε ρὁυ, 420). The fact that these statements are contradictory, however, should not 

compel us to choose one of the two: rather, their simultaneous presence allows us to 

see the paradox in action.266 Polyxena is de facto a slave, yet she retains her freedom of 

character; her sacrifice is the quintessential demonstration of her reification as a slave, 

yet it is also her most extreme act of will and the demonstration that she still has agency 

over herself—as she shows so powerfully by stopping the Greeks from holding her, by 

pronouncing her last words, by baring her breast, and by exhorting Neoptolemus to 

 
265 Turkeltaub (2017), 147; cf. Segal (1990a), 316; Segal (1990b), 113-9; MacLeod (1983), 154; 
Kastely (1993), 1039. On the feminist readings of this scene, cf. Rabinowitz (1993), 22; Mueller 
(2017), 508-9. 
266 Scholars who see Polyxena as unambiguously free/noble: Conacher (1967), 154-5; Hogan 
(1972), 252; Collard (1991), 24. Citti (1979), 205-6 takes her as noble and as affirmative of 
class ideology. Cf. Gregory (1999), 89-90. Gregory (2002), 158, on the other hand, while 
recognising the paradox, reduces it by claiming that Polyxena is free. 
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strike her. It is fundamental that we do not dismiss Polyxena’s view of herself as ‘free’: 

Euripides has willingly introduced this element and elaborated at length on it, most 

likely diverting from previous versions of the sacrifice. As Battezzato has noted, artistic 

depictions of the sacrifice all emphasise the powerlessness of the maiden, instead.267  

In emphasising her agency, Euripides makes Polyxena’s sacrifice strikingly different 

from Iphigenia’s in Aeschylus just as he also underlines the similarities with them:268 

while Aeschylus’ Iphigenia is gagged and held like a goat on the altar, Polyxena resists 

being held down (544-8) and utters her brave, proud final words. The detail of 

Iphigenia’s robe falling off the altar (Aesch. Ag. 239) is reversed in Polyxena’s striking 

act of disrobing revealing her bare breasts (560).269 A similar manoeuvre will figure in 

Iphigenia in Aulis, where Iphigenia’s initial resistance to the sacrifice leaves way to her 

heroic decision to be sacrificed, in a clear reworking of Aeschylus.270 

Polyxena is not the only example of a parthenos willingly going to sacrifice in Attic 

tragedy: the Maiden in Heraclidae, Iphigenia in Iphigenia in Aulis, Praxithea’s daughter 

in Erechtheus, and even Menoeceus in Phoenissae are all examples of a favourite motif 

of Euripides.271 They are all striking in the way they appropriate a type of Homeric 

heroism that they would be excluded from a priori given their gender and age,272 and 

so Polyxena is not unique in her emphasised agency. Nonetheless, she is different from 

the other martyrs of the Euripidean stage.273 First, Polyxena is serving no one but 

herself, while Makaria, Iphigenia, Menoeceus, and Praxithea’s daughter all die to benefit 

 
267 Battezzato (2010), 238 n63; Dugdale (2015), 115; Anderson (1997), 59, 230. 
268 See supra, sec. 1.3.1, pp. 64-5. Scodel (1996), 121. 
269 Gregory (1999), 113. 
270 McDonald (1990), 78. 
271 Cf. Mendelsohn (2002), 17. 
272 McDonald (1990), 73. 
273 Matthiessen (2010), 300. 
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others.274 Her motivation is different and unique: she dies for her own freedom.275 

Second, both her speech on stage and her reported final words emphasise that she dies 

to reject her condition of slavery. As said above, she oscillates between denying her own 

status as a slave and acknowledging it; in either case, she rejects it and finds it 

inadequate to define herself, just as the tragedy allows us to see that her very act of 

freedom is in fact forced upon her because she is a slave. 

And yet the polarity that is adumbrated here is far more complex than slave/free, and 

what is really at stake is not simply a matter of blurring lines between slavery and 

freedom. For Polyxena’s goals in dying seem to be more complex: ‘Polyxena also says 

she would rather die honorably than live dishonorably, as a slave, she who was born a 

princess […]. Here the definition of living well clearly includes not just the moral goods, 

but the materialistic power-oriented goods described […] as aristocratic’.276 

McDonald’s assertion is in fact well grounded in Polyxena’s surprising acceptance 

speech, when she prefaces her rejection of a life of slavery with her previous status, that 

of a princess born in royalty (346-57): 

ω ς ε ψὁμἄί  γε τὁυ  τ᾽ ἄ νἄγκἄί ὁυ χἄ ρίν 

θἄνεί ν τε χρῃ ζὁυσ᾽· εί  δε  μή  βὁυλή σὁμἄί, 

κἄκή  φἄνὁυ μἄί κἄί  φίλὁ ψυχὁς γυνή . 

τί  γἄ ρ με δεί  ζή ν; ῃ  πἄτή ρ με ν ή ν ἄ νἄξ 

Φρυγω ν ἄ πἄ ντων· τὁυ τὁ  μὁί πρω τὁν βί ὁυ. 

 
274 McDonald (1990), 79. 
275 Mitchell-Boyask (1993), 121; cf. Gregory (2005), 262. 
276 McDonald (1990), 79; cf. Lawrence (2010), 23. 
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ε πείτ᾽ ε θρε φθήν ε λπί δων κἄλω ν υ πὁ 

βἄσίλευ σί νυ μφή, ζή λὁν ὁυ  σμίκρὁ ν γἄ μων 

ε χὁυσ᾽, ὁ τὁυ δω μ᾽ ε στί ἄν τ᾽ ἄ φί ξὁμἄί. 

δε σπὁίνἄ δ᾽ ή  δυ στήνὁς Ἰ δἄί ἄίσίν ή  

γυνἄίξί , πἄρθε νὁίς τ᾽ ἄ πὁ βλεπτὁς με τἄ, 

ί σή θεὁί σί πλή ν τὁ  κἄτθἄνεί ν μὁ νὁν. 

νυ ν δ᾽ εί μί  δὁυ λή. 

Polyxena constantly contraposes the status and identity of slavery (τὁυ νὁμἄ, 357) not 

merely to free status, but also to aristocratic and royal status (ἄ νἄξ, 349; βἄσίλευ σί 

νυ μφή, 352; δε σπὁίνἄ, 354). In this section of her speech, Polyxena prefigures the 

connection that Polymestor establishes in his response after the verdict, that between 

slavery and κἄκί ἄ, social and moral inferiority. She is regarded as a δὁυ λή (357); 

however she will reject this identity, since she still can regard herself as free (ὁυ  δή τ᾽· 

ἄ φί ήμ᾽ ὁ μμἄ των ε λευθε ρων /φε γγὁς τὁ δ᾽, Ἀ ίδῃ πρὁστίθεί σ᾽ ε μὁ ν δε μἄς, 367-8), by 

behaving in a way that proves that she is not κἄκή  (κἄκή  φἄνὁυ μἄί, 348), i.e., by 

accepting the sacrifice. She therefore regards herself as still capable of protecting her 

identity as a princess, since she invites her mother to comply with her decision to 

protect her reputation, ἄ ξί ἄ (συμβὁυ λὁυ δε  μὁί/ θἄνεί ν πρί ν ἄί σχρω ν μή  κἄτ᾽ ἄ ξί ἄν 

τυχεί ν, 373-4). The chorus’ reaction seems to confirm that Polyxena’s decision has 

secured her ἄ ξί ἄ and her identity as noble (379-81): 

δείνὁ ς χἄρἄκτή ρ κἄ πί σήμὁς ε ν βρὁτὁί ς 

ε σθλω ν γενε σθἄί, κἄ πί  μεί ζὁν ε ρχετἄί 
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τή ς ευ γενεί ἄς ὁ νὁμἄ τὁί σίν ἄ ξί ὁίς. 

The chorus thus echoes Polyxena’s use of typical aristocratic terminology (τή ς 

ευ γενεί ἄς ὁ νὁμἄ, cf. 357; ἄ ξί ὁίς, cf. 366, 374) and confirms that she is noble, seemingly 

fixing her identification, onoma, with that of an aristocratic person.277 The language of 

representation intrudes to formulate the desire for a unifying and definitive ‘definition’, 

in this case through the idea of a stamp.278 Like Medea’s regretful observation, however, 

that there is no χἄρἄκτή ρ from which one can gauge the moral value of a person (519),  

the chorus’ statement on Polyxena’s mark of nobility is to be set in contrast with the 

actual onoma that she has been assigned, that of a slave (τὁυ νὁμἄ, 357). As in Medea, 

the emphasis is on the difficulty in reaching a moral definition of reality; the language 

of visuality and representation raises questions on morality and its definition, rather 

than providing certainties. In fact, as we have seen, Euripides engineers the scene so 

that the paradox inherent in her double, oxymoronic identity is at the centre of the 

stage, with inconsistent statements echoed by all characters.279  

The hierarchy that pervades the Polyxena episode is not simply slave and free, but 

rather slave and noble. Nobility is intertwined with freedom; although freedom does 

not equal nobility, the play seems to work towards the association of freedom with 

nobility and slavery with a lack thereof (as we will see in Andromache and Troades).280 

This is why Polyxena’s act is paradoxical: she is regarded as noble and exercises her 

freedom to be noble (or nobility to be free), demonstrating that she is, morally 

 
277 Cf. Gregory (1991), 96-7. 
278 Gregory (1999), 91. 
279 Cf. Gregory (1999), 89-90 on the inconsistency in Polyxena’s reasoning. 
280 Ober (1989), 257: ‘much of the aristocratic pattern of behavior was predicated on the 
possession of great wealth and so involves the ideology of class as well as that of status’. Cf. 
Citti (1979), 20-1, 210-1. Cf. Eur. El. 38; Arist. Pol. 1301b1-4 with Ober (1989), 249. 
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speaking, noble and not κἄκή ;281 however she does so by complying with an order 

imposed on her by her masters, to avoid a definition, an onoma, that she actually 

already has (otherwise she would not have to make such a decision at all).282  

Yet Polyxena’s ‘acceptance speech’ adumbrates a far larger hierarchy and compounds 

the slave/noble polarity with an added layer. Contrasting her previous life of royalty 

with the present of slavery, Polyxena understands that while she was first considered 

‘worthy of kings’ (τυρἄ ννων πρὁ σθεν ή ξίωμε νἄ, 366), she might be now bound to be 

‘sold for some money’ (ὁ στίς ἄ ργυ ρὁυ μ᾽ ω νή σετἄί, 360), and might be forced to sleep 

with some slave ‘bought somewhere’ (δὁυ λὁς ω νήτὁ ς πὁθεν, 365).283 In rejecting her 

identity as a slave and avoiding this destiny, Polyxena associates slavery with 

reification, refusing to be sold and degraded to an object with a price.284 This is in fact 

bitterly underscored by the comment of the chorus on her ‘stamp’, superficially 

commenting on her nobility, but ironically and inadvertently commenting on the fact 

that Polyxena has now a market value as a slave.285 Polyxena’s contrast between her 

previous, enviable condition to the present of reification repeats what Andromache 

says at the beginning of the Andromache:286 there, her past bridal procession from 

Thebe to Troy with ‘golden luxury’ (συ ν πὁλυχρυ σω  χλίδῃ …δὁθεί σἄ, 2) was perverted 

 
281 Rosivach (1975), 361. 
282 Cf. Gregory (1991), 96-7, which also questions the validity of Polyxena’s heroism. 
283 Battezzato (2010), 73. 
284 Battezzato (2010), 73. Cf. Alc. 675-6 Λυδὸν ἢ Φρύγἄ…ἀργυρώνήτὁν. 
285 The word χἄρἄκτήρ, besides Med. 519 cited above, occurs in extant Euripidean tragedies 
only three other times and two in the Electra, in which the coinage metaphor is applied to 
Orestes (τί μ᾽ ἐσδέδὁρκεν ὥσπερ ἀργύρὁυ σκὁπῶν λἄμπρὸν χἄρἄκτῆρ᾽, 558-9) but is preceded 
by another coinage metaphor through which the Old Man questions the value of nobility (ἀλλ᾽ 
εὐγενεῖς μέν, ἐν δὲ κίβδήλῳ τόδε, 550). Matthiessen (2010) ad loc. takes the chorus’ statement 
at face value by connecting it to Danae F 329 TrGF (φεῦ, τὁῖσί γεννἄίὁίσίν ὡς 
ἁπἄντἄχὁῦ/πρέπεί χἄρἄκτὴρ χρήστὸς εἰς εὐψυχίἄν); yet that play also seems to cast shadows 
on both wealth and divisions of class based on ideas of social or moral value (TrGF V, fr. 324 
with Jouan and Van Looy 2002, 65 n33; cf. fr. 327 with Karamanou 2006).  
286 A passage that similarly oscillates between past royalty and present slavery and was 
probably on Euripides’ mind, given the chronology of the two plays. 
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into a procession of slavery from Troy to Greece, in which she herself became a priced 

possession (δὁρὁ ς γε ρἄς/δὁθεί σἄ λεί ἄς Τρωί κή ς ε ξἄί ρετὁν, 14-5). As we will see, 

Andromache and Troades also delineate a complex hierarchy that equates slavery with 

reification and powerlessness and nobility with royalty, freedom and wealth.287 The 

Hecuba also stages this equation, thus equally delineating and discussing a hierarchy 

that involves not only slave and free, not only slave and noble, but actually a broad 

hierarchy that polarises social classes by representing the clash between wealthy and 

aristocratic or royal (apex of the hierarchy) and reified slavery (at the bottom of the 

hierarchy).288 Both considerations of ‘status’ and ‘class’289 are constitutive of the type 

of social hierarchy that the plays delineate and contest.290 

In fact, gold is a recurrent image of the play, with repeated references to the proverbial 

opulence of Troy (150-3, 925, 491-6).291 Gold is also the main reason behind 

Polymestor’s murder, and his greed is fundamental both for the death of Polydorus and 

of Polymestor’s children (10, 25, 2, 712, 775, 925, 994, 1009, 1206, 1245). Yet the gold 

motif acquires an even more sinister significance when it is mentioned in relation not 

to Polymestor’s crime, but in connection with the heroism of the Greeks:292 golden is 

the armour of Achilles when he appears as a phantom to ask for the sacrifice of 

 
287 The same happens in Ion: cf. Hoffer (1996), 315. 
288 Cf. Stanton (1995), 16. Wealth and poverty, nobility and low birth are also equated in 
Euripides’ Electra: Rehm (2021), 101. Slavery is absent, but Orestes does initially mistake 
Electra for a slave woman (110). Cf. also Eur. Ion 578-81. 
289 Cf. Rabinowitz (1998), 57 on reading ‘class’ in tragedy. 
290 One can compare the use Aristotle makes of class and status in the Politics: although a 
division between propertied rich and non-propertied poor appears crucial to his political 
analysis of democracy and aristocracy, status also plays a crucial role in his political analysis. 
For example, in the description of the best regime in books 7 and 8, he excludes those who 
perform ‘banausic’ occupations from citizenship (status, not class, given that they could be 
relatively wealthy); yet equally important is the exclusion of farmers, given that they lack 
sufficient leisure to be considered virtuous: cf. Ober (1991), 127.  
291 The same applies to Andromache and Troades: Saïd (2022), 65. 
292 Cf. Rosenbloom (2006), 257.  
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Polyxena (110); golden is the sword which Neoptolemus uses to slash Polyxena’s throat 

(543); golden is the goblet from which Neoptolemus pours the libations before the 

sacrifice (527).293 To Segal, gold in the play even stands for ‘the degeneration of heroic 

values’.294 And yet gold is most importantly functional in connecting the Greeks to 

Polymestor, and in creating an association between Achilles’ request for Polyxena’s 

death and Polymestor’s greed, which in its turn connects the apparently disjointed 

parts of the plot.295 Admittedly, Achilles’ aim is his honour, not acquiring wealth. Yet the 

difference between Achilles’ request and Polymestor’s murder is far less solid than it 

might first appear, given that the play continuously equates royalty and nobility with 

gold and wealth. This is present in the representation of the present misery of the 

Trojans in contrast to the past wealth, but aristocratic fame, the onoma, also goes hand 

in hand with the fate of Troy. Hecuba, for instance, denounces the meaninglessness of 

both (623-8): 

εί τἄ δή τ᾽ ὁ γκὁυ μεθἄ, 

ὁ  με ν τίς ή μω ν πλὁυσί ὁίς δω μἄσίν, 

ὁ  δ᾽ ε ν πὁλί τἄίς τί μίὁς κεκλήμε νὁς; 

τἄ  δ᾽ ὁυ δε ν, ἄ λλως φρὁντί δων βὁυλευ μἄτἄ 

γλω σσής τε κὁ μπὁί. κεί νὁς ὁ λβίω τἄτὁς 

ὁ τω  κἄτ᾽ ή μἄρ τυγχἄ νεί μήδε ν κἄκὁ ν. 

 
293 Segal (1993), 160. 
294 Segal (1993), 160. For a different view of the heroic values in Hecuba, cf. Rosivach (1975). 
295 Gregory (1991), 93 argues that both Polyxena’s and Polydorus’ death are presented as 
arbitrary and avoidable, and this aspect also connects the two parts of the plot. 
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In an article on Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Paschalis has brilliantly argued that Ovid has 

received the semantic interconnections of the play between the story of Polxyena’s and 

Polydorus’ death:296  

In the framing story the “many gifts” of Polydorus provide the object of the king’s 

murderous greed thus setting the action going; and in the embedded story the 

ghost of Achilles demands an honos (doron) in the form of Polyxena’s sacrifice and 

his request triggers the action that follows. It is obvious that Polymestor and 

Achilles’ ghost share the same greed for praemia. 

Ovid reproduces in fact what is already present in the tragedy. It is Πὁλυ δωρὁς, the 

‘much-rewarded’, that explains in the prologue how the Greeks are not going to leave 

Achilles ἄ δω ρήτὁς (42; cf. δίδὁ νἄί, 118; δὁυ νἄί, 305; δωρὁυ μεθἄ, 537); and the other 

references to Achilles’ request of a γε ρἄς, a ‘gift of honour’, though not etymologically, 

also connect to the semantics of Polydorus’ name, just as Polyxena relates to Polydorus’ 

murder at the hand of his ξε νὁς.297 In making this connection, the play then does not 

simply connect the arbitrary violence of Odysseus and Polymestor, but specifically 

Achilles’ attainment of his gift and Polymestor’s greed.298  

Thus, when he takes her away, Odysseus presents Polyxena’s sacrifice as a gift, a sign of 

honour specifically in aristocratic terms, to aristocrats, and refraining from it would in 

fact undermine the very ideology on which aristocratic heroism lies (306-8): 

ε ν τω  δε γἄ ρ κἄ μνὁυσίν ἄί  πὁλλἄί  πὁ λείς, 

ὁ τἄν τίς ε σθλὁ ς κἄί  πρὁ θυμὁς ω ν ἄ νή ρ 

 
296 Paschalis (2003), 155. 
297 Paschalis (2003), 154. 
298 Cf. King (1985), 60. 
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μήδε ν φε ρήτἄί τω ν κἄκίὁ νων πλε ὁν. 

Superficially, these lines might appear to arch back to a purely military hierarchy of 

valour: Odysseus has just explained that Achilles is to be rewarded because he is ‘the 

first of the army’ (ἄ νδρί  τω ί πρω τωί στρἄτὁυ , 304). But Odysseus here enlarges the 

view, from the army to the whole political world (ἄί  πὁλλἄί  πὁ λείς, 306), commenting 

on the way it is proper that who is ε σθλὁ ς receives more than those who are ‘inferior’, 

‘worse’ (τω ν κἄκίὁ νων, 308).299 It is fitting, Odysseus insists later, to honour the esthloi 

(τίμἄ ν τὁ ν ε σθλὁ ν, 327). In arguing that Achilles’ tomb needs to be honoured, since 

otherwise the army would lose their willingness to fight in the future, Odysseus 

reminds the audience of the Iliad, but in fact strongly distorts Homeric heroism, since 

‘the Homeric warrior counted on his reputation (κλε ὁς) rather than offerings to his 

tomb to keep his memory alive’ —300 a distortion that again places emphasis on the 

connection between materialistic rewards and the noble.301  

Polyxena behaves not only courageously, but she incarnates the type of aristocratic 

heroism that Odysseus sees in Achilles. To Odysseus, Achilles deserves Polyxena’s 

sacrifice and is ‘worth honouring’ (ή μί ν δ᾽ Ἀ χίλλευ ς ἄ ξίὁς τίμή ς, 309) because he has 

died the most honourable death for a man (θἄνω ν υ πε ρ γή ς Ἑ λλἄ δὁς κἄ λλίστ᾽ ἄ νή ρ, 

310). This finds a symmetry in Polyxena’s willingness to die and defend her worth 

(ἄ ξί ἄ), rather than live shamefully (συμβὁυ λὁυ δε  μὁί/ θἄνεί ν πρί ν ἄί σχρω ν μή  κἄτ᾽ 

ἄ ξί ἄν τυχεί ν, 373-4).302 Odysseus’ heroic/aristocratic avoidance of φίλὁψυχί ἄ (πὁ τερἄ 

 
299 Note also that the military hierarchy in some tragedies has been interpreted as a reflection 
of the hierarchy dividing élite and humble: cf. Carter (2008), 46 with Griffith (1995). 
300 Gregory (1999), 84. 
301 Cf. King (1985), 53. Cf. also Ambühl (2010), 118-9 on the distortion of Homeric heroism in 
Hecuba, Andromache, Troades. 
302 Papastamati (2017) examines Polyxena’s heroism in detail but does not pursue a direct 
comparison with Achilles’ heroic model.  
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μἄχὁυ μεθ᾽ ή  φίλὁψυχή σὁμεν, 315) is paralleled by Polyxena’s excluding the possibility 

of showing herself κἄκή … κἄί  φίλὁ ψυχὁς γυνή  (348). The association between 

aristocratic, martial heroism and Polyxena’s ‘noble sacrifice’ is pressed to the extreme, 

as Talthybius recounts how she was also honoured by the Greek army with gifts and 

offerings (πε πλὁν… κὁ σμὁν, 578) to give to the ‘bravest and best in courage’ (τῃ  περί σσ᾽ 

ευ κἄρδί ω /ψυχή ν τ᾽ ἄ ρί στῃ, 579-80). Again, the notion of nobility is associated to 

receiving gifts; the paradox here is that Polyxena, who has showed herself to be ‘best’, 

‘most noble’ (ἄ ρί στή) and therefore receives gifts of honour, has herself been sacrificed 

as a gift of honour to Achilles, ‘best’ of the Achaeans (ἄ ρίστὁν Δἄνἄω ν, 134).303 

Additionally, the Greek army also honours Polyxena by shedding leaves on her body 

(φυ λλὁίς ε βἄλλὁν, 574), following the rite of phyllobolia which was typical of male, 

aristocratic athletes.304 Papastamati, in the most recent analysis of Polyxena’s death, 

comments on the phyllobolia:305 

This constitutes the masculine aspect of the burial honours which Polyxena 

receives. They are the prize for her manly bravery and courage, which she has 

proved through her heroic death (579-80). Therefore, the way in which her death 

is heralded as a (male) athletic victory (579-80) helps to associate it with ideals of 

masculine achievement and again reflects her heroic ethos. 

Yet I hope that it has become so far evident that the main thematised hierarchy in the 

verbal exchange between Polyxena, Odysseus, and Hecuba, as well as in the reported 

 
303 Cf. Adkins (1966), 200: ‘Achilles is an ἀγἄθός and a member of the group; Polyxena is a 
slave, a κἄκή, not a member of the group; even had she ἀρετή, its claims would not extend 
beyond the group to which she belongs; and of ἀρετή—the 'competitive' male ἀρετή which 
alone in fifth-century Athens could have furnished a claim to set against that of Achilles—she 
has none’. 
304 Papastamati (2017), 374. 
305 Papastamati (2017), 374. 
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death of the Trojan princess seems one of class rather than gender (although 

Papastamati is not wrong, as we will see).  

The main responses in both scenes, first to the choice of Polyxena, and then to the 

report of her death, in fact involve reflections on her nobility. In the first, the chorus 

articulate the reflection on Polxyena’s noble ‘stamp’ which, as we saw, is self-

undercutting in the usage of coinage imagery. In the second, Hecuba’s mournful but 

proud reflections on Polyxena’s behaviour also demonstrate that nobility is at the core 

of Polyxena’s sacrifice through a process of thematisation that is almost obsessive (591-

8): 

τὁ  δ᾽ ἄυ  λί ἄν πἄρεί λες ἄ γγελθεί σἄ  μὁί 

γεννἄί ὁς. ὁυ κὁυν δείνὁ ν, εί  γή  με ν κἄκή  

τυχὁυ σἄ κἄίρὁυ  θεὁ θεν ευ  στἄ χυν φε ρεί, 

χρήστή  δ᾽ ἄ μἄρτὁυ σ᾽ ω ν χρεω ν ἄυ τή ν τυχεί ν 

κἄκὁ ν δί δωσί κἄρπὁ ν, ἄ νθρωπὁί δ᾽ ἄ εί  

ὁ  με ν πὁνήρὁ ς ὁυ δε ν ἄ λλὁ πλή ν κἄκὁ ς, 

ὁ  δ᾽ ε σθλὁ ς ε σθλὁ ς ὁυ δε  συμφὁρἄ ς υ πὁ 

φυ σίν δίε φθείρ᾽ἄ λλἄ  χρήστὁ ς ε στ᾽ ἄ εί ; 

Hecuba’s statement has rightly been evaluated as fundamental, especially as Hecuba 

herself seems to end up contradicting it by murdering Polymestor’s two children.306 

This is true: as I have argued above, one important aspect of the play’s denouement is 

 
306 Gregory (1999), 117. Cf. Nussbaum (1986), 403, 406 and 417 on Hecuba’s statement on 
nomos; contra, cf. Gregory (1999), xxxii. 
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its willing problematisation of the definition of justice and morality, and Hecuba’s 

statement here is undoubtedly ominous. But Hecuba’s observation is not simply moral, 

307 and it extends beyond signifying that ‘the bad remain bad and the good good without 

reference to extrinsic factors’.308 Given the context of Polyxena’s death and the almost 

obsessive insistence on the topic of slavery vis-a -vis nobility, the expression denotes 

‘nobility’ both in a moral and social sense.309  

It is widely acknowledged that tragedy, although generally regarded as a product of the 

Athenian democracy, shows an attitude towards the old aristocratic system of values 

that can best be defined ambiguous.310 Most of the tragic plots centre on the aristocratic 

heroes of myth, with minor characters tending to come from the lower strata of 

society.311 This ambivalence is interpreted in different ways, with Griffith, for example, 

arguing substantially for a reiteration in the belief of aristocratic, hereditary 

superiority within the genre generally,312 and Rose, on the other hand, offering a 

Marxist, ‘optimistic’ reading of the Oresteia.313 Both Rose and Griffith adopt in fact a 

similar approach, inasmuch as they linger on the dubiously moral representation of 

tragic heroes, with the former showing how the house of Atreus receives moral 

condemnation specifically for their accumulation and waste of wealth,314 and the latter 

arguing that royal households in tragedy might suffer from their own misgivings but 

never completely give way to a new political order.315 Both ground their arguments in 

 
307 Gregory (1999), 117. 
308 Battezzato (2010), 244. 
309 Citti (1979), 224. 
310 Griffith (1998), 20 et passim. And so Athens in general: Ober and Strauss (1990), 237; Roselli 
(2007), 104. 
311 Griffith (1998), 20-1. 
312 Griffith (1998), 78. 
313 Rose (1995), 185-265. 
314 Rose (1995), 206. 
315 Griffith (1998), 78. 
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the idea that the texts reflect the historical reality of the transition from the old, 

aristocratic ‘regime’ to democratic thought, with more or less emphasis on the 

continuity or discontinuity of such a transition. Tragedy seems then to stage the 

contradictory tensions within the Athenian democracy about the old system of beliefs 

and values and the old system of aristocratic inheritance.316 Although both are careful 

enough to consider the ideological negotiations tragedy performs, they both appear to 

take for granted that the hegemonic ideology that is being questioned or reaffirmed is 

the aristocratic one, not the democratic one —317 an underlying methodological basis 

that is not universally shared and that yet remains influential and (in my view) solid 

(cf. infra).318  

 
316 Rehm (2021), 103 sums up the historical backdrop of Euripides’ Electra so: ‘The social and 
economic tensions in Euripides’ Athens lie behind these passages: the challenge to hereditary 
prerogatives posed by Athenian democracy; the rise of self-made citizens (merchants, 
politicians, artisans) at the expense of the old aristocracy; doubts about the causal link between 
high birth and good character, and the possibility that nobility lies in behaviour rather than 
privilege’. 
317 Cf. Citti (1991). Wohl’s reading of the Alcestis appears to assume that the ideological baseline 
of the audience must be democratic (Wohl 2015, 13), but she argues that the play produces a 
sort of ‘false consciousness’, reaffirming aristocratic ideology (17; cf. Wohl 1998, xxvi). Cf. also 
Goldhill (2000), who takes the hegemonical ideology to be democratic, and Allan and Kelly 
(2013), 95 and n.70 (responding to Griffith). Burian (2011), 96-7 concurs with Goldhill; Carter 
(2004) and Rhodes (2003) believe that tragedy raises questions that are not intrinsically 
democratic, but rather universal (Carter) or civic (Rhodes). Wilson (2011) argues that Athens 
and tragedy exhibit a tension between democratic and aristocratic ideologies but the fact that 
both coexist is itself the sign of a democratic structure, open to dissent. 
318 Cf. Rosenbloom (2011). Hall (2006), 99 on the continuation of aristocratic hegemony in 
democratic Athens: ‘the contradiction between democratic ideals and the continuing respect 
for nobility produces frequent tragic discussions of the inheritability of virtue, but on balance 
the statements on nature versus nurture are surprisingly reactionary’. The objection to 
Griffith’s view (for example as articulated by Allan and Kelly, 2013 n.70) that the democratic 
polis could not produce a genre that is not egalitarian might be more convincing if it explained 
why this should necessarily be the case. From a Gramscian perspective, it is perfectly possible 
that a society that claims to be democratic is permeated by an anti-egalitarian hegemony. 
Similarly, the idea that a democratic audience would have not tolerated an aristocratic genre 
seems to me to posit too rigid a correspondence between the ideological import of the plays 
and what they explicitly say. But ideology or hegemony do not have to be explicit in order to 
be effective; quite the opposite, in fact, as Marxist theorists have diversely argued (see also my 
discussion below of Kovacs’ argument against the Melos interpretation in Troades). 
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Hecuba’s statement has to be contextualised within this general nexus of tensions 

about the value of the aristocracy, yet it is clear that there is a different spin to her 

thoughts: the trace of sophistic thought. Hecuba echoes in her words contemporary 

debates within sophistic thought on virtue and its potential teachability,319 but the 

context of Polyxena’s death makes clear that nobility is here meant in both a moral and 

social sense,320 so that the undercutting power of sophistic reflections on virtue is in 

fact also projected onto a class dimension. The intellectual component of the reflection 

intensifies the problematisation of class distinctions to an extent that exceeds that of 

other plays, including those analysed by Rose and Griffith. Although sophistic rhetoric 

was most likely a prerogative of the scions of the wealthiest families of Athens,321 the 

idea that virtue can be taught, and is thus not merely hereditary,322 is in itself 

profoundly unsettling for the ideology of genealogical aristocratic superiority.323 Like 

elsewhere in the tragedy, Hecuba again speaks against sophistic ideas of relativism 

paradoxically adopting sophistic terminology and undercutting herself.324 Just like the 

other instances, Hecuba’s confidence is shown to be misplaced, and her own nobility is 

questioned at the end of the tragedy —325 although her act must have been perceived 

as both ignoble and noble.326 And, while Polyxena’s behaviour does seem to confirm 

Hecuba’s statement and thus prove the principle of hereditary nobility,327 we have seen 

 
319 Gregory (2005), 263. 
320 Stanton (1995), 15.  
321 Munn (2023), 92. 
322 For example, cf. Protagoras in Plato: Pl. Prt. 327a-d. 
323 Lawrence (2010), 26; Goldhill (2023), 288. Rose (2012), 255 defines hereditary superiority 
as the main ideologeme of aristocratic ideology. Cf. McClure (1999), 192. 
324 Nussbaum (1986), 400; Conacher (1998), 63. For the nomos/physis antithesis, cf. Guthrie 
(1971), 55-134; Bett (2023), 157-78. 
325 Kirkwood (1947), 68. 
326 Hecuba became not simply ‘the embodiment of misfortune’ in the Middle Ages; in the 
Carmina Burana, she seems to be exemplifying the instability of political and social power: 
Dugdale (2015), 112. 
327 Nussbaum (1986), 405. 



98 
 

to what extent Euripides goes to construct her sacrifice as a paradox of class—one in 

which Polyxena is free and not free, slave and aristocratic, reified object and 

autonomous agent, subject of Achilles’ whim but also his own mirror image. 

This sophistic statement on noble physis is fundamental because it shows the 

ideological move of the tragic text. Reading the Hecuba with Goldhill, we saw that the 

ambiguity of a general moral definition is inextricably connected with the refusal to re-

assert, or even authentically reverse and re-hierarchise, the hierarchy of genders 

established at the end of Eumenides. Yet by connecting the statement here uttered by 

the former Trojan queen to Polymestor’s surprise that he has been beaten by a woman-

slave, a gradually more complex picture emerges.  As we anticipated, Marxist readings 

of the Oresteia have occasionally offered interesting readings of the trilogy’s complex 

reflection of class tensions, with Griffith and Rose arguing for basically opposite views. 

Nonetheless, Griffith’s and Rose’s Marxist analyses run the risk of overestimating the 

thematisation of ‘class’ within the Oresteia. This is not to say that tensions within the 

old aristocratic ‘regime’ and the flourishing democratic drives within Athenian politics 

are absent from the Aeschylean text. In fact, it would be hard to imagine such an 

absence after hearing the almost obsessive critiques of wealth and luxury in the 

Agamemnon328 or seeing the much debated staging of the foundation of the 

Areopagus329 and the Argive alliance.330 And yet it would be hard to deny that ‘class’ 

receives less attention in the characterisation of the characters and especially less 

extensive thematisation.331 Cassandra’s slavery, for instance, is hardly the point of her 

 
328 Rose (1992), 210 et passim; Rehm (2009), 245; Seaford (1998), 123-4. 
329 Rose (1992), 246-7; Sommerstein (1989), 30-2.  
330 Podlecki (1989), 19. 
331 Cf. Konstan (1994), 59 and ‘latent’ class conflict. 
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scene;332 Electra and Orestes might be assimilated to slaves in Libation Bearers since 

they have been deprived of their wealth (135, 915) but are far away from the explicit 

toying of class structures in Euripides’ Electra;333 the chorus of Libation Bearers seem 

anything but alienated from the citizen body of Argos.334 However, my main 

observation lies again in the way Aeschylus ignores it in the moral resolution and 

ideological construction that he offers in Eumenides.335 As Zeitlin brilliantly put it, 

gender in Eumenides represents the entire social plane and works as a ‘magnet’ for the 

moral and even cosmic plane:‘the solution, therefore, places Olympian over chthonic on 

the divine level, Greek over barbarian on the cultural level, and male over female on the 

social level [my italics]’.336 Zeitlin’s dictum does not capture the dynamics of the Hecuba, 

in which the definition of morality, connected though it is to the ‘social level’ as in 

Aeschylus, depends on a larger, enlarged conception of the social level which 

comprehends both gender and class, and in which the two hierarchies seem to work 

together.  

Looking again at Polyxena, then, it is hard to believe that we are meant to see her death 

as unavenged, and hardly can the plot’s structure be irrelevant to its ideological 

movement. Polymestor laments precisely being defeated by ‘inferiors’, by which he 

means both in terms of gender and in terms of status (τὁί ς κἄκί ὁσίν δί κήν, 1253). Here 

it is not simply the gendered resolution of Aeschylus’ trilogy to be intertextually sliced 

 
332 MacLeod (1982), 142, who argues that all events and characters of the Oresteia carry a 
‘social significance’, nevertheless admits that Cassandra is an exception. 
333 On class tensions in Electra, cf. Baechle (2020), 22-43 et passim. 
334 Carter (2008), 81. Rose (1995), 233 speaks of the chorus as representative of the ‘alienation’ 
of the demos from the life of the polis under tyranny. However, this reinforces the view that 
the chorus is actually not alienated from the rest of the citizen body and even represents it. 
335 And perhaps it has to be said that the extent, too, to which Euripides goes to question 
nobility is unmatched by Aeschylus: MacLeod (1982), 144 observes that for all the democratic 
sentiments of the Oresteia, ‘the same Aeschylus who idealises a democratic Athens also vividly 
presents through his choruses and characters the sentiments of loyal subjects of a monarchy’. 
336 Zeitlin (1996), 87. Similarly, cf. DuBois (1982), 115 et passim. 
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open. Polymestor’s statement echoes Odysseus’ words, his justification of Polyxena’s 

sacrifice on the grounds of hierarchised difference between the noble and manly 

Achilles, and the ‘inferiors’ (ὁ τἄν τίς ε σθλὁ ς κἄί  πρὁ θυμὁς ω ν ἄ νή ρ/μήδε ν φε ρήτἄί τω ν 

κἄκίὁ νων πλε ὁν, 307-8).  And so this tragedy invites us to see Odysseus’ justification 

as immediately undercut by Polyxena’s death, and, through that, it builds our 

frustration and disappointment. But Odysseus’ justification is finally deconstructed by 

the act of vengeance of her mother Hecuba, which indeed makes visible the claims of 

justice of her position despite being a slave and a woman. This liberates the rage inside 

Hecuba, surely, but also explodes our own pent-up anger. And if this explodes, it is 

because of and through a mechanism of suspension and problematisation of those two 

social hierarchies. 

Importantly, just like Polyxena, Hecuba has not merely made palpable the claims to 

justice of female slaves by falling back into a type of categorisation and identification 

as a woman-slave. For Hecuba’s revenge might be particularly feminine in its deception; 

and she might be categorised by Odysseus as merely a slave who should obey her 

master (397). And yet Hecuba’s vengeance is also spectacularly heroic and 

masculine,337 and she blinds Polymestor in a striking and explicit replay of the most 

famous heroic pursuit of Odysseus in the Odyssey — the blinding of Polyphemus (on 

whose name indeed ‘Polymestor’ has been shaped).338  

Therefore, by repeating the quintessential heroic exploit of her master, who had 

reasserted his view of social hierarchy as a justification of his violence against the 

Trojan women, Hecuba again undercuts the categorisations that both Odysseus and 

 
337 Cf. Allan (2013), 596 with further references on the association of revenge with masculinity. 
338 Segal (1990b), 126-8; Seaford (1982), 168-71; Turkeltaub (2017), 148; Zeitlin (1991), 70. 
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Polymestor would deploy to keep her silenced. Once again, this is not merely a 

reassertion of a (reversed) hierarchy, but a demystification of a justification, of a 

synthesis, based indeed on social hierarchy, and provided by Aeschylus at the end of his 

trilogy as the very basis of the political, civilised life of Athens.  

We can see now that Polyxena’s death does lead to a sudden shift of topic, yet it is not 

forgotten by the play, 339 and the break is highly functional to the ideological operations 

of the play, as well as its psychagogic working on our affect (which are inextricable). 

While Polyxena’s death seems to lead to a break, a sudden halt, a gasp, the second half 

of the Hecuba fully explodes the contradictions already triggered by Polyxena’s 

behavior, shedding a critical light on the first part of the play (Polyxena’s sacrifice, 

Odysseus’ justification) and, intertextually, on the trilogy that had proved so 

fundamental to the Athenians’ conception of their civilisation. It is precisely in the 

broken, split formal structure of the play that the Hecuba stores its radical potential. 

Through its structure, and through its psychagogic movement, hierarchies of gender 

and class are problematised and left ambiguous, unresolved, undefined. Releasing the 

emotional energy accumulated since the sacrifice, we are not only brought to rationally 

accept one unifying, matricial notion of social hierarchy with two overlapping strands: 

we emotionally acknowledge that overlap in exulting and in being disturbed by its 

reversal. Yet these two hierarchies are just part of an even larger conception of the 

social, only part of the story of the ‘sociological enlargement’ that Euripides’ Hecuba 

envisions. 

 
339 Cf. Papastamati (2017), 378. Turkeltaub (2017), 138 notes the symmetry between the two 
children of Polymestor and of Hecuba but believes that the plot of Polyxena’s death is only 
pragmatically subordinated to that of Polydorus; that is, the withholding of the winds gives 
Polydorus’ body enough time to be found. 
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1.3.3 Ethnic Subversions: More on Social Hierarchies 

In Conacher’s monograph Euripides and the Sophists, the fourth chapter on sophistic 

rhetoric is devoted entirely to Troades and Hecuba. At the end of his discussion, 

Conacher observes:340 

The question of Euripides’ own attitudes to the various Sophistic teachings behind 

his Sophistic themes has not, for the most part, been of much concern for the 

present study. However, in the dramatist’s treatment of “the power and the abuses 

of rhetoric” (at least as we have seen it in the Trojan Women and Hecuba), the 

attitudes expressed seem more closely related to actual Sophistic views and 

practices than in the other plays considered. This is, perhaps, particularly true of 

the attitude expressed towards foreigners. 

Conacher proceeds to report the contrasting views of Croally and Hall, the first claiming 

that Euripides seriously questions the ideology of Greek superiority in Troades and 

Hecuba and the second denying it (with some hesitation).341 Conacher argues that in 

the case of ethnicity sophistic attitudes are to be mainly seen in the ‘moral’ 

representation of Trojans and Greeks in the play (i.e., sympathetic for the Trojans and 

unsympathetic for the Greeks). In fact, the matter is more complicated. 

The general interconnection between these two sides of sophistic thought in the 

Hecuba, rhetoric and social hierarchy, has already been elucidated. I have already 

spoken of the semiotic crisis, its effect on the crisis of the definition of morality and 

justice, and, in its turn, the relationship between the definition of morality and the 

 
340 Conacher (1998), 67. 
341 Conacher (1998), 68; Hall (1989); Croally (1994). On Hall’s hesitation, see infra, sec. 1.4, p. 
125. 
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definition of both a gender and a class hierarchy on the social level. This is most visible 

in the last passage examined above, Hecuba’s reflection on nobility—a self-

undercutting reflection on the stability of morality and social worth that is expressed 

in the language of sophistic thought. Yet, as Conacher suggests, the treatment of non-

Greeks and their relationship with the Greeks is a fundamental theme of the Hecuba, 

and one that equally received attention within sophistic thought. It is then worth 

examining to what extent the Greek/barbarian hierarchy is explored within the Hecuba, 

and whether the concept, too, can be added to the range of hierarchies that the play 

envisions in the construction and deconstruction of ‘the social level’, and to what extent 

this deconstruction can also be explained with recourse to sophistic thought. 

I have noted the importance of gender in Euripides’ critical reading of Aeschylus, 

particularly through Hecuba’s vengeance and the final scene with Agamemnon. 

Hecuba’s anticipation of the crime to Agamemnon in the scene preceding her 

vengeance clearly offers a stereotypical view of female deception, in a passage laden 

with reflection on gender: to Agamemnon’s disbelief that women may have some power 

over men (κἄί  πω ς γυνἄίξί ν ἄ ρσε νων ε στἄί κρἄ τὁς;, 883), Hecuba retorts that ‘the 

crowd <is> frightening, and difficult to fight against, if assisted by deceit’ (δείνὁ ν τὁ  

πλή θὁς συ ν δὁ λωί τε δυ σμἄχὁν, 884).342 As Hecuba goes on to say, there are mythical 

precedents for such a specific act of female violence:343 she cites the murder of the 

Danaids and the slaughter of the male population of Lemnos enacted by the Lemnian 

women: τί  δ᾽; ὁυ  γυνἄί κες εί λὁν Ἀί γυ πτὁυ τε κνἄ/ κἄί  Λή μνὁν ἄ ρδήν ἄ ρσε νων 

ε ξω  κίσἄν (886-7). The lines establish an intertextual connection with the famous 

 
342 See supra, sec. 1.3.1, p. 65. 
343 Gregory (1999), 150. 
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misogynistic stasimon of Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers (631-8),344 which mentioned the 

crime of the women of Lemnos as emblematic of female violence.345  

Yet Hecuba’s mythical exempla do not allude simply to female violence or 

resourcefulness: Aeschylus’ ode first mentions Althea and Scylla, and only in the end 

concludes with the Λή μνίἄ κἄκἄ . Here, Hecuba’s mention of the Danaids and the 

Lemnians is not simply intended to evoke two of Aeschylus’ tragedies but also 

anticipate the violence of the Trojan women as an act performed by specifically 

barbarian women.346 As mentioned above, recent, ‘postmodern’ scholarship has 

attempted to resist the view developed after the Enlightenment that Hecuba’s 

vengeance signals her moral degeneration: Gregory, more than others, argued that 

Hecuba’s brutal punishment, ‘a head for an eye’, ‘does not exceed the bounds prescribed 

by custom’.347 And, in general, the desire and even responsibility of retaliation must 

have been culturally shared by the Athenian audience,  even if this desire was seen as 

legitimate primarily if dealt with through the legal institutions of the polis.348 But 

elements of Hecuba’s vendetta must have made the punishment appear particularly 

 
344 Thalmann (1993), 151.  
345 Brown (2018) considers the mention of the ‘Lemnian crime’ as alluding only to that episode 
of female violence and disregards the possibility that it might allude to the murder perpetrated 
by the Pelasgian men as recounted in Hdt. 6. 138. Lebeck (1967), 183-4 and Garvie (1986), 
217-8 instead consider both possibilities, thus downplaying the gendered theme in the 
stasimon.  
346 Hall (1989), 169 argues that Lemnos was not presented as barbarian territory on the Greek 
stage, but also notes that the Lemnian chorus of Euripides’ Philoctetes may ‘have retained some 
flavour’ of its barbarianism. In any case, Lemnos was perceived as exotic, semi-savage and 
symbolically located at the boundaries of Hellas: cf. Nenci (1998), 318 on Hdt. 6. 318, especially 
on the recurrent tendency of Lemnian men to abduct foreign women. As for the importance of 
barbarism to the metaphor, the same could be said about Andromache’s assimilation to Niobe 
(Andr. 115-6, 532-4; see infra, sec. 2.1, pp. 138-9) and, potentially, Polyxena’s to Procne (Hec. 
337-8; cf. Battezzato 2018, 120). Cf. Hall (1989), 116 on Euripides’ Phoenissae in relation to 
Aeschylus’ Septem and Choephoroe: ‘Euripides externalizes in the ethnicity of his chorus-
members the timorousness and threnodic lyricism which Aeschylus had related exclusively to 
their gender’. 
347 Gregory (1999), xxxiii. The formulation is from Dover (1974), 184. 
348 Allan (2013), 596. 
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barbaric and barbarian to the eyes of the Athenians. For example, mutilation in tragedy 

has appeared to reflect the Athenians’ anxieties about such practices in the Persian 

empire, and acts or threats of mutilation are constantly associated to barbarians on the 

Attic stage (Sophocles’ Thracian Tereus, Euripides’ Thoas and Aeschylus’ Egyptian 

herald); comparably to our play, the Phrygian Idaea, wife of Phineus, is said to have 

gouged out the eyes of her stepchildren in the Antigone (966-76).349 Phineus’ wife is 

said specifically to have used a shuttle, comparable to the twisted use of pins in the 

Hecuba, and the reason why it figures in the ode of that play is because the story was 

set in Thrace (as here).350 In some versions of the story, Phineus himself was blinded.351 

It is not necessary to imagine a relationship of strict connection between the two 

stories; it suffices to notice that the punishment was particularly barbaric and 

‘Thracian’. The excessive revenge of Amestris, Xerxes’s wife, on the innocent wife of 

Masistes (Hdt. 9.108) is an example of the ideological connection between female 

barbarians and excessive ruthlessness.352 Herodotus’ story of a Thracian that had his 

children’s eyes gouged out as a punishment (8.116) has also been used as a parallel for 

Hecuba’s act by Battezzato, who maintains that Hecuba’s ethnicity, as well as 

Polymestor’s, is fundamental, as it allows the tragedian to represent violence while 

displacing it onto the barbarian world.353  

Nonetheless, as explained before, Greeks must have felt that Hecuba’s vengeance was 

both admirable and particularly heinous. Specifically, however, they must have also felt 

that the Trojan queen’s behaviour was as barbaric as Greek. It has been noted once 

 
349 Hall (1989), 159. 
350 Brown (1987), 205. 
351 Griffith (1999), 291. The story was probably told in Sophocles’ Phineus. 
352 Cartledge (1993), 100-1.  
353 Battezzato (2010), 58. 



106 
 

before that there is ‘a certain resemblance’ between the story dramatized by Euripides 

here and the narrative of the punishment of Artayctes in the ninth book of the 

Histories;354 this suggestion has not received its due attention.355 In response to the 

Persian Artayctes’ desecration of a shrine, Herodotus recounts how Xanthippus, 

Pericles’ father, allowed the people of Elaeus to take their revenge on him by nailing 

him to a plank and stoning his son as he watched (Hdt. 9.120-1). Immediately after, the 

Greeks set sail, closing the whole Histories. The similarities are striking: in both, Greeks 

reach the Chersonese ‘on their way from their victory on the coast of Asia Minor’;356 

Euripides, we should keep in mind, has altered the setting of the story of Polyxena’s 

sacrifice and changed it from the Troad to the coast of the Chersonese.357 In both 

stories, the Greeks are witnesses to a horrible case of infanticide where the (barbarian) 

father of the children is forced to watch the murder of his offspring before his very 

eyes,358 and is himself atrociously mutilated. Meridor thus assimilates Xanthippus to 

Agamemnon and recognises that it is disturbing, in the Herodotean narrative, to have 

Xanthippus and the Athenians sanctioning such a barbaric act.359 It has escaped notice, 

however, that the aetiology of Hecuba’s Cynossema provides a further, if confusing link 

to the story of Pericles’ father. While Hecuba’s Cynossema is clearly located on the 

Chersonese, the Greek world knew of another Cynossema. At Cat. Mai. 5.4, Plutarch tells 

the story of the Dog’s Mound in Salamis and connects it, indeed, to Xanthippus: 

 
354 Meridor (1983), 18. 
355 In the most recent commentary on the play, Battezzato (2018), 16-7 again lingers on the 
parallel. Cf. Foley (2015), 21-2. 
356 Meridor (1983), 18. 
357 And, it follows, he changed the location of the tomb of Achilles from the Troad to the 
Chersonese. Cf. Meridor (1983), 18: the tomb of Protesilaos must have been located in the 
proximity of the Cynossema. Pliny mentions the two places together at Nat. Hist. 4. 11 (18): 
dein promontorium Chersonesi Mastusia adversum Sigeo; cuius in fronte obliqua Cynossema, ita 
appellatur Hecubae tumulus, statio Achaeorum. Turris et delubrum Protesilai.  
358 Meridor (1983), 18. 
359 Meridor (1983), 19. 
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κυ νἄς δε  συντρὁ φὁυς γενὁμε νὁυς κἄί  συνή θείς ἄ λλὁί τε πὁλλὁί  κἄί  Ξἄ νθίππὁς ὁ  

πἄλἄίὁ ς τὁ ν εί ς Σἄλἄμί νἄ τῃ  τρίή ρεί πἄρἄνήξἄ μενὁν, ὁ τε τή ν πὁ λίν ὁ  δή μὁς 

ε ξε λείπεν, ε πί  τή ς ἄ κρἄς ε κή δευσεν, ή ν Κυνὁ ς σή μἄ με χρί νυ ν κἄλὁυ σίν. 

The same story appears at Plut. Them. 10.6 and in a slightly different manner at Ael. NA 

12.35, who claims that the story was reported before by Aristotle and Philochorus. 

It is suspicious that Xanthippus appears in the only other myth connected to the 

Cynossema in the Greek world (albeit a different one) and in the story that shares the 

most affinities with Euripides’ play, also set in the immediate proximity of the 

Cynossema. It is virtually impossible to recover the relationship between the two tales. 

If we maintain that the story existed already by Euripides’ times, we should also notice 

that the anecdote of Xanthippus’ dog had a clearly patriotic tone and that the Dog’s 

Mound was a symbol of Athenian pride in the struggle against Persia. In this case, 

Euripides would be reshaping a symbol of Athenian identity and changing the story by 

making Hecuba, the barbarian, the new Cynossema. If not, the tale of Xanthippus’ dogs 

still suggests that there was a connection between Herodotus’ story of Xanthippus and 

Artayctes on the Chersonese and Euripides’ story of Hecuba’s punishment of 

Polymestor and her transformation into the Cynossema on the Chersonese. Euripides 

would then be alluding to the story of Artayctes and the Athenians, and would be using 

the myth of the Cynossema, in some way connected to Xanthippus, to sanction this 

allusion. In the absence of further evidence, this must remain speculative. 

However, whatever the relationship between Euripides’ text and the stories that were 

circulating on Xanthippus’ dog, it is not haphazard to imagine that Artayctes’ story 
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could have reverberated in the ending of Hecuba.360 That story constituted the very 

climax of the process of increasing confusion between Greek and barbarian customs in 

Herodotus’ oeuvre:361 ‘the Greekest of states […] is now falling into the barbarian 

pattern, and the Other is coming very close to home’.362 Right between Asia and Greece, 

Herodotus brings the narrative of the fight between ‘East’ and ‘West’ back to that crucial 

space of exchange and negotiation of boundaries, the Hellespont, where the story had 

started, and further back to the Trojan war.363 Euripides, changing the location of 

Achilles’ tomb, does the same. While Hecuba’s vendetta is a particularly barbarian and 

barbaric act, then, Euripides chooses to complicate it by having it sanctioned by the 

Greek proto-tribunal of Agamemnon, and by possibly alluding to the figure of 

Xanthippus and his actions in the Chersonese.  

Barbarism is fundamental in Hecuba’s revenge not simply because of the barbarian 

undertones of her actions, but also because of the presence of Polymestor. Most observe 

the first level connection between the assimilation of Polymestor to Polyphemus: they 

are both savage monsters, lawless, ready to kill innocent lives, essentially asocial. 

Planinc, using the terminology of barbarism, argues that the references to Polyphemus 

expose the ‘barbarian’ tendencies in Polymestor as well as in the other characters—a 

term, however, that Planinc uses exclusively in a moral and psychological sense 

(barbaric, rather than barbarian).364 Polymestor’s assimilation to Polyphemus, made 

 
360 This does not require us to posit an intertextual relationship with Herodotus, but simply to 
imagine that the story of Artayctes and Xanthippus continued to circulate and remained vivid 
in Athenian cultural memory. This seems plausible in view of Xanthippus’ popularity and 
importance.  
361 Pelling (1997), 56. Cf. Hdt. 9. 78-9 with Vlassopoulos (2022), 14. 
362 Pelling (1997), 60-1; Moles (1996), 259-84. 
363 Pelling (1997), 50; Boedeker (1988), 42. Cf. Boedeker (1988), 45 on the Protesilaos-
Artayctes episode as a symbolic frame for Xerxes’ invasion. Cf. Di Benedetto (1971), 137 on the 
chronology. 
364 Planinc (2018), 411. 
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obvious by the scene of the blinding and by Polymestor’s cries for help (1089-106), 

makes him appear specifically barbarian and savage. Agamemnon asks Polymestor to 

‘expel the barbarian from his heart’ (ε κβἄλω ν δε  κἄρδί ἄς τὁ  βἄ ρβἄρὁν/ λε γ᾽, 1129-30) 

and make his case in a civilised manner: the assumption is that barbarians are lawless, 

as Agamemnon seems to imply when he says that ‘perhaps among Polymestor’s people 

it counts nothing to kill a guest, but it is a serious offence among the Greeks’ (1247-8). 

Obviously, the combination of lawlessness and guest-killing is particularly relevant to 

the story of Polyphemus as told by Homer. This is also the case for the Euripidean 

Polyphemus in the Cyclops, who also shares with Polymestor an interest in wealth and 

a complete disregard of laws (Cyc. 316-47). By quite literally assimilating the barbarian 

to the monster, Euripides thus seemingly confirms the ethnic hierarchy of Greek and 

barbarian, also preserving in this way a sense of morality in the definition of what is 

‘shameful’ even while speaking with the language of ethnographic relativism.365 What 

is more, Polymestor’s invective against the Trojan women after the murder emphasises 

his bestiality and even imbues his character with cannibalistic traits (1057-8, 1070-2) 

— fully traditional barbarian imagery, to the Greek imagination, and clearly also 

relevant to Polyphemus.366 Hecuba, too, seems now endowed with a full barbarian 

identity, along with the other Trojan women: her vengeance, as we saw, is particularly 

barbaric. If Polymestor is the savage, the animal, as he himself says, the Trojan women 

also turn into savage dogs (κυ νἄς, 1173) or savage beasts (1072), which in their turn 

can make Polymestor appear as a more savage beast (θή ρ, 1173; cf.1056). But 

Polymestor can also paradoxically appear as the civilised one, the hunter (κυνήγε τής, 

1174).367 The distinction between civiliser and civilised, Greek and barbarian, becomes 

 
365 Battezzato (2010), 83. 
366 Hall (1989), 126. 
367 Battezzato (2010), 79; Battezzato (2018), 239; Hall (2010), 257. 
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deferred, and it becomes even more complex by the description of Hecuba’s vengeance. 

For if Polymestor is Polyphemus, Hecuba is Odysseus, the Greek chauvinist of the play, 

and her Odyssean actions make her a character poised between acceptable and 

unacceptable, admirable and horrifying, Greek and barbarian.368  

While Polymestor and Hecuba are both typically deceptive barbarians, Odysseus’ own 

reputation as a liar and a sophistic speaker in the first part of the play is finally 

illuminated by Hecuba’s replay of his own future act of deception of Polyphemus. The 

assimilation complicates profoundly the Greek/barbarian distinction through 

Odysseus’ eloquence; this seems to find a parallel in the fragments of Euripides’ 

Philoctetes.  While Sophocles’ treatment of the story does present Odysseus under the 

worst light possible,369 it is Euripides’ version that seems to have introduced the 

themes of panhellenism370 and of Greek vs barbarian — an assumption that is 

supported also by noting that Philoctetes was staged as part of the same trilogy as 

Medea.371 The clearly orientalising portrayal of the Trojan embassy as greedy (TrGF v, 

fr. 794) gives way to their explicit ‘barbarisation’ in Odysseus’ reply (TrGF v, fr. 796): 

υ πε ρ γε με ντὁί πἄντὁ ς Ἑ λλή νων στρἄτὁυ  

ἄί σχρὁ ν σίωπἄ ν, βἄρβἄ ρὁυς δ’ ε ἄ ν λε γείν.  

The problem with Odysseus’ characterisation in this play is his own verbal 

deceitfulness: he begins the play by pretending to be a follower of Palamedes, the very 

man that he had falsely accused of having betrayed the Greeks.372 So, while the play 

 
368 Polyphemus’ savagery in the Cyclops is equally put into question, especially in the way the 
Cyclops shows signs of cultural progress and refinement: cf. Dunn (2017), 460-1. 
369 Olson (1991), 282-3. Cf. Stanford (1954), 115-7. 
370 Scodel (2009), 55. 
371 Calder (1979), 61; Hall (1989), 116. 
372 Cf. Scodel (2009), 58. 
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encourages the Greek audience to identify with Odysseus’ cause and presents it even 

as a panhellenic attempt to win the fight against barbarians,373 the moral integrity of 

the champion of Hellenism is put into question by his own barbarian deceitfulness. In 

the same trilogy in which Jason’s oath-breaking and Medea’s deceit raise fundamental 

issues revolving around ethnicity and language (on which, cf. infra), Euripides seems to 

have chosen to portray Odysseus’ verbal sophistry in the context of the Trojan war as a 

destabilising element to the definition of Greek identity. In Hecuba, the Trojan queen’s 

vengeance is based on the same ability to deepen the gap between signifier and 

signified of the Greek and chauvinistic hero of the same play.  

More importantly, however, it was Hecuba who initially spoke, as a barbarian, against 

the traits that are associated to Polymestor-Polyphemus as a barbarian (799-801): 

ή μεί ς με ν ὁυ ν δὁυ λὁί  τε κἄ σθενεί ς ί σως· 

ἄ λλ᾽ ὁί  θεὁί  σθε νὁυσί χω  κεί νων κρἄτω ν 

Νὁ μὁς· νὁ μω  γἄ ρ τὁυ ς θεὁυ ς ή γὁυ μεθἄ 

κἄί  ζω μεν ἄ δίκἄ κἄί  δί κἄί᾽ ω ρίσμε νὁί […]. 

Hecuba’s declaration is self-undercutting, based as it is on the fixity of nomos, 

ambiguously admitting as meaning the opposite of what she wants to say (a 

sophistic(ated) spin on tragic irony).374 To a closer inspection, Hecuba’s statement has 

important implications for the Greek/barbarian hierarchy. The ‘rhetoric superlative’,375 

namely the idea that nomos has power over the gods, most likely recalls the most 

 
373 Scodel (2009), 60. 
374 See supra, sec. 1.2.1, pp. 59-61. 
375 Battezzato (2018), 179-80: ‘it does not imply that a conflict for supremacy between nomos 
and the gods exist’. 
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famous use of this form, Pindar’s famous statement that ‘nomos is the king of all, mortal 

and immortal’ (νὁ μὁς ὁ  πἄ ντων βἄσίλευ ς θνἄτω ν τε κἄί  ἄ θἄνἄ των ἄ γεί δίκἄίω ν τὁ  

βίἄίὁ τἄτὁν υ περτἄ τἄί χερί , fr. 169a, 1-4).376 Hecuba intends to mean that there is one 

universal ‘law’ that rules over the course of events and actions, for both mortals and 

immortals.377 But here Pindar’s dictum seems to be subverted by the sophistic 

connotations of the expression. It is not simply the νὁ μω  γἄ ρ τὁυ ς θεὁυ ς ή γὁυ μεθἄ that 

resounds with sophistic religious scepticism: there are reasons to suspect that Pindar’s 

expression itself was already appropriated by sophistic thinkers. In Plato’s Gorgias, for 

instance, Callicles quotes the expression to demonstrate its argument that the stronger 

members of society have a right to do whatever pleases them: Pindar’s νὁ μὁς is 

manipulated by Callicles into meaning ‘law of the stronger’ (Grg. 484a-b).378 Callicles’ 

ideas appear to have been shared by the sophist Antiphon, who similary sets up a 

contrast between νὁ μὁς and φυ σίς, identifies self-interest as natural and just in his 

philosophical treatise On Truth, and deems the constraints of convention/law as fetters 

imposed on natural disposition (DK 87 B44A).379 The Gorgias thus appears to 

substantiate the view that Hecuba’s statement of νὁ μὁς is self-undercutting inasmuch 

as she inadvertently echoes ideas about the relativity and inadequacy of human 

law/custom that were most likely circulating in Athens in the 420s. Yet the sophistic 

debate on the constructedness of nomos cannot be taken in isolation from the genre 

 
376 Chrysippus imitates Pindar’s quote and blends it with lines of the passage from the Hecuba: 
SVF III, 314 (Radice 2002, 1122-3 in Battezzato 2010, 93). 
377 Asheri (1990), 256. 
378 See supra, sec. 1.2.1, p. 60. 
379 Cf. Gagarin (2002), 68. Cf. Pendrick (2001) for a list of the textual parallels as well as a list 
of the differences in nuance. As Pendrick points out, Dodds (1959), 268-9 thought that Callicles’ 
image of the lion might have been inspired by Antiphon. 
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that in those same years explored precisely the diversity of customs in the ancient 

world: ethnography. 

Closer in time to the Hecuba is another famous attestation of Pindar’s maxim, indeed 

encroached in sophistic terminology: Herodotus’ account of the relativity of human 

custom, which is also ‘the most famous statement of the ethnographers’ discovery of 

the cultural relativity of taboo’.380 While the Greeks cremate their dead, the Indians eat 

the bodies of their kin, and both would be equally horrified to resort to each other’s 

method. Herodotus concludes: ὁ ρθω ς μὁί δὁκε εί Πί νδἄρὁς πὁίή σἄί νὁ μὁν πἄ ντων 

βἄσίλε ἄ φή σἄς εί νἄί (Hdt. 3.38). Three clues seem to suggest that Euripides might be 

reflecting Herodotus specifically in his interpretation of Pindar. First, Hecuba is 

specifically alluding to the universal value of those ‘unwritten laws’ whose validity 

Herodotus is questioning; ethnography most likely catalysed sophistic discussion over 

nomos vs physis.381 Second, Hecuba is pleading for justice specifically for the murder of 

Polydorus and the sacrilegious disposal of his body, tossed into the sea by Polymestor. 

The whole episode focuses on burial. Agamemnon enters while asking Hecuba why she 

has not buried Polyxena yet (726-7); he then notices the body of Polydorus by the tents 

(733-5); Hecuba points at the corpse again at the beginning of her entreaty (760); 

Agamemnon asks more information as to the discovery of the body, and Hecuba reveals 

the sacrilegious treatment of Polydorus’ corpse (777-82), which is followed by 

Hecuba’s formal request for punishment and her pronouncement on Nomos. In an 

interesting ring composition, the episode ends with Hecuba’s request to halt Polyxena’s 

 
380 Hall (1989), 186. 
381 Asheri, Lloyd and Corcella (2007), 435 on Herodotus: ‘the relativistic spirit of Ionian science 
permeates this chapter, reinforced—as it seems—by a more recent experience of sophistic 
antilogy […]. The names of Protagoras, Hippias, and Prodicus have been suggested as possible 
inspirers of Herodotus’ views in this chapter; but Herodotus could himself have inspired these 
and other famous contemporary Sophists’. Cf. Hall (1989), 185-6. 
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burial so that both siblings might be cremated and buried together (894-7).382 So we 

have a barbarian woman asking for compensation for the murder of her son as well as 

for the sacrilege done to his body, in the name of the ‘unwritten laws’ that she claims 

are universal. Even if Herodotus’ statement on the relativity of nomos did not work as 

an intertext, Herodotus’ passage itself may have been influenced by sophistic thought 

on the relativity of nomos. Although Herodotus is not necessarily a relativist in the same 

way Antiphon is, this passage does seem to share sophistic influences, and the Pindaric 

sentence had been probably appropriated also by  Hippias (ὁ  δε  νὁ μὁς, τυ ρἄννὁς ω ν 

τω ν ἄ νθρω πων, Pl. Prt. 337d) and appears at the beginning of the Hippocratic 

Generation.383 This suggests that by the time Herodotus was writing, the Pindaric 

maxim had been appropriated by the sophists in their reflections on the relativity of 

nomos —reflections which would be often articulated in regard to the Greek/barbarian 

distinction, as in the Dissoi Logoi (DK 90.2).384  

Hecuba’s identity as a barbarian seems impossible to disentangle from the sophistic 

speculations on the relativity of νὁ μὁς by the time the play was being written—a point 

that is also elucidated by Plato’s Callicles. For Callicles also grounds his theory that 

powerful men should follow φυ σίς over respecting νὁ μὁς in the example of the 

Persians’ imperialism (483d); and although Callicles diverges from Herodotus 

inasmuch as in his case νὁ μὁς should not be respected but trampled upon, both take 

barbarians as evidence for questioning the universal value of νὁ μὁς. The same happens 

with  Glaucon in book 2 of Plato’s Republic, in which he makes a point on the human 

 
382 Notice that the visual impact of Polydorus’ body on stage — ἐπὶ σκήνἄῖς, as Agamemnon 
says metatheatrically at 733 —, continuously indicated and pointed at by the characters, must 
have been arresting. 
383 Thomas (2007), 70. 
384 Thomas (2007), 70. 
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constructedness of nomos by telling the story of Gyges (Pl. Resp. 358e-360d).385 That it 

is Hecuba, then, the barbarian queen, to argue for the opposite view, is a paradox, for, 

as Tyndareus explains in Orestes (486-7), it is ‘Hellenic’ to ‘not to aim to be above the 

law’, in a passage that also alludes the sophists’ aversion to nomos (whom Tyndareus 

indeed despises, 489). And yet Hecuba’s revenge shows her wrong. Just as Hecuba’s 

nobility is called into question by it, her apparent un-barbarian belief in the nomos gives 

way to a type of barbarian revenge which, however, seems also assimilable to the 

quintessential heroic exploit of Odysseus, representative of Greek superiority in the 

play. The connection between the two sides of sophistic debate that Conacher saw at 

work in the Hecuba becomes clearer: sophistic questioning of the stability of meaning 

and morality, νὁ μὁς, naturally leads to the deconstruction of the ideological divide 

between Greek and non-Greek. This connection is not explicitly made in any of the 

extant fragments of the sophists, but an instance of problematic nomos in connection 

to ethnicity appears in a famous papyrological fragment of Antiphon (DK 87 B44B) 

which plays on the typical contrast nomos/physis:386 

<we know them and we respect them>; but those [scil. probably laws] of those 

people who live far away we neighter know nor do we respect them. Thus in this 

regard we have become barbarians toward each other, since, in nature at least, we 

are all fitted similarly by nature in all regards to be both barbarians and Greeks. 

But it is possible to examine what is necessary <in what exists> by nature for all 

 
385 On the role of the ‘barbarian repertoire’ in Greek reflection on morality, cf. Vlassopoulos 
(2022), 17-8. 
386 Cf. Bett (2023), 171 on nomos in the fragment, as well as on Hippias’ similar statement in Pl. 
Prt. 337c-d. Due to the difficulty in interpretation, I use here the translation by Laks and Most 
(2016). Cf. Barnes (1987), 5; Gagarin (2002), 66-7; Vlassopoulos (2022), 194; Balla (2023), 
244-5; Pendrick (2001), 354-5 with further references on the cosmopolitan implications of this 
fragment.  
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humans and <what is provided to them> in conformity with <the same> 

properties, and <in these things none> of us has been defined as either 

b<arbaria>n or Greek. 

Whatever the connection between Euripides’ Hecuba and specific sophistic or 

ethnographic thought, the crisis in the definition of justice fundamentally hinges on the 

crisis of νὁ μὁς, here most vividly embodied in the confusion of ethnic behaviour 

expected by Hecuba as well as by the Greeks. In other words, while we saw gender and 

class being fundamental to this crisis of a moral definition, it is ethnicity here that 

undercuts the core of the play’s philosophical, destabilising reflection — the statement 

on the fixity of νὁ μὁς.  

Finally, the last part of the play hardly helps reestablishing ideological hierarchies of 

ethnicity.  When Hecuba claims that Greeks and barbarians could never be friends 

(πρω τὁν ὁυ πὁτ᾽ ἄ ν φί λὁν/τὁ  βἄ ρβἄρὁν γε νὁίτ᾽ ἄ ν Ἑ λλήσίν γε νὁς/ὁυ δ᾽ ἄ ν δυ νἄίτὁ, 

1199-201), this overlooks not only the fact that Agamemnon has already promised her 

support against Polymestor,387 but also her own similarity to what could be thought of 

as Greek character. Additionally, while the verdict does not seem to throw into disarray 

hierarchies of ethnicity (unlike those of gender and class), and while the last part of the 

play seems to delight in Polymestor’s barbarism and Hecuba’s barbarian degeneration, 

similarities between Greeks and barbarians reach an apex that cannot go unnoticed. 

Hecuba seems in this last part of the tragedy to prove Odysseus’ chauvinistic accusation 

that barbarians are inferior to Greeks because they are incapable of treating friends as 

friends (ὁί  βἄ ρβἄρὁί δε  μή τε τὁυ ς φί λὁυς φί λὁυς/ή γεί σθε, 328-9). However, this 

section also coincides with the most explicit echo of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon: from the 

 
387 Battezzato (2018), 13. 
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whole deception scene in which Hecuba lures inside, tension is built up to Polymestor’s 

cry (ω ίμὁί, τυφλὁυ μἄί φε γγὁς ὁ μμἄ των τἄ λἄς, 1035), echoing Agamemnon’s famous 

cry when Clytemnestra kills him, and finally to the juridical scene that we saw recalling 

the final of Eumenides, thereby foreshadowing the equally barbaric infringement of 

philia in the very Greek household of Agamemnon in Aeschylus’ trilogy.  

The differentiation and hierarchisation of Greek and barbarian are, in fact, also present 

in the process of order that the Oresteia delineates. Already Hall noted how one of the 

most semiotically charged scenes of the trilogy, the ‘tapestry scene’, hinges on the 

degeneration of both Agamemnon and Clytemnestra into barbarian behaviour. 

Clytemnestra’s ‘hyperbolic flattery’(possibly accompanied by her proskynesis), the 

waste of precious tapestries signalling excess and luxury, Agamemnon’s arrival on the 

chariot, all of these elements suggest this degeneration.388 The confusion between male 

and female is thus accompanied in the first stages of the trilogy by a confusion of Greek 

and barbarian. Yet this, as Hall also recognises, is redressed by applying the vocabulary 

of barbarism to the Furies in the last play,389 to then proceed to the process of 

hierarchisation that we saw before in gendered terms. This detail is in fact important: 

this process is concerned with the definition of a hierarchy of ethnicity only implicitly, 

only inasmuch as this hierarchy maps onto the gender dichotomy whose differentiation 

the trilogy works towards. Since the barbarian world is one of female power, 

effeminacy, and luxury, 390 it is a consequence of the final gender hierarchisation that a 

hierarchy of ethnicities is also tacitly established (and not the other way around). As 

Zeitlin has it, gender is the central magnet in the trilogy, around which a series of 

 
388 Hall (1989), 206-7. 
389 Hall (1989), 205. 
390 Zeitlin (1996), 92. 
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oppositions cluster; it is gender, its differentiation and hierarchy, that is at the basis of 

the Aeschylean depiction of the birth of civilisation.391 But in the Hecuba these 

hierarchies are functional discourses whose thematisation is equally explicit and 

whose overlapping problematisation constitutes part of the process of sociological 

complication that the play enacts.  

1.4 The Master’s House: Overlapping Hierarchies and 

Intersectionality 

Implicitly, many, if not all analyses of Attic tragedies take into account more than one 

hierarchy.392 Fewer studies, however, have examined how social hierarchies are 

mapped onto each other: for example, this is what Hall and Zeitlin do when they analyse 

the way the ideological belief in Greek superiority is projected onto the gender 

hierarchy in the Oresteia: these two polarities overlap in the conceptual, equally 

ideological creation of civilisation in Aeschylus.393 Rather than limiting themselves to 

the recognition that the social order is conceptualised as ‘multiple’ by tragedy, studies 

 
391 Zeitlin (1996), 101. 
392 Swift (2017), 80-7 devotes two sections of her chapter on Medea to ‘Medea as Barbarian?’ 
and ‘Medea as Woman’. Cf. Allan (2000), 178 on how Andromache is ‘emphatically other’ in 
Andromache. There is yet a difference between approaches such as these, which recognise the 
multiplicity of social themes, and the one I am sketching inasmuch as they do not analyse the 
way social hierarchies ideologically interact and intersect (precisely because they do not start 
from the assumption that social axes might be intersectional). On Andromache, single-axis 
gender analyses: McClure (1999); Rabinowitz (1984); single-axis class analyses: Torrance 
(2005); Synodinou (1974); Valtadorou (2022); single-axis race/ethnicity analysis: Vester 
(2009); Stavrinou (2016); Dué (2006). On Hecuba, most studies again focus on one hierarchy 
and the supposed ideological challenge to it or its reconfirmation;  for instance, race/ethnicity 
for Hall (1989), Conacher (1998), Planinc (2018); class for Daitz (1971), McDonald (1990); 
gender for Thalmann (1993), Papastamati (2017). Zeitlin (1991), who recognises the ironies 
surrounding all hierarchies in the play (p. 56), still considers gender as the fundamental 
polarity of the play (p. 81). Scholarship on Troades has also analysed hierarchies in isolation, 
with the important exception of Croally (1994). 
393 Cf. Roselli (2007), 82 on gender and class. The article, however, does not theorise the 
ideological interconnection between gender and class, and rather argues that gender in 
Heraclidae can ‘operate as a disguise for class in Attic culture’ (p. 106). 
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of this kind stress the way in which the social order is often constituted through 

analogical polarities.  

Anthropologically inflected studies of Attic tragedy agree that different cultural codes 

parallel each other. So complex is Zeitlin’s vision of this ideological intersection that the 

male/female attracts as a magnet that she tabulates it in this kind of scheme, here 

reproduced (my emphasis):394 

MALE FEMALE 

Apollo Erinyes 

Olympian Chthonic 

Unbind (will, salvation)  Bind  

Marriage (non-kin) Kinship 

Father  Mother 

Law (court) Ritual (altar) 

Intention Act 

Odd (three, trilogy) Even (two, tie, lex talionis) 

Center Limit (frontier, interior) 

GREEK BARBARIAN 

City House 

Culture Nature 

 
394 Zeitlin (1996), 112. 
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Future (young) Past (old) 

Order Chaos 

Rule Unruly (misrule) 

Above Below 

Head-Phallos Belly-womb 

Active Passive 

Creativity Fertility 

Reason Unreason (sexuality, passion) 

Light Dark 

Life Death 

Clarity (plain speaking) Obscurity (riddle, metaphor) 

Intellect  Senses 

Positive Negative 

 

 Zeitlin’s systematisation is in fact supported by ancient testimonies of similar schemes. 

Aristotle, most importantly, reports the so called ‘table of opposites’ adopted by some 

Pythagoreans who believed that contraries were the causal principles of things and so 

drew these tables by arranging contraries in two separate columns (Metaph. 5 986a22-

b2):395  

 
395 Goldin (2015), 171; Cartledge (1993), 13. 
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Others among them say there are ten principles, laying them out in columns – limit 

and unlimited, odd and even, one and plurality, right and left, male and female, 

resting and moving, straight and curved, light and darkness, good and bad, square 

and oblong. 

What is striking about such tables of opposites is not simply the dichotomous 

horizontal contraposition between contraries, but the extent to which vertical 

members of the same column are also implied to be conceptually linked, forming a 

semblance of a system:396 

research in structural anthropology indicates that the tables are a formalization of 

arrays of ‘symbolic classification’ which expresses, however inchoately, a pre-

scientific world-view with social and ethical implications, according to which the 

presence of a principle on one column of the table will carry with it, or otherwise 

be associated with, another principle from the same column. 

Pythagorean tables are obviously not ‘intersectional’ in its sociological sense, given that 

the columns mention a wide range of concepts that go beyond the social sphere, yet in 

a way they represent the formalisation of an implicit system of belief that developed 

into the Aeschylean one represented by Zeitlin, which, in its turn, reproduces the 

ideological overlap between the social hierarchy of gender and that of ethnicity.397 By 

the time Aeschylus wrote, in fact, that process of creation of a Greek ethnic identity in 

response to the Persian wars had also meant that conceptualisations of society and 

 
396 Goldin (2015), 172; 181 on the evidence Aristotle gives for this at Metaph. 13 1093b7-18. 
397 The difference is that the Oresteia does not seem to deliberately theorise or formalise this 
system of symbolic associations, while what is striking about the Pythagorean table is the fact 
that it is ‘a self-conscious formalisation of symbolic associations that pervaded Pythagorean 
lore and practice’ (Goldin 2015, 179).  
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order were complicated by the addition of this new conceptual hierarchy. This overlap 

is what DuBois has called ‘the analogical model’. 

In the seminal Centaurs and Amazons, DuBois calls the ‘analogical model’ a specific 

model of classical Greek thought defining normativity within the classical polis. 

Specifically, DuBois maintains that Greek literature, and tragedy specifically, attests to 

the way the identity of members of the polis is constructed and negotiated through 

differentiation with a series of others—animals, women, foreigners—all of which are 

excluded from the conceptual centre of the polis. Using her metaphor,  the Greek male 

free subject is the centre of the wheel, and these conceptual ‘others’ are the spokes 

radiating from the hub of the wheel.398 In her turn, DuBois builds on Lloyd’s Polarity 

and Analogy (a book fundamentally imbued with the type of structural anthropology 

mentioned above)399 and its argument that early Greek thought proceeded through the 

two basic procedures of polarity and analogy. Applying this model to fifth-century 

Athenian literature, DuBois argues that the Athenian citizen subject is constructed 

through differentiation; and, most importantly, this process of differentiation works not 

only by establishing polar opposites (polarities), but by yoking these polarities through 

analogy.400 Croally, drawing on DuBois, importantly recognises that this creation of the 

‘subject’ is primarily ideological: it serves to define the civic identity of the Athenian 

citizen body in opposition to others like slaves, women, barbarians. 

 Yet Croally’s understanding of ideology as the ‘authoritative self-definition of the 

citizen body’ is problematic inasmuch as it risks considering civic identity, rather than 

 
398 DuBois (1982), 129. 
399 In particular, Lloyd (1966), 37-41 uses the studies of the Durkheimian scholar Robert Hertz, 
which elucidate ‘a recurrent characteristic of dualistic conceptions in primitive thought, 
namely the tendency to correlate or identify the members of different pairs of opposites’.  
400 DuBois (1982), 4. 
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power and domination, as the ultimate aim of ideology.401 This, the Hecuba suggests, 

risks sidelining the play’s interest in power and hierarchy, and also, crucially, neglecting 

the hierarchies present within the citizen body (i.e., hierarchies of class and status). 

Here Audre Lorde’s definition of ‘mythical norm’ might be enlightening to progress 

beyond considerations of ideology-as-civic-identity towards an understanding of 

ideology as a matrix of discourses of power:402 

Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a mythical norm, 

which each one of us within our hearts knows "that is not me." In America, this 

norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and 

financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power [my 

italics] reside within this society. Those of us who stand outside that power often 

identify one way in which we are different, and we assume that to be the primary 

cause of all oppression, forgetting other distortions around difference, some of 

which we ourselves may be practising. 

Lorde’s writing is one of the most famous examples of what would later be theorised 

under the name of constitutive intersectionality: in her view, ideology underpins 

domination, and the structure of domination is based on a system of interconnected 

hierarchies.403 Because of this, Lorde does not simply intend to advocate for solidarity 

between socially marginalised groups, but grounds such solidarity in the idea that the 

system cannot be dismantled by working on one hierarchy only: in Freire’s words, ‘the 

master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house’.404  Most crucially, Lorde’s 

 
401 See infra, sec. 3.6.2, pp. 309-10. 
402 Lorde (2019), 54-5. 
403 Cf. Ilmonen (2019), 11 on scholars’ understanding of Lorde’s writings. 
404 Also cf. Keating (1998), 27. 
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mythical norm allows us to shift the discussion from the understanding of ideology as 

the definition of the civic, political identity to the master’s house. This master’s house 

is the system of power, itself constituted of semiotic, structural ‘systems of meaning 

through which we represent the world’,405 those structuralist polarities so well-

articulated by studies of tragedy, that the Hecuba contests and deconstructs. 

In the Oresteia, the two discourses of gender and ethnicity are intertwined; the social 

disorder represented so well by the perversion of gender norms in the first two plays 

is also accompanied by the perversion of Greekness into barbarism, as in the tapestry 

scene. The Eumenides seems to reestablish social order by acting on both these 

perversions, although, as I argued, the hierarchy of Greekness and barbarism is implicit 

and secondary to the ‘gender magnet’. And yet the social order in the Hecuba is 

explicitly represented beyond single axes and instead reflects, in comparison to the 

Oresteia, an enlargement of the vision of the social. Social order is thematised in a multi-

layered way, as constituted by dynamics of gender, ethnicity, and class, and this 

thematisation is the first important difference with Aeschylus’ trilogy.  

 So far, I have discussed gender, ethnicity, and class in the play separately, but it is vital 

that I state how these hierarchies are not only present separately, but are again 

ideologically analogical to the point of being overlapping and indistinguishable from 

each other. Not seeing here this complexity (as opposed to multiplicity) poses the risk 

of twisting intersectionality back into a single-axis (albeit multiple single-axes) 

approach:406 this is why, for instance, scholars have diversely seen Polyxena’s brave act 

of self-sacrifice as a challenge to class (Daitz, Rabinowitz), ethnicity (Hall, Rabinowitz), 

 
405 Hall (1985), 103; Althusser (1969), 231-6. 
406 Cf. May (2015), 22.  
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or gender (Papastamati), when in fact it is virtually impossible to say whether her 

athletic, heroic depiction makes her appear as noble, male, or Greek. Likewise, it is 

impossible to say whether Hecuba and Odysseus are assimilated in terms that are 

primarily gendered, or whether her blinding of ‘Polyphemus’ should emphasise more 

her Greekness, or again whether the whole remembrance of ‘Odysseus’ slavery’ to 

Hecuba functions as a foil to the discussion of nobility and slavery.407 The hierarchies, 

instead, appear as overlapping axes of social order—a new, enlarged social order, in 

comparison to Aeschylus, that goes beyond gender. As long as literary analysis remains 

a single-axis one, the play will appear as an extraordinary and unexplainable 

iconoclastic act of Euripides, allegedly aimed at shedding light on the condition of 

slaves (Daitz) or the unfair treatment of foreigners (Rabinowitz). This is, in fact, how 

Hall ends her last chapter on the Trojan women plays of Euripides. After considering 

some options as to why Euripides might have gone to such an extent in these plays to 

deconstruct the moral polarity of Greeks and barbarians, she ends on an aporetic note, 

noting that not even the Spartanness of the Greeks in these plays can explain the 

contradiction these plays represent for her view of tragedy as ethnocentric.408 Instead 

of defending any one category, Hecuba represents a world in crisis, in which the social 

order, shown constructed in its overlapping threads of power, is deprived of its 

ideological fundaments, ultimately deconstructed. At a hermeneutic level, it not only 

makes problematic the idea that one social hierarchy or the other might be the only 

 
407 The confrontation between them is repeatedly presented as that between a master and a 
slave (234-7). Hecuba also tries to build her case by reminding Odysseus of how he was 
captured in Troy during the war and how Hecuba spared him; yet she uses specifically the 
vocabulary of slavery, defining him her δὁῦλὁς (249) on that occasion. 
408 Hall (1989), 215. 



126 
 

relevant to the play; the text also makes difficult to distinguish between them, to point 

them down as the play unravels on stage. 

This brings me to the second fundamental difference with the Oresteia. In the case of 

the Oresteia, the trilogy works towards the resolution of the chaotic state of things 

presented in the first two plays. This chaos can be seen to be moral, cosmic, institutional 

etc., but is primarily represented by gender dynamics, on which the trial overseen by 

Athena hinges. The definition of meaning, as brilliantly argued first by Goldhill, is 

intrinsically tied to the definition of morality; in its turn, this is based on the definition 

of gender, with its differentiation between male and female. As I have made clear, I 

disagree with Goldhill inasmuch as I do see the Eumenides as working towards this 

definition, and not towards its openness. As already suggested by Thalmann, the 

Hecuba replays the Oresteia and foreshadows it, ultimately reopening issues that had 

appeared, or could appear, to be solved by the end of the trilogy. The crisis of meaning, 

evidently not a new but a renewed issue in the intellectual milieu of the 430s where 

sophists had made their appearance, slides back into the world of the Hecuba. This 

incapacity of defining has implications for the definition of justice and morality, left 

ambiguous, and ultimately ties into the notion of gender, here left open. Therefore, the 

intrinsic connection between ‘language’ and ‘sexuality’ that Goldhill saw at the centre 

of the Oresteia is received by Euripides but reworked. The ‘construction’ of social order 

becomes here a deconstruction of an entire system of overlapping hierarchical 

discourses, one that could adequately be called intersectional, and one that goes 

beyond gender in representing the social totality. This social totality is not only 

conceptualised as ‘multiple’, constituted by distinct networks and axes, but rather 

‘complex’, in its etymological sense: as a structure constituted by multiple axes that are 

intimately connected with each other, mutually sustaining, and even overlapping. Not 
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only does the deconstruction of this ‘complex’ matrix need to be inherently effected 

through interconnecting, mutually sustaining hierarchies, but this deconstructive 

process itself, this critical opening, sheds lights on those interconnections between 

hierarchies in the constitution of this matrix of power. 

As such, the Hecuba’s ideological operations not only can be grasped through 

intersectional theory, but intersectional theory itself can initiate a dialogue with 

Hecuba. In comparison with some strands of Marxist thought, intersectionalists 

maintain that exploitation—meaning the material reality of social hierarchy—is not 

primary in comparison to oppression—meaning the ideologies that uphold social 

hierarchy—, nor is it entirely different.409 In so doing, intersectionalists can theorise 

that hierarchies of gender, race, and class (but not exclusively) intersect in the material 

conditions of exploitations. But they can theorise that this exploitation is reciprocally 

constituted by and constitutes the dynamics of oppression, which, from an 

intersectional perspective, is always based on an ideological matrix of domination. The 

importance intersectionality reserves to oppression as a ‘complex’ system in which no 

hierarchy is primary or constitutes the ‘base’ of a ‘superstructure’410 necessarily 

prompts to rethink the idea that only modernity or capitalism can explain the way in 

which they are weaved together in the current ideological nexus.411 Yet if social 

hierarchies of gender, ethnicity, and class can appear as mutually sustaining in the 

process of unveiling that Euripidean deconstruction effects, new questions can be 

 
409 Exploitation was and is clearly fundamental in Marxist thought and primary over 
oppression; or, rather, oppression can be explained as part of the material reality of 
exploitation – all of which is not shared by intersectionalists: Bohrer (2019); Mezzadra (2021), 
5. 
410 Ferguson (2016), 41. 
411 Fraser and Jaeggi (2018); cf. Ferguson (2016), 46. Yet it is possible to argue, with the 
intersectionalists, that capitalism explains how oppressions were exacerbated, and were 
exacerbated specifically in their intersection: Bohrer (2019), 114. 
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asked on the historical or transhistorical nature of the tendency of ideology to function 

through overlapping processes of social oppression. 

With important differences,412 DuBois already seemed to read Euripides’ Medea in 

similar terms. DuBois deems the Athenian human subject as essentially reinforced by 

tragedy, although tragedy seems to stage what happens when order (based on 

differentiation) starts to crack. The tragedies that she investigates, however, apparently 

focus only on one aspect of the process of differentiation, while Medea offers ‘a 

continuous linear discourse about all the problems of difference, animal/human, 

Greek/barbarian, male/female’.413 This ‘accumulation’ of difference, DuBois observes, 

in fact seems to represent a reflection on ‘otherness’ erupting within the polis, as if the 

ideology of the polis could not contain, marginalise, subordinate anymore the violent 

forces inherent in otherness.414 DuBois sees Medea as Euripides’ ‘diagnosis’ of the crisis 

of the analogical model, and its realisation in the Bacchae, where Dionysus collapses all 

of the differentiations. With Dionysus, Euripides thus seems to ‘reveal the inadequacy 

of the old logic of polarity’, with ‘otherness’ again erupting within the polis and 

destroying it.415  

The Hecuba enacts not simply a challenge, but a deconstruction of the system of 

ideology, itself a semiotic system of representations (in an Althusserian sense), based 

on overlapping hierarchies of power. This deconstruction is not merely a transgression: 

it is not Clytemnestra’s perversion of femininity, which ultimately ends up reinforcing 

the hierarchical order of genders, but a multilayered, open, unfixed suspension of a 

 
412 See supra, p. 122. 
413 DuBois (1982), 118. 
414 DuBois (1982), 118. 
415 DuBois (1982), 122. 
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multi-faceted prism of identification and hierarchisation, which underlies the 

ideological construction of order. This order, deconstructed in its overlapping strands, 

is primarily social and civic; yet if the project of civilisation announced and celebrated 

by Eumenides occasioned a wide range of changes in codes and hierarchies — moral, 

linguistic, narrative, even divine and cosmic—, the Hecuba necessarily re-opens what 

is commonly accepted as settled in a way that goes beyond the social ‘order’ and the 

hierarchy on which it is based.  

To return to the problem of form, then, adopting an intersectional approach 

metaphorically and euristically as a theory of relationality, co-constitutiveness, and 

complexity may perhaps illuminate a way forward with critical and postcritical studies. 

Intersectionality, in my view, can be understood as a perspective on the social that can 

dialectically navigate the Scylla of Marxist reductionism and/or totalisation and the 

Charybdis of poststructuralist aporia. Rightly or wrongly,416 intersectionality is often 

understood to fragment the subject, or group identity, by focusing on multiplicity.417 

This is to some extent a poststructuralist moment in the dialectic.418 Yet the second 

movement is to recuperate this fragmentation—which it inevitably requires—in the 

enlightening process of explaining their structural enmeshment in the sustainment of 

oppression and exploitation.419 In other words, fragments are not left to hang as free-

 
416 It is often said that intersectionality can produce divisions within social groups: Carastathis 
(2013), 942; Ludvig (2006); Ehrenreich (2002). 
417 Mezzadra (2021), 22; May (2015), 50. This is after all the original meaning of 
intersectionality as intended by Crenshaw (1989), who was primarily interested in 
highlighting the particular, specific, and largely ignored position of black women before the 
American law. 
418 Many still think that intersectionality is a poststructuralist theory: Hancock (2016), 164. Cf. 
Moi (2017), 104. 
419 Hancock (2016), 178. Cf. May (2015), 46. As Lorde famously wrote, ‘it was a while before 
we came to realize that our place was the very house of difference rather than any one 
particular difference’ (Lorde 1982, 226). Precisely because intersectionality conceives identity 
already as not unified and ‘coalitional’, it can breathe life into a politics based on difference that 
paradoxically unites through that interplay of sameness and difference: cf. Mezzadra (2021), 
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floating atoms, but are put back together in the explanation of a structure.420 Yet what 

happened if we appropriated this dialectical movement of intersectional theory to the 

literary analysis of tragedy? All those fragments, or, as said above in somewhat 

Foucauldian language, those ‘molecules’ of the text, cease to appear as free-floating 

molecules, and become inextricable from the ideological operations of the text—its 

operations, whether Euripides intended it or not, on the matrix of domination the text 

inevitably engages with and negotiates. Fragments of the text appear not as lonely 

molecules juxtaposed to other fragments but intimately co-constituted by them and co-

constituting them, at times — but not always — even overlapping with each other.421 

The act of reading, or viewing, in other words of interpreting, means to be concerned, 

yet these concerns are themselves, despite our best efforts, ideological. For ideology is 

not ‘behind’ the text, and the text is not a surface under which ideology lies concealed: 

rather, the inextricability of both — at times even the overlap — challenges the 

postcritical aspiration to ideological suspension.   

 
7; Bohrer (2019), 257; Cole (2008), 447; Carastathis (2013). By positing identity as already 
‘coalitional’, intersectionalists mean that identity is complex (for instance there is no universal 
‘Woman’); yet this paradoxically paves the way, rather than forecloses, a wider and powerful 
politics of coalitions: Carastathis (2013); Crenshaw (1991); May (2015), 41. This is missed by 
critics such as Moi (2017), who argues that intersectionality attempts to produce ‘rigidly 
bounded concepts’ (97) and yet in doing so hampers attempts to grapple with ‘concepts’ to the 
point that political action is rendered impossible (106-7).  
420 Ferguson (2016), 39. This was already clear in black feminist thought and activism before 
Crenshaw: famously, the Combahee River Collective wrote of ‘major systems of oppression’ as 
‘interlocking’ in 1974 (Taylor 2017; Mezzadra 2021). This has important implications on the 
organisation of the ensuing struggle: as Davis (2016), 144 notes, what is at stake is ‘not so much 
the intersectionality of identities but intersectionality of struggles’. 
421 But differently from other critical approaches, intersectionality insists on the multiplicity 
and complexity of the ideological system, so that single elements of a phenomenon can hardly 
be explained with recourse to one unified explanation, one category. And so likewise it gives 
us an opportunity to interpret features—or fragments—of the text as inevitably produced by 
and producing a nexus of other fragments. Similarly, we could think, again metaphorically, by 
using the conceptualisation of the social order as complex as intended by Stuart Hall (1985), 
91: the social has a structure, yet it is ‘complex’, which means that ‘it is a complex structure in 
which it is impossible to reduce one level of practice to another in some easy way’. 
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Mobilising the audience’s and the scholars’ disparate concerns — from sophistic 

rhetoric to the nature of law, from its broken narrative structure to its strange 

intertextuality — diverse but not disconnected, the Hecuba’s drive towards irresolution 

and critique re-opens ideas of order and normativity, putting into question the notion 

of hierarchy itself. Yet if this normality is complex, constituted of structural, mutually 

supporting threads, it deconstructs all of the hierarchies that underlie them, showing 

them fundamentally interdependent, intersecting, overlapping.
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2  

ENMESHMENT 
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Complex Inferiorities: Andromache and Its 

Enmeshed Hierarchies 

Staged almost the same year as Hecuba, Euripides’ Andromache seems to be an equally 

strange, if less grim play. Andromache, too, has been enslaved after the fall of Troy, and 

she is now the concubine of Neoptolemus, Achilles’ son, in Phthia. To add to her misery, 

Hermione, Neoptolemus’ legitimate wife, is persecuting both her and the child she has 

had with Neoptolemus, perceiving Andromache as a threat to her own position as a 

wife. Hermione is seemingly barren and anxious that because of her childlessness 

Neoptolemus might repudiate her and instead consider Andromache and ‘Molossus’ 

(as scholars call the child, although the play does not name him so) his legitimate wife 

and son. The play opens with Andromache sheltered at Thetis’ altar, in fear, in the 

attempt to save herself from Hermione’s impending vengeance. Neoptolemus is away, 

in Delphi, to beg Apollo for forgiveness following a past act of impiety, and so she has 

no protection against Hermione’s attacks. She is informed by a maidservant that her 

mistress and her father, Menelaus, are plotting against her and Molossus. A tense 

confrontation follows between Hermione and Andromache that ends with no real 

progression of the plot: Hermione simply exhibits her arrogance and Andromache her 

defying spirit.  

Enters Menelaus, just arrived in military attire from Sparta to assist his daughter in her 

despicable vengeance. Menelaus is petty and deceptive, and ultimately deceives 

Andromache by promising that if she offers herself to die, in a perverted form of heroic 

self-sacrifice, Molossus will be spared. When she accepts, Menelaus reveals that both 

will be killed, triumphantly: yet his enthusiasm is short lived, for the aged Peleus 
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intervenes and rescues Andromache, after an equally caustic debate with Menelaus. As 

in Hecuba, the second part of the play shifts abruptly in tone and direction: now that 

her plan has failed, Hermione has lost her senses, anticipating that Neoptolemus will 

cast her out of his house, once he returns to Phthia from Delphi. As Hermione despairs, 

Orestes, her cousin, appears. He is determined to save her by leading her away with 

him. Hermione had been promised to Orestes before being given in marriage to 

Neoptolemus, and Orestes has been monitoring the situation in Phthia, waiting for the 

right occasion to intervene. Plotting revenge against Neoptolemus, he leaves the stage 

with her.  

The plot shifts a third time. Peleus re-enters the stage only to discover that 

Neoptolemus, his grandson, has been murdered by the Delphians. With the 

contribution of both Apollo and Orestes, the Delphians have been deceived into 

believing that Neoptolemus intended to plunder the temple. Neoptolemus’ body is 

brought on stage, Peleus laments in agitated lyric meters. But the play offers a final, 

surprising change in direction: Thetis, dea ex machina, appears from above to promise 

Peleus immortality and to redress the wrongs the audience has so far witnessed in the 

play. What can this strange play tell us about hierarchies, and, specifically, intersecting 

hierarchies?  

The Hecuba allowed us to grasp the overlapping deconstruction of gender, ethnicity, 

and class in the tragedy, paralleled and condensed into a notion of social hierarchy that 

replays and contests the process of hierarchisation enacted by the end of the Oresteia. 

The Andromache, instead, enables us to analyse the way these three hierarchies are not 

separately destabilised, but rather are simultaneously challenged through their 

enmeshment. This ideological interconnection — already palpable before the creation 
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of the play, in the extraliterary world — makes it impossible to individuate changes in 

one hierarchy without noticing effects on the others. What is more, this profound 

entanglement raises serious hermeneutic questions: it not only challenges the 

assumption that the reader can easily distinguish between them, but it also raises the 

issue of whether each is fully understandable as a separate entity. If Hecuba raises the 

issue of how we can distinguish between them in the process of interpretation, 

Andromache more disturbingly asks the question whether this process of distinction 

should be undertaken in the first place. As a bundle of hierarchies, the social order is 

once again profoundly deconstructed in its totality, emptied of its meaning, by the 

workings of this play.422 This time, too, this deconstruction has robust connections with 

the rest of the concerns of the play; this time, too, the shadow of Aeschylus will be 

impossible to overlook in the critical work the play enacts.  

2.1 Andromache, Interrupted: Female Virtue and its 

Complication 

The initial characterisation of Andromache is unmistakably traditional in gendered 

terms, and she laments and memorialises from the beginning of the play her past 

marriage as we remember it from Homer; yet the archetypal wife is now placed in a 

new and complicated environment. The play opens with Andromache’s apostrophe, 

unusually directed at her past rather than present situation. She immediately evokes 

her marriage to Hector, emblematic of the disruption of the ὁί κὁς which so 

 
422 In the first part of this chapter, the terms ‘challenge’, ‘collapse’, and ‘question’ are used; in 
the second, ‘deconstruct’. While deconstruction will appear to be the best term to define what 
happens in the play by the end of the chapter, I use at first more cautious terms in the analysis 
of the play to then show how these are not simply ‘transgressions’ or ‘challenges’ to the 
normative order, but rather procedures of deconstruction that suspend the meaning of 
hierarchies through which normative reality is understood — both in the play considered on 
its own and vis-à-vis the Oresteia. 
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fundamentally pervades this tragedy.423 She frames her vicissitudes in terms of her 

womanhood: she claims to have been formerly ‘enviable’, but to have now become the 

most unfortunate of women (νυ ν δ᾽, εί  τίς ἄ λλή, δυστυχεστἄ τή γυνή , 6).424 This 

nostalgic prelude (on the past) mirrors the prologue itself (on the present). 

Andromache’s ‘bridal procession’ from Thebe to Troy approximates her forced journey 

as a slave from Troy to Phthia. In both cases Andromache ‘reached’ (ἄ φίκὁ μήν, 3;  

εί σἄφίκὁ μήν, 13) a new land after ‘being given’ to a man, first to Hector, as a 

‘childbearing wedded wife’ (δἄ μἄρ δὁθεί σἄ πἄίδὁπὁίὁ ς Ἑ κτὁρί, 4), and then to 

Neoptolemus, as ‘his prize of war’ (τω   νήσίω τῃ Νεὁπτὁλε μω  δὁρὁ ς γε ρἄς/ δὁθεί σἄ, 

14-5).425 In Greece, Andromache mutates into an object of prestige and status (λεί ἄς 

Τρωί κή ς ε ξἄί ρετὁν, 15) similar to the costly ornaments that she first brought to Troy 

as her dowry (ε δνων συ ν πὁλυχρυ σω  χλίδῃ , 2).426 So she contrasts her current status 

as a slave and as an object to her previous freedom (τω ν ε λευθερωτἄ των/ ὁί κων 

νὁμίσθεί σ’, 12-3). Finally, Andromache’s parallel references to Astyanax (πἄί δἄ  θ᾽ ὁ ν 

τί κτω, 9) and ‘Molossus’427 (ἄ ρσεν᾽ ε ντί κτω κὁ ρὁν, 24) are imbued with the same tragic 

irony presenting her second experience as a distorted version of the first.428 While 

Euripides willingly discards the variant of the myth in the Ilias Parva that had 

 
423 Storey (1989), 18. 
424 I print the text from Diggle (1984) except where differently indicated and discussed. 
425 Olsen (2022b), 72. 
426 This might be an echo of Sapph. fr. 44 V. describing the luxurious wedding procession of 
Andromache from Thebe to Troy. If this is the case, Euripides has decided to echo only the part 
of the poem that concentrates on the luxury of the procession and has left out the rest 
(including the reaction of the Trojans and their different roles in the wedding procession). One 
should consider that at Il. 22.470-2 Homer already speaks of ‘countless gifts’ in connection of 
the wedding procession of Andromache and Hector; yet there it is Hector who brings the gifts, 
while Sappho innovates by describing Andromache’s dowry: cf. Budelmann (2018), 142. 
427 Andromache’s and Neoptolemus’ child is never named in the play, but he is elsewhere 
known as Molossus, and I will use ‘Molossus’ throughout to avoid repetition. 
428 Grube (1941), 198. 
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Neoptolemus hurling Astyanax from the walls of Troy,429 the reference to the infanticide 

is preceded by the memory of Hector’s death at the hands of Achilles; poignantly, 

Molossus is said to have been birthed after Andromache ‘was brought to the son of 

Achilles’ (πλἄθεί σ᾽Ἀ χίλλε ως πἄίδί , 25). Andromache’s prologue thus shows a split and 

a comparison between two experiences of womanhood, of which the second seems the 

degenerated version of the first, and of which the first foreshadows Hermione’s 

condition, that of the legitimate wife. And yet, in spite of this pronounced sense of 

distortion and exceptionality, Andromache still emerges as the emblem of wifehood, 

the prototype of the perfect γυνή .  

The initial emphasis on her Homeric marriage, her memory of Astyanax and the 

mention of Molossus crystallise her in the position of wife and mother, but it is in her 

famous monody that she is constructed as quintessentially female. Andromache frames 

her verses with a priamel that conceptualises lamentation as a specifically feminine 

characteristic (91-5): 

χω ρεί νυν· ή μεί ς δ᾽ὁί σπερ ε γκεί μεσθ᾽ ἄ εί  

θρή νὁίσί κἄί  γὁ ὁίσί κἄί  δἄκρυ μἄσίν 

πρὁ ς ἄί θε ρ᾽ ε κτενὁυ μεν· ε μπε φυκε γἄ ρ 

γυνἄίξί  τε ρψίς τω ν πἄρεστω των κἄκω ν 

ἄ νἄ  στὁ μ᾽ ἄί εί  κἄί  δίἄ  γλω σσής ε χείν. 

As has been noted, Andromache’s following verses (103-116) constitute the first and 

only instance of elegiac metre in extant Greek tragedy. While it is possible that other 

 
429 Stevens (1971), 89. 
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instances of elegiacs in tragedy have simply not been preserved, the direct transition 

from speech to elegiac monody430 near the beginning of the tragedy must have been 

striking.431 Elegiacs have an added and specific relevance to Andromache: in selecting 

the dactylic meter, Euripides evokes the Iliadic lamentation of Andromache for the 

death of Hector (Il. 24.725-45; but cf. Il. 22.477-514).432 Lamentation is also 

underscored explicitly by Andromache: her priamel emphasises the depth of 

Andromache’s sorrow as well as the lament itself through the asyndetic juxtaposition 

of θρή νὁίσί κἄί  γὁ ὁίσί κἄί  δἄκρυ μἄσίν (92) in the form of a hendiatris and the 

hyperbolic πρὁ ς ἄί θε ρ᾽ ε κτενὁυ μεν (93). The choice of elegiacs probably also 

underscores the fact that Andromache is performing a θρή νὁς, for ε λεγὁς seems to be 

linked with lament already in Iphigenia in Tauris (143-6) and Aristophanes’ Birds (217-

9),433 and it was commonly believed in antiquity that the origin of elegy was 

threnodic.434 In using the elegiac meter, Euripides produces here not simply a 

lamentation, but the quintessential lamentation uttered by the quintessential woman. 

The gendered connotation of lamentation is often obvious and emphasised in many of 

Euripides’ tragedies such as Medea (131-212) and the Suppliants (79-85).435 

The lines from the Suppliants (probably produced almost the same year as 

Andromache) similarly draw connections between motherhood, femaleness, 

lamentation, and supplication. They also compare mourning women to trickling 

 
430 The scholia vetera on line 103 inform us that the lines were sung, a view that has been widely 
accepted by modern scholars: cf. Recchia (2023), 88-9; Gullo (2014), 745. Recchia (2023) also 
suggests that the verses might belong to an alternative tradition of sung elegiac poetry.  
431 Allan (2000), 55; Mossman (1995), 52 n16. 
432 Allan (2000), 56; Lloyd (1994), 111. 
433 Recchia (2023), 88 n6. As Recchia notes, the scholia ad locum also define this elegiac passage 
as a θρῆνὁς.   
434 Page (1936), 209. Recchia (2023), 88 n.6 challenges the view set forth by Gentili (2006), 59 
that the connections the ancients saw between elegy and the threnodic genre arose from the 
elegiac metre of Hellenistic epitaphs.  
435 Cf. Foley (2001), 21-55, esp. 37-44; Lloyd (1994), 111.  
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streams, and they equally evoke the myth of Niobe (Andr. 115-6, 532-4).436 The similar 

context to the elegiacs prove that Euripides meant to round off the lamentation of his 

character presenting her as the quintessential mater dolorosa. But the proximity of 

Thetis’ statue is also relevant: throughout the play, she is the emblematic mother bereft 

of her child (cf. 246-7; 1235-7). One must imagine the striking visual effect of 

Andromache embracing the statue of Thetis, especially since the effigy was most likely 

located at the centre of the stage, in what has been called ‘Euripides’ most ambitious 

use of a statue’.437 Andromache’s vulnerability is emphasised as she utters her 

threnodic, elegiac lament and embraces the emblem of interrupted motherhood.438 

Although her status has catastrophically degenerated into that of a concubine, the 

archetypal wife recalcitrates from embodying any other persona than the 

quintessential γυνή  she has always been. Endowed with extremely conventional female 

features that portray her as the prototypical γυνή , Andromache is crystallised in her 

past role as Iliadic wife even in the complicated circumstances of her concubinage. 

2.1.1 Man-Fighter: A Masculine Andromache? 

So far, the characterisation of Andromache has been consistent: immobilised and 

mourning, she has been quintessentially female. This does not change in what she says 

to Hermione in the following episode, where she encapsulates the normative Athenian 

view of womanhood par excellence. It is in fact commonly (if somewhat tacitly) 

maintained in the scholarship on the play that Andromache, though barbarian, elicits 

sympathy not simply because she is victimised, but because she appears to be an 

 
436 Stevens (1971), 110; Golder (1983), 132; Page (1936), 218. 
437 Wiles (1997), 200. 
438 Cf. Golder (1983), 131-2. For the gendered association between speech-making and 
masculinity on one hand and singing and femininity on the other, cf. Hall (1999a), 100; Lucas 
(1968), 160; Chong-Gossard (2008), esp. pp. 105-6 on Euripides’ Antiope (fr. 185 K.).  
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exemplum of (female) virtue — a ‘deferential and obedient figure’ that recalls ‘the 

Andromache of Iliad book 6’.439 At the beginning of this confrontation, Hermione enters 

the stage from the door of the palace, appearing in public. After her self-presentation 

and a racist argument she advances against Andromache,440 the two characters debate 

female virtue (232-45): 

Χὁρὁ ς 

δε σπὁίν᾽, ὁ σὁν σὁί ρ ἄ δί ως πρὁσί στἄτἄί, 

τὁσὁ νδε πεί θὁυ τῃ δε συμβή νἄί λὁ γὁίς. 

Ἑ ρμίὁ νή 

τί  σεμνὁμυθεί ς κἄ ς ἄ γω ν᾽ ε ρχῃ λὁ γων, 

ω ς δή  συ  σω φρων, τἄ μἄ  δ᾽ ὁυ χί  σω φρὁνἄ; 

Ἀ νδρὁμἄ χή 

ὁυ κὁυν ε φ᾽ ὁί ς γε νυ ν κἄθε στήκἄς λὁ γὁίς. 

Ἑ ρμίὁ νή 

ὁ  νὁυ ς ὁ  σὁ ς μὁί μή  ξυνὁίκὁί ή, γυ νἄί. 

Ἀ νδρὁμἄ χή 

νε ἄ πε φυκἄς κἄί  λε γείς ἄί σχρω ν πε ρί. 

Ἑ ρμίὁ νή 

συ  δ᾽ ὁυ  λε γείς γε, δρἄ  ς δε  μ᾽ εί ς ὁ σὁν δυ νἄ . 

 
439 Sorum (1995), 379. 
440 See infra, sec. 2.2, pp. 153-4. 
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Ἀ νδρὁμἄ χή 

ὁυ κ ἄυ  σίωπῃ  Κυ πρίδὁς ἄ λγή σείς πε ρί; 

Ἑ ρμίὁ νή 

τί  δ᾽; ὁυ  γυνἄίξί  τἄυ τἄ πρω τἄ πἄντἄχὁυ ; 

Ἀ νδρὁμἄ χή 

νἄί , 

κἄλω ς γε χρωμε νἄίσίν· εί  δε  μή , ὁυ  κἄλἄ . 

Ἑ ρμίὁ νή 

ὁυ  βἄρβἄ ρων νὁ μὁίσίν ὁί κὁυ μεν πὁ λίν. 

Ἀ νδρὁμἄ χή 

κἄ κεί  τἄ  γ᾽ ἄί σχρἄ  κἄ νθἄ δ᾽ ἄί σχυ νήν ε χεί. 

Ἑ ρμίὁ νή 

σὁφή  σὁφή  συ · κἄτθἄνεί ν δ᾽ ὁ μως σε δεί . 

In the verbal confrontation between Hermione and Andromache, both focus on 

σωφρὁσυ νή and accuse each other of lacking it. Hermione’s view of virtue is predicated 

on actions; in her perspective, neither Andromache’s words nor her own have any 

relevance to the discussion on virtue. She makes this abundantly clear: at first, she 

dismisses the importance of Andromache’s words by alleging that she is ‘trying to 

speak solemnly’, σεμνὁμυθεί ς (234), a dis legomenon found only at Hipp. 490, where the 

Nurse is opposing Phaedra’s idealism and is indeed asserting the value of actions over 

words (490-1). To the Nurse’s (reasonable) observation that Phaedra’s concern for ὁί  
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κἄλὁί ... λὁ γὁί (487) and λὁ γων ευ σχήμὁ νων (490) will jeopardise her life, Phaedra 

reinstates her belief in the importance of words, urging the Nurse to stop speaking: ω  

δείνἄ  λε ξἄσ᾽, ὁυ χί  συγκλῃ σείς στὁ μἄ/ κἄί  μή  μεθή σείς ἄυ θίς ἄί σχί στὁυς λὁ γὁυς; (498-

9). This is comparable to Andromache’s protestation at 240: ὁυ κ ἄυ  σίωπῃ  Κυ πρίδὁς 

ἄ λγή σείς πε ρί;. Andromache’s sense of virtue seems indeed diametrically different 

from Hermione’s, based as it is on words: she believes that Hermione’s words are 

evidence of her moral sordidness (ὁυ κὁυν ε φ᾽ ὁί ς γε νυ ν κἄθε στήκἄς λὁ γὁίς, 236) and 

chastises her over her ‘shameful words’ (λε γείς ἄί σχρω ν πε ρί, 238 — cf. Phaedra’s 

τἄ  σχρἄ  δ᾽ ή ν λε γῃς κἄλω , 505; ευ  λε γείς γἄ ρ, ἄί σχρἄ  δε , 503; ἄί σχί στὁυς λὁ γὁυς, 499). 

Hermione, on the other hand, reinstates her view of virtue as connected to one’s actions 

at 239, when she reproves Andromache for her actions rather than words (συ  δ᾽ ὁυ  

λε γείς γε, δρἄ  ς δε  μ᾽ εί ς ὁ σὁν δυ νἄ ). Finally, Hermione concludes her speech with the 

ominous threat that her action will soon speak for itself: ἄ λλἄ  γἄ ρ λὁ γὁυς/ κρυ ψω, τὁ  

δ᾽ ε ργὁν ἄυ τὁ  σήμἄνεί  τἄ χἄ (264-5). The antithesis word-action is an important theme 

in the play, and one that is fundamental to acknowledge the ironies of the confrontation. 

It is in fact through her words that the audience is offered with a presentation of 

Andromache that is both unfeminine and paradoxically contrasts with Andromache’s 

own view of virtue.  

Admittedly, she speaks of female virtue in a pragmatic (rather than verbal) way at least 

twice, in the same passage. Just before their stichomythia, Andromache censures 

Hermione for complaining about Neoptolemus’ concubinage and asks her if she would 

have killed her husband, had she married one of the (apparently) polygamous 

Thracians (215-20). However, she is referring here negatively to her ideal of female 

virtue, which is, as she goes on to say, silent compliance and concealment of one’s needs 

and desires (220-1; another statement redolent of Phaedra’s initial silence over her 
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νὁ σὁς in the Hippolytus). Moreover, the hypothetical Thracian husband argument was 

articulated by Andromache in support of her previous censure of Hermione’s arrogant 

complaints about Neoptolemus (209-10). This was all framed by Andromache explicitly 

in terms of female virtue: φί λτρὁν δε  κἄί  τὁ δ᾽· ὁυ  τὁ  κἄ λλὁς, ω  γυ νἄί, /ἄ λλ᾽ ἄ ρετἄί  

τε ρπὁυσί τὁυ ς ξυνευνε τἄς (207-8). To Andromache, proper female behaviour consists 

of silence, just like in the following stichomythia. The second and only other instance of 

a potentially pragmatic view of female virtue is Andromache’s unique mention of her 

repeated suckling of Hector’s bastards. She remembers it nostalgically and deems it a 

token of her value as a woman and wife (221-7): she concludes by contrasting her 

admirable restraint with Hermione’s alleged sexual insatiability (κἄί  τἄυ τἄ δρω σἄ τῃ  

ἄ ρετῃ  πρὁσήγὁ μήν/πὁ σίν, 226-7). But the strange mention of her submissiveness is 

still brought into the discussion as a counterexample to Hermione’s complaints: it is 

Andromache’s silence that matters here, and indeed she suckled Hector’s bastards ‘so 

as to show no bitterness’ against Hector (225). This is a completely original Euripidean 

innovation:441 Euripides here diverts from myth, exaggerating Andromache’s 

submissiveness through the strange invention of Hector’s infidelity.  

Andromache’s ‘masochism’,442 her allegiance to a hyperbolic and excessive male 

rhetoric, is problematic. Allan suggests that such rhetoric is too overblown; rather, ‘we 

are brought to reflect on these cliche s of sexual difference by the speaker’s extreme 

formulation of them’.443 Similarly, it is not easy to accept Andromache’s later advice to 

Menelaus that he should not imitate women, for women are ‘a baneful evil’ (ἄ τήρὁ ν 

 
441 Lloyd (1994), 119. Cf. Stevens (1971), 121-2 mentioning the existence of Ἑκτὁρίδἄί in 
Hellanicus of Lesbos (FGrHist fr. 31.5). 
442 Pomeroy (1975), 105. 
443 Allan (2000), 184; Pomeroy (1975), 105-7. Cf. Olsen (2022a), 152. Contra, cf. Citti (1979), 
156-7. 
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κἄκὁ ν, 353). Even more arresting is Andromache’s generalising statement at the end of 

her agon with Hermione (269-73):  

δείνὁ ν δ᾽ ε ρπετω ν με ν ἄ γρί ων 

ἄ κή βρὁτὁί σί θεω ν κἄτἄστή σἄί  τίνἄ, 

ὁ  δ᾽ ε στ᾽ ε χί δνής κἄί  πυρὁ ς περἄίτε ρω 

ὁυ δεί ς γυνἄίκὁ ς φἄ ρμἄκ᾽ ε ξήυ ρήκε  πω 

[κἄκή ς· τὁσὁυ τὁ ν ε σμεν ἄ νθρω πὁίς κἄκὁ ν]. 

Even if one decides to include 273, the sense of the utterance remains the same: 

Andromache speaks in first person plural, including herself within the women that her 

generalising misogynistic statement attacks. 

But a strong irony is palpable in the presentation of Andromache’s character: the play 

constantly makes a spectacle of Andromache’s verbal defiance and rhetorical daring. 

Andromache’s reply to Hermione encapsulating her view of female virtue begins with 

quite a lengthy contextualisation of her freedom of speech (183-91) ‘which makes 

ostentatious use of the kind of rhetorical techniques which were being developed in the 

later 5th C’.444 This culminates in the proud affirmation of her unwillingness to yield to 

the pressures that would not let her speak: ὁ μως δ᾽ ε μἄυτή ν ὁυ  πρὁδὁυ σ᾽ ἄ λω σὁμἄί 

(191). Scholars highlighted that Andromache’s rhetorical strategies are bound to be 

unpersuasive from the beginning: they lack tact and sympathy, and at times reach a 

level of verbal aggression which is naturally counterproductive. Andromache herself 

will underline this in 459-60, when she speaks about her own verbal resistance, and 

 
444 Lloyd (1994), 117. Cf. Goebel (1989), 35. 
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provokes Menelaus to proceed with her muderous intents: ω ς ἄ θω πευτὁ ν γε  σε/ 

γλω σσής ἄ φή σω τή ς ε μή ς κἄί  πἄί δἄ σή ν. Stevens explains Andromache’s failing 

rhetoric by arguing that Euripides’ dramaturgical purpose in such a type of agon is 

simply to enable characters to state their case.445 But it is also possible to argue that 

her strangely self-defeating rhetoric unveils Andromache’s daring character and her 

verbal resistance no less than Antigone’s agones displayed her daring and 

disobedience.446  

This is certainly implied by Hermione’s first reply: τί  σεμνὁμυθεί ς κἄ ς ἄ γω ν᾽ ε ρχῃ 

λὁ γων,/ ω ς δή  συ  σω φρων, τἄ μἄ  δ᾽ ὁυ χί  σω φρὁνἄ; (234-5). Hermione again bids 

Andromache to be silent at 249, to which she replies that she will be silent: ί δὁυ  σίωπω  

κἄ πίλἄ ζυμἄί στὁ μἄ (250). The next verses again foreground Andromache’s speech, 

even if they ostensibly regard a practical action. Hermione asks Andromache to tell her 

what she wants to hear (i.e., that she is going to leave the altar; ε κεί νὁ λε ξὁν ὁυ περ 

ὁυ νεκ’ ε στἄ λήν, 251), to which Andromache mockingly replies that she can only tell her 

that she has no sense (λε γω σ᾽ ε γω  νὁυ ν ὁυ κ ε χείν ὁ σὁν σ’ ε δεί, 252). The apparently 

awkward phrasing — why would Hermione need Andromache to tell her that she is 

leaving the altar? — again directs the audience’s attention to Andromache’s role as a 

speaker, and to the significance of her words. Once more, Andromache’s verbal defiance 

is evident in her dialogue with Menelaus, which she herself presents as an agon out of 

Hermione’s words (ὁ στίς θυγἄτρὁ ς ἄ ντί πἄίδὁς ε κ λὁ γων/τὁσὁ νδ᾽ ε πνευσἄς κἄί  

γυνἄίκί  δυστυχεί / δὁυ λῃ κἄτε στής εί ς ἄ γω ν᾽, 326-8). Ironically, she even suggests 

possible explanations (which she proves to be inconsistent) justifying Hermione’s 

 
445 Stevens (1971), 118. 
446 Lloyd (1994), 117 also contemplates the possibility that the purpose of the agon was to 
display Andromache’s character, but believes that the dominant characterisation emerging 
from the scene is Andromache’s ‘intellectual superiority’. Cf. Mossman (1995), 101. 
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potential expulsion from Neoptolemus’ house after her murder (συ  δ᾽ ε κδίδὁυ ς/ ἄ λλω  

τί  λε ξείς; πὁ τερὁν ω ς κἄκὁ ν πὁ σίν/ φευ γεί τὁ  τἄυ τής σω φρὁν; ἄ λλ᾽ ὁυ  πεί σετἄί, 344-

7). After her aggressive plea to Menelaus, the chorus cannot help but censure 

Andromache because of her lack of self-restraint: ἄ γἄν ε λεξἄς ω ς γυνή  πρὁ ς ἄ ρσενἄς 

<…> κἄί  σὁυ τὁ  σω φρὁν ε ξετὁ ξευσεν φρενὁ ς (364-5). The chorus’ statement is 

surprising, given that Andromache is arguing, if aggressively, for a just cause (she is 

confronted with the potential death of her child).447 When Andromache pleads her case 

in front of Peleus, again, she prefaces her explanation of the situation with τί  σὁί λε γω; 

(560). Just before leaving the stage, after Peleus’ successful expulsion of Menelaus, 

Andromache thanks Peleus for saving her life, and warns him to watch out for potential 

ambushes, to which Peleus interestingly replies to not speak cowardly words like 

women do (ὁυ  μή  γυνἄίκω ν δείλὁ ν εί σὁί σείς λὁ γὁν, 757). By this line, the last to be 

uttered to and about her, we realise that Andromache has not spoken like a woman at 

all throughout the play.448  

A good parallel for Andromache is provided by Electra and Antigone. Sophocles’ Electra 

is akin to Euripides’ Andromache in her masochistic allegiance to patriarchy; to some 

feminists, she represents the ‘archetypal defender of the patriarchal order’.449 However, 

as the play increasingly blurs the distinction between ε ργἄ and λὁ γὁί, Electra’s verbal 

powerfulness, her use of words as ‘weapons’ make her a highly transgressive woman 

to the point that she appears to be oscillating between masculinity and femininity: to 

Wheeler, she appears to be ‘hors catégorie’.450 Similarly, Antigone has appeared since 

 
447 Lloyd (1994), 126. 
448 Cf. Aristotle’s criticism of the Euripidean Melanippe as too σὁφή for a woman (Poet. 
1454a28ff.): as Montemurro (2019), 80 and Mayhew (1999), 201 note, it is her verbal 
sophistication that is unbecoming for a female character for Aristotle. 
449 Wheeler (2003), 383; cf. Kristeva (1986), 48. 
450 Wheeler (2003), 383. 
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Hegel to embody ‘feminine’ irrationalism against Creon’s ‘masculine’ rationalism; her 

defiance in the play, after all, is instrumental to performing a stereotypically female act, 

that of observing the funeral rites of a member of her family.451 For instance, Buchan 

argues that Antigone’s defiance is motivated by domestic, female concerns; she does 

not venture into the masculine realm of politics, thus retaining her femininity: in her 

words, ‘she wishes to bury him because that is her task, her responsibility, even her 

right as a woman’.452 But one wonders whether the same reasoning could not be applied 

then to tragic women altogether. Even the most manifestly masculine women in Attic 

tragedy act in defence of domestic rather than public reasons, but they are explicitly 

presented as masculinised, and the text of the tragedies insist on this troubling 

ambiguity. 

Antigone is one of them. As Butler’s influential reading rightly maintained, it is 

specifically her verbal audacity that is perceived by Creon to be transgressive in heavily 

gendered terms —453 an opinion shared by Ismene, who had earlier categorised 

Antigone’s speech as unfeminine.454 By her own defiant act, but above all, by her own 

defiant speech, Antigone has become ‘a man’ (484-5).455 Although Creon and Antigone 

do (to an extent) embody a contrast between masculinity and femininity, this can be 

explained with Griffith’s observation that hyperbolic and emblematic femininity is 

often functional as a foil to the characterisation of masculinised heroines like Medea 

 
451 Griffith (2001), 130. 
452 Buchan (1999), 112. 
453 Butler (2000), 10-1: ‘Antigone’s deed is, in fact, ambiguous from the start, not only the 
defiant act in which she buries her brother but the verbal act in which she answers Creon’s 
question; thus hers is an act in language’. 
454 Griffith (2001),  132. 
455 Griffith (2001), 132; Saxonhouse (1985), 29. 
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and Clytemnestra.456 Antigone appears in the end to be one of the most fully developed 

portrayals of the ‘masculine woman’ in Greek tragedy.457 

But Andromache is no less masculinised than Antigone. Her speeches are equally 

defiant, caustic, sarcastic — sarcasm being also a typical feature of Antigone’s 

rebellious voice.458 But it is also her verbal skilfulness and logical rigour that strikes a 

dissonant note with the archetype of submissive wife that she should otherwise 

embody. Andromache’s rhetorical ability is redolent of the skillfully wrought speech of 

Pasiphae, an archetypal ‘transgressive woman’, against her husband Minos in Euripides’ 

Cretans. In TrGF v, fr. 472e , defending herself from the accusations of lasciviousness 

and adultery that have been raised against her, Pasiphae resorts to arguments and 

rhetorical techniques that Andromache also uses in her eponymous tragedy in order to 

prove her innocence. Pasiphae’s defence has appeared to scholars to be ‘a beautiful 

piece of rhetoric’,459 ‘[s]ophistic brilliance’,460 and the ‘rigorosa tecnica’461 of the 

argument has been praised. Like Pasiphae,462 Andromache is also accused of  sophistry 

by Hermione at 245; like her, Euripides takes pains to present her as a skilful orator 

capable of arguing logically but vehemently against her accuser — except Pasiphae’s 

transgression does not seem in contrast, but in line with her persona as the archetypal 

‘bad woman’. In both cases, however, the verbal audacity of the heroine is underscored 

through a paradoxical emphasis on their virtuous, ‘feminine’ silence, radically 

complicating their position vis-a -vis the norms of female virtue. Pasiphae, too, is proud 

 
456 Griffith (2001), 124. 
457 Pomeroy (1975), 99.  
458 Kitzinger (1976), 178-9. Cf. Conacher (1967), 176. 
459 Webster (1967), 90; Tralau (2017), 443. 
460 Reckford (1974), 319; Tralau (2017), 443 
461 Cantarella (1964), 78; Tralau (2017), 443. 
462 Cozzoli (2001), 78 tentatively translates as ‘si è affilata dunque la lingua’.  
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of her ability to keep her bestiality as a secret for long before Minos disclosed it to the 

public, but the contradiction between her past gender-compliant behaviour and her 

present verbal brazenness is underscored by the reaction of her husband at 44-6.463 

Like Antigone and Pasiphae, Andromache’s verbal confrontation with Hermione and 

Menelaus endows her with a transgressive and masculine aura which paradoxically 

contrasts with her own view of proper womanhood, which indeed consists of silence. 

Like Medea and Clytemnestra,464 the pathetic description of her maternal 

protectiveness frames her masculinisation as all the more striking. But, in comparison 

to Medea, Andromache is not simply ‘transgressive’. More crucially, she becomes her 

own paradox: women should be silent, but she herself, the emblem of female virtue, 

cannot be silent. As we will see, Andromache’s silence and her verbal defiance are also 

fundamental in Troades. After announcing to Andromache the dreadful news that the 

Greek generals have decided that Astyanax must be killed, Talthybius exhorts her to 

remain silent and to abstain from cursing the Greeks, for otherwise they will leave the 

corpse of her child unburied (731-4): 

ή μεί ς δε  πρὁ ς γυνἄί κἄ μἄ ρνἄσθἄί μί ἄν 

ὁί ὁί  τε. τὁυ των ὁυ νεκ᾽ ὁυ  μἄ χής ε ρἄ ν 

ὁυ δ᾽ ἄί σχρὁ ν ὁυ δε ν ὁυ δ᾽ ε πί φθὁνὁ ν σε δρἄ ν, 

ὁυ δ᾽ ἄυ  σ᾽ Ἀ χἄίὁί ς βὁυ λὁμἄί ρ ί πτείν ἄ ρἄ ς. 

 
463 Chong-Gossard (2008), 149. That silence and speech might have been thematically 
important in the Cretans may be suggested by the dense web of intertextual connections with 
the Hippolytus, where the theme is investigated at length: Cozzoli (2001), 10. Cf. Chong-Gossard 
(2008), 134-45 on silence in the Hippolytus. 
464 Griffith (2001), 124. 



151 
 

Here Euripides plays on the etymology of Andromache’s name (man-fighter), a source 

of ‘concern’ for many literary critics and readers both in Greece and Rome, including 

Ennius (‘Andromachae nomen qui indidit recte indidit’, item… imitari dum uoluit 

Euripidem… ille ait ideo nomen additum Andromachae quod ἄ νδρί  μἄ χετἄί,Varro, Ling. 

7.82;465 cf. TrGF ii, fr. 1094; Anth. Gr. 11, 378.5).466 

Andromache’s own vision of virtue, then, is not only problematic because ‘overblown’: 

rather, its masochistic exaggeration brings to the fore the normative expectations of 

silence and compliance in Athenian gender ideology: as Pelling has it on the 

Andromache of Troades (who is less hyperbolic than this one), ‘the point would be lost 

if Andromache’s marital behaviour and ideals were simply routine. She needs to be an 

extreme example of what she is'; it can represent, in other words, ‘an ideological 

construct’.467 Yet if even the archetypal ‘good woman’ is brought to transgress this 

ideology of silence,468 some important questions must be raised that do not simply 

categorise Andromache as an unsympathetic character,469 but rather question the value 

of the morals inherent in these expectations, and in the hierarchical structures that they 

 
465 Jocelyn (1967), 236-8 argues that Varro and Cicero were wrong in assuming that Ennius 
was directly working from a Euripidean play. Her suggestion that Ennius might have translated 
a Greek imitator of Euripides does not impair the argument, as imitators would often copy their 
predecessor’s phrases, by Jocelyn’s own admission. 
466 Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 50. Cf. the peculiar iconography of Andromache represented 
as fighting the Greeks in a cup attributed to the Brygos Painter (Paris, Musée du Louvre, G152, 
ARV² 369.1; BAPD 203900): cf. Young (2023), 88-9. By extension, female warriors wielding 
pestles in Ilioupersis iconography have been identified as Andromache: cf. Williams (1991), 
52. Cf. also Sen. Tro. 668ff. 
467 Pelling (1999), 193. 
468 Though Andromache’s intervention in the Iliad may already appear transgressive in the way 
she speaks: cf. Seaford (1993), 137; Zamperetti Martín (2018).  
469 Torrance (2005), 66 is quite unique in underlining Andromache’s defying and even 
transgressive character, yet she concludes that this means that Andromache is not ‘an entirely 
sympathetic character in her fifth century context’. 
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inhere to and support.470 On a closer look, however, this hierarchical disturbance 

cannot be understood in isolation from the other social discourses that the play 

mobilises. Before resuming our discussion of the gender structures explored and 

upturned by the play, then, it is necessary to take into consideration the other 

hierarchies that the scene on Andromache’s female virtue activates and explores — the 

first being the moral difference between Greek and barbarian. 

2.2 Inventing the Barbarian Hermione: Ethnic Discourse and 

Class 

When Hermione enters the stage, soon after Andromache’s elegiacs and before 

Andromache’s display of rhetorical ability, she is dressed extravagantly and luxuriantly, 

and draws attention to the clothes that she is wearing (147-55): 

κὁ σμὁν με ν ἄ μφί  κρἄτί  χρυσε ἄς χλίδή ς 

στὁλμὁ ν τε χρωτὁ ς τὁ νδε πὁίκί λων πε πλων 

ὁυ  τω ν Ἀ χίλλε ως ὁυ δε  Πήλε ως ἄ πὁ  

δὁ μων ἄ πἄρχἄ ς δευ ρ᾽ ε χὁυσ᾽ ἄ φίκὁ μήν, 

ἄ λλ᾽ ε κ Λἄκἄί νής Σπἄρτίἄ τίδὁς χθὁνὁ ς 

Μενε λἄὁς ή μί ν τἄυ τἄ δωρεί τἄί πἄτή ρ 

πὁλλὁί ς συ ν ε δνὁίς, ω στ᾽ ε λευθερὁστὁμεί ν. 

[υ μἄ ς με ν ὁυ ν τὁί σδ᾽ ἄ ντἄμεί βὁμἄί λὁ γὁίς.] 

 
470 Cf. Vernant (2020), 300 on Oedipus: ‘superhuman and subhuman are joined and are mixed 
together in the same person. And as this person is the model of man, all limits which would 
permit one to delineate human life, to fix unequivocally its status, are erased’.  



153 
 

συ  δ᾽ ὁυ σἄ δὁυ λή κἄί  δὁρί κτήτὁς γυνή  

δὁ μὁυς κἄτἄσχεί ν ε κβἄλὁυ σ᾽ ή μἄ ς θε λείς 

τὁυ σδε… 

In a striking parallel to her father,471 she is concerned with her self-presentation as a 

wealthy member of the upper classes through her excessive display of wealth.472 The 

visually striking headpiece and the embroidered robe are a sign of her freedom, which 

she immediately contrasts with Andromache’s status as a slave.473 It is her wealth that 

enables her to ‘speak freely’ (ω στ᾽ ε λευθερὁστὁμεί ν, 153);474 Andromache implicitly 

acknowledges this when in her reply she expresses her fear that her enslavement might 

prevent her from speaking (ε γω  δε  τἄρβω  μή  τὁ  δὁυλευ είν με  σὁί/ λὁ γων ἄ πω σῃ πὁ λλ᾽ 

ε χὁυσἄν ε νδίκἄ, 186-7). She is arrogant, yet not wrong, for ‘the connection of 

independent wealth to free speech is characteristic of the aristocratic world of heroic 

myth’.475 The difference in social standing is exactly what Hermione stresses when she 

immediately after defines Andromache δὁυ λή κἄί  δὁρί κτήτὁς γυνή  (155). Although 

Hermione recognises that Andromache used to be wealthy like her (164), she tells her 

to acknowledge that she is a slave and to behave like one. Her injunction follows to fall 

prostrate at her knees, sweep her house, sprinkle Achelous’ water from golden jars 

(another symbol of wealth), and to admit her situation of inferiority and alienation in 

Phthia (165-8). 

 
471 See infra, sec. 2.3, p. 163. 
472 Collard, Cropp, and Lee (2009), 247: ‘Hermione is status-conscious’. 
473 McHardy (2020) analyses examples of female violence against other women in Greek 
tragedy (including Hermione and Andromache) and finds that status is crucial: ‘violence is 
regularly associated with status and power dynamics, where a woman seeks to subdue or 
belittle her perceived rival by playing on her status as a slave’ (p. 28). 
474 For the importance of the word in Athenian self-perception, cf. Aesch. Suppl. 948-9 with 
Burian (2011), 112. 
475 Allan (2000), 130. 
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However, Hermione’s self-characterisation is engineered through a more complex 

intersection of hierarchies. Immediately after, she reminds Andromache that she is now 

living in a Greek city (Ἑ λλἄ ς πὁ λίς, 169) and is thus powerless. This is coherent with 

the chauvinistic rhetoric and her sense of superiority as a Greek woman. The pleonastic 

clarification that she is from ‘the Laconian land of Sparta’ (ε κ Λἄκἄί νής Σπἄρτίἄ τίδὁς 

χθὁνὁ ς, 151) can be interpreted as having contemporary relevance— the villainous 

Hermione is quintessentially Spartan — but is also a sign of Hermione’s identification 

as a Greek. In fact, she ends her speech by contrasting the allegedly barbarian custom 

of polygamy with Hellenic monogamy, and includes herself within the Greek 

community that Andromache, she enjoins, should not corrupt with her barbarian 

practice: ἄ  μή  πἄρ᾽ ή μἄ ς ε σφερ᾽(177). At 243, finally, Hermione again speaks in first 

person plural, as the representative of a collective and civic ‘we’, declaring that ‘we do 

not govern the city by barbarian laws’: ὁυ  βἄρβἄ ρων νὁ μὁίσίν ὁί κὁυ μεν πὁ λίν. In fact, 

the most patent differentiation that Hermione intends to make is not that between slave 

and aristocratic, but between barbarian and Greek, thus articulating what has been 

called ‘the most flamboyant passage of anti-barbarian rhetoric in extant tragedy’ (170-

6):476  

ε ς τὁυ τὁ δ᾽ ή κείς ἄ μἄθί ἄς, δυ στήνε συ , 

ή  πἄίδί  πἄτρὁ ς ὁ ς σὁ ν ω λεσεν πὁ σίν 

τὁλμἄ  ς ξυνευ δείν κἄί  τε κν᾽ ἄυ θεντω ν πἄ ρἄ 

τί κτείν. τὁίὁυ τὁν πἄ ν τὁ  βἄ ρβἄρὁν γε νὁς· 

πἄτή ρ τε θυγἄτρί  πἄί ς τε μήτρί  μεί γνυτἄί 

 
476 Hall (1989), 188. 
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κὁ ρή τ᾽ ἄ δελφω  , δίἄ  φὁ νὁυ δ᾽ ὁί  φί λτἄτὁί 

χωρὁυ σί, κἄί  τω νδ᾽ ὁυ δε ν ε ξεί ργεί νὁ μὁς. 

We will see later that Hermione’s rhetoric will prove unsubstantial. However, it is also 

important to consider that the audience, or at least a part of it, might have not disagreed 

with Hermione.  For instance, as Stevens notices, it was observed by Herodotus in 1.135 

that Persians ‘imported’ incest from Greece. However, Stevens also includes other 

examples of Greek writers testifying to the practice of incest in foreign countries.477 

Hall, similarly, who observes on these lines that the audience surely must have not 

forgotten their Jocasta and Oedipus or Macareus and Canace,478 elsewhere adduces 

evidence for the connection in Athenian ideology between incest and barbarism.479 

This means that it is not easy to conclude that Hermione’s accusations must have 

immediately rung hollow to the Athenian audience.480 But what is certain is that 

Euripides took pains to build this flamboyant piece of chauvinistic rhetoric, also 

supported by Hermione’s accusation against Andromache of making her barren 

through magic potions (157-60; cf. 32-5): 

στυγὁυ μἄί δ᾽ ἄ νδρί  φἄρμἄ κὁίσί σὁί ς, 

νήδυ ς δ᾽ ἄ κυ μων δίἄ  σε  μὁί δίὁ λλυτἄί· 

δείνή  γἄ ρ ή πείρω τίς ε ς τἄ  τὁίἄ δε 

ψυχή  γυνἄίκω ν […] 

Again, while the accusation is ostensibly false by the end of the tragedy, the argument 

is not far-fetched, if one remembers that the play was written a few years after 

 
477 Stevens (1971), 117. 
478 Hall (1989), 189. 
479 Hall (1989), 53. 
480 Cf. Grube (1941), 201. 
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Euripides’ own Medea, where the name-character was also shown to be endowed with 

specific pharmaceutical skills related to the sphere of fertility (Med. 718).481  

 And yet it is exactly through the articulation of these two discourses that the play 

undercuts Hermione’s presentation. Throughout her speech, and during the agon, 

Hermione’s identification as a member of the aristocracy, her display of wealth, her 

presentation as a member of the upper classes of society intersect with discourses of 

ethnicity. Hall has well demonstrated that flaunting wealth may in Athenian tragedy 

have ‘barbarian’ connotations, which however need to be contextualised by searching 

for what she calls the ‘vocabulary of barbarism’.482 Such terminology is applied to 

Hermione by the first two lines of her speech: both her κὁ σμὁν… χρυσε ἄς χλίδή ς (147) 

and her στὁλμὁ ν τε χρωτὁ ς τὁ νδε πὁίκί λων πε πλων (148) are evocative of the 

luxuriant clothing usually associated with barbarians.483 Even more than ἄ βρὁσυ νή, 

Hall regards χλίδή  as the main word associated to the excessive luxury of the Persian 

court in Aeschylus’ Persae. She rightly notices that ‘gold’ and ‘golden’ are constantly 

applied to the Persians, with the opening sentence of the play defining the palace ‘rich 

and golden’.484  

More importantly, the juxtaposition of the adjective ‘golden’ to χλίδή  is simply the 

reverberation of Andromache’s presentation of her former self in the second line of the 

play (πὁθ᾽ ε δνων συ ν πὁλυχρυ σω  χλίδῃ , 2), anticipated by the previous address of 

Andromache to Asia as a whole.485 For Andromache appeared from the beginning 

 
481 Stevens (1971), 95. Critics have easily dismissed Hermione’s words: cf. Dué (2006),  162: 
‘because Hermione is an admittedly sex-crazed murderess, her denigration of Andromache is 
severely undercut’. 
482 Hall (1989), 210. 
483 Hall (1989), 209. 
484 Hall (1989), 80-1, 128. 
485 Erbse (1966), 281; Kamerbeek (1943), 57. Cf. Golder (1983), 126 n.13. 
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emphatically as an ‘Asian’ woman. The play opened with Andromache’s apostrophe, 

unusually directed at her past rather than present situation.486 More specifically, 

however, the initial words of the play did not refer to Troy at all, but rather to Ἀ σίἄ τίδὁς 

γή ς σχή μἄ, Θήβἄί ἄ πὁ λίς (1). As the play opened, Andromache immediately addressed 

not Troy, not even Cilician Thebe, but rather Asia as a whole,487 a striking orientalising 

opening that immediately categorised her as a barbarian woman. 

Hermione’s entrance seems to repeat Andromache’s emphatically oriental retelling of 

her story:488 her rich dowry, which she flaunts in 153 (πὁλλὁί ς συ ν ε δνὁίς), is again an 

echo of Andromache’s ε δνων in line 2. Hermione also specifies that this is the dowry 

she reached Phthia with (ἄ φίκὁ μήν, 150), quite a gratuitous specification, if it were not 

a repetition of Andromache’s use of the same word in 3 (ἄ φίκὁ μήν), moreover in the 

same metrical position at the beginning of her speech. In assimilating Hermione to 

Andromache, Euripides foreshadows the paradox of Hermione’s hostile behaviour and 

rhetoric. In fact, when she tells Andromache that ‘here is not Hector, nor Priam nor gold, 

but a Greek city’ (ὁυ  Πρί ἄμὁς ὁυ δε  χρυσὁ ς, ἄ λλ᾽ Ἑ λλἄ ς πὁ λίς, 169), χρυσὁ ς strikes a 

dissonant note with her verbal emphasis on her golden diadem, visible to the audience 

as she utters this sentence. At the same time, it also contrasts with the immediately 

precedent χρυσήλἄ των/ τευχε ων (166-7). Through the barbaric aspect of her apparel, 

Hermione ‘ousts Andromache from the unenviable position of the extravagant 

queen’,489 and strikes a parallel with the barbarised Helen of Orestes (126-9, 1426-36) 

 
486 Stevens (1971), 84. 
487 Stevens (1971), 85. σχῆμἄ generated some textual problems: one of the scholia glosses it as 
πρόσχήμἄ, but the lack of parallels casts significant doubt on its reliability. The periphrastic 
use of the word with a genitive, on the other hand, could hardly designate the city of Thebe, but 
would be rather equivalent to Ἀσίᾶτίς γῆ. 
488 Olsen (2022a), 152 has interpreted Hermione’s exaggerated repetition as exposing ‘the 
normative sexual order’. 
489 Battezzato (1999-2000), 358. 
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and Clytemnestra of Electra (314-7, 966, 998-1003).490 Her expectation that 

Andromache should fall at her feet (165), moreover, is effectively a request of 

proskynesis — exactly like the equally barbarised Helen, her mother, in Troades.491   

Most importantly, Hermione’s later entrance on stage in the second ‘part’ of the play 

literalises the metaphor of the barbaric Hermione. After Andromache’s agon with 

Menelaus and her rescue by Peleus, Hermione runs in frenzy from the house to the 

stage, repeating her first entrance, yet in a poignant contrappasso. Her monologue 

before her agon with Andromache drew attention to her golden headpiece on her head 

and embroidered clothes ‘on her skin’ (147-8); this time, she starts by expressing her 

intention to tear her hair and lacerate her skin (825-7).492 The visual reversal of her 

display of wealth must have been impressive; with it, the audience witnessed the 

spectacular rejection of Hermione’s wealth,493 her transition from the e lite woman that 

she boasted to be to a slavish, helpless, barbarian character. Instead of her golden 

diadem, her hair is rather covered by a mantle, a signal that Hermione seems to be past 

her previous display of confidence, but also a symbolic stage prop that assimilates her 

to Andromache. Hermione refers to the mantle generally as λεπτὁ μίτὁν φἄ ρὁς (831). 

φἄ ρὁς is a quite general word for ‘cloak’, but a scholiast informs us that this φἄ ρὁς is a 

κρή δεμνὁν, a more specific type of veil covering shoulders and head and used by 

Euripides for the mourning Antigone at Phoen. 1490.494 The funeral nuances of 

Hermione’s presentation appear also through her threat to tear her hair, rend her 

 
490 Stavrinou (2016), 7. 
491 See infra, sec. 3.1, p. 238. Saïd (2022), 80. 
492 Cf. Stavrinou (2016), 10. 
493 Stavrinou (2016), 12: ‘her tearing off the dress symbolises the casting off of her previous 
status and all her pretensions’; cf. Scharffenberger (2020), 148. 
494 Stevens (1971), 195. 
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peplos, and lacerate her body.495 These clues again approximate Hermione’s lyric 

lament to Andromache’s unique elegiacs, which we saw also appropriated the 

semantics of threnody. Hermione now wishes for death and even wonders why she 

should keep on living at all (841-4), repeating the same disconsolate rhetorical 

questions of Andromache in her lamentation (ω μὁί ε γω  μελε ἄ, τί  μ’ ε χρή ν ε τί φε γγὁς 

ὁ ρἄ σθἄί/ Ἑ ρμίὁ νἄς δὁυ λἄν, 113-4). It might not be a coincidence that Hermione 

wishes to die by fire in 847, as this was the first threat she uttered against Andromache 

in 257, and Hermione’s fury against Andromache was also compared to fire by the 

chorus at 487. Her lyric lament, to be paralleled with Andromache’s elegiac song in the 

‘first act’, is punctuated with a tragic irony that emphasises the peripeteia of Hermione’s 

condition by assimilating her to Andromache: she wonders which god’s statue she 

should now run to as a suppliant, and whether she should fall at the knees of her own 

slave as a slave: τί νὁς ἄ γἄλμἄ θεω ν ί κε τίς ὁ ρμἄθω ; /ή  δὁυ λἄ δὁυ λἄς γὁ νἄσί 

πρὁσπε σω; (859-60).496 859 echoes Hermione’s impious threat that the altar of Thetis 

would not save Andromache in 160-2; 860 is inevitably redolent of her previous 

command to her slave to prostrate and fall at her knees (πρὁσπεσεί ν τ’ ε μὁ ν γὁ νυ, 

165).497  

Repeating avian imagery previously associated with her slave (411; 505 on Molossus), 

Hermione also wishes to transform into a ‘dark winged bird’ to fly away from Phthia 

(861-5):498  

Φθίἄ δὁς ε κ γἄ ς 

 
495 Lloyd (1994), 146. 
496 Torrance (2005), 47. 
497 McHardy (2020), 24. 
498 I follow here Stevens’ emended text. 
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κυἄνὁ πτερὁς ὁ ρνίς ἄ ρθεί ήν 

πευκἄ εν σκἄ φὁς ἄ  

δίἄ  Κυἄνε ἄς ε πε ρἄσεν ἄ κτἄ ς 

πρωτὁ πλὁὁς πλἄ τἄ. 

Strikingly, Hermione’s escapism does not comprehend Sparta. As Kyriakou observes, 

Hermione is in a ‘tight spot’ because, much like a foreign prisoner-woman, she is 

isolated as a result of the alienation from her original household and failure to be 

socially integrated into the new household.499 Hermione’s isolation, which she confirms 

again in 918 (ἄί δὁί  γε· κἄί  μ᾽ ε ρήμὁν ὁί χετἄί λίπω ν), parallels Andromache’s initial 

isolation (νυ ν δ᾽ ε ρήμὁς εί  φί λων, 78). But it is even more striking that Hermione 

wishes ‘to fly away where the ship of pine wood passed between the dark cliffs’, which 

strangely imbues Hermione’s escapism with a specific exotic undertone. In IT, the 

Symplegades represent the boundary that must be crossed to be saved from the 

barbary of Tauris (241, 392, 746, 889-91).500 The association between the Argonauts 

and the Symplegades is found in Medea, where the direction of the crossing is clearly 

towards Colchis (1-2).501 Above all, the chorus has just mentioned the Symplegades in 

the previous ode in reference to the Argonautic expedition, which prefigures the clash 

between Greeks and barbarians in the Trojan war (790-801).502 Andromache was 

isolated in Greece; Hermione, a Greek woman, becomes alienated from Phthia and 

dreams of flying to Asia, becoming the barbarian woman that we already suspected she 

was since the very first lines that she uttered.  

 
499 Kyriakou (2016), 144. 
500 Parker (2016), 144. 
501 Allan (2002), 70. 
502 See infra, sec. 2.3, pp. 175-6. 
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In fact, by the end of the play, Hermione’s actions prove how she does not measure up 

to her own definition of σωφρὁσυ νή, forced to commit actions that overlap with the 

allegedly barbarian vices she earlier castigated (170-6). Family murder and sexual 

relationships with members of the same family, associated with τὁ  βἄ ρβἄρὁν γε νὁς 

(173), are now projected onto her character. Ironically enough, Hermione will marry 

Orestes, her cousin. 503  This would not necessarily be seen as incestuous in Athens, but 

Euripides takes pains to underline the family ties between them. Hermione supplicates 

Orestes by Zeus ‘the god of kindred’, a reference which is anticipated by Orestes when 

he tells the chorus of ‘foreign women’ (ξε νἄί γυνἄί κες, 881 — foreign to Orestes, that 

is)504 that he is looking for Hermione, τήλὁυρἄ  γἄ ρ/ νἄί ὁυσ᾽ ἄ φ᾽ ή μω ν πεδί ᾽ ὁ μως ε στί ν 

φί λή (889-90). The shared origin is emphasised again by Orestes when he tells 

Hermione that τὁ  συγγενε ς γἄ ρ δείνὁ ν, ε ν τε τὁί ς κἄκὁί ς/ ὁυ κ ε στίν ὁυ δε ν κρεί σσὁν 

ὁί κεί ὁυ φί λὁυ (985-6). What is more, Orestes is not only Hermione’s cousin, but is also 

the murderer of her husband Neoptolemus.505 Even more ironically, Orestes repeatedly 

refers to Clytemnestra and his murder (884; 973-81) and goes as far as defining himself 

ὁ  μήτρὁφὁ ντής (999) — quite a prosaic word that is repeatedly applied to Orestes in 

Euripides’ Orestes as an insult (479, 1140, 1424, 1587).506 The conceptual connection 

between Orestes’ matricide and barbarian custom is notably articulated in IT by Thoas, 

a barbarian himself, who is shocked at the news of Clytemnestra’s murder at the hand 

of her son: Ἀ πὁλλὁν, ὁυ δ᾽ ε ν βἄρβἄ ρὁίς ε τλή τίς ἄ ν (1174).507 The connection between 

 
503 Cf. Synodinou (1974), 74. 
504 Cf. also the emphasis on Orestes’ foreignness: κἄὶ μὴν ὅδ᾽ ἀλλόχρως τίς ἔκδήμὁς ξένὁς/ 
σπὁυδῇ πρὸς ἡμᾶς βήμάτων πὁρεύετἄί (879-80).   
505 Boulter (1966), 54. 
506 Cf. Willink (1986), 273 on the pejorative definite article. 
507 Hall (1989), 186. 
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incest and kin murder, strong in Hermione’s view of barbarian ethos, is explicitly made 

by Orestes when he tells Hermione that he cannot marry ‘outside the family’ (973-6). 

As her presentation as Greek and noble falters, Hermione lives through her own 

peripateia not simply in the generic sense of a reversal of fortune, but precisely in the 

unmasking of a similarity, an assimilation, of herself, to the same character she 

disparaged as both a slave and a barbarian. What is more, it is precisely because of her 

paradoxical status (rich and royal, but ignoble) that she is characterised as a barbarian; 

and it is precisely because she is barbarised that her aristocratic status shows to be 

devoid of nobility and degenerates into its polar opposite, slavery — for slavery and 

barbarism are ideologically overlapping. The two hierarchies are enmeshed, and the 

disturbance of one triggers a similar reversal in the other thread of the skein. Yet if 

status/class and ethnicity can be said to be mutually supporting, and mutually 

undermining, what is the role of the man/woman hierarchy in the skein? Can 

Andromache’s destabilisation of female virtue appear as another interlocking thread of 

this entanglement? Or is it rather a separate, distinct axis? Before we return to 

Andromache’s gender, it will be best to examine the scene in which Andromache’s 

transgression is most overtly underscored: the second confrontation of the play, that 

between Andromache and Menelaus.  

2.3 Menelaus with the Complex: Class and Gender in Crisis  

Andromache’s invective against Menelaus earns her the criticism of the chorus, who 

reproach her for her gender transgression. To this, however, Menelaus replies (366-

79):  

γυ νἄί, τἄ δ᾽ ε στί  σμίκρἄ  κἄί  μὁνἄρχί ἄς 
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ὁυ κ ἄ ξί᾽, ω ς φῃ ς, τή ς ε μή ς ὁυ δ᾽ Ἑ λλἄ δὁς. 

ευ  δ᾽ ί σθ᾽, ὁ τὁυ τίς τυγχἄ νεί χρεί ἄν ε χων, 

τὁυ τ᾽ ε σθ᾽ ε κἄ στω  μεί ζὁν ή  Τρὁί ἄν ε λεί ν. 

κἄ γω  θυγἄτρί  (μεγἄ λἄ γἄ ρ κρί νω τἄ δε, 

λε χὁυς στε ρεσθἄί) συ μμἄχὁς κἄθί στἄμἄί. 

[…]  

δὁυ λων δ᾽ ε κεί νὁν τω ν ε μω ν ἄ ρχείν χρεω ν 

κἄί  τω ν ε κεί νὁυ τὁυ ς ε μὁυ ς ή μἄ ς τε πρὁ ς· 

φί λων γἄ ρ ὁυ δε ν ί δίὁν, ὁί τίνες φί λὁί 

ὁ ρθω ς πεφυ κἄσ᾽, ἄ λλἄ  κὁίνἄ  χρή μἄτἄ. 

με νων δε  τὁυ ς ἄ πὁ ντἄς, εί  μή  θή σὁμἄί 

τἄ μ᾽ ω ς ἄ ρίστἄ, φἄυ λὁ ς εί μί κὁυ  σὁφὁ ς. 

Menelaus’ defence picks up on Andromache’s accusation (324-9) that he is φἄυ λὁς 

(325) and not worthy of Troy (328-9). However, his rebuttal is constructed upon his 

social status, and specifically upon his royal status (μὁνἄρχί ἄς, 366) and his 

possessions (χρή μἄτἄ, 377), replicating the fastidious display of wealth of Hermione at 

147ff. Menelaus articulates several points, yet they all share basic aim: asserting his 

power and defending him against the charge of moral ineptness, which at the end of his 

speech is categorised both as being φἄυ λὁς and (not) being σὁφὁ ς — terms constantly 

associated in the play with the assessment of morality. Menelaus’ defence attempts to 

re-establish his moral integrity by appealing to his social authority, yet this authority 



164 
 

has important connotations of status and class. Milani argued that by the fifth century 

the concept of δὁυ λὁς came to constitute the logical antithesis to two different 

identities, namely that of master (δεσπὁ τής) and free (ε λευ θερὁς).508 The two 

antitheses do not necessarily overlap: a master is always free, a free man is not 

necessarily a master. But they do overlap in Menelaus, who speaks of his identity as a 

free man, a master, and even a monarch. Deceiving Andromache, Menelaus is anxious 

to end the agon by reasserting the hierarchy inherent in their contrast: ἄ λλ᾽ ε ρπ᾽ ε ς 

ὁί κὁυς τὁυ σδ᾽, ί ν᾽ εί ς ε λευθε ρὁυς/ δὁυ λή γεγω σἄ μή πὁθ᾽ υ βρί ζείν μἄ θῃς (433-4). He 

appeals to his power and freedom, and grounds these in his authority as an owner, thus 

bringing about a different yet overlapping contrast between passive possessions-slaves 

(φί λων γἄ ρ ὁυ δε ν ί δίὁν, ὁί τίνες φί λὁί/ ὁ ρθω ς πεφυ κἄσ᾽, ἄ λλἄ  κὁίνἄ  χρή μἄτἄ, 376-7) 

and powerful owners-masters (δὁυ λων δ᾽ ε κεί νὁν τω ν ε μω ν ἄ ρχείν χρεω ν/ κἄί  τω ν 

ε κεί νὁυ τὁυ ς ε μὁυ ς ή μἄ ς τε πρὁ ς, 374).509 Wealth here intersects with Menelaus’ 

identity as a master in a way that creates an opposition between powerless slaves at 

the bottom of the social scale and the rich monarch, powerful over other free men as 

well as over his slaves — a polarised hierarchy founded on assemblages of class and 

status markers, as we saw with Hecuba.510 

Yet Menelaus’ mobilisation of the discourse of class is not new: the play has 

enigmatically raised the issue of status and class from the beginning. The very first lines 

immediately presented Andromache’s reversal of status, perpetuating a typical form of 

 
508 Milani (1972), 49-53. 
509 An important precedent is Menelaus in Sophocles’ Ajax (esp. 1052-90), in which not only is 
Menelaus despotic as he is here, but he also appears to be a power-crazed aristocrat who 
argues that social hierarchy should be respected in both the city and the army, and that Ajax 
was merely a δήμότής (1071): Garvie (1998), 223; Finglass (2011), 441. According to Hesk, he 
is not entirely despicable: Hesk (2012), 105, 110. 
510 Cf. also Rosenbloom (2011), 410 on X. Ath. 1.9. 
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peripeteia in Attic tragedy as one can see, for example, in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannos. 

In that tragedy, the god-like initial condition of the hero is tragically perverted into that 

of the scapegoat:511 the two roles are part of a vertical ‘axis occupied at the summit by 

the divine king, at its base by the pharmakos’.512 Andromache’s strong lamentation of 

the caprices of destiny that changed her status from ‘the freest’ to the least free 

underscores the implicit fragility of the distinction (ἄυ τή  δε  δὁυ λή τω ν 

ε λευθερωτἄ των/ ὁί κων νὁμίσθεί σ᾽ Ἑ λλἄ δ᾽ εί σἄφίκὁ μήν, 12-3). Yet the encounter of 

Andromache with her former slave again insists on the precariousness of this 

differentiation. The former slave immediately calls her ‘mistress’, refusing to change 

form of address: δε σπὁίν᾽, ε γω  τὁί τὁυ νὁμ᾽ ὁυ  φευ γω τὁ δε/ κἄλεί ν σ᾽, ε πεί περ κἄί  κἄτ᾽ 

ὁί κὁν ή ξί ὁυν/ τὁ ν σὁ ν, τὁ  Τρὁί ἄς ή νί κ᾽ ω  κὁυ μεν πε δὁν (56-8). Andromache, on the 

other hand, replies by calling her ‘dearest fellow-slave’, insisting that she is a slave now: 

ω  φίλτἄ τή συ νδὁυλε (συ νδὁυλὁς γἄ ρ εί /τῃ  πρὁ σθ᾽ ἄ νἄ σσῃ τῃ δε, νυ ν δε  δυστυχεί ) (64-

5). Andromache is helped by and asks for assistance from the servant as a typical 

mistress would do on the tragic stage; the atmosphere of secrecy and intimacy reminds 

us of the nurse-confidante scenes frequent in tragedy. For a moment we forget that 

Andromache is now as much of a slave as the former servant is, until the slave-woman 

exits. Then, she utters a desolate pronouncement on the meaninglessness of her life in 

many ways comparable with Andromache’s masochist and sexist gnomai: ἄ λλ᾽ εί μ᾽, ε πεί  

τὁί κὁυ  περί βλεπτὁς βί ὁς/ δὁυ λής γυνἄίκὁ ς, ή ν τί κἄί  πἄ θω κἄκὁ ν (89-90). Again, as 

in the case of Andromache’s masochist rhetoric, we should be wary of taking such an 

extreme sentence at face-value.513 The βί ὁς δὁυ λής γυνἄίκὁ ς is exactly what is at stake: 

 
511 Vernant (2020), 284. 
512 Vernant (2020), 289. 
513 Torrance (2005), 44; Citti (1979), 201; Vester (2009), 299 take this to signify that 
Andromache truly remains different from her fellow slave and is thus to be taken seriously. 
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the reason why the servant is willing to sacrifice herself is the life of a slave-woman, 

and that ‘slave-woman’ is none but Andromache. 514 In fact, Andromache immediately 

goes on to lament her own condition in her unique elegiac lines, of which half are 

devoted to her slavery (106-16), and the chorus soon enter to remind her that she is 

dangerously oblivious to the fact that she is now a ‘slave-woman’ (γνω θί δ᾽ ὁυ σ᾽ ε πί  

ξε νἄς/ δμωί ς ἄ π᾽ ἄ λλὁτρί ἄς/ πὁ λεὁς, 136-8). 

But the disturbance of the hierarchy penetrates deeper than this. For the distinction is 

not simply blurred through an emphasis on the caprices of fate, but the very ideology 

that would legitimate the hierarchy is challenged. In Euripides’ monde à l’envers, the 

moral dichotomy between noble and non-noble, is confused and questioned, even 

utterly reversed, to the point that centuries of literary criticism have dismissed the 

Andromache just by finding fault with the ‘black-and-white’, ‘melodramatic’ portrayal 

of the Spartans in the play as compared to Andromache.515 Even the critics most 

sympathetic to Hermione are unmoving in their denunciation of the moral emptiness 

and unheroic behaviour of Menelaus —516 an emphatically negative characterisation 

that contrasts with Homer,517 and that will occur again with the Menelaus of Orestes, 

famously considered ‘too base’ by Aristotle (Poet. 1454a), yet might be first engineered 

by Euripides here.518 The Sophoclean Oedipus shouldered the burden of a double, 

paradoxical social position, corresponding to an oxymoronic moral identity which is 

 
514 Gregory (2002), 159 mentions this to prove her point that in tragedy enslaved aristocrats 
are treated differently from born slaves; but surely the idea that ‘a slave’s life is of little 
consequence’ is ironic, given that the fellow-slave is risking her life for, indeed, a slave. 
515 Kitto (1961), 232. 
516 Lee (1975), 11 with further references on secondary scholarship. 
517 Stelow (2020) gives a full account of the treatment of the figure of Menelaus in the archaic 
period and concludes that Menelaus ‘entered the fifth century as a popular pan-Hellenic hero 
and minor deity’, and only later, in drama, did his portrayal become negative and flat (p. 295). 
518 Allan (2000), 113 notes how Euripides characterises Menelaus in different ways throughout 
his production.  
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only revealed throughout the tragedy, after the peripeteia: the ‘equal of the gods’, 

θεὁί σί… ί σὁυ μενὁν (31), is revealed to be, to have always been, ‘equal to nothingness’, 

ί σἄ κἄί  τὁ  μήδε ν (1187-8).519 Here Andromache, the woman, the slave, the barbarian, 

is reminded by the chorus that she is a Trojan woman vying with ‘masters, natives of 

Sparta’ (δεσπὁ τἄίς ἄ μίλλἄ  / Ἰ λίἄ ς ὁυ σἄ κὁ ρἄ Λἄκεδἄί μὁνὁς ε γγενε τἄ σίν, 127-8), and 

that therefore she ‘is nothing’ (ὁυ δε ν ὁυ σἄ, 134). Soon, however, Andromache morally 

towers over Menelaus the Greek nobleman and monarch, who instead appears ‘to be 

nothing’ (ὁυ δε ν γεγω σί, 320; συ  δ’ὁυ δε ν εί , 641).520 

As mentioned in ch. 1, the democratic state of the polis did not necessarily impact 

aristocratic hegemony, and the ideology of hereditary nobility was never superseded, 

even in the context of the technically egalitarian polis that proclaimed the freedom and 

moral nobility of all Athenian citizens. The sophists, however, with their claim to be able 

to teach ‘virtue’, and with the stress their theories generally placed on its relativity, most 

likely catalysed such debates on the social definition of nobility.521 Aristotle disputed 

the correlation between wealth and nobility, but defended an ‘aristocratic theory of 

descent’ in his lost Περί  Ἑυ γενεί ἄς, maintaining that nobility was behaviourally 

inherited and derived from noble ancestors.522 But Aristotle also quotes one of Gorgias’ 

pupils, Lycophron, who was known to have asserted that ‘in truth there is no real 

difference between the lowly born and the nobly born’, and that ‘preference for it looks 

to opinion’ (ω ς πρὁ ς δὁ ξἄν ὁυ σἄν τή ν ἄί ρεσίν ἄυ τή ς; DK 83 A4).523 Euripides’ 

 
519 Vernant (2020), 284. 
520 Allan (2000), 53 with Strohm (1977), 124 recognises that ‘a central theme of the action’ is 
the dissonance between ‘inborn nobility’ and ‘slavery’. Teucer at Soph. Aj. 1093-6 also 
demolishes Menelaus’ status (εὐγενεῖς, 1095) by claiming that he is a nobody (μήδέν, 1094; 
μήδένἄς, 1114): Hesk (2012), 114. 
521 See supra, sec. 1.3.2, pp. 96-7. 
522 Chroust (1972), 22-3. 
523 Chroust (1972), 20; Sprague (1972), 69. 
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Andromache approximates Lycophron’s emphasis on the relativity of class distinctions 

(cf. ω  δὁ ξἄ δὁ ξἄ, 320), placing not only under pressure the equation between wealth 

and nobility,524 but even questioning the ideological-moral divide between the upper 

and lower classes through its hybrid portrayal of the status/class hierarchy articulated 

in the confrontation of Andromache and Menelaus (as well as Hermione).525 In the 

Electra, the terminology of δὁ ξἄ will be again employed in Orestes’ famous 

denounciation of the unreliability of social appearances, of both wealth and status 

(367-85): ὁυ  μή  ἄ φρὁνή σεθ᾽, ὁί  κενω ν δὁξἄσμἄ των/ πλή ρείς πλἄνἄ σθε, τῃ  δ᾽ ὁ μίλί ἄ  

βρὁτὁυ ς/κρίνεί τε κἄί  τὁί ς ή θεσίν τὁυ ς ευ γενεί ς; (383-5).526  

Yet the same challenge to this hierarchy is already present in the earlier Andromache. 

The most direct formulation is uttered by Peleus at the end of his agon with Menelaus: 

κυ δίὁν βρὁτὁί ς/ πε νήτἄ χρήστὁ ν ή  κἄκὁ ν κἄί  πλὁυ σίὁν/ γἄμβρὁ ν πεπἄ σθἄί κἄί  φί λὁν· 

συ  δ᾽ ὁυ δε ν εί  (639-41). Peleus also adds that bastard children might be better than 

legitimate children, reproducing one of Euripides’ favourite themes, that of the ‘noble 

bastard’, ‘reflecting interest in the contrast between convention and nature (νὁ μὁς and 

φυ σίς)’:527 πὁλλἄ κίς δε  τὁί/ ξήρἄ  βἄθεί ἄν γή ν ε νί κήσε σπὁρἄ  , /νὁ θὁί τε πὁλλὁί  

γνήσί ων ἄ μεί νὁνες (636-8). The Greek nomos (νὁμί ζετἄί, 693) that distinguishes the 

upper from the lower classes of society is again the target of Peleus’ invective when he 

complains that more honour is unfairly attributed to a single general while the labour 

 
524 Allan (2000), 186; cf. El. 367-72. On the other hand, traditional statements on nobility are 
also common: Battezzato (2018), 152; Hall (1989), 99. Cf. Allan (2001), 156 on Heracl. 297-8. 
525 Cf. the famous fragment from the Melanippe Captive similarly speaking of τῶν κενῶν 
δὁξἄσμάτων (TrGF v, fr. 495, 40-3). On the fragment, cf. Gregory (2002), 154. Melanippe’s and 
her children’s slavery seems also to have been fundamental to both the development of the plot 
and the thematic interests in the tragedy: Collard and Cropp (2008), 587-9. Cf. Citti (1979), 204 
on Ion 850ff. and 206 on Melanippe. 
526 Though it is not clear how utopian the play is: Wohl (2015), 75-6. Wohl (2015), 88 n.13 also 
notes that δόξἄσμἄ is an uncommon word, and figures in Euripides only in the fragment from 
the Melanippe Captive (cf. supra), in which indeed nobility is contrasted with appearance. 
527 Lloyd (1994), 138; Lee (1975), 13. 
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rests on the shoulders of the common soldiers who receive no credit (693-705; cf. again 

the use of the terminology of δὁ ξἄ at 696: ὁ  στρἄτήγὁ ς τή ν δὁ κήσίν ἄ ρνυτἄί);  this is 

evocative of the way Odysseus’ apparent assertion of a military ‘hierarchy’ in the 

Hecuba is endowed with deep class connotations.528 As Odysseus contextualises his 

military hierarchy with broader political considerations on social hierarchy, here 

Peleus does the same, disparaging Menelaus’ social posture,529 and decrying how those 

individuals who are in positions of power in the city disdain the common people and 

assume they are superior, when in fact the demos is wiser (699-702).530 As we will see, 

the vocabulary of δὁ ξἄ is again applied to reflect on the fragility of status and class 

definitions in Troades. As the disgusted Aeschylus complains in Aristophanes’ Frogs 

(1062-73),  Euripides caused the rich aristocrats of the city to pretend they are poor 

(1065-6) by dressing royal characters in rags (1063); but he also taught sailors to 

disobey their superiors (1071-2).531 What is more, the vocabulary of δὁ ξἄ in 

connection to status returns in Acharnians 439-41, where Dicaeopolis begs Euripides 

to dress him in rags to ‘have the look of a beggar’ (δεί  γἄ ρ με δὁ ξἄί πτωχὁ ν εί νἄί 

τή μερὁν, 440) and parodies the philosophical language of appearance and reality of a 

Euripidean fragment (εί νἄί με ν ὁ σπερ εί μί , φἄί νεσθἄί δε  μή , 441).532 Like Lamachus’ 

 
528 Hall (2006), 123. Lines 699-702 are possibly interpolated (cf. Stevens 1977, 179). If they 
are not, however, notice that Peleus’ φρὁνὁῦσί δήμὁυ μεῖζὁν, ὄντες ὁὐδένες (700) goes back to 
641, which establishes an interesting connection with what the chorus said about Andromache 
at 134 (ὁὐδὲν ὁὖσἄ). 
529 At Soph. Aj. 1073-6, Menelaus also parallels the respect of superior members of the city, 
essential to his view of political stability, with the sustainment of the military hierarchy in the 
army: Garvie (1998), 223. 
530 McClure (1999), 192 argues that these lines implicitly decry how men of low status yet great 
wealth are elected as officials, but it is hard to see how the text might encourage this reading. 
What is more, Menelaus remains both wealthy and well born, and he is the main target of 
Peleus’ invective. Cf. Di Benedetto (1971), 127. 
531 Specifically, they ‘speak back’ (ἀντἄγὁρεύείν, 1072; ἀντίλέγεί, 1076). 
532 The scholia to Aristophanes assign them to Telephus, but cf. Collard, Cropp, and Lee (2009), 
44. Cf. Ingrosso (2020), 82 on the general Aristophanic appropriation of the Euripidean theme 
of appearance/reality. 
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frightening military attire that contrasts with the Dicaeopolis in Euripidean rags (567-

94),533 here Menelaus’ heroic armour, which should be a symbol of his aristocratic 

virtue, is rather emblematic of his immorality, and, above all, his effeminacy. 

For Menelaus’ nobility does not simply become questioned by itself, but specifically 

through the disturbance of the man/woman hierarchy that Andromache already 

effects. As Hall notes, ‘concomitant on female strength is masculine weakness’,534 and 

Andromache’s masculinisation is specular to Menelaus’ feminisation. Andromache 

points out that he appears in warrior garb: νυ ν δ᾽ ε ς γυνἄί κἄ γὁργὁ ς ὁ πλί τής φἄνεί ς 

/κτεί νείς μ᾽(458-9). The hand-to-hand combat of hoplites was often conceptualised as 

the quintessential demonstration of one’s manly virtue, ἄ νδρὁ ς δ’ε λεγχὁς... ευ ψυχί ἄς 

(HF 162; cf. 157-64);535 Medea famously criticises the hierarchy of the relative duties 

of men and women, expressing her preference to stand in the hoplite phalanx rather 

than give birth.536 Yet Ἀndromache explicitly contrasts Menelaus’ hyper-masculine war 

costume with her own womanhood: the implication is that his display of strength and 

military prowess is nothing but a travesty, as the only warrior that he is fighting is a 

powerless and helpless woman. This is the same accusation levelled at 324-9: 

συ  δή  στρἄτήγω ν λὁγἄ σίν Ἑ λλή νων πὁτε  

Τρὁί ἄν ἄ φεί λὁυ Πρί ἄμὁν, ω δε φἄυ λὁς ω ν; 

 
533 Cf. Ar. Ach. 56-3 with Olson (2002), 220. Similarly to what Peleus says (And. 693-705), 
Dicaeopolis protests that hard-working ordinary citizens labour in the battle-ranks while 
young generals and officials like Lamachus enjoy a life of pleasurable embassies as well as a 
substantial public pay: cf. Olson (2002), xl-xli. What is more, Lamachus’ frightening Gorgon-
decorated shield (Γὁργόν’, 574) is comparable to Menelaus γὁργὸς ὁπλίτής (458). 
534 Hall (1989), 208. 
535 Barlow (1996), 132. It is true that these words are uttered by Lycus, the ‘villain’ of the HF, 
but his case here has appeared to be quite strong: cf. Barlow (1996), 131. Cf. Roselli (2007), 
141. 
536 Mastronarde (2002), 214. 
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ὁ στίς θυγἄτρὁ ς ἄ ντί πἄίδὁς ε κ λὁ γων 

τὁσὁ νδ᾽ ε πνευσἄς κἄί  γυνἄίκί  δυστυχεί  

δὁυ λῃ κἄτε στής εί ς ἄ γω ν᾽; ὁυ κ ἄ ξίω  

ὁυ τ᾽ ὁυ ν σε  Τρὁί ἄς ὁυ τε σὁυ  Τρὁί ἄν ε τί. 

At 362, she fears that Menelaus might be ruthless δίἄ  γυνἄίκεί ἄν ε ρίν. The implications 

might appear the same as 387, namely that Menelaus is doing ‘great wrong for a trivial 

reason’. However, Andromache’s implicit accusation is that Menelaus is acting not 

simply for a woman, but even like a woman; in entering the feud and supporting 

Hermione, he is implicitly downgrading himself.537 Like 324-9, the implication is that 

Menelaus has lost his heroic masculinity. In fact, Andromache suggests explicitly that 

Menelaus’ behaviour approximates that of a woman (352-4): 

 ὁυ  χρή  'πί  μίκρὁί ς μεγἄ λἄ πὁρσυ νείν κἄκἄ  

ὁυ δ᾽, εί  γυνἄί κε ς ε σμεν ἄ τήρὁ ν κἄκὁ ν, 

ἄ νδρἄς γυνἄίξί ν ε ξὁμὁίὁυ σθἄί φυ σίν.  

Andromache explicitly denounces the falseness of appearances when she protests that 

it is almost unbelievable that somebody as φἄυ λὁς as Menelaus might have been in 

charge of the Greek army and seized Troy (324-5). This contrast between apparent 

heroism and effeminacy will also be applied to Menelaus in Euripides’ Orestes, where 

 
537 Cf. Scharffenberger (2020), 152: ‘the phrase γυνἄίκείἄν ἔρίν’ is ‘used by Andromache in 362 
to signify simultaneously Hermione’s jealousy (i.e. ‘a strife between women’) and also 
Menelaus’ rivalry with Paris (i.e. ‘a strife over a woman’)’. 
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Orestes bluntly explains that Menelaus is ‘no born warrior, but a brave man among the 

ladies’ (ὁυ  γἄ ρ ἄί χμήτή ς πε φυκεν, ε ν γυνἄίξί  δ᾽ ἄ λκίμὁς, 754).538  

But lines 352-4 conjure up an important intertext. At Med. 889-92, Medea famously 

employs misogynistic stereotypes in order to deceive Jason: 

ἄ λλ᾽ ε σμε ν ὁί ὁ ν ε σμεν, ὁυ κ ε ρω  κἄκὁ ν, 

γυνἄί κες· ὁυ κὁυν χρή ν σ᾽ ὁ μὁίὁυ σθἄί φυ σίν, 

ὁυ δ᾽ ἄ ντίτεί νείν νή πί᾽ ἄ ντί  νήπί ων. 

The lines are similar in content (exhortation to not approximate a woman’s physis 

coupled with the misogynistic association of womanhood and triviality), but also share 

an almost identical phrasing: ὁ μὁίὁυ σθἄί φυ σίν (890) and ε ξὁμὁίὁυ σθἄί φυ σίν (354); 

ὁυ  χρή  (352) and ὁυ κὁυν χρή ν (890); εί  γυνἄί κε ς ε σμεν ἄ τήρὁ ν κἄκὁ ν (353) and ε σμε ν 

ὁί ὁ ν ε σμεν, ὁυ κ ε ρω  κἄκὁ ν (890). In Medea’s case, her allegiance to Jason’s sexist 

outlook is feigned, instrumentally built and employed to further her schemes. Her 

generalisation on women’s (bad) nature, is substantially exposed as staged, a play 

within the play. Medea’s behaviour through the (actual) play in fact suffices to show 

that she can act like a man, performing a series of gender-transgressive acts that make 

her look more like a Homeric hero in her aspirations than the malleable woman she 

wants to appear here.539 Just as Medea’s exhortation to Jason to not approximate a 

woman’s nature adumbrates the possibility that in fact a man’s and a woman’s nature 

might not be as fixed and different, Andromache’s similar plea functions as a foil to both 

her masculine defiance and Menelaus’ femininity.  

 
538 Cf. Willink (1986), 204. 
539 Cf. Barlow (1995), 42. 
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Another important similarity should be detected between Menelaus-Andromache and 

Jason-Medea. Menelaus and Jason are insistently proved by Euripides to be unreliable 

and unfaithful. The theme of broken oaths figures prominently in Medea, and Menelaus 

is depicted in the same unfavourable light when he tricks Andromache into leaving the 

shrine of Thetis so as to kill her (425-63; so immediately after Andromache’s 

accusations of effeminacy), as well as when he abandons his daughter. The act of 

deception is denounced explicitly by Andromache (ὁί μὁί· δὁ λω  μ᾽ υ πή λθες, ή πἄτή μεθἄ, 

435) and even acknowledged by Menelaus himself (κή ρυσσ᾽ ἄ πἄσίν· ὁυ  γἄ ρ 

ε ξἄρνὁυ μεθἄ, 436).540 Both Jason and Menelaus have appeared to be ‘barbarised’ 

through this characterisation, since ‘the Greeks liked to think that they were 

trustworthy, while barbarians were not’.541 But in Medea Jason’s unfaithfulness triggers 

the Chorus’ annunciation of the reversal not of Greek and barbarian, but rather of male 

and female (410-3).542 

In fact, this discourse was foreshadowed already in the initial dialogue between 

Andromache and the servant. At 60-3, the loyal slave of Andromache warns her former 

mistress of Menelaus’ and Hermione’s schemes against her and Molossus (δείνἄ  γἄ ρ 

βὁυλευ ετἄί/Μενε λἄὁς ε ς σε  πἄί ς θ᾽, ἄ  σὁί φυλἄκτε ἄ, 62-3; notice that the verb is 

singular and the emphasis is on Menelaus), and Andromache asks her about the kind 

of ‘plots’ that they are ‘weaving’ (66): πὁί ἄς μήχἄνἄ ς πλε κὁυσίν ἄυ . Yet this same word, 

μήχἄνἄ ς, is used just a few lines later, when Andromache asks the servant to act as a 

messenger between her and Peleus, and categorises ‘scheming’ as a fundamental 

 
540 In comparison with Sophocles’ Hermione, Euripides makes Menelaus ‘duplicitous’ also by 
betrothing Hermione to Orestes and then promising her to Neoptolemus, an act indeed 
categorised in Andromache as a form of treachery by Orestes (967): Allan (2000), 17. 
541 Allan (2002), 72-3. 
542 Buxton (2013), 238. 
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feature of womanhood: πὁλλἄ ς ἄ ν ευ ρὁίς μήχἄνἄ ς· γυνή  γἄ ρ εί  (85). The same 

association of scheme-making and womanhood, which is extremely common in 

Euripides,543 is found again explicitly in the Andromache at 911, when Orestes enquires 

whether Hermione has ‘plotted against her [Andromache] such things as women 

contrive’ (μω ν ε ς γυνἄί κ᾽ ε ρρἄψἄς ὁί ἄ δή  γυνή ). The chorus also assign the 

responsibility for the war of Troy to Aphrodite’s ‘deceitful words’ (δὁλί ὁίς δ᾽ ε λε Κυ πρίς 

λὁ γὁίς, 289). The general Euripidean emphasis on deception as an emblem of 

femininity is so pervasive that Zeitlin concludes that ‘for the man […] resort to dolos 

(trickery) undermines masculine integrity and places his honour under the gravest of 

suspicion’.544  

Andromache’s suspicion is supported in the next scene by Peleus’ more aggressive 

accusations.545 Among the charges levelled against Menelaus, Peleus mentions not 

having been able to keep Helen at home and having allowed her excessive freedom; 

having waged war against Troy for Helen, causing the death of Achilles and many 

others; having returned home ‘woundless’ (i.e., without displaying any sort of military 

prowess); having resolved to spare Helen after seeing her naked (592-631). The 

lengthy and various accusations of Peleus, however, all share the common underlying 

belief that Meneleus is effeminate, and in fact the allegations are prefaced by 

questioning Menelaus’ status as a man: συ  γἄ ρ μετ᾽ ἄ νδρω ν, ω  κἄ κίστε κἄ κ κἄκω ν;/ 

σὁί  πὁυ  με τεστίν ω ς ε ν ἄ νδρἄ σίν λὁ γὁυ; (590-1). Menelaus’ interest in not appearing 

phaulos finally appears to be radically undercut by Andromache’s accusation of 

phaulotes in gendered terms —accusations that are made even more explicit with 

 
543 Stevens (1971), 104. 
544 Zeitlin (1996), 358. 
545 Hermione, too, accuses her father of having broken her trust (854-7): Allan (2000), 102.  



175 
 

Peleus, who also repeatedly disturbs the hierarchy between the upper and lower 

classes. 

Paradoxically, Peleus’ disturbance of the hierarchy is followed by the fourth choral ode, 

which seemingly celebrates wealth and nobility (766-76),546 in almost Pindaric 

taste:547 

ή  μή  γενὁί μἄν ή  πἄτε ρων ἄ γἄθω ν 

εί ήν πὁλυκτή των τε δὁ μων με τὁχὁς. 

εί  τί γἄ ρ πἄ σχὁί τίς ἄ μή χἄνὁν, ἄ λκἄ ς 

ὁυ  σπἄ νίς ευ γενε τἄίς, 

κήρυσσὁμε νὁίσί δ᾽ ἄ π᾽ ε σθλω ν δωμἄ των 

τίμἄ  κἄί  κλε ὁς· ὁυ τὁί λεί ψἄνἄ τω ν ἄ γἄθω ν 

ἄ νδρω ν ἄ φἄίρεί τἄί χρὁ νὁς· ἄ  δ᾽ ἄ ρετἄ  

κἄί  θἄνὁυ σί λἄ μπεί. 

Lloyd introduces the chorus saying that the strophe ‘praises wealth and noble birth’,548 

and Stevens is puzzled by the irrelevance of these lines to the action. He concludes that 

‘the generalised praise of noble birth, wealth and courage is inspired by loyalty and 

admiration for the House of Aeacus and leads up to the specific reference in the 

epode’.549 On closer inspection, however, it seems paradoxical that the chorus should 

 
546 Again, the connection is underlined: cf. Citti (1979), 210-1. 
547 Allan (2000), 217. Cf. the epinician undertones of the first stasimon of Trachiniae and their 
relevance to the theme of nobility: Wohl (1998), 19. 
548 Lloyd (1994), 142; Jouan (1966), 59-60. Cf. Citti (1979), 212; Kyriakou (2016), 139: ‘the 
third stasimon is the only part of the play that celebrates glory, and indeed any virtue… it also 
expresses confidence in the prowess of such excellent, noble people’ (yet cf. p. 140). 
549 Stevens (1971), 186. 
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be referring to Peleus when they express their wish to be born ‘of noble fathers and 

with a share in a wealthy house’; first, because Peleus himself has just before repeatedly 

disturbed the rigidity of the moral distinction between humble and noble birth;  

second, because the house of Peleus is hardly presented as πὁλυ κτήτὁς in the 

Andromache (Andromache defines Neoptolemus the ‘islander’, 16; Hermione’s rich 

clothes being ‘no offering from the house of Achilles or of Peleus’, 147-50; Hermione’s 

reported frustration of being ‘rich among the poor’, 209-12).550 But the chorus’ view of 

wealth and nobility is rendered puzzling by the antistrophe, where they obliquely 

comment on the injustice of Hermione and Menelaus, alluding to the attempted murder 

of Andromache and Molossus in their denunciation of violent injustice and ‘unjust 

power in the home or in the city’ (785-7),551 which brings ὁ νεί δεσίν (‘disgrace’, 784). If 

the ode starts with an emphasis on being aristocratic (πἄτε ρων ἄ γἄθω ν, 766; ε σθλω ν 

δωμἄ των, 772) and wealthy (πὁλυκτή των δὁ μων, 769; ἄ λκἄ ς/ ὁυ  σπἄ νίς ευ γενε τἄίς, 

770-1) as markers of imperishable τίμἄ  and κλε ὁς (774), and concludes in the epode 

with a similar emphasis on Peleus’ ευ κλείἄν (800),  the antistrophe raises the question 

of the validity of such markers.552 The chorus might further specify that the glorious 

victory also needs to be just to be worthy of δὁ ξἄ (κἄκὁ δὁξὁν, 779). Yet if this alludes 

to Hermione’s and Menelaus’ overpowering of Andromache and Molossus, then it is 

suspicious that the example of victory they select for Peleus is his participation in the 

first destruction of Troy, which is instead called ευ δὁ κίμὁν (799). For Troy’s most 

recent destruction is all but celebrated as glorious by the chorus in this play (cf.1009-

 
550 Stavrinou (2016), 9; Hall (2001), xxxii. 
551 Kyriakou (2016), 143 on the relevance of Hermione’s behaviour and fate to this ode. 
552 Cf also Kyriakou (2016), 143, arguing  that the chorus’ confidence in the success of the noble 
and the support they have is shown to be misplaced. This has both a practical and moral 
dimension: ‘Orestes ans his family survive and succeed. Ultimately, then, noble families cannot 
always guarantee protection to their members, nor do immoral families always fail to assist 
them’ (p. 144). 
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46):553 another fragile δὁ ξἄ? Rather than reconfirming hierarchies of status, the ode 

deepens the issue the play has raised, through Menelaus, on the unreliability of 

appearance in connection with nobility and slavery. 

This problematisation of social hierarchies was the focus of Synodinou’s monograph on 

slavery in Euripides, which indeed takes the Andromache to exemplify the crisis of this 

moral, hierarchical categorisation.554 The main objection to the first part of her thesis 

mainly consists of the observation that Euripidean plays about Trojan captives cannot 

be taken to problematise slavery, since the nobility of the Trojans is in fact a sign of their 

previous royal and free-born status; ‘real’ slaves, instead, are supposedly always 

presented as debased, wicked, and unreliable,555 or noble inasmuch as they remain 

obedient slaves.556 Yet, besides missing the metaphorical use of slavery here and in the 

other Trojan plays — as symbolic of class and status tensions —, this objection avoids 

recognising that much of the thematic focus of these plays palpably lies in the 

discussion of slavery and what slavery is (about 17 occurrences of δὁυ λὁς-derived 

words alone cluster in the Andromache; we saw an even higher number of occurrences 

in Hecuba). Perhaps more importantly, the identity is constantly summoned and 

imposed on Andromache both by herself and by the other characters on stage, 

including the sympathetic chorus (126-34, 155, 375-5, 433-4). She is constantly 

reminded that she is a slave, and Andromache corrects her own servant when she calls 

 
553 Allan (2000), 221 does not read this as ironic, but he does note that it is in contrast with the 
Phthians’ sympathy for the Trojans we have so far witnessed, and in a footnote (n.110) 
comments that ‘in the fourth stasimon the chorus’ tone is very different… even the first sack of 
Troy is seen there as an inexplicable manifestation of divine destruction’. 
554 Synodinou (1974), 87. Cf. Citti (1991), 86. 
555 Milani (1972), 72-3; Hall (2006), 110-1. Cf. Thalmann (1999), 33 on the way in which 
Eumaeus is represented as a noble slave precisely because, we find out in book 15, he is the 
son of an aristocrat. 
556 Scodel (1980), 84; Rabinowitz (2008), 57; Citti (1991), 87; Di Benedetto (1971), 217. Cf. 
Eur. Ion 854-6, in which a slave can be said to be esthlos, but only because the speaker, who is 
indeed a slave, is ready to ‘repay’ his masters with his own life (ll. 850-3). 



178 
 

her mistress (64-5). As we saw with Polyxena, then, the plays require the audience to 

complicate their view of what being ‘noble’ means through a paradoxical 

acknowledgment that these characters are slaves. This paradox would be missed if we 

simply dismissed their characterisation as ‘slaves’ as something that the audience 

would immediately see through as unacceptable or unrealistic. The emphasis is there 

for a reason — to question the status of the characters — and is in line with the typical 

sophistic questioning of differentiations that we saw with the Antiphon papyrus. In fact, 

it is possible that sophistic thought also articulated some scepticism on slavery itself: 

for Aristotle formulates his conception of natural slavery precisely by arguing against 

some intellectuals who problematise the institution (Arist. Pol. 1. 5-6. 1253b, 1255a-

1255b).557 What is more, although Trojans must have been particularly noble and 

sympathetic characters for a Greek, Homer-imbued audience, the ‘orientalisation’ of 

Troy also meant that they were now reconfigured as barbarians.558 The idea that 

barbarians were naturally slaves was commonly held and would last at least until 

Aristotle,559 and he indeed uses it to respond to those thinkers who had put into 

question the legitimacy of slavery in reference to war captives.560 This further 

corroborates the view that it would not be immediate to dismiss the slavery of these 

Trojan characters.  

The paradox Trojan slaves embody, then, has disturbing consequences, if not for the 

institution of slavery, for the distinctions of class and status that structured the world 

 
557 He does not mention their names, but the terminology is unmistakably sophistic: τὁῖς δὲ 
πἄρὰ φύσίν τὸ δεσπόζείν· νόμω  γὰρ τὸν μὲν δὁῦλὁν εἶνἄί τὸν δ’ ἐλεύθερὁν, φύσεί δ’ὁὐδὲν 
δίἄφέρείν. δίόπερ ὁὐδὲ δίκἄίὁν· βίἄίὁν γάρ (1253b. 20-3). The names of Antiphon, Lycophron 
and especially Alcidamas have been suggested: cf. Laurenti (1993), 9.  
558 Trojans were orientalised also in the Parthenon marbles: Rabinowitz (2008), 40. 
559 See infra, sec. 3.3, p. 264. 
560 Besso (2011), 81-2. 
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of the audience. Menelaus’ as well as Hermione’s status is constantly put under 

pressure and finally falls into pieces through their dialectical relationship to the noble 

slave. At the same time, the disturbance of Menelaus’ nobility is not simply questioned 

internally; rather, it is through the intersection with the discourse of gender that the 

masculinised Andromache, and then Peleus, put into question the aristocratic 

appearance of this false esthlos. 

2.4 Menelaus the Barbarian 

Menelaus’ presentation as a debased monarch, however, goes beyond the mere 

destabilisation of class categories. The ‘negative’ portrayal of his character 

problematises the supposed moral superiority of the higher classes, but it does so while 

appealing to a well-known ‘stock-figure’ of tragedy: the tyrant. A recurrent character 

on the Attic stage, the tyrant is characterised by an anxiety to defend his power over his 

subjects and by his excessive pleonexia.561 Excess of wealth was strongly connected 

with tyranny in tragedy, possibly because historical tyrants maintained their power 

through money.562 Some sophists, as we may be allowed to infer from Plato’s Gorgias 

(469c-471d) and the Republic (2.359b-361b), also considered the tyrant as the freest 

individual on earth in his unrestrained pursuit of his rapacious desires.563 Menelaus 

naturally underlines both his status as free and his wealth, but the use of μὁνἄρχί ἄ is 

more telling. 

 
561 Ugolini (2017), 458; Seaford (2003), 97 on tyrannical greed as not simply a defect of 
character, but as ‘the desire for the means of tyrannical power’. Hill (2020), 57 disagrees with 
Seaford and with Lanza (1977), 45-64 by arguing that greed and rapacity are by no means 
associated to sole rules in tragedy; interestingly, Hill mentions Hecuba (p. 278) as one of the 
few examples in which they see the connection. Andromache, too, explicitly makes the 
connection between Menelaus’ flaunted monarchia and his rapacity. 
562 Seaford (2003), 105; Kallet (2003), 122. Cf. Lee (1997), 230 on Ion 629-31. 
563 Raaflaub (2003), 76-7; cf. Hill (2020), 80-1. 
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In Supplices, the word μὁνἄρχί ἄ is politically charged and obliquely connected to 

tyranny. Theseus boasts of having given ‘sole rule’, μὁνἄρχί ἄ, to the demos (452); but 

this anachronistic emphasis on the democratic nature of Athens is soon put contrasted 

with tyranny in the agon with the Theban herald (Supp. 429-55).564 What is more, the 

‘tyrannical’ Theban herald, theoretical supporter of sole rule, delineates an ideological 

contrast in class terms with Theseus: for if democratic rule is praised by the latter 

because of his egalitarian nature that confers the same share to both rich and poor alike 

(Supp. 408; cf. 430-4), the Theban despises the possibility of giving power to any ἄ νή ρ 

πε νής (423-5).565 Similarly, in Herodotus’ Constitutional Debate in book 3 of his 

Histories, Otanes intervenes in favour of democracy by disparaging the tyrannical 

nature of the μὁυ νἄρχὁς in contrast with the ί σὁνὁμί ήν of the demos (Hdt. 3.80.3-4), 

basically equating the word μὁνἄρχί ἄ with tyranny (intended in its negative 

connotation). In his interaction with Andromache, Menelaus also displays a series of 

other traits that would have been immediately perceived by the audience as tyrannical. 

Excessive violence against enemies is the most notable element, and is often coupled 

with the tyrant’s obsessive fear that his authority might be impaired.566 This is evident 

immediately before Peleus’ entrance, when Menelaus’ cruelty reaches its apex at 519-

22 by arguing that Andromache and Molossus are his enemies (ε χθρὁυ ς, 520), and they 

need to be killed to remove ‘fear’ from the household (ε ξὁ ν κτεί νείν/κἄί  φὁ βὁν ὁί κων 

ἄ φελε σθἄί, 521-2). 

 
564 Graham (2017), 163-4; Burian (2011), 104-6. 
565 Compare the words of the Old Oligarch in the Constitution of the Athenians (1.5), in which 
poverty and the lack of education that derives from it are the reason why the demos should not 
have the power: Graham (2017), 172-3. 
566 Ugolini (2017), 458-9. 



181 
 

 This is followed by Molossus’ tearful supplication (530-5) to be spared, rejected by  

Menelaus (537-8) — a sign of his ‘mental inflexibility’, an additional emblematic feature 

of the tragic tyrant.567 While he does not physically violate Thetis’ shrine, Menelaus’ 

‘tendency toward impiety’568 is also underscored by Andromache’s invocation of divine 

justice, which, if not straightforwardly belittled, is none the less dismissed by Menelaus: 

τἄ  θεί ἄ δ᾽ ὁυ  θεί ᾽ ὁυ δ᾽ ε χείν ή γῃ  δί κήν;/ ὁ τἄν τἄ δ᾽ ῃ , τὁ τ᾽ ὁί σὁμεν· σε  δε  κτενω  (439-

40). More broadly, Menelaus comes close to killing two suppliants, of whom one was 

also taking refuge at the shrine of Thetis;569 and so, along with his daughter, he must be 

associated ‘with the hyperbolic cruelty and irreligion of the stage tyrant (like Lycus in 

Hercules Furens, Polydektes in Dictys, Creon in Sophocles’ Oedipus Coloneus)’.570 Finally, 

putting men to death without trial was also associated with tyranny,571 and this is 

evident when Andromache asks to stand trial (355-60), when the chorus call the 

murder ‘lawless’, ἄ νὁμὁς (491), and explicit in the next scene with Peleus’ and 

Andromache’s protestations (τί  πρἄ σσετ᾽ ἄ κρίτἄ μήχἄνω μενὁί, 549; ὁυ τε τω  

δί κῃ/κρί νἄντες ὁυ τε τὁυ ς ἄ πὁ ντἄς ε κ δὁ μων/μεί νἄντες, 567-9). Granted, Menelaus is 

not a tyrant in the strict sense of the word,572 namely, a despotic monarch who has 

obtained power through violence and usurpation.573 In claiming authority over Peleus’ 

property, however, Menelaus dares to replace Peleus, who is not only the κυ ρίὁς of the 

house, but also the reigning king of Phthia.574 As Allan has it, Menelaus’ ‘interference’ 

 
567 Ugolini (2017), 463. 
568 Ugolini (2017), 458. 
569 Cf. Seaford (2003), 98 on tyrants abusing sacred space. On the sacredness of Thetis’ shrine 
here: cf. Wiles (1997), 200. 
570 Stavrinou (2014), 396. 
571 Seaford (2003), 107; Raaflaub (2003), 74. 
572 Cf. Carter (2004), 21 on Creon in Antigone. 
573 Cf. Hill (2020), 86 on Cratin. PCG IV, fr. 258. 
574 A similarly ‘tyrannical’ Menelaus is that of Sophocles’ Ajax, who wrongly believes to have 
authority over Ajax and other members of the army (Soph. Aj. 1097-1104; cf. Hesk 2012, 112-



182 
 

is ‘tyrannical’, and the second stasimon does allude to this when the chorus express 

their preference for one tyranny over a double tyranny in one city, as well as for one 

helmsmen over two when the ‘ship of state’ is overwhelmed by violent winds (479-

85):575 ὁυ δε  γἄ ρ ε ν πὁ λεσί δί πτυχὁί τυρἄννί δες/μίἄ ς ἄ μεί νὁνες φε ρείν (473-4). More 

explicitly, the connection between interference in domestic affairs and public 

tyrannical action is made by Peleus when replying to Menelaus’ statement that he is 

κυρίω τερὁς than him (πω ς; ή  τὁ ν ἄ μὁ ν ὁί κὁν ὁί κή σείς μὁλω ν/ δευ ρ’; ὁυ χ’ ἄ λίς σὁί τω ν 

κἄτἄ  Σπἄ ρτήν κρἄτεί ν; 581-2).576 The public relevance of this quarrel is also 

underscored by the visual impact of Peleus’ sceptre, emblem of his royal power over 

Phthia,  that he raises in the air to threaten Menelaus (588). As in Hecuba, the hierarchy 

staged during the confrontation of Andromache and Menelaus is thus one between 

slave and royal, between the most disempowered and the most empowered, the 

poorest and the richest, the least free and the freest, mixing considerations that can be 

mapped onto both ‘class’ and ‘status’ categories. Similar to the metaphorical 

dichotomies of the Platonic Callicles (Grg. 484a-b) and Thrasymachus (Resp. 344a-c), 

the polar opposites of this hierarchy are the ‘tyrannical’ master and the slave;577 yet 

this hierarchy is not simply literal, and rather entails a profound metaphor for the 

tension between the ‘weak’ members of society who appeal to isonomia, and the 

‘strong’ ones. 

The implications of this portrayal of Menelaus are significant, and they do not simply 

blur the moral distinction between noble and non-noble. As Hall has it, ‘the most 

 
3), but also at Eur. Or. 1660-1 and TrGF v, 723 (Telephus): Garvie (1998), 225; Finglass (2011), 
448. Cf. Kyriakou (1998), 301. 
575 Allan (2000), 214.  
576 Cf. Vester (2009), 301. 
577 Callicles does not explicitly mention tyranny. However, as Reale (2017), 333 notes, his 
vision legitimates tyranny. 
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important distinction 5th-century literature draws between Greeks and barbarians’ is 

‘the polarity between democracy and despotism’.578 Hall convincingly contextualises 

such interconnection in the historical circumstances of 5th century Athens: the rise of 

Persia, the birth of Athenian democracy, the Persian control of some eastern Greek 

cities through tyrants until roughly the 4th century, culminating in the 

conceptualisation of the Persian wars as the struggle of Athenian democracy (and not 

simply Greek freedom) against Eastern despotism.579 In the same work, Hall cautiously 

warns against the risk of taking every instance to tyranny in tragedy as necessarily 

‘orientalised’, suggesting paying attention to the frequency of the ‘vocabulary of 

barbarism’ to draw conclusions.580  

Even if one avoids the consideration that Hermione’s earlier presentation as a 

barbarised woman might have influenced the audience’s preconceptions about 

Menelaus,581 the scene between Andromache and Menelaus ends with the slave 

woman’s explicit denunciation of Spartan barbarism (445-53):582 

ω  πἄ σίν ἄ νθρω πὁίσίν ε χθίστὁί βρὁτω ν 

Σπἄ ρτής ε νὁίκὁί, δὁ λίἄ βὁυλευτή ρίἄ, 

ψευδω ν ἄ νἄκτες, μήχἄνὁρρἄ φὁί κἄκω ν, 

ε λίκτἄ  κὁυ δε ν υ γίε ς ἄ λλἄ  πἄ ν πε ρίξ 

 
578 Hall (1989), 54. 
579 Hall (1989), 58 et passim. As Raaflaub (1979) notably puts it, 244, Persian monarchy was 
conceptually the ‘Tyrann par excellence’. Cf. Hill (2020), 73. 
580 Hall (1989), 210. For example, Hill (2020), 67-70 notes among the ‘sole rulers’ in tragedy 
that are described through the language of freedom/slavery Aeschylus’ Aegisthus and 
Clytemnestra, Sophocles’ Creon and Aegisthus, Euripides’ Lycus and Pentheus; yet these are all 
Greek rulers and Hill does not argue that they are barbarised.  
581 See supra, sec. 2.2. Menelaus’ and Hermione’s attempts to violate the sanctuary of suppliants 
seem also ‘barbaric’: cf. Eur. Heracl. 130ff with Citti (1979), 230. 
582 Hall (1989), 214. 
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φρὁνὁυ ντες, ἄ δί κως ευ τυχεί τ᾽ ἄ ν᾽ Ἑ λλἄ δἄ. 

τί  δ᾽ ὁυ κ ε ν υ μί ν ε στίν; ὁυ  πλεί στὁί φὁ νὁί; 

ὁυ κ ἄί σχρὁκερδεί ς, ὁυ  λε γὁντες ἄ λλἄ με ν 

γλω σσῃ, φρὁνὁυ ντες δ᾽ ἄ λλ᾽ ε φευρί σκεσθ᾽ ἄ εί ; 

ὁ λὁίσθ᾽. 

Andromache’s invective not only reverses the typical equation between barbarian and 

deceptiveness, but also ‘lies parallel to, and undercuts, the viciousness of Hermione’s 

anti-barbarian rhetoric’.583 By the end of this episode, then, Menelaus’ tyrannical 

behaviour has fully assumed all the necessary nuances needed to appear specifically 

barbaric.584 Yet this transgression of behavioural expectations is also compounded in 

the following scene by Menelaus' chauvinistic rhetoric in his agon with Peleus, which 

indeed hinges upon Greek ethnicity and barbarism. Menelaus counters Peleus’ insults 

at 645ff. by alleging that Achilles’ father is disregarding the kin relations that bind their 

families together to defend what he regards as an enemy and an inferior being (648-

54): 

ἄί σχρἄ  με ν σἄυτω   λε γείς 

ή μί ν δ᾽ ὁ νεί δή δίἄ  γυνἄί κἄ βἄ ρβἄρὁν 

τή νδ’, ή ν ε λἄυ νείν χρή ν σ’ υ πε ρ Νεί λὁυ ρ ὁἄ ς 

υ πε ρ τε Φἄ σίν, κἄ με  πἄρἄκἄλεί ν ἄ εί , 

 
583 Hall (1989), 214. 
584 On Menelaus’ barbarisation: Dué (2006), 162; Allan (2000), 103, 132. He was also 
barbarised in the Orestes, with Tyndareus explicitly insulting him in this manner at 485: 
βεβἄρβάρωσἄί, χρόνίὁς ὢν ἐν βἄρβάρὁίς (Hall 1989, 189). 
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ὁυ σἄν με ν ή πείρω τίν, ὁυ  πεσή μἄτἄ 

πλεί σθ᾽ Ἑ λλἄ δὁς πε πτωκε δὁρίπετή  νεκρω ν, 

τὁυ  σὁυ  τε πἄίδὁ ς ἄί μἄτὁς κὁίνὁυμε νήν. 

Neither the Nile nor the Phasis, respectively the southern and northern limits of the 

‘civilised’ world, are specific to Andromache as a Trojan, but the vagueness emphasises 

the generalisation of Menelaus’ words. His argument that by killing her he would do a 

favour to Peleus (660-1) is followed by the observation that it should not be tolerated 

that Andromache’s offspring, of barbarian stock, might become the rulers of Phthia and 

govern over Greeks (662-7): 

ή ν πἄί ς με ν ή μή  μή  τε κῃ, τἄυ τής δ᾽ ἄ πὁ 

βλἄ στωσί πἄί δες, τὁυ σδε γή ς Φθίω τίδὁς 

στή σείς τυρἄ ννὁυς, βἄ ρβἄρὁί δ᾽ ὁ ντες γε νὁς 

Ἑ λλήσίν ἄ ρξὁυσ᾽; εί τ᾽ ε γω  με ν ὁυ  φρὁνω  

μίσω ν τἄ  μή  δί κἄίἄ, σὁί  δ᾽ ε νεστί νὁυ ς; 

Menelaus here voices Greek cultural anxieties about Eastern tyranny and barbarian 

domination that had so profoundly shaped the Hellenic consciousness since the Persian 

wars, and his statement parallels others in the Euripidean corpus.585 Once again, 

however, Euripidean irony is palpable in the paradox of having Menelaus, whom we just 

saw behaving like the most ruthless barbarian,586 voicing an ideological, hierarchical 

 
585 See infra, sec. 3.2, p. 247. 
586 Stavrinou (2016), 15-6 also notes Peleus’ point that Menelaus has come back from Troy 
without a scratch, and took his fine armour in its fine case to Troy and back to Greece in the 
same conditions (616-8), and argues that this further barbarises Menelaus.  
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imperative that many Greeks in the audience must have agreed with, and which was 

stable enough to endure until Aristotle (who indeed quotes Euripides).587 This 

naturally parallels his daughter’s similar paradox. Menelaus’ transgression does not 

merely signify his own personal failure as a character: rather, in the same way 

Andromache’s gender transgression is destabilising because she voices normative 

ideological thoughts on female virtue, Menelaus does not simply undercut himself but 

also destabilises the ideological import of the content he voices. If Andromache 

complicates the meaning of female virtue, Menelaus puts under pressure the meaning 

of the distinction between Greek and barbarian. This will become clearer in chapter 

three, with the other Andromache, in Troades. But here the irony intensifies when we 

realise that Menelaus is allegedly defending Phthia from barbarian tyranny, exactly at 

the moment when Peleus’ intervention on stage emphasises the illegitimacy of 

Menelaus’ tyrannical abuse of power in Phthia (cf. 632ff.): τὁ υσδε γή ς Φθίω τίδὁς/ 

στή σείς τυρἄ ννὁυς (664-5). Like Andromache and Hermione, Menelaus also presents 

himself in a hyperbolic, overemphasised manner that contrasts with his own 

performance throughout the play. 

But crucially, the demolition of Menelaus’ discourse on ethnicity, effected through his 

ambiguous upper status which endows him with tyrannical traits, intersects with his 

most explicit characterisation as effeminate. As we saw, Peleus challenges the Homeric 

characterisation of the heroic Menelaus by claiming that he can hardly be counted 

among men, and that he has been so foolish to wage a war for a woman. What is more, 

Menelaus is a coward, and has never even engaged in combat while at Troy: he is 

unwounded (616),588 and he has returned to Greece with his ‘splendid weapons’ in 

 
587 See supra, sec. 2.3, p. 177; infra, sec. 2.5, p. 187. 
588 This is a striking diversion from Il. 4.127-47: Allan (2000), 21.  
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their ‘splendid coverings’ in the same conditions they were at the beginning of the war 

(616-8). Instead, his insistence in retrieving Helen has destroyed many ‘noble souls’ 

(ψυχἄ ς δε  πὁλλἄ ς κἄ γἄθἄ ς ἄ πω λεσἄς, 611) and ‘noble children’ (ευ γενή  τε κνἄ, 613). 

His effeminacy here intersects with his barbarisation, for the ideas that male (Asiatic) 

barbarians are effeminate, lovers of luxury, overfond of their wives, or even subjugated 

to them are commonplace in Greek ethnocentric thought, as the presence of the 

Phyrigian eunuch in Orestes also suggests.589 Yet in suggesting that Menelaus is 

effeminate, Peleus, alongside Andromache, also demolishes his heroic identity, which 

is an important part of the play’s exploration of aristocratic birth: for the choral ode 

that immediately follows celebrates Peleus’ heroic exploits as signs of the discourse of 

nobility in a social sense.590 Thus, at the end of that ode, when the Nurse reassures the 

frantic Hermione by claiming that she is the daughter of ἄ νδρὁ ς ε σθλὁυ ...συ ν 

πὁλλὁί ς...ε δνὁίσί (872-3), that Neoptolemus will not cast her out simply because of a 

‘worthless barbarian woman’ (870), and that Menelaus will save her, the irony is strong. 

For the Nurse is wrong: Menelaus will not return to save her, and the idea that 

Hermione is different from the ‘worthless barbarian’ is immediately proved wrong by 

the ensuing scene, which sanctions her peripeteia into a barbarian-like slave. With that 

line, the demolition of Menelaus’ nobility (as well as Hermione’s) is sanctioned; yet this 

nobility is crucially destabilised at the intersection with gender and ethnicity. And 

ethnicity, in its turn, is challenged by the effeminacy as well as the problematic status 

of Menelaus, and so on. But this simultaneous destabilisation is in fact also embodied 

in the title character herself, that masculinised woman whose characterisation is, in 

fact, complex.  

 
589 Hall (1989), 209-10. 
590 See supra, sec. 2.3, pp. 174-6. 
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2.5 Complex Inferiorities: Andromache at the Intersection 

As strong as the equation between ‘tyrant’ and ‘barbarian’, however, was the association 

between ‘slave’ and ‘barbarian’,591 which is here in fact encapsulated in the tragic 

persona of Andromache. The robust dramatic-textual connection between the two 

identities undoubtedly reflected reality, as the overwhelming majority of slaves in 

Athens were also Eastern foreigners.592 In another sense, that barbarians were felt to 

be naturally ‘slavish’ was a consequence of the association between barbarism and 

tyranny, exemplified for example by Helen in Euripides’ play of the same name when 

she observes that ‘amongst barbarians are all slaves except a single man’ (Eur. Hel. 

276).593 The connection is most notoriously verified and sanctioned by Aristotle, as we 

saw; in the same passage he quotes one line of Euripides’ IA as support for his thesis: 

βἄρβἄ ρων δ᾽ Ἑ λλήνἄς ἄ ρχείν εί κὁ ς, ἄ λλ᾽ ὁυ  βἄρβἄ ρὁυς (1400).594 In fact, tragedy often 

reproduces and strengthens the association between slavishness and barbarism, to the 

point that Hall concludes that ‘the tragedies of Euripides in particular frequently 

express the chauvinist imperative that Greeks must rule barbarians, not vice versa’.595 

This lies precisely at the core of Menelaus’ rebuke, when he accuses Peleus not only of 

betraying his relatives to favour a barbarian woman (645-61), but also of tolerating the 

 
591 Hall (1989), 164-5; Rabinowitz (2008), 40; Vogt (1974), 17. Cf. Du Bois (1982), 80 on Hdt. 
6. 135. 
592 Hall (1989), 196. 
593 Hall (1989), 193, 196 et passim. Yet cf. Rankine (2022), 65-75. 
594 Cf. Rabinowitz (2008), 40; Saïd (2022), 77; Synodinou (1974), 59 and Vlassopoulos (2013), 
193. On Aristotle’s view of the equation, Simpson (1998), 19 and Ambler (1987), 392-3 offer 
some nuancing. However, even if there is some flexibility implied in Aristotle, he mostly accepts 
the equation between servile and barbarian. At Pol. 4.7.1327b20-36, Aristotle differentiates 
between people from colder climes, Asian barbarians, and Greeks. Although Asians are 
recognised to be intelligent (as Ambler notes), they are still associated to a slavish character, 
while Greeks are not only inherently free, but also capable of ruling others. At Pol. 6.1295a1-
23 Aristotle comes back to the idea of barbarian slavishness in the treatment of tyranny. Cf. 
supra. 
595 Hall (1989), 197. 
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possibility that Andromache’s sons might reign over Phthia (662-7).596 Yet Menelaus’ 

dictum is heavily undercut. 

While Menelaus thinks of himself as a Greek nobleman but ends up acting like a 

barbarian tyrant, Andromache may be categorised as a slave, and thus barbarian, but 

her constant defiance and noble behaviour single her out not only as a masculine 

character, but also as noble and Greek. Andromache’s defiance of silence constitutes an 

important part of her masculinisation, as we saw, but her frank and critical response to 

Hermione’s entrance speech in 186-91 also illuminates that the ‘slavish barbarian’ is 

anything but fawning:  

ε γω  δε  τἄρβω  μή  τὁ  δὁυλευ είν με  σὁί 

λὁ γων ἄ πω σῃ πὁ λλ᾽ ε χὁυσἄν ε νδίκἄ, 

ή ν δ᾽ ἄυ  κρἄτή σω, μή  'πί  τω  δ᾽ ὁ φλω βλἄ βήν· 

ὁί  γἄ ρ πνε ὁντες μεγἄ λἄ τὁυ ς κρεί σσὁυς λὁ γὁυς 

πίκρω ς φε ρὁυσί τω ν ε λἄσσὁ νων υ πὁ· 

ὁ μως δ᾽ ε μἄυτή ν ὁυ  πρὁδὁυ σ᾽ ἄ λω σὁμἄί. 

While citing the disadvantages of one’s position was a rhetorical commonplace often 

used in Euripides’ tragedies,597 this specific instance is more problematic. Hippolytus 

or Orestes may use the same rhetorical preamble (Hipp. 986-91; Or. 544f.), for instance, 

but there is no doubt that their condition enables them to speak if they want so. But 

Andromache is a slave, and her statement on her willingness to speak freely singles out 

her character as noble and intrinsically free. One should compare, for instance, Ion 

 
596 Cf. TrGF v, 719 (Telephus): Ἕλλήνες ὄντες βἄρβάρὁίς δὁυλεύσὁμεν;. 
597 Lloyd (1994), 117. 
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wishing his mother to be Athenian, for ‘if some foreigner should land inside a city of 

pure blood, while in word he may be called a citizen, in fact the mouth he gets is just a 

slave; he has no parrhesia’ (Ion 671-5).598 While opening up a fracture in the 

idealisation of parrhesia as the emblem of Athenian egalitarianism,599 Andromache 

behaves unlike a slave.600 In her prelude, moreover, she implicitly raises the issue of 

speech raised by Hermione during her entrance: Hermione had justified her 

ε λευθερὁστὁμεί ν precisely by appealing to her social status (147-53). 

The prelude abruptly shifted to the real purpose of Hermione’s entrance, accusing 

Andromache. Yet the contrast Hermione set up between her social stature and 

Andromache’s position remains central, almost encouraging us to frame Hermione’s 

prelude in a specifically classed sense: συ  δ᾽ ὁυ σἄ δὁυ λή κἄί  δὁρί κτήτὁς γυνή  (155). It 

is through her specular prelude and her following speech that Andromache apparently 

subverts the slave-noble hierarchy, as both Allan601 and Torrance have noted.602 Yet the 

problem here is that Andromache’s most explicit act of defiance and problematisation 

as a slave — the prelude above — frames the exposition of her views on feminine 

silence. Torrance, quite alone in the scholarship on the play, does recognise that the 

Euripidean Andromache is deliberately portrayed as fierce and different from the 

‘submissive’ Iliadic Andromache;603 she also recognises that her status as a slave is 

 
598 Cf. Burian (2011), 99-101; Carter (2008), 72. 
599 Burian (2011), 102. 
600 Cf. Finglass (2018), 300, with Aj. 1257-8; Eur. Phoen. 392; Aesch. Pers. 584-97. 
601 Allan (2000), 130: ‘the connection of independent wealth to free speech is characteristic of 
the aristocratic world of heroic myth…Andromache subverts her opponent’s simple-minded 
distinctions’. 
602 Torrance (2005), 44-5 notes how Andromache’s nobility emerges in comparison with her 
fellow-slave and is thus underscored in the following scene with Hermione, who indeed 
rebukes her for her inhability to adapt to her slave status. 
603 Torrance (2005), 62. Later adaptations and re-interpretations have also read Andromache 
as a play that promotes quite traditional gender structures: cf. Chong-Gossard (2015), 157-8. 
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constantly rejected by  Andromache, who is internally ‘noble’ and of royal stock.604 But 

the problem with this perspective is that it does not see the interconnection between 

Andromache’s status and gender: it is precisely because she behaves unlike a slave, that 

she is ‘noble’, that she contradicts her own dictum on female silence. But it is at the end 

of the tragedy, too, that this is visible. For Thetis (as we will see below) will reverse the 

gendered patterns so far established within the play in the denouement of this tragedy 

by silencing men and daring to speak, and yet will do so primarily because of the 

complication of her femaleness. Naturally, what complicates the regular man/woman, 

wife/husband hierarchy is her divinity; yet the text rather focuses on her nobility: 

Peleus enthusiastically obeys to her commands by praising his γεννἄί ἄ συγκὁίμή μἄτἄ 

(1273) and by noting how her behaviour is ‘worthy’ of herself and her descendants 

(τἄυ τἄ δ’ ἄ ξί ως/ σἄυτή ς τε πὁίεί ς κἄί  τε κνων τω ν ε κ σε θεν, 1274-5).605 Even if 1279-

83 could be spurious,606 Peleus’ assertion that it is better to marry from the noble (ε κ 

τε γεννἄί ων χρεω ν/ δὁυ νἄί  τ’ ε ς ε σθλὁυ ς, 1279-80) attests that his earlier comments 

are immediately understandable as primarily emphatic of Thetis’ nobility — in line 

with Peleus’ similar thoughts on marrying ‘noble women’ at 619-23.607 To return to 

Andromache’s complication of female virtue, then, Andromache’s status, her nobility, 

entails a radical questioning of the normative ideology of female compliance that she 

herself voices. But given that servility was also ideologically connected to barbarians, 

by courageously responding to Hermione, Andromache is not only behaving like a free 

citizen and is not merely unfeminine, but also disproving the discursive association 

 
604 Torrance (2005), 62. 
605 This is an echo of Andromache’s accusations against Menelaus, which had the opposite effect 
of Peleus’ acknowledgments here—i.e., calling into question Menelaus’ status and repute (ὁὐκ 
ἀξίώσω, 323; ὁὐκ ἀξίῶ, 328, ὁὐκ ἄξί’, 367). 
606 Stevens (1971), 246; Lloyd (1984), 164. 
607 Lloyd (1984), 164. 
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between servility and barbarians. Menelaus attempts to conceal his effeminacy, 

underlined by Andromache’s comments and her own masculinisation, through an 

appeal to his status and wealth, yet this ‘nobility’ is undercut by his feminisation itself 

and by the barbarisation of his character. But this process of barbarisation, in its turn, 

must be seen as effected by his effeminacy and his ambiguous status. And this 

ambiguous status is all the more put into question by the noble slave, Andromache. And 

so, to return to the start of this chapter, it is not simply that Andromache fails to live up 

to her own expectation of femininity; she precisely complicates the normative, 

hegemonic view on gender she reports through the intersection of this hierarchy with 

the others.608 But if we perceive her as noble, it is because that one hierarchy 

(slave/noble) is already unstable. All hierarchies, in their interconnection, are 

disturbed: each disturbed axis triggers the destabilisation of the others, in a skein that 

has no clear beginning or ending. There is, so to say, no ‘initial’, ‘singular’ thread of the 

skein that activates the others; all of these hierarchical threads are mutually entailing, 

difficult to tell apart, enmeshed.  

 In fact, ideologically, Andromache’s speech-making is not simply ‘unfeminine’. The 

logical, sophisticated nature of Andromache’s λὁ γὁς strikingly contrasts with the 

standard (Greek) view that the logical articulation of speech defined Greekness in 

contrast with the barbarian, most famously exemplified in Isoc. Antid. 293-4 and Paneg. 

50.609 In contrast with Greek logical argumentation, barbarian diction on stage was 

 
608 This complication makes the definition itself of female virtue precarious, as I argue in 
chapter 3. This constitutes a major difference between my reading of Andromache’s gender 
paradox and Torrance’s, who instead reads ‘transgression’ as an act that would produce not 
ideological destabilisation, but rather simply an antipathy in the Athenian spectator. In view of 
what I am arguing here as well as throughout my thesis, I believe that transgression might be 
not an adequate term to capture the process of ideological destabilisation and deconstruction 
in these plays. 
609 Hall (1989), 199; Allan (2000), 132; Croally (1994), 109. Cf. Soph. Aj. 1260-3. 
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often portrayed as distorted by excessive emotionalism, an idea which is reflected also 

in the association of unrestrained lamentation with barbarism and in the equation lyric 

verse: barbarian = trimeter: Greek.610 Gathering evidence for this association, Hall 

mentions the Andromache.611 However, it is undeniable that Andromache’s speech-

making involves a variety of ‘rhetorical techniques which must have become familiar to 

educated Athenians’ by the last decades of the fifth century.612 Her speech-making in 

the confrontation with Menelaus marks her behaviour as Greek, manly, and noble.613 

Andromache’s simultaneous characterisation as Greek, noble, and masculine reaches 

its apex with Menelaus, to whom she represents a tragically ironic counterpart. An 

important example of this is Andromache’s self-sacrifice, which is perhaps the most 

patent manifestation of Andromache’s noble character. We have seen how the chorus 

reproaches Menelaus and Hermione indirectly by censoring the men wielding political 

and domestic power unjustly who incur in disgrace, ὁ νεί δεσίν. Andromache voices 

similar aristocratic concerns when she decides to sacrifice herself to spare Molossus’ 

life, proving to be interested in avoiding ὁ νείδὁς more than the aristocratic Spartans of 

the play (408-10):  

ὁυ  δή τἄ τὁυ μὁυ  γ᾽ ὁυ νεκ’ἄ θλί ὁυ βί ὁυ· 

ε ν τω  δε με ν γἄ ρ ε λπί ς, εί  σωθή σετἄί, 

 
610 Hall (1989), 130-1. 
611 Hall (1989), 132. 
612 Stevens (1971), 118. 
613 Allan (2000), 137: ‘Andromache’s mastery of language now goes beyond the 
Greek/barbarian polarity and challenges the stereotypes of gender role. Her powerful female 
rhetoric destroys Menelaus’ claims to political power’. But surely it is unlikely that the audience 
should have perceived Andromache’s behaviour simply as unfeminine, especially given the 
importance of Menelaus’ barbarisation in the episode; both hierarchies are involved, as well as 
the slave-noble polarity. On this last one and speech-making, cf. Vester (2009), 299. 
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ε μὁί  δ᾽ ὁ νείδὁς μή  θἄνεί ν υ πε ρ τε κνὁυ. 

It has been recognised that Euripides recalls in the tragedy the encounter between 

Andromache and Hector at the Scaean Gates in the sixth book of the Iliad.614 

Andromache here behaves like her husband Hector, ‘the hero of ἄί δω ς’,615 when he 

justified his choice to fight before the Iliadic Andromache by appealing to his sense of 

shame at the thought of the reproaches of the community should he desert the 

battlefield (Il. 6.441-6). Like Hector, Andromache is also torn between the choice of 

saving her life and her sense of what is right and expected of her. Hector’s only wish, 

namely that Astyanax might survive and become an even greater warrior than himself, 

is reflected in Andromache’s statement that Molossus has to survive because ‘in him 

there is hope’ (ε ν τω  δε με ν γἄ ρ ε λπί ς, 409). In Euripides’ tragedy, Andromache is the 

new Hector, and it is her who now invokes ‘the tribunal of heroic shame culture’, when 

she argues that if Menelaus kills her, he will have to ‘stand public trial for this murder,  

for ‘participating’ will force him ‘to accept responsibility’: ε ν τὁί ς δε  πὁλλὁί ς κἄί  συ  

τὁ νδ᾽ ἄ γωνίῃ / φὁ νὁν· τὁ  συνδρω ν γἄ ρ σ᾽ ἄ νἄγκἄ σεί χρε ὁς (336-7).616 The line may 

also be taken as Andromache’s faith in and reliance on law, to be compared with 

Andromache’s protestations that she is about to be executed without a trial,617 and 

indeed ε ν is often used in forensic contexts to denote a tribunal.618 Again, there is some 

irony in having a barbarian slave-woman expressing her belief in law on the Athenian 

stage, precisely as in Hecuba, where the fallen queen strongly proclaims her belief in an 

absolute νὁ μὁς when she pleads Agamemnon for justice (799-805).  

 
614 Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 49. 
615 Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 205. 
616 Allan (2000), 137. 
617 See supra, sec. 2.4, p. 180. 
618 Stevens (1971), 138. 
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As Lee has it:619 

 Despite the restrictions imposed by nomos, her true nature manifests itself. 

Though she is one of the ε λἄ σσὁνες (in conventional terms), she cannot ‘betray 

herself ’ and shows that she is, in fact, very far from being ε λἄ σσων (189ff.). This is 

seen most clearly at the beginning and end of her confrontation with Menelaus. 

Yet this ‘inferiority’ and ‘superiority’ is constructed explicitly as an enmeshment of 

destabilised hierarchical discourses of gender, ethnicity, and status. The Andromache 

thus mobilises a series of social hierarchies, which appear at first sight as single 

discourses, individual axes of hierarchies that at times ‘intersect’ or even clash, for 

instance when the agon and stichomythia between Hermione and Andromache on 

female virtue include racial stereotypes and reproduces tensions within the ideology 

of Greek ethnic superiority. However, these axes gradually appear interlocking and 

interconnected, always implying the others. Andromache’s nobility puts into disarray 

the man/woman distinction, and Menelaus’ status is destabilised by this as well as the 

nobility of his slave.620 But his Hellenic pride is also undercut by his barbarism, and this 

process of questioning is tied to his status and gender; this discourse of ethnicity, 

however, had been already destabilised by Hermione, and even the ‘Hellenic’ 

Andromache before her. Yet both Andromache and Hermione’s ethnic identities were 

not problematised individually, yet rather through their ambiguous status… and so 

further. As Matzner already anticipated in his preface to Complex Inferiorities, it is 

noticeable that changes in one’s social positioning in poetry results to other 

 
619 Lee (1975), 11. 
620 Wohl (1998), 139-40 argues that Alcestis’ nobility masculinises her and feminises Admetus, 
while also casting a shadow on his social status, but she believes that the play represses these 
distortions of the social order in the end. 
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repositionings and changes.621 Such relationship of structural interconnection between 

social hierarchies is exactly what modern theories of intersectionality maintain: 

conceptualising hierarchies as enmeshed challenges the idea that ‘each discrimination 

has a single, direct and independent effect on status, wherein the relative contribution 

of each is readily apparent’,622 and instead understands ‘social divisions’ as ‘constituted 

by each other in concrete ways, enmeshed in each other, although they… are also 

irreducible to each other’.623 

While it is possible to acknowledge, with intersectionality theorists, that hierarchies 

are always enmeshed and implicitly entail each other, Andromache offers a strikingly 

sustained mobilisation of intertwining ideological discourses. We could easily imagine 

a play in which Andromache’s status as a slave is not pressed or altogether erased; 

would Hermione’s racial rhetoric, or Menelaus’ hierarchical degeneration into an 

effeminate character, still be so vividly interconnected to the issue of class? Had 

Hermione’s exaggerated chauvinism been excluded from the play, or Menelaus’ 

categorisation of Andromache as a mere barbarian to expelled from Greece, would we 

be able to read dynamics of ethnic ideology in the play through the explicit exploration 

of gender and class? This might as well be possible. However, it remains that all of these 

hierarchies, all of these discourses, are not excluded or simply latent; rather, their 

presence is tangible and extreme. What is more, the normative ideological logic 

inherent in these hierarchies is explicitly voiced, even if only to criticise it, by the 

characters on stage. For instance, Hermione’s tirade against Andromache is ‘the most 

flamboyant passage of anti-barbarian rhetoric in extant tragedy’; Peleus’ re-evaluation 

 
621 Matzner (2018), 1-11. Cf. also Chaldekas (2022). 
622 King (1988), 47; May (2015), 22. 
623 Guidroz and Berger (2009), 65. 
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of wealth and bastardy seems equally unparalleled, and his advocating for the common 

soldier against the general is also remarkable.624 And obviously, Andromache’s 

overblown masochism seems not only shocking, but to also ask important questions on 

a wife’s submission to her husband and on the normative imposition of silence on 

women. All of these hierarchies are tangibly mobilised in their intersection, and the 

order inherent in their logic pushed onto the verge of meaninglessness. But can this 

disorder be fixed by the happy ending of the play?   

2.6 Intersectional (Irre)Solutions: Leaving Loose Ends 

It is often observed on Attic drama that tragedy seems particularly interested in 

exploring marginal identities and questioning accepted certainties,625 but usually 

concludes with a re-assertion of the status quo, reaffirming ideologies by and through 

the denouement of the play.626 A clear example is the Oresteia, working as it does 

towards the redefinition of ‘normal’ boundaries between genders initially transgressed 

by Clytemnestra (and by Agamemnon before her).627 A more implicit case of a potential 

re-assertion of ideology in tragic resolutions might be that of Medea, as understood by 

those scholars that believe that Medea’s vengeance reconfirms her character as an 

uncivilised and emotional woman. While the play questions the very notion of the 

stability and differentiation of genders through Medea’s transgressive behaviour, to 

these critics the tragedy shows what would happen were women allowed to act like 

 
624 Hall (2006), 121. 
625 For a summary of the different views on this process of interrogation, cf. Rosenbloom 
(2006), 245-6 with further references. 
626 Griffith (1998), 78; Loraux (1987), 60; Wohl (1998), 28 though with some specification. Cf. 
Wohl (2005a), 138 on Segal’s understanding of tragedy’s ideological operations. 
627 Allan and Kelly (2013), 109. 
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men, and ultimately reconfirms Medea’s femaleness and barbarism.628 Thus, what the 

plot does not accomplish, the representation does.629  

One important critic in this strand is Griffith, who places due emphasis on the role of 

the ending of Attic tragedies. In fact, one of Griffith’s articles comes closest to adopting 

an intersectional approach in the analysis of the way both patriarchy and aristocratic 

hegemony are systematically reinforced, reconstituted and reconstructed by the 

resolutions of Attic tragedy. Griffith thus writes:630 

the ‘order’ that is (re)imposed at the end of a tragedy, in the form of the surviving 

king and/or his representatives (often blessed, or at least confirmed, by Olympian 

deities as well), is normalized and naturalized through its assimilation to a 

restored family order: the e lite father knows best; it is he who can and should take 

care of us, and if he errs, he must be rescued and replaced by (an)other(s) like him. 

What could be observed about the Andromache? In part, the tragic text invites us to 

sense that matters are resolved not only at the very end, when Thetis ‘concludes on a 

note slightly less pessimistic about matrimony’,631 but two other times, given that the 

play is episodic: Andromache and Hermione terminate their stories happily before the 

play comes to its conclusion. The two seem to be reinscribed entirely within patriarchal 

customs: both Andromache and Hermione leave the stage in the same way, hushed to 

silence, ‘reassured’ by Peleus and Orestes (750-65; 989-94). Both, it seems, have now 

found a kurios, with the once proud and independent Hermione now ready to marry 

 
628 Cairns (2014), 137: ‘Euripides’ Medea … suggests that chaos and destruction would result 
should women ever act like men, demand equality, and throw off the constraints that their 
society places on them’. Cf. Gagarin (2002), 147. 
629 Cf. Hoffer (1996), 290. Or the ritual frame of the festival: Rabinowitz (2008), 55. 
630 Griffith (1998), 78. Cf., for instance, Eur. Hel. 1678-9. 
631 Hall (2010), 253. 
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Orestes -  if her father consents to, as she specifies (987-8).632 As for Andromache, we 

hear more about her future in the prophecies of Thetis, at the end of the tragedy; as 

expected, she will also not remain unmarried, and will become Helenus’ wife in 

Molossia (1243-5).  

What about class? By the end of the tragedy, Andromache and Molossus are not only 

finally free, but they are also destined to (re)acquire royal status by becoming the new 

royal family of Molossia (1243-9). First, this shows again how the polar opposite to 

‘slave’ in the tragedy (as well as in the other two plays) is not simply ‘free’ (like Daitz 

and others claimed), but rather ‘noble’, and even ‘royal’. Second, it would seem to 

support the arguments of those critics of Synodinou. Inasmuch as Andromache, as they 

claim, has never been properly a slave, the ending just fixes reality, showing what the 

play implicitly presents throughout. Griffith’s theory would then seem vindicated: as 

the play emphasises the persistence of rule by the e lite, it also reconstitutes and 

reconfirms notions of gender and its prescribed hierarchy. In terms, finally, of the 

Greek/barbarian hierarchy, little is said at the end, but the Phthians and the Trojans, 

who had been intimately connected by bonds of sympathy,633 part ways: Andromache 

will depart and will necessarily be married to another Trojan, Helenus, not a Greek. 

While Greek superiority, then, does not appear to be explicitly reaffirmed, the two parts 

of the polarity grow distant.  

And yet, this sudden and strange dea ex machina hardly works in the direction of a 

resolution, and not merely in the sense of what is often observed about the Euripidean 

deus ex machina — that ‘its implausibility seems only to reemphasize the impossibility 

 
632 Cf. Citti (1979), 139-40. 
633 Sorum (1995), 386. 
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of resolution’.634 First, Phthia is, quite uniquely in tragedy, left without a ruler in the 

predicted future. Peleus, we know, will bury Neoptolemus and immediately move to the 

house of Nereus, and then will live happily ever after as a god with Thetis. Given that 

Neoptolemus is dead and Molossus is leaving, the city is left with no royal member, and 

Euripides leaves no clue as to its future. Naturally, Molossus, Andromache and Helenus 

will become a new royal family, but one can accept that this is a resolution only if one 

believes that there is no tension between the extensive focus on Andromache’s slavery 

and her status.635 But even in that case one would have to grapple with the problematic 

notion of that ‘half-slave’, Molossus, becoming soon king (of admittedly a semi-civilised 

region). Griffith believes that ‘the theatre audience is regularly brought to accept, and 

be satisfied by, a particular ‘tragic’ resolution involving the reaffirmation of continued 

aristocratic domination, through the play’s associated […] reinforcement of […] habits 

of filial obedience and dependency on a strong father’.636 However, here the only figure 

to be left reigning is Helenus, who is hardly a father and will also never set foot on 

Phthia. The only paternal figure on stage, Peleus, who is also the current sovereign, 

leaves the throne empty. And the reason why he leaves it throws into disarray another 

fundamental hierarchy. 

In a way, the family order that is supposed to mirror the persistence of aristocratic 

domination is reconstituted, and Peleus is honoured (and deified!), even if the polis 

seems left without a king. Thetis, dea ex machina, returns to her husband, in ring 

composition with the beginning of the play, in which we had heard of Thetis’ 

 
634 Wohl (2015), 129 on Orestes. 
635 Cf. instead Vester (2009), 298: ‘Andromache’s actions disclose a physis at odds with her self-
representation as powerless. Her behavior and manner contradict her avowed understanding 
of status as defined by nomos’. 
636 Griffith (1998), 75. 
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interrupted marriage to Peleus: she thus promises a happy ending for the family, with 

a reunion for the divine couple and their dead son, Achilles (1254-62). However, this 

reassertion of patriarchal structures is marked by an odd incongruity: the play could 

have ended with a different deus ex machina, but it is up to Thetis, specifically, to tell 

Peleus what to do. In a way, she is obviously reporting Zeus’ will; in another way, 

however, Thetis saves Peleus, thus reversing the pattern previously observed: the 

despairing Andromache was saved by Peleus, the distraught Hermione by Orestes.637 

Now, the roles are reversed, and it is Peleus that is saved and even blessed, by a god, 

surely, but a female goddess specifically. In fact, Peleus also recalls Andromache and 

Hermione in his intense mourning in lyric meters,638 that activity that Andromache 

defined as quintessentially female and which connects her character intimately to that 

prototype of mater dolorosa, Thetis,639 physically represented on stage by her effigy.640 

This is quite ironic for Peleus, given that masculinity had been the focus of his exchange 

with Menelaus, and his last lines to Andromache underlined the inferiority of female 

speech (ὁυ  μή  γυνἄίκω ν δείλὁ ν εί σὁί σείς λὁ γὁν, 757) as he hushed her to silence. Now, 

as Thetis says, it is time for Peleus to stop grieving (1233-8) and to listen as she speaks 

(ω ν δ᾽ ὁυ νεκ᾽ ή λθὁν σήμἄνω , συ  δ᾽ ε νδε χὁυ, 1238). 

But the most striking inversion is represented by her instructions to wait at cape 

Sepias, from where she will take him to his new abode, escorted by a chorus of fifty 

 
637 Scharffenberger (2020), 148: ‘Andromache’s lingering anxieties concerning an ambush by 
Menelaus’ men (752-756) are replicated in Hermione’s worries that her elopement with 
Orestes will precipitate a pursuit by Neoptolemus or Peleus (989-992)’. 
638 Scharffenberger (2020), 148 also notes that Peleus similarly falls to the ground (1076-80) 
in a manner that reminds the audience visually of the suppliant postures of Andromache and 
Hermione and that he cries out that ‘he is nothing’ (1077; cf. 134). Cf. Cyrino’s argument about 
the ‘feminised’ old Oedipus of Phoen. 1539-81: Cyrino (1998), 98. 
639 Olsen (2022b), 68; Rabinowitz (1984), 121-2. 
640 Cf. Storey (2017), 132 on Peleus potentially falling before the statue at 1225. 
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nymphs: this is a clear inversion of the typical bridal procession through which the 

Greek wife would be escorted from her paternal house to that of her husband. Here, 

instead, it is Peleus that will be escorted into Thetis’ abode — the house of Nereus. This, 

again, is placed in ring composition with the beginning, in which Andromache lingered 

on her ‘double’ bridal procession, from her house to Hector’s to Neoptolemus’.641 The 

father’s authority is thus protected, surely, but it is protected by this prototype of 

mother, Thetis, who is also responsible for leaving the throne of Phthia empty of kings, 

and will instead transfer royal power to a bastard king, ‘Molossus’. This, in its turn, 

means that the only royal ruling figure left standing is also a half-barbarian; the other 

two royal figures left are full barbarians. The two parts of the polarity are all but divided 

from each other: the Molossian line is directly part of the ‘race of Thetis and Peleus’, as 

she reassuringly explains, meaning that their genos will not go extinct, just, she adds, 

like the race of Troy, for ‘the gods care about Troy, too’ (1251).642 The Father’s 

problematisation of his role within the gendered institution of marriage—in Griffith’s 

meaning of the word Father—thus paves the way for the deconstruction of hierarchies 

of class and ethnicity.  

Thetis, then, does weave in all of the threads of the play, but not by forcing them back 

into their normatively supposed order. In fact, she does so by continuing a process of 

hierarchical subversion already started with Andromache (of whom she is a double), a 

process which, while apparently proceeding through single axes, in fact always involves 

an enmeshment of social hierarchies. Rose observes that the politics of class in the 

Oresteia are intertwined with sexual politics: like Griffith, Rose also believes that the 

role of the aristocratic father draws scrutiny in tragedy in a double way: in his 

 
641 Olsen (2022b), 84. 
642 Cf. Sorum (1995), 386. 
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relationship with the common people, and in his treatment of women (eminently his 

wife). Thetis’ subversion of the gender roles inherent in the institution of marriage 

(which she is prima facie helping to reconstitute) immediately weakens the rigidity of 

the differentiations at the basis of other ideologies. This, in its turn, is precisely possible 

because they do not constitute single ideologies, but are part of one overarching 

structure of power, one normative center, one matrix. 

It is common to argue that tragedies start when societal structures falter. But in fact, 

although they are in crisis, we should notice that the Andromache opens with a stress 

on the status quo of social hierarchies: Andromache is a slave barbarian woman 

constantly reminded of her multifaceted role at the bottom of the hierarchy. Equally 

commonly, scholars have assumed that tragedies end by implicitly or explicitly 

reconstituting the ideologies at the basis of such societal structures: the Andromache, 

however, while it prima facie reconstitutes those societal structures (marriage, ethnic 

separation/‘racial’ purity, aristocratic domination), it ends by giving no ideological 

justification to these, and in fact by stressing how ideologies remain disrupted in their 

apparently reconstituted form.643 These social structures thus remain containers 

empty of the very ideological content that is supposed to fill any social structure of 

power.644 By grounding the moment of the re-constitution of order in an inversion of 

the normative order itself, the meaning of these hierarchical structures becomes 

suspended, rather than reaffirmed, as Wohl argued in her reading of the Bacchae, and 

 
643 On the way the device of the deus ex machina in general raises more questions than gives 
answers, cf. Lefkowitz (2016), 158. 
644 Cf. Wohl (2015), 85 on the ending of the Electra, which equally provides a resolution yet a 
deeply unconvincing one: ‘it does bring the play to an end, but that end is devoid of significant 
content’. Wohl, however, still believes that the audience is invited to believe in it (cf. infra). 
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the ‘system’ which they constitute deconstructed, rather than temporarily 

challenged.645 

Recently, Wohl has clarified how Euripides’ Electra, for all its radical examination and 

problematisation of class and nobility, ends smothering the utopian tendency raised by 

the tragedy itself. The reassertion of aristocratic structures at the end of the play, as 

well as the acceptance of divine design in connection to it, blocks the potential for a 

radical appraisal of the ideology of aristocratic superiority (and of class distinctions 

connected to it). And yet, at the end of her chapter, building on Lukacs, Wohl suggests 

also another possibility: it might be precisely the containment of the energy working 

towards the collapse of social hierarchy that could represent the utopian tendency of 

the Electra.646 

Might it be precisely through the conclusion of the play that those hierarchies, so 

sharply reasserted and yet so empty, might be more powerfully contested? 

Paradoxically — in typically Euripidean fashion — it might be precisely in the 

suffocation of alternatives to what is ‘normal,’ in its closing of these emancipatory 

spaces that have been opened throughout the play, that the Andromache might appear 

to be most radically open. And if the Hecuba re-opened the tensions of its Aeschylean 

intertext, the critical potential of this openness has to be sifted through the Andromache 

in its equally Aeschylean ghosts. 

 
645 Wohl (2005a), 138, on Segal (1982). 
646 Wohl (2015), 87-8. 
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2.7 Hierarchy, Structure, and Meaning: the Shadow of the 

Oresteia and the Open Andromache 

2.7.1 Social Hierarchies and the Oresteia 

In this process of critical discussion of hierarchies, the Oresteia plays again an 

important role. First noting the Aeschylean echoes in the play, McClure argued that the 

Andromache represents female speech as difficult to control and potentially disruptive 

of domestic as well as political harmony:647 

It first converts Hermione into a kind of Clytemnestra, who has killed her husband, 

metaphorically cloaking him with death… while casting Orestes in the role of the 

seducer, Aegisthus, a cowardly stitcher of plots who kills his man unarmed. Such 

domestic treachery, promoted by women’s sexual jealousy and their unchecked 

speech, leads to wide-ranging social and political upheaval, exemplified by the 

mythic Trojan war and dramatised in this unlikely domestic dispute between an 

aging slave woman and her bourgeois mistress. 

We should add to McClure’s point that Hermione recalls Clytemnestra also visually, 

most strikingly when she bares her breast just before Orestes enters (and, as McClure 

also says, there is a chance that Orestes actually sees her breasts).648 Given that the 

same scene from Libation Bearers was probably on Euripides’ mind when writing the 

Hecuba, it can hardly not be the case here.649 Orestes, on the other hand, appears really 

 
647 McClure (1999), 201. Cf. McHardy (2020), 25. 
648 Stavrinou (2016), 13 points that it ‘is the single other extant instance of such an act on the 
tragic stage’. Cf. Pucci (2020), 527 on Eur. El. 1206-7. 
649 Hermione’s breasts also connect her to her mother Helen: Peleus explains how Menelaus 
dropped his sword and refrained from killing her once he saw her breasts (629). In that same 
passage, Peleus repeatedly suggests that Hermione has inherited from her mother the ways of 
a ‘bad woman’ (619-26; cf. κἄκῆς γυνἄίκός, 621; κἄκὴν δάμἄρτ’, 626). Yet, in fifth-century Attic 
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too evocative of that famous other tragic seducer and paramour, Aegisthus. Just like 

Aegisthus (and differently from Paris, the other mythical paramour), Orestes is 

responsible for the death of the ‘patriarch’, who is currently away from home, but 

indirectly, through others (cf. Aesch. Ag. 1634-5). This ultimately corroborates a picture 

of Orestes as particularly deceiving, which is underlined by the use of the word 

μήχἄνὁρρἄ φὁς, used not only in Andromache’s invective against the Spartans (447), 

but also applied to Orestes plotting the death of Neoptolemus (1116). As McClure notes, 

mechane is used at the beginning of the tragedy explicitly to categorise female 

deceptiveness, but it is also used of Menelaus’ scheming, seemingly indicating that 

men’s language has been ‘corrupted’ by feminine guile.  

But Orestes does not simply substitute for Aegisthus. At 995-6, Orestes himself 

categorises his plans to kill Neoptolemus as a ‘plot woven of immovable meshes’ 

(μήχἄνή  πεπλεγμε νή/βρὁ χὁίς). The terminology of ‘enmeshment’ here is redolent of 

Clytemnestra’s revenge in Agamemnon:650 at Eur. El. 154, Electra laments Agamemnon 

like a swan calls to its father trapped in ‘the snares of the net’ (βρὁ χων), while at Eur. 

Or. 1315 the same word is applied to the plot Electra and Orestes are planning against 

Hermione. Orestes, then, is not simply evocative of Aegisthus, but even swaps places 

with his Aeschylean mother.  

The dichotomy female deceit-masculine prowess, which was so pervasive in Athenian 

normative ideology and tragedy, is an underlying problem in Orestes’ characterisation. 

This is not simply anticipated by his question to Hermione in 911 (μω ν ε ς γυνἄί κ᾽ 

 
tragedy, Helen and Clytemnestra are continously paralleled and continously substitute for each 
other, and Peleus’ mention of Hermione as daugher of Helen (621) abruptly gives way to the 
memory of Iphigenia (625). 
650 McClure (1999), 163-4; Denniston (2017), 68. 
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ε ρρἄψἄς ὁί ἄ δή  γυνή ) and 995-6 (τὁί ἄ γἄ ρ ἄυ τω   μήχἄνή  πεπλεγμε νή/ βρὁ χὁίς 

ἄ κίνή τὁίσίν ε στήκεν φὁ νὁυ/ πρὁ ς τή σδε χείρὁ ς). Rather, Orestes’ four-line reported 

slander against Neoptolemus (1092-5) echoes the four-line reported instigation of the 

‘bad women’ who allegedly visited Hermione and roused her to take action against 

Andromache (932-5), the ‘Sirens’ that give Hermione the chance to articulate a tirade 

against the corrupting influence of women’s deceiving gossip.651 Finally, it has not gone 

unnoticed that Orestes beguiles Hermione, too, through a cunningly deceiving rhetoric: 

’he subtly leads Hermione’s narration [...] and plays purposefully on her jealousy’.652 

Although it is true that Andromache had presented deception as a feminine ability, the 

true harbingers of guile and manipulation in this play are men; both Andromache and 

Hermione, instead, are beguiled. This type of gendered inversion, however, is 

compounded by a sinister shadow cast on the hero’s Greekness. 

For the narrative of Neoptolemus’ death further challenges Orestes’ masculinity while 

inverting and playing with tropes often used on the tragic stage to define Greekness 

and barbarism. In IT, the outnumbered and defenceless Greek heroes, Orestes and 

Pylades, fight off the Taurians (1369-70) and display the athletic valour that Greek men 

developed through boxing and the pankration.653 According to Hall, the play is 

representative of the discursive association between barbarism and deilia and between 

Greekness and manliness, andreia. Because barbarian men were deemed deficient in 

manliness and courage, they were thought to resort to deceit and guile, like women, 

and/or to rely on the sheer force of numbers.654 The same trope ‘a  la Thermopylae’ is 

 
651 Both are introduced by the word λόγὁυς in the exact same metrical position. Cf. 
Scharffenberger (2020), 148. 
652 Allan (2000), 145. 
653 Hall (1989), 124. Citti (1979), 217 parallels Neoptolemus’ confrontation with the Delphians 
with the same passage as well as Eur. Or. 1395. 
654 Hall (1989), 123-4. 
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present in the narrative of the Phrygian slave of Orestes, in which again the horde of 

barbarian eunuchs (superior in numbers but represented as cowardly and weak) is 

beaten by Orestes and Pylades (inferior in numbers but valiant and ‘manly’; 1473-

89).655  

But the Andromache stages a different Orestes. In Delphi, Orestes defames 

Neoptolemus by alleging that he has come to Delphi to sack the temple, a slander that 

convinces the Delphians and mobilises them (1092-9, 1109-11). While Neoptolemus 

prays to Phoebus before the shrine, armed Delphians lie in ambush in the shade of a 

bay-tree (1114); among them is Orestes, now pointedly called ‘the son of Clytemnestra, 

the contriver of all these things’ (1115-6). The shade where Orestes lies in ambush 

contrasts with the description of Neoptolemus ‘standing in full sight’ (1117).656 From 

1118 until 1160, the messenger concentrates on the valour of Neoptolemus, 

outnumbered by armed enemies (cf. 1126, 1129, 1136-7, 1153-5) and with no armour 

(1119), who resists valiantly to the attacks of the multitude. His masculine andreia is 

emphasised throughout: γὁργὁ ς ὁ πλί τής, which we saw applied to Menelaus ironically, 

here (1123) instead adequately defines the courageous Neoptolemus after he finds and 

wears an armour. Neoptolemus enduring the attacks of the Delphians is compared to a 

dancer performing the ‘Pyrrhic dance’ (1135), a military dance actually performed in 

Athens that may be paralleled with Hall seeing an extra-literary reference to the Greek 

pankration in the IT. But the messenger concentrates even more on the barbarism and 

deilia of his assailants, who, while outnumbered and armed, pelt him with missiles from 

afar (1128) and ‘achieve nothing’ (1133, ἄ λλ᾽ ὁυ δε ν ή νὁν). The missiles they throw are 

not simply arrows and javelins (1132-3), but also 'ox-piercing spits pulled from the 

 
655 For both passages, however, cf. Saïd (2022), 81-3. 
656 Stevens (1971), 228. 
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slaughtered beasts’ (1134), which gives a sense of primitive savagery. When 

Neoptolemus resists them again, they turn their back and flee ‘like doves at the sight of 

a hawk’,657 and the messenger reports the death of many Delphians as they flee in utter 

frenzy (1140-4).658 It is only through the intervention of Apollo that Neoptolemus dies. 

The mutilation of his body, ‘utterly destroyed by savage wounds’ (πἄ ν δ᾽ ἄ νή λωτἄί 

δε μἄς/ τὁ  κἄλλί μὁρφὁν τρἄυμἄ των υ π᾽ ἄ γρί ων, 1154-5) finally reveals the inner 

savagery of the Delphians and of Orestes.659 But the climax of their barbarism is 

reached when we finally realise that Neoptolemus has been killed inside the temple of 

Apollo;660 other references to the setting anticipated that the Delphians were 

attempting to murder Neoptolemus by the altar (1111-3; 1123, 1138). The 

confrontation between Orestes and Neoptolemus casts a shadow over the hero who 

elsewhere appears as the champion of Greek values. What is more, the irony in this 

scene also relies on the fact that the Delphians, who are ‘deceptive’ inasmuch as they 

lie in ambush, are in turn being deceived by Orestes. Yet if Menelaus’ ‘feminine’ 

deceptiveness contrasted with his presentation as a γὁργὁ ς ὁ πλί τής and undercut his 

aristocratic heroism (cf. 457-60),661 Orestes’ nobility here is similarly affected by his 

 
657 Although the simile is traditional (cf. Il. 21. 493-6, 22. 139-43), doves were associated with 
Delphi, and so there could be a degree of irony in using a Delphic animal to underline the 
cowardice of the Delphians: cf. Arnott (1996), 115 on Diodorus Siculus 16. 27. 2. Although Il. 
22. 139-93 applies the image to Hector, the other Homeric instance, together with Aesch. Supp. 
223ff and PV 857, restricts the dove metaphor to women. 
658 Saïd (2022), 81. 
659 Segal (1999), 1, 31-3 emphasises the centrality of the word ἄγρίὁς in Greek 
conceptualisations of civilisation and savagery as early as Homer. 
660 Stevens (1971), 234. 
661 It is interesting that in those lines Andromache metaphorically describes Menelaus 
retreating from Hector as a sailor, given the lower-class connotations of the word νἄύτής (cf. 
Ar. Ran. 1071-2, discussed above). Orestes also protests that Menelaus has betrayed him by 
giving Hermione in marriage to Neoptolemus after he had promised her to him, and calls this 
deceptiveness σὁῦ πἄτρὸς κάκῃ (967). The νίκἄν … κἄκόδὁξὁν (779) that the chorus have 
disparaged in the ode preceding Orestes’ entrance seems relevant more to Orestes’ successful 
plot, than Menelaus’ and Hermione’s unsuccessful one. Commenting on the murder of 
Neoptolemus, the messenger rebukes Apollo as a ὥσπερ ἄνθρωπὁς κἄκός (1164) because he 
has vindictively remembered ‘old quarrels’ (1165): this clearly applies to his protegé, too. 
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un-heroism. Again, it is possible to see with Orestes how gender, class, and ethnicity 

intersect and how the destabilisation of one is interconnected with the questioning of 

the others.  

This Orestes is not merely ‘immoral’, but he also embodies those features associated to 

social ‘inferiors’, especially women, that the trilogy works to repress in its teleology. In 

Andromache, Orestes is really too similar to his mother and is indeed called the ‘son of 

Clytemnestra’ in the moment he is also called ‘weaver of plots’ (1115-6). This 

foreshadows the type of critical, as well as ironic, intertextual use made of the Oresteia 

in Euripides’ Orestes: in that play, Orestes will not only resemble his mother morally, 

but also adopt a number of images and archetypes that make him align with the 

female.662 Yet as Zeitlin explains, this hierarchical reversal is important, and it cannot 

be regarded as Euripidean ‘mischief’: rather, it involves a critique of a ‘vision’ of the 

world ‘founded on a belief in hierarchical stability’.663 While the Oresteia begins ‘with 

an image of confusion in sexual categories and ends with firm hierarchical distinctions 

established between male and female’, ‘this play resurrects the old image, inverts it, 

corrupts it, and by this inversion, affirms and even escalates the confusion’.664 What is 

more, this confusion is not only sexual, Zeitlin argues, but ‘this collapse signals the 

collapse of the subsidiary polarities which are subsumed under the fundamental rubric 

of the male-female dichotomy’,665 for example in the subtle assimilation between the 

 
662 Zeitlin (1980), 57. 
663 Zeitlin (1980), 63. 
664 Zeitlin (1980), 63. 
665 Zeitlin (1980), 63. Although, of course, I do not believe that the ‘other’ polarities are 
subsidiary, and that ‘gender’ is the central social hierarchy. What is more, I have argued both 
in ch. 1 and here that hierarchies are so enmeshed that they often overlap and are 
indistinguishable from each other, so that even neat differentiations between them as distinct 
hierarchies are problematic. 
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Atreid hero and the Phrygian slave.666 In Andromache, Orestes works as an equally 

important symbol of multiple hierarchical reversal precisely in connection with 

Aeschylus’ trilogy, and no solution is offered for the future. Yet if the Aeschylean hero is 

a renewed issue for the play, so is his Aeschylean patron. 

2.7.2 Apollo, God of Justice? 

Euripides has engineered his play to combine two stories, that of Andromache in Phthia 

and that of Orestes and Hermione. But an added element is represented by the role of 

Apollo. Although Orestes forgets to mention in Andromache that Apollo has required 

the matricide, he seems to have again a special relationship to Apollo (999-1006): 

ὁ  μήτρὁφὁ ντής δ᾽, ή ν δὁρυξε νων ε μω ν 

μεί νωσίν ὁ ρκὁί Πυθίκή ν ἄ νἄ  χθὁ νἄ, 

δεί ξω γἄμεί ν σφε μήδε ν᾽ ω ν ε χρή ν ε με . 

πίκρω ς δε  πἄτρὁ ς φὁ νίὁν ἄί τή σεί δί κήν 

ἄ νἄκτἄ Φὁί βὁν· ὁυ δε  νίν μετἄ στἄσίς 

γνω μής ὁ νή σεί θεω   δίδὁ ντἄ νυ ν δί κἄς, 

ἄ λλ᾽ ε κ τ᾽ ε κεί νὁυ δίἄβὁλἄί ς τε τἄί ς ε μἄί ς 

κἄκω ς ὁ λεί τἄί· γνω σετἄί δ᾽ ε χθρἄν ε μή ν.  

Thus, the Apollo who is responsible for the death of Neoptolemus is also Orestes’ 

patron. Apollo appears as a particularly problematic figure in the Andromache: 

Neoptolemus has asked for forgiveness, but Apollo’s behaviour seems uncompromising 

 
666 Zeitlin (1980), 63; Vlassopoulos (2022), 14. Cf. Lefkowitz (2022), 99-118. 
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and terrifying.667 Delphi, on the other hand, is also represented in ‘quite sordid terms’, 

with ‘rumours and worries about money in the air’.668 What is more, the Delphians kill 

him inside the temple, and in a barbaric way. Scholars have attempted to find a political, 

historicist explanation to this starkly negative picture of Apollonian cult, but Allan 

remarks how this cannot provide a good explanation for the critical portrayal of 

Apollo.669 The myth of Neoptolemus’ death through Apollo’s will was already 

established (Pindar recounts it in Paean 6 and Nemean 7);670 it is the connection with 

Orestes that is original. Here the role of Apollo as patron of Orestes is deliberately 

intertwined with the story of Neoptolemus’ death, and both are presented in a 

particularly negative light.  

In her recent, influential revaluation of Euripidean gods, Lefkowitz argues that Apollo 

is simply more distant compared to other gods and ultimately resolves human 

issues;671 yet this cannot be the case of Andromache. Here Apollo has Neoptolemus 

brutally killed as he begs for forgiveness for his earlier verbal offence and it falls to 

Thetis, who remains conspicuously silent about Apollo’s responsibilities, to offer some 

consolation.672 What is more, although Lefkowitz might be right in arguing that the 

gods should not be expected to care about mortals,673 the whole manner in which the 

narrative of Neoptolemus’ death is engineered seems to emphasise the sordid nature 

 
667 Lloyd (1994), 159: ‘the god’s vindictiveness is emphasized by the mythological innovation 
of N. being killed while trying to apologize’. 
668 Allan (2000), 252. 
669 Allan (2000), 253. He quotes Roberts (1984), 83. 
670 Allan (2000), 27-8, 260. Nemean 7 has a very different tone; although Neoptolemus is fated 
to die at Delphi, it is Apollo’s reward, not a punishment. The scholia on Nem.7 interpret this as 
Pindar’s palinode of his treatment of Neoptolemus in Paean 6, in which Neoptolemus was said 
to have offended Apollo with his murder of Priam. 
671 Lefkowitz (2016), 123 et passim. 
672 Cf. Wilson (1979), 10. 
673 Lefkowitz (2016), 109 et passim. 
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of Delphi and Orestes as well as the cruelty of Apollo.674 As Torrance has observed, ‘the 

killing is impious and Apollo is portrayed very negatively in this play’; to do so, 

‘Euripides reverses the paradigm of Sophocles whose Neoptolemus in Hermione had 

been the villain, while the Sophoclean Orestes seems to have heroically rescued the 

persecuted Hermione’.675 Moreover, although Apollo is ultimately justified in the 

tragedies Lefkowitz analyses, there remains indeed some degree of difference between 

the representation of Apollo in Aeschylus’ Eumenides and the Euripidean Apollo in Ion 

who not only rapes Creusa but also refrains from appearing at the end of the play, in 

fear of being reproached (Ion 1557-8). Regardless, in the context here of a web of 

connections to the Oresteia, the role of Apollo and Delphi should not be 

underestimated.   

Immediately after Orestes’ departure with Hermione, the chorus identifies Apollo as 

responsible for the fall of Troy, along with Poseidon (1009-27). They had built the walls 

of the city once; now they have deserted it. Yet the second half of the ode switches to 

comment on the matricide of Orestes: they remember the murder of Agamemnon at 

the hand of  Clytemnestra, and hers at the hand of Orestes (1028-30). Apollo’s role is 

thrust sharply into view, as the chorus wonder how they are to believe that he 

commanded the matricide through his oracles (1031-5): ω  δἄί μὁν, ω  Φὁί βε, πω ς 

πεί θὁμἄί; (1036).676 

Regardless of its potentially theological implications, this dark depiction of Apollo casts 

a shadow precisely on his role as guarantor of justice. This is clear in the messenger’s 

 
674 On the important positive and metaphorical role of Delphi in tragedy, cf. Dougherty (1996), 
263. 
675 Torrance (2013), 195. 
676 For a discussion of the textual issues, cf. Stevens (1971), 216-7. 
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more pronounced criticism of the god in connection not with the matricide, but with 

the murder of Neoptolemus (1161-5):677 

τὁίἄυ θ᾽ ὁ  τὁί ς ἄ λλὁίσί θεσπί ζων ἄ νἄξ, 

ὁ  τω ν δίκἄί ων πἄ σίν ἄ νθρω πὁίς κρίτή ς, 

δί κἄς δίδὁ ντἄ πἄί δ᾽ ε δρἄσ᾽ Ἀ χίλλε ως. 

ε μνήμὁ νευσε δ᾽ω σπερ ἄ νθρωπὁς κἄκὁ ς 

πἄλἄίἄ  νεί κή: πω ς ἄ ν ὁυ ν εί ή σὁφὁ ς; 

Apollo here is specifically designed as the lord of prophecy and the judge of ‘what is 

just’ for men. While the first part of his designation is commonplace, the second is not 

strictly typical: it is Zeus who usually oversees justice.678 Regardless of whether this is 

a conscious allusion to Apollo’s role in the foundation of the legal system established in 

Eumenides, the idea that Apollo is an ‘arbiter of justice’ is undercut precisely by the 

blurring of the concept of justice and revenge — a move shared by the Hecuba, as we 

saw. Here, too, the legal language of the Athenian institution is disturbing in its 

application to retaliatory violence: Andromache does suggest a form of justice that 

resembles the legal procedures of Athens (358-60). Yet it is the same Menelaus who 

explicitly voices the ethics of revenge when deceiving Andromache (τὁυ ς πἄθὁ ντἄς 

ἄ ντίδρἄ ν, 438) that also describes the killing as a ‘vote’ or ‘decree’ (σε  με ν ή μετε ρἄ 

/ψή φὁς ἄ νἄίρεί , πἄί δἄ δ᾽ ε μή  πἄί ς /τὁ νδ᾽ Ἑ ρμίὁ νή, 517-9), and the chorus uses the 

same word (ζευ γὁς πρὁ  δὁ μων ψή φω  θἄνἄ τὁυ/ κἄτἄκεκρίμε νὁν, 495-6). 

 
677 Notice also how ἀδύτων (1033), a rare term in Euripides, is repeated in the description of 
Apollo’s voice coming from the ἀδύτων (1147), again creating a connection between Apollo’s 
role in the murder of Clytemnestra and the killing of Neoptolemus. Cf. Kyriakou (2016), 141. 
678 Cf. Ion 442-3, in which Ion protests that the gods act unjustly, while prescribing laws for 
men. There, however, the accusation is generalised and applied to all gods. 
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 At the end of the Orestes, Apollo prophetises precisely the death of Neoptolemus 

(1653-6), and it does so in the context of his deus ex machina immediately after 

predicting in condensed (and altered) form the plot of Eumenides:  

[…] ὁ ς δ᾽ ὁί ετἄί 

Νεὁπτὁ λεμὁς γἄμεί ν νίν, ὁυ  γἄμεί  πὁτε.  

θἄνεί ν γἄ ρ ἄυ τω   μὁί ρἄ Δελφίκω   ξί φεί, 

δί κἄς Ἀ χίλλε ως πἄτρὁ ς ε ξἄίτὁυ ντἄ  με. 

The resolution of the problem of justice is doubly undermined here: first, it is a divine 

tribunal, not the Areopagus, who will absolve Orestes, with no rational justification 

being given; second, as Zeitlin underlines, ‘there is no question even of the vendetta as 

a principle being superseded in any permanent way by a more advanced form of 

justice… neither the god nor the mortal transcends the lex talionis’.679 In Andromache, 

Apollo’s role in the foundation of human justice is already deeply undermined by his 

overemphasised vindictiveness. What is more, the messenger expresses his frustration 

both at Apollo as ‘arbiter of justice’ and as ‘dispenser of oracles’, putting into question 

Apollo’s truthfulness, which has to be understood within the broader emphasis of the 

narrative on deception (the Delphians lying in ambush, 1114-5; Orestes’ deception of 

the Delphians, 1090-5, 1116; Orestes’ allegation that Neoptolemus is lying, 1110). 

Although the Loxias’ traditional characteristic is indeed his ambiguity, his ‘obliqueness’ 

(as the epithet signals),680 there is a disturbing and unflattering consonance between 

his protege ’s deceptiveness and the god’s ability to provide indication and direction to 

 
679 Zeitlin (1980), 71. 
680 Cf. Lefkowitz (2016), 99 and her argument on how Apollo is simply difficult to understand, 
not negatively portrayed in Euripides. 
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mortals through language. As the chorus said, how can we be persuaded  (ω  Φὁί βε, πω ς 

πεί θὁμἄί)? How can we rely on him and on his peitho? Regardless of whether Apollo is 

theologically compromised, the questioning of his power potently deepens the 

epistemological and moral confusion the play explores and enacts. 

2.7.3 Queer Time, Queer Aesthetics 

This particularly unfavourable portrayal of Orestes as well as Apollo and Delphi has an 

impact on the temporality of the play. Although Orestes’ action here is technically 

chronologically precedent to the foundation of the Areopagus and the Aeschylean 

resolution, these elements cast a shadow on the solution offered by the Oresteia, and 

on its narrative of progress. Thetis seems to offer a solution to this process of moral as 

well as hierarchical transgression, and Orestes’ future in Athens might appear to also 

offer hope in the containment of these ‘perversions’. But if Thetis’ solution rings hollow, 

as we saw, Orestes’ characterisation also impairs this chronological, teleological 

reading. Thus, the play ‘queers’ time in the sense that a teleological progression, a 

resolution, seems heavily improbable. This process of queering of temporality, the 

rejection of a sequence of progress, entails a significant disturbance in the narrative 

succession of the play, as well as its structure, constantly disparaged due to its lack of 

unity.681    

For the play is also structurally and aesthetically ‘queer’ in the sense that it refuses a 

narrative structure based on progress and teleology and is rather endowed with a 

’sickening fluid’, a-structured development682 that mutates ‘from suppliant drama to 

 
681 Erbse (1966), 276; Albini (1974), 93; Garzya (1951), 112; Papadimitropoulos (2006), 147-
8; Torrance (2005), 39 with references. 
682 Burnett (1971), 131; cf. Scodel (2012), 19. 
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escape play to a tragedy of divine vengeance for human misdemeanour’.683 Narrative 

becomes deprived of sequential logic, and rather unwinds under the aesthetic criterion 

of surprise,684 with the nostos of Neoptolemus continuously anticipated and then 

frustrated—685an anti-teleological structure. What is more, the play does not grant the 

typical epistemological superiority of Attic tragedy to its original audience, for events 

are surprising and unpredictable for characters and spectators alike: Andromache’s 

salvation by Peleus, Hermione’s by Orestes (and in general the combination of the two 

stories), Neoptolemus’ second visit at Delphi and murder by Orestes, and Peleus’ 

deification by Thetis are completely Euripidean innovations and/or variations on what 

were already alternative strands of myth (cf. the end of Orestes).686  

What is more, the episodic structure of the play itself does invite considerations of 

meaning, it implicates the audience in the understanding of its tripartite structure, to 

then frustrate them. As we have seen, links are numerous between the three episodes: 

mourning, helplessness, and salvation, for instance, connect Andromache, Hermione, 

and Peleus. Themes undeniably repeat themselves, with some clear ironic effects,687 yet 

what is the purpose of this juxtaposition in the narrative? What conclusions are we to 

draw for the plot that we watch? In a world where so much is left to surprise, and events 

(or individuals) follow no linear logic, ‘they remind us that the world does not 

conveniently arrange itself thematically’.688 Or, even, that although the ironies of 

 
683 Hall (2010), 252. Cf. McClure (1999), 158-60.  
684 Allan (2000), 84-5 first argued in favour of this ‘aesthetic of surprise’ with ‘philosophical 
significance’ noting how ‘discontinuity and artful frustration of expectations work together to 
produce intriguing and disconcerting results’. 
685 Hall (2010), 252. 
686 Allan (2000), 27, 34, 36-7; cf. Zeitlin (1980), 71 on Orestes; Wohl (2014), 148-9 on Helen. 
687 Scharffenberger (2020), 145. 
688 I borrow this idea from Solodow’s understanding of thematic links in Ovid’s Metamorphoses: 
Solodow (1987), 28-9. 
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similarity between characters seem to undercut some specific ideas they have, there is 

no specific meaning in the way events unravel.689  No clear interpretation of the thread 

that links them together can be provided, if not for the meaninglessness of the sequence 

of events itself. As we will see, this frustrating mechanism of inviting connections to 

hamper a clear understanding of linearity in the tripartite structure of the play will be 

crucial in Euripides’ engineering of his Trojan trilogy, culminating with Troades. This 

anti-teleological aspect is then both articulated through the aesthetics and narrative of 

the play and has an important impact on the audience’s construction of the meaning of 

the narrative itself. This is similar to the vicious cycle established by the Hecuba, a 

narrative that is both the repetition of a following event and that yet undoes it, 

collapsing the notion of narrative telos itself — rather than being the prequel that easily 

fades into the future events of the Oresteia.  

And indeed the Andromache queers time precisely at the moment of its supposed 

‘future’ resolution, blocking the imagined ‘progress’ and teleology of the Eumenides. For 

not only does ‘Agamemnon’s son, the matricide… not shrink from further murderous 

violence’;690 Thetis even announces that the grave of Neoptolemus in Delphi will 

perpetually shame the crime of ‘the Oresteian hand’ (φὁ νὁν βί ἄίὁν τή ς Ὀ ρεστεί ἄς 

χερὁ ς, 1242 — a metapoetic gesture?).691 What is more, Thetis’ dea ex machina 

attempts to give this telos, indeed by giving orders and prophetising about the future. 

And yet, in doing so, she deprives Phthia of a ruler: Peleus will be gone, Hermione has 

already left with Orestes, Neoptolemus is dead, Andromache will live in Molossia with 

 
689 Cf. Di Benedetto (1971), 123 on Hippolytus. 
690 Zeitlin (2009), 694. 
691 At Ar. Ra. 1124, Aeschylus performs the prologue of Libation Bearers under the request of 
Euripides, who calls it Oresteia: Πρῶτὁν δέ μὁί τὸν ἐξ Ὀρεστείἄς λέγε. 
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her child. Almost uniquely in tragedy, the royal household has come to an end.692 What 

is more, it is Greek lineage that comes to an end in general: Orestes will marry 

Hermione, who is barren (at least in this version; Thetis does not express herself on the 

matter):693 ‘the Greeks […] are threatened with the failure of their line’.694 The house of 

Atreus too comes to an end; there is no future. Yet even this no-future can indicate a 

queering of time, a disruption of the political discourse of social reproduction 

(ultimately based on normative social structures), which eradicates the possibility of a 

teleology, as Andu jar notes on the Labdacid line at the end of Euripides’ Phoenissae.695 

In Andromache, the sense of a happy ending given by Thetis’ future leaves no royal 

member on the throne of Phthia, with the future of the city uncertain. The future of 

Argos is endangered, too, and the only futurity in sight is that of the barbarians and the 

semi-barbarian Molossus. Again, the ‘irresolution’ of social hierarchies is intimately 

bound to this queering of temporality, the problematisation of futurity as well as the 

questioning of ‘progress’: the play does not work towards the ‘fixing’ of a natural order 

of hierarchies just as it does not proceed towards establishing a future for Phthia and 

Argos.  

Just as these hierarchies are only superficially ‘fixed’ at the end of the tragedy, the play 

also leaves open the possibility of a gap between (external) appearance and (internal) 

reality.696 What is more, in this interrogation of appearances, questions arise 

 
692 Compare the final prophecy of Dionysus at Bacch. 1130-43, with Cadmus and Harmonia 
exiled, transformed into snakes, and then fated to reach the land of the Blessed. At the end of 
Medea, Jason is still alive, yet the royal household is entirely dead. 
693 In Sophocles’ Hermione, Orestes and Hermione beget a son, Tisamenos, also recorded in 
other sources: Allan (2000), 18; Sommerstein, Fitzpatrick, Talboy (2006), 4, 6, 14. Here, the 
text is silent on this potential variant of the myth. 
694 Zeitlin (2009), 693.  
695 Edelman (2004); Freccero (2022), 44; Andújar (2022), 183. 
696 As Wohl recognises the utopian tendency in terms of class in the play, she also argues that 
the play raises the spectre of the instability of class divisions to just stifle this utopian impetus 
by reconfirming Orestes as the noble hero of the play and asking us to believe in it despite his 
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concerning the inherent rigidity of these categorisations —697 questions that remain 

ultimately unresolved. Like Cassandra’s sophistic rhesis in Troades, as we will see, 

Euripides gestures towards a counterintuitive form of reality based on a world where 

things are reversed.698 Rather than envisioning the reversal of normal hierarchies as 

temporary transgressions that necessitate fixing,699 Euripides suspends the norms 

altogether, leaves ungrounded the hierarchies that structure ideology, deconstructing 

it and ‘opening an imaginative space onto it’ —700 in other words, queering it. The anti-

teleological, episodic, ‘queer’ structure of the play relies on an aesthetic of surprise that 

is closely linked to the theme of the unreliability of appearances, and, in turn, to the 

instability of hierarchies. Affective response and the deconstruction of social 

discourses finally appear fully enmeshed in each other: opening oneself up to the 

unexpected involves embracing a type of queerness that suspends social 

categorisation. The deconstruction of commonly accepted reality in this play re-opens 

Aeschylus’ constructive project of civilisation; yet this unruly openness cuts across 

different aspects of the play — its presentation of hierarchies, its temporality, its 

irresolution, and its queer aesthetics.  

2.7.4 Openness: Hierarchical Forms, Hierarchical World 

In his Opera Aperta, Umberto Eco theorises a specific type of artwork (literary, musical, 

or visual) that remains ‘open’, ambiguous. Eco is interested in asserting the specificity 

 
character’s weakness: ‘the anagnorisis both enacts and exposes this stifling effect when it asks 
Electra—and us—to put faith in artifice, not essence, kena doxasmata, not ethos’(p. 76). But 
this view might curtail the great emphasis placed in both Electra and Andromache on social 
reality as indeed made up of kena doxasmata. The ending of the Andromache enacts a 
superficial suggestion of order that in fact keeps the gap between appearance and reality open. 
697 Cf. Rankine (2022), 72-3. 
698 The theme of reality and counter-intuitive reality is central to Helen: cf. Griffiths (2020), 325 
with contextualisation. 
699 Cf. MacLeod (1982), 138 on the Oresteia. 
700 Wohl (2005a), 138, on Segal (1982). 
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of this form of art to modernity, yet also formulates a transhistorical notion of literary 

and artistic openness. According to Eco, certain works are endowed with an open form: 

they do not offer an attainable understanding of their meaning, and this openness of 

meaning derives from the collapse of causal and linear links in the narrative form. Yet 

this open aesthetic can be understood as an ‘epistemological metaphor’:701 the way in 

which aesthetic forms in a certain historical period are structured reflects the way in 

which contemporary culture envisions reality.702 Eco writes on medieval art:703 

the closed and univocal work of the medieval artist reflected a conception of the 

world as a hierarchy of clear and fixed orders [my emphasis]. The work of art as a 

pedagogical message, as a monocentric and necessary organisation… reflects a 

syllogistic science, a logic of necessity, a deductive consciousness by which reality 

can appear, step by step, with no accidents and in one direction only, proceeding 

from the primary principles of science that are the same as the primary principles 

of reality. 

Yet the ‘open work’, he argues, springs precisely from a crisis of this hierarchically 

organised, stable view of the world, which is inevitably connected to a narrative 

structure that proceeds ‘logically’ —or, as Eco says, syllogistically. For instance, Eco 

argues, this destabilisation of the principle of causality is reflected by those music 

compositions in which a musical structure cannot necessarily determine that which 

follows (for instance as seen in serial music):704 the absence of a tonal centre from 

which the subsequent movements may be inferred from the premises is a reflection of 

 
701 Eco (1962), 42. 
702 Eco (1962), 42. 
703 Eco (1962), 42. Cf. Monti (2021), 10. 
704 Eco (1962), 43. 



222 
 

this crisis. This is what he calls ‘the poetics of the work of art devoid of necessary and 

foreseeable conclusions’ (‘l’opera d’arte priva di esito necessario e prevedibile’), 

poetics that are typical of the ‘open work’.705  

Eco’s theorisation of the open work illuminates the ‘critical’ interconnections of the 

Andromache — the way its queer aesthetics, its fragmented structure and atypical 

narrative episodicity refract the crisis of signification underlying this new, fluid, 

unpredictable world.706 For the play, as we saw, recalcitrates from being ‘logical’: there 

is no unifying hero or heroes; plot arcs follow an aesthetic of surprise for characters 

and spectators alike; events do not follow from their premises, and they are neither 

inevitable nor probable, to the displeasure of the ‘syllogistical’ Aristotle (who speaks in 

precisely these terms: Arist. Poet. 1452a);707 hierarchical definitions are constantly 

invoked to define morality and order and yet cannot be reinstated even in the end. 

These matters of ‘concern’ (to say it with Latour), and this aesthetic of surprise, are not 

only identifiable, then, as an ‘epistemological metaphor’; this epistemological 

metaphor, too, betrays an ideological critical movement, a potent rupture of the 

hierarchical world that Eco sees dominating the closed work of art.  

It would be hard to neglect the shadow of sophistic thought in the Andromache’s 

articulation of its epistemological metaphor, especially if considered in parallel with the 

Hecuba. The world of both plays is unpredictable, and this unpredictability is 

 
705 Eco (1962), 44; Monti (2021), 10. 
706 Cf. Monti (2021), 2.  
707 Aristotle should not necessarily be taken as representative of the whole spectrum of ancient 
views on tragedy. But his ideas on the way tragedies should follow a linear plot, in which events 
follow from each other, are in line with Eco’s theorisation of the ‘syllogistic’ structure of the 
closed work. Eco’s use of the term in fact evokes precisley this Aristotelian model of the world 
and narrative based on causality. This helps clarify the difference between Andromache and, 
say, OT, Agamemnon, or even Medea. On Aristotle’s definition and its contradictions, cf. Wohl 
(2014), 142-8. 
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predicated on the fracture between word and fact, signifier and signified, appearance 

and reality. Definitions of virtue, worth, and identity, on which characters seem to 

almost obsessively rely, often gratuitously, are increasingly rendered inconsistent.708 

Menelaus’ and Hermione’s ethnic chauvinism, for instance, as well as their belief in 

their noble status, is constantly deconstructed, but the point is that they are both 

framed in terms of virtue and wisdom (ἄ μἄθί ἄς, 170; σω φρὁνἄ, 235 ὁ  νὁυ ς, 237). This 

is also the case of Andromache’s tirade on female sophrosyne. But this undecidability of 

wisdom and virtue, which each character problematises both for themselves (they are 

their own contradiction to the moral tenets they claim are absolute) and the others 

(such moral tenets are based on hierarchies, yet these hierarchies are deconstructed), 

expands beyond the discussion of social hierarchies.  

They are part of a larger, general confusion of wisdom according to which each 

character attempts to assert their logic, their understanding of the world, yet this logic 

is repeatedly shown to be labile, inconsistent — not less when they attempt to 

articulate their views on the responsibilities for the war:709 ‘even as it engages in a 

search for the sources of its characters’ sufferings, the tragedy also problematizes the 

impetus to articulate causes and affix blame’.710 This is going to be a central point in the 

sophistic influence on Troades, as we will see. The Andromache, to borrow one of its 

central terms, constantly revels in the incessant exposition of δὁ ξἄ from the perspective 

of all the characters involved, an operation that can be paralleled by the sophistic 

 
708 The play has often appeared to be black-and-white melodrama: Butrica (2001), 190; Garzya 
(1952), 116; Martinazzoli (1946), 115; yet cf. Kyriakou (2016), 137-54.  
709 Kyriakou (2016) focuses on this confusion of wisdom in the play at length, and specifically 
lingers on the issue of responsibility in the debate between Peleus and Menelaus (pp. 150-3).  
710 Scharffenberger (2020), 152. 
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interest in δὁ ξἄ:711 Andromache’s invective against Menelaus begins with a complaint 

about the unreliability of (social) repute (ω  δὁ ξἄ δὁ ξἄ, μυρί ὁίσί δή  βρὁτω ν/ὁυ δε ν 

γεγω σί βί ὁτὁν ω γκωσἄς με γἄν, 319-20; cf. 330-2); Peleus denounces the unfair nomos 

of attributing more glory to the generals in the military hierarchy (ὁ  στρἄτήγὁ ς τή ν 

δὁ κήσίν ἄ ρνυτἄί, 696) and complains that he is not as old as he appears to the others 

(ή μεί ς δ᾽ ε τ᾽ ὁ ρθὁί  κὁυ  γε ρὁντες, ω ς δὁκεί ς, 761); Menelaus seems to complain against 

Peleus’ repute (τὁυ ς φρὁνεί ν δὁκὁυ ντἄς Ἑ λλήσίν, 646-7).712 Most importantly, this 

chain of ‘floating signifiers’ (as we will see in Troades), is explicitly stopped by Thetis 

when she announces the future ‘bridal procession’ of Peleus and trenchantly declares 

that it is Zeus’ doxa (Ζήνί  γἄ ρ δὁκεί  τἄ δε, 1269)  — finally a ‘singular’ meaning that is 

somewhat ironic both because of the strangeness and unexpectedness of this doxa, and 

because of the use of doxa in the Euripidean coda, when the emphasis is naturally on 

its instability (τἄ  δὁκήθε ντ᾽ ὁυ κ ε τελε σθή, 1286).713 

 The fallacy of each logic is exposed as the plot of the play itself follows an ‘aesthetic of 

surprise’, diverting from the audience’s expectation in plot development as well as 

dramatic typology, and delivering a play with no unifying character, no single ‘hero’ or 

‘heroine’ (and so, in a way, Troades too follows this scheme). To return to McClure’s 

argument, then, that Andromache represents sophistic rhetoric as inherently 

dangerous and as a contaminating practice for the polis, this play (as well as the other 

two Trojan ones) emerges then not as a clear-cut denounciation of sophistic practices, 

 
711 Bons (2006), 41: ‘humankind lives in a contingent world, in which the state of affairs or (lack 
of) facts alone more often than not is not sufficient to reach a clear decision on an issue’. Cf. 
Willink (1986), 124 on Eur. Or. 235-6 (δόξἄν γὰρ τόδ᾽ ὑγίείἄς ἔχεί. /κρεῖσσὁν δὲ τὸ δὁκεῖν, κἂν 
ἀλήθείἄς ἀπῇ). 
712 On the textual difficulties of 645ff., cf. Stevens (1971), 174. 
713 Cf. Lefkowitz (2016), 194-7. Cf. Wohl (2014), 157 on the same coda in Helen: ‘the dogma of 
improbable probabilities becomes a universal law and the whole world is said to work like the 
unbelievable fictions inside the play’. 
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but a critical tragedy that uses ideas diversely elaborated on and invigorated by 

sophistic thought, with no pretense of offering a univocal message. We will return to 

this matter with Troades. But the world of the Andromache, I hope it appears now, 

engages with its ‘epistemological’ substrate in complex and provoking ways. Misleading 

rhetoric, like the Sirens’ melodies, might be disquieting, and it might bring about 

destructive effects on individual and polis alike. This might be compared with 

Odysseus’ demagogic sophisms in the Hecuba. Both plays, however, inherently reflect 

sophistic thought without necessarily condemning it. In fact, they implement it in a 

contradictory and complex way to open a critical gap on the certainties of their culture, 

on its hierarchies that purport to order the world, on the mediation of conflicts effected 

by its apparatuses (including, indeed, Aeschylus’ Oresteia). Their disjointed, ‘accidental’ 

form eventually becomes emblematic of their queer logic and of their inherently critical 

movement. 

 As Wohl rightly notes in her book on new formalism, Aristophanes makes Euripides 

damned in the Frogs because of the way he is both technically and politically innovative, 

‘democratic’.714 The lack of structural unity in these plays, their ‘ugliness’, contributes 

to a suspension of closure, a deferral to the future beyond the scope of the play itself.715 

According to her analysis, if Hecuba leaves unresolved the matter of Polyxena’s death 

to divert to a new plot abruptly, if Troades attaches a strange prologue to a detached 

play with an abrupt ending, Wohl argues that these devices might lead the audience 

towards a sense of non-closure, thus stimulating them to take action in the future. The 

Andromache’s queer, episodic structure is not only non-teleological, but anti-

teleological: each episode ends in a surprise, a reversal of structural and narrative 

 
714 Wohl (2015), 6. 
715 Wohl (2015), 62.  
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expectations, with the final dea ex machina by Thetis—itself a surprise—only 

seemingly fixing this cycle of individual reversals. This suspension, I maintain, is not 

merely to be projected on another (real) ‘future’, in which spectators will resolve these 

issues: captured by the openness of this work, the audience of this play seems rather 

interpellated in the present to remain open, ‘to think, to see, to comprehend, to turn the 

tables, to love, to use subterfuges, to suspect wrongs, to consider things from all angles’, 

as Aristophanes’ Euripides says about his own tragedy in Frogs (νὁεί ν ὁ ρἄ ν ξυνίε νἄί 

στρε φείν ε ρἄ ν τεχνἄ ζείν/κἄ χ᾽ υ πὁτὁπεί σθἄί, περίνὁεί ν ἄ πἄντἄ,  957-8).716 As bell 

hooks would have it, Euripides’ critical enterprise constructs an interactive process 

with his audiences, one in which we are urged ‘to think long, hard, and critically; to 

unpack; to move beneath the surface; to work for knowledge’;717 above all, it requires 

‘radical openness’.718 The world that is left at the end is a reversed one, awaiting the 

resolution of the Oresteia and yet explicitly undermining its attempted closure:719 it 

might be an overly neat solution to reassert order, unity, hierarchy in a world that is 

complex, unstable, and ultimately queer.

 
716 ‘Openness’ might be regarded as a sophistic and even Gorgianic feature: Bons (2006), 42-3. 
717 hooks (2010), 15. hooks here specifically mentions the critical appeal of deconstruction 
within academic circles.  
718 hooks (2010), 15.  
719 Cf. Scodel (1980), 121 on the Trojan trilogy: ‘entwined in the drama of the actors is a drama 
of ideas, whose tensions remain unsolved even when the play itself is brought to an end’. 
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Collision and Apocalypse: Finding Meaning in 

Troades 

Troades is a sort of apocalypse. An incessant lamentation, a play without a plot, a bleak 

condemnation of the atrocities of war, a hopeless nightmare with no possibility of 

salvation: these are but a few of the common perspectives on the tragedy staged for the 

first time in 415 BC, last of a trilogy including Alexandros and Palamedes. Troy has 

fallen: the city is smouldering, toppled, sacked. Poseidon, who in Euripides’ version 

seems to have been well-disposed towards Troy in the past, bids farewell to the city. In 

a strange joint prologue, Athena appears on stage to concoct with Poseidon her 

vengeance on the Greeks, who have outraged her. Yet in spite of the future predictions 

on the shipwrecks of the Greeks, we hardly hear of their sufferings in what follows. 

Instead, Hecuba lifts herself from the ground, lamenting alone and then with the chorus 

the new life of slavery into which she has fallen, the destruction of the city she once 

reigned in, and the death of Priam and her children. Talthybius arrives to finally convey 

the news: the Greeks have allotted each woman to a different master, and he has come 

to fetch Cassandra, the virgin priestess of Apollo, to serve as Agamemnon’s concubine. 

Cassandra, however, rushes on stage in Bacchic frenzy, and enthusiastically approves of 

her concubinage, engaging in her exposition of a long, counterintuitive ‘vision’ of the 

facts. Andromache, instead, has no energy left in her, and she voices some distinctly 

bleak thoughts on her preference of death over survival. Hecuba here reminds us that 

she is still a leader, as she encourages Andromache to live on and adapt to her life as a 

slave of Neoptolemus, for by doing so Astyanax will survive, and maybe even found Troy 

again. Say no more: Talthybius returns on stage to announce that the Greeks, convinced 
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by Odysseus (again!), have voted to kill the child by hurling him from the walls of Troy. 

After a heart-wrenching farewell between mother and son, Andromache is taken away 

forever, to serve as a slave and concubine in Phthia (as we have seen in Andromache). 

Enters Menelaus, triumphant and swaggering, and with his entrance the play changes 

tone and theme. No more lamentation, and no more Trojan women. Helen, instead, is 

dragged from the tent of the captives, as Menelaus is to take her to Greece, to kill her in 

retaliation for her adultery. But Hecuba convinces Menelaus to let her confront Helen 

in an agon — such is the level of her resentment that she wants to do so, even though 

he has already decided to kill her — and what unravels is a scene full of acrimony and 

venom (as well as the most debated scene of the play), in which Helen rejects her 

accusations of responsibility and even blames Hecuba instead. Menelaus ends by 

reinstating his view that Helen will be killed, but we know from the established 

tradition that she will actually survive. The apex of desperation is reached in the 

following scene, in which Astyanax’s mangled and blood-smeared body is brought on 

stage on Hector’s shield, lamented by Hecuba and the other Trojan women, who 

attempt to adorn his body for burial with what little they have left. The Greeks now 

announce that the ending is near, as they give orders for Troy to be finally burned to the 

ground. The towers of Troy crash, the city burns, and Hecuba’s mind seems to 

eventually deteriorate under the enormity of her suffering. Lamenting for their city, 

families, and futures, the Trojan women part ways, in the direction of the Greek ships 

that will take them across the sea to live on as slaves.  

Destruction and collapse: Troades is a play that can be easily condensed into these two 

words, as the world of the Trojan women disintegrates, and everything they have 

known loses their meaning. The whole play is that ‘all-embracing moment of shock, 

awe and recognition, at which we realize that one world has given way to another’, a 
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‘moment of dislocation from one reality to another’, ‘from dream to nightmare’.720 Yet if 

a nightmare could be understood as the distortion of the reality from which we would 

gladly wake up, the distorting shadows of Troades refract reality in a way that 

constantly presents that nightmare as all too real, and the questions that arise from this 

fracture of reality are legitimate, powerful, and open. The typically tragic problem of 

defining selfhood and otherness, Croally argued, is rearticulated through a mode of 

questioning that catches fire so vastly and destructively that it cannot plausibly be 

quenched.  In Croally’s analysis — closest in scholarship to the approach so far 

presented —, the play sifts this issue of selfhood through ‘interdependent and mutually 

reinforcing’ polarities of identity, including ‘men and gods, men and women, the free 

and the enslaved, Greeks and barbarians’, definitions that collapse under ‘the effect of 

war’ (by Croally’s own admission, ‘this has something in common with Euripides’ other 

Trojan war-plays, Andromache and Hecuba’).721 And yet Croally’s vision does not 

account for another type of violent confrontation and destructive clash that the world 

of Troades (as well as Andromache and Hecuba) brutally enact: not that between two 

extremes of the same problematic hierarchy, but rather the competing claims of 

different hierarchies in the organisation of the world.  

Recently, Levine’s chapter on the concept of hierarchy in Forms: Wholes, Rhythms, 

Hierarchies, Networks has used Sophocles’ Antigone to prove her point that hierarchies 

can be separated, and that they are not mutually supporting or deconstructing.722 

Levine is of the idea that change can happen when hierarchies clash, with the collision 

 
720 Poole (1976), 283. 
721 Croally (1994), 70. Croally admits that for reasons of clarity his analysis does not linger on 
the interconnection between the polarities, but he rather posits it as a theoretical basis. 
722 Williams (2024), 486. 
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often provoking unusually liberatory outcomes for one or more of the hierarchical 

‘forms’ involved.723 

Sophocles’ Antigone is used as an example of the way in which hierarchies can disturb 

ideologies by clashing with each other:  

Antigone is obedient to the gods and disobedient to the state. She upholds one 

hierarchy (gods, humans) and so violates another (king, subjects). But in the 

process she happens to bring other hierarchies into play: she begins as feminine 

(lower) and an enemy of the state (lower) who favours the particular ties of 

kinship (lower), but by speaking out against the king becomes a public actor 

(higher), who is loyal to the gods (higher) who are on the side of people (higher). 

Which means that her single choice of one hierarchy over another [scil. her choice 

of upholding one hierarchy] manages to transform a whole series of others. 

By upholding one, Antigone seems to destabilise many of the hierarchies of the play. 

Ideology, then, seems not to be based on hierarchies ‘working in concert’.724 In short, 

Levine claims that ‘crude, binary ideologies… can dominate the social, cultural, and 

economic world at some moments, while at others, pressed by alternative and 

competing political imperatives, they also falter, are transformed, or even temporarily 

disappear’.725 Rejecting the idea that discourses of domination are neatly parts of one 

‘totalisation’ (an idea she shares with Latour), Levine’s perspective counters the view 

so far proposed on Hecuba and Andromache — namely, that their radical potential 

comes from the total deconstruction of a system of mutually supporting hierarchies. In 

 
723 Levine (2015), 107. 
724 Cf. also Levine (2006), 633 on her ‘strategic formalism’: ‘social change comes not so much 
from active and intentional agency as from the openings that materialize in the collisions 
among social and cultural forms’. 
725 Levine (2006), 630. 
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what sense, then, can Croally speak of mutually supporting hierarchies in maintaining 

civic ideology, if these hierarchies appear to actually not work together and can be 

separated? From this perspective, social hierarchies can overlap and produce 

‘intersectional’ subjects (i.e., multiply oppressed), but if these discourses are to be 

conceived as ideologically different, separate axes of social hierarchy that sometimes 

intersect in the case of multiply oppressed characters, then it follows that hierarchies 

do not belong to one ideological matrix, one system of signification. Can upholding 

some hierarchies be useful in dismantling others? In abruptly shifting from its general 

argument to its Levinian counterargument, this chapter turns to Troades, a play that 

not only shows hierarchies collapsing, but it also shows them colliding, clashing, 

competing against each other — most prominently in the most debated scene of the 

play, hinging on the Greek ‘competition’ par excellence — the agon.  

3.1 Starting from the End: Competing Hierarchies in the Agon 

between Hecuba and Helen 

In Troades, as in Andromache and in Hecuba, hierarchies work in concert in the basic 

sense that they are all embodied in the eponymous character(s). In the case of Troades, 

it is often said that Hecuba occupies the ‘leading role’.726 However, the play is called 

Troades for a reason: the episodic structure maps onto the characters who appear on 

stage at the beginning of their episode and leave at the end, at least for the first part of 

the play.727 By the time Helen enters the stage, the play seems to have acquired this 

 
726 Hall (2001), xxv; Anderson (1997), 157. Cf. Scodel (2012), 19. 
727 Cf. Munteanu (2010-2011), 138; Vivante (2014), 671. 
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structure: Cassandra and Andromache have so far adhered to this pattern, each 

escorted by some Greek and leaving the stage to depart with their new master.728 

Therefore, when Helen is dragged on stage by Menelaus’ attendants, the rhythm seems 

to be broken: no Trojan woman; rather, their enemy, as it seems from Hecuba’s and the 

chorus’ indictment. Yet her presentation is prefaced by Menelaus’ specification that she 

is numbered with the other Trojan women among prisoners (871-2): 

δὁ μὁίς γἄ ρ τὁί σδ᾽ ε ν ἄί χμἄλωτίκὁί ς 

κἄτήρί θμήτἄί Τρω ἄ δων ἄ λλων με τἄ. 

This recalls the beginning of the tragedy, where Poseidon introduced the setting by 

classifying Helen among the Trojan captives (νὁμίσθεί σ’ ἄί χμἄ λωτὁς ε νδί κως, 35). 

From the beginning of the scene, then, we are encouraged to think of Helen as a Trojan 

woman, and to regard it as the third of the ‘individual’ episodes that we have so far seen. 

This initial reconsideration of Helen as a Trojan woman also polarises the scene:729 

adding Helen to the captives means creating a gendered division between the men, in 

charge of each individual Trojan woman, and the women, at the mercy of their masters. 

Had Helen been considered Greek or had she been reconciled immediately with 

Menelaus, as other sources claim,730 gender would have been a far less significant 

concept in the scene. But as we are encouraged to see her as another Trojan woman, 

the play apparently becomes a polarised confrontation of male and female.  

The scene begins with an emphasis on gender (864-6): 

 
728 Lloyd (1984), 303-13. 
729 Anderson (1997), 157. 
730 Kovacs (2018), 129. 
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ή λθὁν δε  Τρὁί ἄν ὁυ χ ὁ σὁν δὁκὁυ σί  με 

γυνἄίκὁ ς ὁυ νεκ᾽, ἄ λλ᾽ ε π᾽ ἄ νδρ᾽ ὁ ς ε ξ ε μω ν 

δὁ μων δἄ μἄρτἄ ξενἄπἄ τής ε λῃ σἄτὁ. 

From the statement’s opposition of γυνἄίκὁ ς to ἄ νδρ᾽ (865), it transpires that Menelaus 

is primarily interested in justifying his behaviour in gendered terms. The chorus’ 

comment at the end (1033-5) proves that he is specifically anxious about the 

accusations of effeminacy that they mention (as well as other sources, including the 

Andromache itself):731 

Μενε λἄε, πρὁγὁ νων τ᾽ ἄ ξί ως δὁ μων τε σω ν 

τεί σἄί δἄ μἄρτἄ κἄ φελὁυ  πρὁ ς Ἑ λλἄ δὁς 

ψὁ γὁν τὁ  θή λυ  τ᾽, ευ γενή ς ε χθρὁί ς φἄνεί ς. 

 The ring composition, then, seems to provide this specific frame for the entire Helen 

episode, but it is in Hecuba’s speech that this becomes most palpable. Hecuba will do 

anything to have Helen’s head on a plate, including deploying typically misogynistic 

commonplaces against her opponent: Helen emerges as an example of a bad woman, 

the anti-Andromache, but she also seems to emerge as an example of the inferiority of 

all women, and their subjugation to the male. Strikingly, Hecuba finishes her peroratio 

by saying (1030-2):  

στεφἄ νωσὁν Ἑ λλἄ δ᾽ ἄ ξί ως τή νδε κτἄνω ν 

σἄυτὁυ , νὁ μὁν δε  τὁ νδε τἄί ς ἄ λλἄίσί θε ς 

 
731 See supra, sec. 2.3, pp. 169-73. Meridor (2000), 24. 



236 
 

γυνἄίξί , θνῃ σκείν ή τίς ἄ ν πρὁδω   πὁ σίν. 

Gender is not the only thematised hierarchy at work in the confrontation between 

Hecuba and Helen. When Menelaus enters and justifies his decision to come to Troy, he 

mentions that he has obtained revenge on the ξενἄπἄ τής (866)—in itself, a trait often 

associated with barbarians (as is clear from the Hecuba).732 This is specified in the next 

two lines (867-8), in which Paris’ transgressive behaviour is said to have been rectified 

and his land (γή , 868) punished by the ‘Hellenic spear’(δὁρί  πεσὁυ σ᾽ Ἑ λλήνίκω  , 868) 

with the help of the gods. But the antithesis becomes crucial in Helen’s exposition of 

her innocence. Helen deems the clash between Greek and barbarian fundamental to the 

reasons why she should be spared her life: Paris chose her, instead of opting for the 

alluring promises of Hera and Athena, both willing to risk Greece’s independence and 

promise Paris rule over Asia and Europe (925-31): 

ε κρίνε τρίσσὁ ν ζευ γὁς ὁ δε τρίω ν θεω ν: 

κἄί  Πἄλλἄ δὁς με ν ή ν Ἀ λεξἄ νδρω  δὁ σίς 

Φρυξί  στρἄτήγὁυ νθ᾽ Ἑ λλἄ δ᾽ ε ξἄνίστἄ νἄί, 

Ἥ ρἄ δ᾽ υ πε σχετ᾽ Ἀ σίἄ δ᾽ Ἑυ ρω πής θ᾽ ὁ ρὁυς 

τυρἄννί δ᾽ ε ξείν, εί  σφε κρί νείεν Πἄ ρίς· 

Κυ πρίς δε  τὁυ μὁ ν εί δὁς ε κπἄγλὁυμε νή 

δω σείν υ πε σχετ᾽ εί  θεἄ ς υ περδρἄ μὁί 

κἄ λλεί. 

 
732 Hall (1989), 187: ‘one of the most important taboos was the violation of the ancient law 
which protected both guest and host’. Cf. Hec. 1247-8. 
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Surprisingly, we hear very little of Paris’ judgement of the goddesses before 

Euripides.733 Of the extant Euripidean dramas before Troades, it is Andromache, Helen, 

and Hecuba that mention the judgement at length,734 but in none of these we hear of 

the bribes of the goddesses. On the other hand, of the later sources, all of them mention 

the goddesses having offered some sort of bribes to Paris, and it is not entirely to be 

excluded that they might be drawing from an earlier predecessor. However, Stinton 

notes in his overview that Helen’s speech in Troades presents at least two feasibly 

Euripidean original elements: ‘to the gift of Athena, military prowess, is added a detail 

not in the tradition—conquest of Greece; and Hera’s gift of kingship is explicitly 

extended to Europe’.735 In fact, these two elements are mostly lost in later descriptions 

of the bribes: all agree on Aphrodite’s bribe (the love of Helen), but even Ovid remains 

generic when talking about the other two (Ov. Her. 16.81-2).736 It is possible, then, to 

believe that Euripides might have invented the detail of Athena offering conquest of 

Greece and of Hera tyranny over Europe.737 The two are not the same, technically,738 

but one has to note that these two bribes are pleonastic: Hera and Athena have roughly 

been offering the same thing. In fact, Helen differentiates them but also lumps them 

together as entailing the same thing, the Greeks’ potential subjection to barbarian rule 

(932-5):739 

 
733 Stinton (1990), 17, with discussion of the allusion in the Iliad (25. 29-30) and the Cypria (cf. 
Procl. Chrest. arg. Cypr.). Cf. Wilson (1979), 7-8. 
734 Stinton (1990), 26-44. 
735 Stinton (1990), 45; Hall (1989), 196. 
736 Lloyd (1984), 306 adds Pseudo-Apollodorus (Epit. 3.2), in which Hera offers rule over the 
entire world, and the hypothesis to Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros (PCG IV, fr. 38 = CGFP 70), in 
which Hera’s gift is τυρἄννὶς ἀκίνήτὁς and Athena’s εὐτυχίἄ κἄτὰ πόλεμὁν: ‘these stories are 
in agreement about the nature of the gifts offered but not about their scope’. 
737 Di Benedetto (1998), 69. 
738 Lee (1976), 231: ‘ἐς δόρυ στἄθέντες refers to Pallas’ promise (926), which at least 
guaranteed a fight; τυρἄννίδί to Hera’s (927f.), which entailed a more subtle form of conquest.’ 
739 Cf. Barlow (1986), 211. 
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νίκἄ   Κυ πρίς θεἄ ς, κἄί  τὁσὁ νδ᾽ ὁυ μὁί  γἄ μὁί 

ω νήσἄν Ἑ λλἄ δ᾽: ὁυ  κρἄτεί σθ᾽ ε κ βἄρβἄ ρων, 

ὁυ τ᾽ ε ς δὁ ρυ στἄθε ντες, ὁυ  τυρἄννί δί. 

ἄ  δ᾽ ήυ τυ χήσεν Ἑ λλἄ ς, ω λὁ μήν ε γω  […]. 

Helen’s life is at risk here, and this is the main reason for her argumentation. Yet the 

stress on the way she represents quintessential femininity makes it also a specific issue 

about the role of women and the boundaries of their social position. To save herself and 

justify her transgression as a woman, Helen thus relies on the inherent hierarchy of 

Greek and barbarian, and argues that the only reason why this hierarchy still holds—

thankfully, according to a Greek perspective—740is because she has transgressed her 

gendered space. As Saï d notes, Helen here prefigures ‘what would become one of the 

major themes of the panhellenic discourse and political propaganda of the fourth 

century’:741 Isocrates’ view (Hel. 67-8) that the Trojan war was ‘the most useful 

campaign to the Greeks’ (ω φε λίμὁς) and that it was a turning point for the historical 

supremacy of the Greeks over the barbarians resounds with Helen’s statement that her 

elopement with Paris represented a ‘benefit’ to Greece, and its ‘fortune’ (ω νήσἄν, 933; 

ήυ τυ χήσεν, 935).742 Thus, it seems that Helen upholds one hierarchy 

(Greek/barbarian), to challenge the rigidity of another (man/woman), if not to reverse 

it (we remember that Menelaus’ masculinity is at stake). Naturally, this does not mean 

that Helen explicitly voices ideas that subvert it; in fact, she supports arguments that 

superficially conform both to gender and ethnic norms; Hecuba will do the same. 

 
740 Goff (2009), 66. 
741 Saïd (2022), 71. 
742 Saïd (2022), 71-2, also noting that Menelaus says the same thing in Andromache (681-3). Cf. 
Rosenbloom (2006), 251-2. 
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However, accepting her argument inevitably means to ideologically put into question 

what female virtue means and to reconsider the gender norms threatened by her 

transgression and Menelaus’ feminisation. Helen will technically lose the debate, but 

the possibility that she might be convincing is already evidence for the idea that 

hierarchies might be used ‘against each other’. 

Hecuba’s reply equally voices ideas in line with both the Greek/barbarian and 

man/woman hierarchies; yet if we choose her, the opposite ideological disturbance will 

take place. She immediately rejects Helen’s ‘Hellenocentric’ argument by sustaining her 

own ‘Hellenocentric’ argument—a masochist, like Andromache in Andromache (971-

4):743 

ε γω  γἄ ρ Ἥ ρἄν πἄρθε νὁν τε Πἄλλἄ δἄ 

ὁυ κ ε ς τὁσὁυ τὁν ἄ μἄθί ἄς ε λθεί ν δὁκω , 

ω σθ᾽ ή  με ν Ἀ ργὁς βἄρβἄ ρὁίς ἄ πήμπὁ λἄ, 

Πἄλλἄ ς δ᾽ Ἀ θή νἄς Φρυξί  δὁυλευ είν πὁτε . 

First, then, Hecuba attacks Helen’s hierarchical argument by seemingly voicing ideas of 

Greek ethnocentrism. It is because this hierarchy is so strong that even a barbarian 

queen cannot accept that the goddesses might have wanted to enslave Greece.744 

However, Hecuba goes further, and in fact weaponises the hierarchy repeatedly against 

Helen, implying that she has herself transgressed it and has become barbarised. These 

are certainly the implications of 990-7, in which she claims that Helen followed Paris 

 
743 Goff (2009), 68: ‘Hekabe willingly names herself a barbarian and denigrates her people – 
anything in order to see Helen’s head on the plate’. 
744 Hecuba’s argument here is shaky: Kovacs (2018), 283; Lloyd (1984), 311. Il. 4.30ff. makes 
clear that Hera was ready to sacrifice her favourite cities to obtain Troy’s destruction. 
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out of her desire for luxury and extravagance, as well as of 1020-5, in which Helen is 

said to have required Trojans (‘the barbarians’, Hecuba calls her people thus) to 

prostrate themselves before her (the typical barbarian act of proskynesis).745 These two 

last points are shared by her Euripidean daughter, Hermione in Andromache, who also 

told the enslaved Trojan to fall at her feet and appeared before the audience clothed in 

rich garments.746   

The implication is that Helen has become a barbarian; in so doing, Hecuba not only 

limits herself to demolishing Helen’s pose as the saviour of Greece, but also engages 

with her ethnic identity and reverses it.747 Thus Hecuba switches to describe how, 

instead of coming before Menelaus all ‘dressed up’ (symptom of barbarisation), she 

should have shaved her head, in shame. This means, in other words, having Helen 

reoccupy her position in the man/woman hierarchy. This leads the way for the final 

peroratio and Menelaus’ approving comment mentioned above: Helen has to be killed, 

and in so doing she should set a nomos for all women.748 What is more, in despising 

Helen as ‘barbarised’ and in voicing a masochistic ‘racist’ rhetoric, Hecuba is 

paradoxically ‘Hellenic’: for not only does she speak like a Greek philosopher and 

politician, and not only is she the marshal of nomos (cf. Eur. Or. 486-7) and sophrosyne 

(1027), but she also becomes the voice of Greek ethnocentrism. As Goff comments, 

more striking than even Helen’s luxury is ‘the distressing spectacle’ of Hecuba ‘as she 

identifies—even if only strategically—so wholeheartedly with her conquerors’.749 

Therefore, just as Helen’s discourse challenged the rigidity of the man/woman 

 
745 Croally (1994), 149-50. 
746 See supra, sec. 2.2, p. 157. 
747 Croally (1994), 108. 
748 Citti (1979), 149. Goff (2009), 70 notes how extreme Hecuba’s proposal is: not even fifth-
century Athens went as far as adopting the death penalty for adulterous wives. 
749 Goff (2009), 70; Croally (1994), 109. 
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hierarchy upholding the Greek/barbarian one, Hecuba’s speech implicitly challenges 

the boundary between Greek and barbarian, and in so doing re-establishes the proper 

boundaries between man and woman and goes as far as suggesting the death penalty 

for adulterous women. And, of course, Hecuba wins the debate (at least 

superficially):750 as Goff has it, ‘if the war was started by a woman’s independent 

movement, it will nonetheless end with all the women including Helen being moved 

around at men’s disposal’.751 Does the play then encourage the audience to accept the 

type of hierarchical intersection Hecuba is voicing, ultimately condemning Helen and 

reinscribing the proper order inherent in the gender hierarchy while casting doubt on 

the fixity of the cultural divide between Greek and barbarian — as many scholars 

implicitly accepted?752  

This is an objection to constitutive intersectional approaches that Croally does not 

address: if, as he argues, the Helen scene shows her degeneration from Greek to 

barbarian and thus questions the Greek-barbarian divide, is it not inescapable for the 

play to then hold Helen responsible and effectively condemn her, thus reformulating 

the gender hierarchy in its proper form? In what way can we still say (at least about 

Troades) that hierarchies mutually support each other if they can be taken apart, as 

separate social, hierarchical axes which can be used against each other, one disrupted 

to validate the other, one upheld to question the other? To reply to these questions, let 

us now consider the scenes of Cassandra and Andromache. 

 
750 Lee (1976), 912-3 notes that the order of the speakers is reversed, so that the defendant 
speaks first and so that ‘the stronger argument and the speech of the sympathetic character 
come second’. Contra, cf. Lloyd (1984), 304. Goff (2009), 70-1 argues that the order of the 
speakers does not give any reliable indication as to the winner. 
751 Goff (2009), 64. 
752 I linger on the analysis of secondary literature in this regard at the end of this chapter. 
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3.2 Cassandra’s Marriage: Partial Deconstruction? 

Cassandra’s entrance is prefaced by Talthybius’ exchange with Hecuba during which 

the Trojan women are informed of their allotment, the focus being on their renewed 

status as slaves. Polyxena, actually already dead, is said by Talthybius to have been 

assigned to ‘attend’ Achilles’ tomb (τυ μβωί ... πρὁσπὁλεί ν Ἀ χίλλε ως, 264). Hecuba’s 

reply betrays her concern over her daughter’s status, as she complains having borne ‘a 

daughter to be an attendant at a tomb’ (πρὁ σπὁλὁν ε τεκὁ μἄν, 265). Andromache, 

instead, has been chosen by the ‘son of Achilles’, as his prize (Ἀ χίλλε ως ε λἄβε πἄί ς 

ε ξἄί ρετὁν, 274), and Hecuba will be the slave of Odysseus (277). The Trojan chorus 

intervene to ask about their own allotment (293-4), but Talthybius cuts short and tells 

his attendants to fetch Cassandra, as it is time to bring her to her new master, 

Agamemnon (294-7). The stage has so far been dominated by ‘slavery’ in all its ugly 

prospect —the news of the allotments and the depictions of a horrible future—and its 

present ugliness, with Talthybius’ patronising, cold, and overall unsympathetic 

treatment of the Trojan women.  

But Cassandra’s sudden entrance cuts this short. Immediately the tone shifts as well as 

the theme: Cassandra enters brandishing torches and singing a hymenaeus, celebrating 

what she regards as her marriage (310-3),753 and she exhorts the other Trojan women 

to join in the nuptial songs and dances (338-41). That Cassandra interprets her fate as 

one of marriage necessarily means that she discards her status as a slave, essential to 

the beginning of the scene, and instead celebrates a fundamental transitional moment 

in the life of any (free) Greek woman. This was anticipated by Talthybius, who had 

 
753 Cf. Anderson (1997), 162: ‘Euripides announces the subject [sc. marriage] with visual 
splendour in the wedding torches which herald her entrance […] and he sets the theme to 
music in her energetic bridal song’. 
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responded to Hecuba’s concern that Cassandra might become the slave of Clytemnestra 

(250-2):754 

Ἑ . ή  τἄ   Λἄκεδἄίμὁνί ἄ  νυ μφἄ  

δὁυ λἄν; ω μὁί μὁί. 

Τ. ὁυ κ, ἄ λλἄ  λε κτρων σκὁ τίἄ νυμφευτή ρίἄ. 

Translations of νυμφευτή ρίἄ, for example Kovacs’ ‘sharer of his bed’,755 or Barlow’s 

‘concubine’,756 are not exact. Croally notes how it means ‘nuptials’;757 this corresponds 

to the designation of Clytemnestra as a ‘wife’ (νυ μφἄ ), the line above. So, while 

Talthybius in a way anticipates the assimilation of Cassandra’s condition to that of 

wife,758 the text also encourages us to overlook the fact that she will end up in this 

situation because she is a slave. Thus constructed, Cassandra stands out among the 

other Trojan captives (so far) in presenting her experience as one not of slavery, but of 

marriage, and thus of womanhood.  

Cassandra’s initial ecstatic celebration gives way to an exposition of her perspective, in 

which she argues that the Trojans are far better off than the Greeks, in a strikingly 

‘sophistic’ take on the Trojan war.759 She prophesises both Agamemnon’s death and 

Odysseus’ labours, but finishes by asking to be immediately taken to Agamemnon’s 

ship, as she is too eager to depart (455-6). Her enthusiasm to adhere to her fated role, 

to ‘wed’ Agamemnon, reaches its apex. Croally takes Cassandra’s ‘pseudo-marriage’ to 

be part of a process of gendered questioning, as this pseudo-marriage reveals the ‘hazy 

 
754 On the class connotations of Hecuba’s concern, cf. Citti (1979), 222. 
755 Kovacs (2018), 169. 
756 Barlow (1986), 171. 
757 Croally (1994), 88. 
758 Croally (1994), 88. 
759 Allan (2000), 126. 
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and insecure status of the Greek wife’.760 In his view, this is part of a larger process in 

the play not of ‘collapsing’ the man/woman polarity, but of questioning it.   

Yet the radical potential of Cassandra’s presentation of her slavery as marriage in fact 

sits at the intersection of hierarchies. There is little in the text to suggest Croally’s view 

that Cassandra’s marriage questions prima facie the normative expectations of gender 

roles or the hierarchy inherent in the man/woman polarity. In fact, Cassandra’s 

enthusiasm in accomplishing this ‘quintessentially female’ task seems unproblematic 

in the context of single-axis gender ideology. Even if these nuptials are ironic and 

perverted, she does not seem to question the legitimacy of ‘marriage’ or the 

man/woman hierarchy by itself. But once the perspective is enlarged, Cassandra’s 

submission, her upholding of this one hierarchy, does in fact produce a radical 

movement in the polarities that cluster on her character and in the play. 

In her first rhesis, Cassandra lingers again on the topos of the ‘reluctant... parthenos 

about to lose her virginity’,761 but quickly explains that through her marriage she will 

kill Agamemnon, becoming νίκήφὁ ρὁν (353). In the last part of her rhesis, she returns 

to this word when addressing her brothers in the world below, to where she will come 

after killing Agamemnon, becoming νίκήφὁ ρὁς (460) — in ring composition.762 The 

word is ‘carefully chosen’ and ‘carefully emphasised through its position at the end of 

the phrase and line’, and has a strong tradition of being used in heroic contexts.763 The 

adjective presents Cassandra’s marriage to Agamemnon as a kind of heroic, athletic 

victory:764 in fact, Cassandra asks Hecuba to ‘crown’ her (πυ κἄζε, 353). This connects 

 
760 Croally (1994), 96. 
761 Goff (2009), 53. 
762 Kovacs (2018), 185. 
763 Barlow (1986), 176. 
764 Mills (2014), 171 on the similarity with the Iliad. 
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her to her later mention of ‘the glorious death as a garland, stephanos, won for the city, 

even though a wise man will in general shun war’ (400-2).765 Goff claims that 

Cassandra’s speech is inconsistent inasmuch as she rejects war but repeats the 

traditional heroic code. But this is constructed in ironic symmetry with her own fate:766 

the generic formulation of kalos thanatos is built to arch back to Cassandra’s own 

destiny, her death.767  

It is true that in the first rhesis she does not articulate extensively the connection 

between her death and her revenge, simply saying that by marrying she will kill him. 

Yet in the second she does: she speaks of her marriage in Hades (445), and her body 

after her death (448-50). It is finally at the end of the speech that the connection is 

made clear: it is not simply that by marrying him she will kill him; it is by her own death 

that she will destroy the house of Atreus.768 In fact, she says that she ‘will come 

triumphant to the dead below’ (460) once she has wrecked the house of Atreus (459). 

Like Polyxena, then, Cassandra mobilises a robust rhetoric of kalos thanatos to present 

herself as a traditional Homeric hero.769 Cassandra has argued that the Trojans ‘have 

the greatest glory’, since ‘they died for this country’ (Τρω ες δε  πρω τὁν με ν, τὁ  

κἄ λλίστὁν κλε ὁς/ υ πε ρ πἄ τρἄς ε θνήίσκὁν, 386-87). It is thus significant that at the 

moment of her farewell she addresses her own fatherland (ω  φί λή πἄτρί ς, 458), to then 

swiftly proceed to the prediction of her own death and assert that she is soon going to 

 
765 Goff (2009), 55. 
766 This contradiction is overseen by those critics who see Cassandra as voicing an ideologically 
‘feminine’ point of view critical of war: cf. Babbiotti and Torrente (2020), 180. 
767 Rodighiero (2016), 183.  
768 A take on the common trope of the bride of death in tragedy: Papadopoulou (2000), 523. 
Compare the use of the same trope in the Cassandra scene of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon: Mitchell-
Boyask (2006), 279. On the trope, cf. Ormand (1999), 25-6. 
769 For the ‘epically coloured vocabulary’ here, cf. Rodighiero (2016), 182. 



246 
 

join her brothers in the world below. Cassandra thus claims for herself the κἄ λλίστὁν 

κλε ὁς of Hector and Paris (386).770  

Like Polyxena at Hec. 341-78, Cassandra voluntarily surrenders herself to her masters, 

knowing that she will die. But, in articulating this heroic rhetoric, she conflates the two 

possibilities available to the Homeric hero: to kill or to be killed. Hector says so in 

response to Hecuba’s famous plea, when he argues that his only two possibilities are 

killing Achilles or dying (Il. 22.108-10). Polyxena in Hecuba more explicitly evokes that 

specific moment in the Iliad,771 as she has in turn to reject Hecuba’s entreaty to resist 

Odysseus and the Greeks (Hec. 402-14). But while Polyxena has only one possibility, 

dying, Cassandra will both die and kill nobly. In fact, the two are one and the same to 

her.772  

In doing so, Cassandra also contrasts her own kalos thanatos with Agamemnon’s, who, 

instead, will be buried dishonourably, being himself κἄκὁ ς (446): a truly kakos 

thanatos. Yet this view of Agamemnon echoes Talthybius’ surprisingly disparaging view 

of his own great leader.773 It is striking how Cassandra addresses Agamemnon as ω  

δὁκω ν σεμνὁ ν τί πρἄ σσείν (447); but it is even more striking to remember that 

Talthybius has also said that ‘those that are grand and wise by repute are no better after 

all than those who count for nothing’ (ἄ τἄ ρ τἄ  σεμνἄ  κἄί  δὁκή μἄσίν σὁφἄ / ὁυ δε ν τί 

κρεί σσω τω ν τὁ  μήδε ν ή ν ἄ ρἄ, 411-2; notice the use of δὁκε ω).774 Talthybius is here 

 
770 Notice also that Cassandra specifically explains that Paris, too, has obtained a fine reputation 
through marriage with Helen; this further links Paris and Cassandra, who has just sung about 
her upcoming ‘marriage’ with Agamemnon.  
771 And the same probably Makaria: Mastronarde (2010), 265. 
772 Ambühl (2010), 111 also argues that the picture of the ‘Trojan victory’ sketched by 
Cassandra ‘might well be seen as an extrapolation from the prominence given to the 
description of Hector’s funeral at the end of the Iliad’. 
773 Barlow (1986), 180. 
774 Cf. Barlow (1986), 178 on the relevance of these lines for the central theme of the play, ‘the 
theme of people not being what they seem’.  
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adding to a theme that we know was developed at length in the Alexandros, that of social 

appearances in terms of status,775 with the distinction between nobility and slavery 

repeatedly scrutinised and put into question through sophistic terminology in the 

extant fragments.776 What is more, Talthybius here seems to present himself as wiser 

than Agamemnon in terms of his wealth: although ‘he is poor’ (κἄί  πε νής με ν εί μ’ ε γω , 

415), he would never have wanted to sleep with Cassandra (416).777 Talthybius’ status 

is underlined shortly after by Cassandra, who calls him λἄ τρίς (424); yet this responds 

to his definition of Hecuba as λἄ τρίς of Penelope (422), and soon she will call herself 

Ἀ πὁ λλωνὁς λἄ τρίν (450).778 Both are ‘servants’. Coming, however, after Talthybius’ 

arresting denunciation of appearances in terms of class and status,779 the word adds to 

the wider emphasis on Cassandra’s social positioning,780 underlining the contrast 

between her slave status and the aristocratic heroism she voices throughout the scene. 

Thus Cassandra’s presentation of herself as a Hector alter is not gratuitous, but is 

specifically qualified as a paradox of class and status.781 This paradox seems 

 
775 Cf. Kovacs (2018), 193, which parallels the lines with Andr. 319-20, 699-700. 
776 Karamanou (2018), 183-4 in general and 200-1 on TrGF v, 61b. Cf. Scodel (1980), 84 rightly 
emphasises how remarkable the discussion on status is and says that ‘Alexander’s demand to 
compete [in the aristocratic, athletic games], therefore, presents the issue of slaves and masters 
in its most emphatic and radical form’. 
777 Cf. Scodel (1980), 111-2 on this passage in comparison to other passages of the trilogy that 
deal with the divide between poor and rich. 
778 Scodel (1980), 109. Kovacs (2018), 196 deletes 424 but this is only justified by the idea that 
were 424 to pick up the same word at 422, it would be made explicit, which seems arbitrary. 
Kovacs also justifies it by arguing that while heralds are often rebuked in Euripidean tragedy, 
Talthybius here is not unsympathetic; yet he has just said that Cassandra’s words would 
deserve punishment and that he would never even consider sleeping with Cassandra. 
779 Citti (1979), 226, after arguing that Euripidean tragedy reinforces social hierarchies of class, 
notes that this critique of Talthybius is outstanding (and therefore has to argue that it is a 
marginal observation). 
780 The word also appears in Alexandros (TrGF v, 46a), either in reference to Paris himself or 
(more likely) in reference to Priam’s retainers: Karamanou (2018), 176.  
781 Cf. Ebbott (2014), 797. Synodinou (1974), 32 argues that, like in Aeschylus, Cassandra’s 
slavery is not criticised in her scene, but it is clear that even though she does not explicitly 
criticise her status this is a major theme here. This elucidates also the importance of 
investigating ‘status/class’ as opposed to ‘slavery’ in this play (as well as Andromache and 
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particularly stark when one considers that the scene, ending on such a bombastic vision 

of herself as an aristocratic hero, started with a sustained stress on the women’s slavery 

and on Talthybius’ purpose in coming to the tents —leading  to Agamemnon her new 

slave, Cassandra. Although Cassandra might seem similar to the other ‘heroic’ self-

sacrificing maidens of Euripidean drama, the fact that she is a slave (and that slavery is 

per se under the spotlight in this scene and in the whole play) makes her different:782 

Makaria, Iphigenia and Praxithea’s daughter are free, aristocratic characters, whose 

‘ennobling’, ‘Homeric’ aspect seems in contrast with their gender,783 not their social 

status.784 Cassandra, instead, follows the example of Polyxena of Hecuba, whose self-

sacrifice could be understood primarily as a confusion of status rather than gender 

categories.785 It seems true, then, as Levine has it, that it is by upholding one hierarchy 

(man/woman) that another is thrown into disarray (slave/noble). 

 
Hecuba): Synodinou misses this problematisation of Cassandra’s status because she is mainly 
thinking in terms of a slave/free divide.  
782 Cf. Ebbott (2014), 797. 
783 Tzanetou (2014), 567. Cf. McDonald (1990), 79-80 on Iphigenia; Wilkins (1990a), 331 on 
Makaria; Wilkins (1990b), 181-4 and Munteanu (2020), 903 on all of them. O’Connor-Visser 
(1987), 197-9 remarks that nobility (in a social, not simply moral sense) is common to all of 
them: ‘in the dramatisation of heroic myth Euripides accepts the moral values of heroic times. 
The only person who can be ἀγἄθός and ἐσθλός is a person of noble descent’. Yet this view 
overlooks the extended emphasis on and thematisation of Polyxena’s and Cassandra’s slavery, 
which is deliberately and repeatedly stressed to contrast with their nobility and is to be taken 
seriously as a paradox of social status. Moreover, O’Connor-Visser stresses how ‘noble birth is 
the prerequisite for being a good, brave person’ and how ‘this value persists into the fifth 
century and later’ but also how this is criticised by the sophists (p. 204). Yet we have seen how 
this play, Andromache, and Hecuba are imbued with sophistic thought, and in fact O’Connor-
Visser also notes in the same page that Euripides sometimes similarly seems to question the 
value of noble birth in assessing one’s worth and identity. Cf. Karamanou (2018), 200-1 on 
Alexandros. 
784 Roselli (2007) argues that although the Maiden of Heraclidae is aristocratic, her sacrifice 
could resonate with lower-class men of the audience because of the Maiden’s ‘marginal status’: 
‘by presenting the Maiden as relatively subordinate and as a quasi-hoplite Euripides stresses 
the potential for the radical agency of other “others” in the city’ (p. 144). Yet this is more of an 
argument on the extra-literary, potential ideological reception of the play, rather than on how 
the internal elements of the play are ideologically interrelated and overlapping. At the end of 
the article, Roselli notes that Hecuba offers a more emphatic representation of aristocracy vis-
à-vis slavery/lower class. Cf. Citti (1979), 215, 217 with Eur. Heracl. 621ff. 
785 Cf. instead Papastamati (2017), 374 with Loraux (1987), 46. 
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Cassandra’s rhesis, however, is not only hinged upon this paradox of class. In fact, the 

great bulk of the speech is constituted by her refutation of the fact that the Trojans have 

lost. Yet besides reversing the categories of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, Cassandra’s rhesis 

specifically hinges on the condemnation of the ‘Greek invasion’: the Greeks have 

invaded Troy for futile reasons, and have thus died an inglorious death, with Cassandra 

specifying that ‘they were not being robbed of their own boundaries, nor of their high-

towered fatherland’ (375-6). The Trojans, instead, have died most gloriously defending 

their country (387). Interestingly, Cassandra’s observations foreshadow Helen’s 

statements in the agon with Hecuba: then, Helen will mobilise explicit ideas of Greek 

superiority to claim that it is thanks to her that the Greeks have not been conquered by 

the ‘barbarians’. In anticipating this rhetoric, Cassandra anticipates the very explicit 

ethnic undertones of such a rhetoric, but she subverts it. 

 The whole ‘invention of the barbarian’, to echo Hall, was due to the Persian invasion, 

an act that the Greeks saw as traumatically dangerous, and capable of turning them all 

into slaves of barbarians.786 In fact, one of the first justifications of Athenian 

imperialism was Athens’ self-presentation as a leader in the defence of Hellas from the 

potential threat of another Persian invasion.787 But in Cassandra’s view the two have 

been reversed: it has been the Greeks who invaded Troy, and it has been the Trojans 

who have valiantly fought for freedom and have died gloriously. What is more, 

Cassandra here seems to be echoing terminology and tropes belonging to the epitaphios 

genre, which makes her speech not only Hellenic, but specifically Athenian.788 In 

particular, she voices the common trope of the ‘decision to prioritize the well-being of 

 
786 Hall (1989), 196; cf. Rabinowitz (2008), 40. 
787 Low (2023), 147.  
788 Warwick (2022), 348 et passim. 
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the city over his own life’, with Thucydides’ Pericles speaking of κἄ λλίστὁν δε  ε ρἄνὁν, 

2.43.1-2; Cassandra says that the Trojans died for their city and thus obtained τὁ  

κἄ λλίστὁν κλε ὁς (386).789 Another trope is the ‘command to transmute grief into pride’, 

to which Thucydides’ Pericles again resorts to (2.44.1). A third is ‘the valorization of 

the defense of the fatherland against foreign invaders’, fundamental to Cassandra’s 

glorification of the Trojans. In her view, the Trojans become not only similar to the 

Greeks of Marathon and Plataea, but even to the Athenians of Pericles’ times.790 We have 

come a long way from Cassandra’s acceptance of her marriage: through the upholding 

of this one hierarchy (man/woman), she will subvert the power and moral expectations 

underlying the ideologies of class and status, appropriating a type of aristocratic 

heroism that places her well above her master and the Greeks. But in this glorification 

of Trojan heroism she mobilises and reverses ethnic and ‘racial’ ideologemes that were 

basic pillars of the Greek sense of ethnic superiority.791  

Scholars have often dismissed Cassandra’s rheseis in the play as evidence of her 

delusion, with some arguing that she has lost her mind under the weight of violence.792 

Yet recent scholars have rightly highlighted that she is ‘very much in control, clear 

sighted, and ironic rather than mad’.793 Moreover, Cassandra always tells the truth,794 a 

 
789 Warwick (2022), 348. 
790 One should also compare Cassandra’s view at 400-2 (φεύγείν μὲν ὁὖν χρὴ πόλεμὁν ὅστίς εὖ 
φρὁνεῖ/εἰ δ᾽ ἐς τόδ᾽ ἔλθὁί, στέφἄνὁς ὁὐκ ἄἰσχρὸς πόλεί/κἄλῶς ὀλέσθἄί, μὴ κἄλῶς δὲ 
δυσκλεές) with the similar sentiment (and phrasing!) of Pericles at Thuc. 2.61.1 (κἄὶ γὰρ ὁἷς 
μὲν ἄἵρεσίς γεγένήτἄί τἆλλἄ εὐτυχὁῦσί, πὁλλὴ ἄνὁίἄ πὁλεμῆσἄί: εἰ δ᾽ ἀνἄγκἄῖὁν ἦν ἢ εἴξἄντἄς 
εὐθὺς τὁῖς πέλἄς ὑπἄκὁῦσἄί ἢ κίνδυνεύσἄντἄς περίγενέσθἄί, ὁ φυγὼν τὸν κίνδυνὁν τὁῦ 
ὑπὁστάντὁς μεμπτότερὁς). Pericles similarly argues that the Athenians are fighting to defend 
themselves: Foster (2010), 193. Cf. Hornblower (1991), 331-40. 
791 An ‘ideologeme’ is one of the many underlying ‘narratives’ that constitute ‘ideology’ in 
Jamesonian theory: Roberts (2000), 90. 
792 Goff (2009), 52 for a summary of views. 
793 Papadopoulou (2000), 527 lingers at length on this irony, but argues that it is Euripides’ 
irony, not Cassandra’s: ultimately, it would underline her delusion.  
794 Cf. Anderson (1997), 160-1. 
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simple yet fundamental fact which is often overlooked, and this has to be taken into 

account to avoid dismissing her vision as merely a deranged distortion of reality.795 The 

play here performs a sophistic(ated) operation: by imbuing the prophetess’ speech 

with a counterintuitive version of reality,796 the audience is asked to consider seriously 

her imagined monde a  l’envers.797 This means, in other words, considering the 

hierarchical reversals (of class and ethnicity) that she envisions in her ‘madness’ as 

valid and truthful. In grounding these hierarchical reversals in the speech of an inspired 

prophetess, the play sophistically deconstructs these hierarchies.798 Rather than 

envisioning transgression as a perverse form of reality that needs fixing, as often in 

tragedy,799 the passage here suggests another possibility: namely, that the reversals of 

these normative hierarchies might correspond to a more ‘accurate’ form of reality (as 

opposed to a wrong, perverted reality). In inviting the audience to entertain this 

possibility, the play thus works towards the delegitimisation, or, rather, deconstruction, 

of these hierarchies.800 Rather than reinforcing binaries through their temporary 

reversal or confusion, the play’s blurring of opposite hierarchical concepts serves 

 
795 Goldhill (2006a), 135; Rodighiero (2016), 183. 
796 Cf. Wohl (2014), 149 on the ‘counterfactual history’ of the Helen; cf. Griffiths (2020), 325-7. 
797 Cf. also Scodel (1980), 120: ‘the Trojans, we are told, are more blessed than the Greeks, and 
Cassandra must be believed. Yet the entire Troades is occupied with Trojan suffering’. 
798 Compare this to what Bons (2006), 43 observes about Gorgias’ definition of his Encomium 
as playful: ‘mentioning playfulness does not imply that the speech is reduced to meaningless 
wordplay. If this game is played earnestly, the fictional case of Helen becomes a valuable 
exemplary realisation of Gorgias’ views on the power of speech. The closing sentence, 
therefore, is saying that (almost as a prefiguration of postmodern philosophy) the speech is to 
be taken both seriously and not’. 
799 Seaford (1995), 212-7; Hall (2006), 125 et passim. Cf. Goldhill (2006b), 332-6.  
800 What Chesi (2023), 88 calls ‘the queer attack on the Real’. Telò and Olsen (2022), 5 define 
their queering of Euripidean drama as a reading based on ‘imaginative anti- or non-normative 
modes of discursive and embodied becoming materialized in tragic form’. This largely overlaps 
with my reading of the deconstructive operations of the text. Although they insist with 
Freeman 2010 (p. 17 n.35) that queering is different from deconstruction, I take the two terms 
as largely equivalent (like Chesi) inasmuch as they are both practices of reading that emphasise 
the anti-identitarian, anti-normative movements of the text, often by reversing normative 
identities and attacking accepted reality (as in this scene, in my reading). On the connection 
between Derrida and queer theory, cf. Hite (2017); Wilchins (2004), 33-45. 
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instead ‘to undo’ the system they constitute, and ‘to open an imaginative space beyond 

it’.801 

Cassandra’s deconstruction, however, seems partial: as she upholds one by embracing 

her ‘marriage’, she puts into motion a series of other hierarchies, comprehending 

especially status and ethnicity, which become reversed. In a way, her pose as a Homeric 

hero assimilates her to a specifically masculine type of heroism, with νίκήφὁ ρὁς being 

grammatically ambiguous.802 Yet it has to be admitted that this automatic 

destabilisation of gendered categories seems overall not compounded by a strong 

thematisation of the male/female divide, and its potential deconstruction. In other 

words, even though Cassandra aptly strives to show how Greek/barbarian and 

slave/noble are overturned in her rhesis, she does not do the same for man/woman, 

and her ‘marriage’ with Agamemnon is ultimately based on this division.803  

3.3 Andromache’s Intersectional Dilemma: Clashing Hierarchies 

It is exactly this hierarchy that the following scene insists upon,804 to the point that 

Pelling quotes the entirety of Andromache’s monologue on female virtue and considers 

it a favourite for historians interested in the Greek perception of gender.805 Yet 

Andromache’s monologue is prefaced, as with Cassandra, by a frame that reiterates the 

focus on her slavery and its opposite, nobility, rather than on the male/female divide.  

 
801 Wohl (2005a), 138, on Segal (1982) and structuralist readings of tragedy at large. On the 
connection between this argument and queer theory, cf. Haselswerdt (2024), 171-3. 
802 Barlow (1986), 180. 
803 Freccero (2022), 45-6 takes Cassandra’s scene to be one of the few glimpses of female 
resistance in the play, but she believes that this is illusory. 
804 Cf. Anderson (1997), 162. 
805 Pelling (1999), 189-90. Cf. Hall (2001), xxxiii-xxxiv; Citti (1979), 141. 
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Andromache enters on a wagon piled high with spoils (573-6).806 Like Polyxena in 

Hecuba (Hec. 360) and Andromache in her eponymous play (Andr. 2-4, 14-5), she is 

reified into a prized possession which will be brought to Phthia. Andromache’s first 

words underline her status as a slave: Ἀ χἄίὁί  δεσπὁ τἄί μ᾽ ἄ γὁυσίν (577). The entrance 

itself, besides providing another visual echo of the Oresteia (Agamemnon’s entrance 

with Cassandra in Agamemnon), starkly contrasts with Priam’s entrance on a royal 

chariot in Alexandros, in which it functioned as a symbol of royal status.807 Immediately, 

her amoibaion with Hecuba frames this as a catastrophic degeneration of status: 

Hecuba laments that ‘Troy is lost’, and their wealth with it (βε βἄκ᾽ ὁ λβὁς, βε βἄκε Τρὁί ἄ, 

582). She adds a lament for the ‘nobility of her children’ (ε μω ν τ᾽ ευ γε νείἄ πἄί δων, 

583). The children are also lost, and so the impersonal expression is usually taken in 

place of the concrete noun with adjective to mean ‘my noble children’.808 But in fact the 

abstract ευ γε νείἄ serves to frame the reversal of status. A few lines later, Andromache 

laments precisely this (614-5): 

ἄ γὁ μεθἄ λεί ἄ συ ν τε κνω : τὁ  δ᾽ ευ γενε ς 

ε ς δὁυ λὁν ή κεί, μετἄβὁλἄ ς τὁσἄ σδ᾽ ε χὁν. 

Andromache’s statement links back to her first sentence, showing again how she is 

presented as a reified possession, and how this connects to the notion of slavery.809 The 

opposite end of the hierarchy, as we saw in the other chapters, appears not to be 

freedom, but nobility.810 Andromache’s life of freedom coincided with her life of 

 
806 Yet cf. Anderson (1997), 162 who thinks that the cart should be taken as a symbol of 
marriage. 
807 Marshall (2022), 171. 
808 Kovacs (2018), 220. 
809 Kovacs (2018), 228: ‘like the contents of the wagon Andromache is λείἄ, ‘plundered goods’, 
but the verb used, ἄγείν, is one applied to sentient booty, such as livestock’. 
810 Cf. Rosenbloom (2006), 263. 
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nobility, and a version of the play in which Euripides decided to stress freedom, rather 

than nobility, is imaginable; however, the text here emphasises the conversion of high 

status into low status, not simply or exclusively freedom; Andromache implicitly 

decries the loss of her freedom, certainly, but explicitly lingers on the degeneration 

from nobility into slavery.811   

Yet when Andromache begins her famous monologue, this catastrophic reversal is 

differently qualified. If Hecuba’s statement at 612 had lamented the destruction by the 

gods of things that were ‘highly regarded’ (τἄ  δε  δὁκὁυ ντ᾽ ἄ πω λεσἄν, 613), 

Andromache now speaks of her previous attempts at the ‘game’ of gender in gaining 

‘repute’, τή ς ευ δὁξί ἄς (643).812 It is in this context that her famous monologue on female 

virtue unravels. In this monologue, Andromache paints a picture of normative 

womanhood that seems far less overblown than the views of Andromache in her 

eponymous play and closer to the norms of fifth-century Athens (643-56):813 

Andromache stayed within the house (650), did not associate with other women for 

gossip (651-2), kept a ‘silent tongue’ and ‘tranquil eye’ before Hector (654), and knew 

when it was time to yield to him (or, interestingly, not yield to him, 655-6). However, 

this idealised view of the perfect marriage and the perfect wife fails: ‘even when 

Andromache acts in accordance with ideology, her reward is to become the concubine 

of the son of her husband’s murderer’.814 Croally is quick to add that this is evidence 

that the male/female hierarchy, while not ‘collapsed’, is still problematised. And yet it 

is also obvious that Attic tragedy deals with disrupted marriages from its very 

 
811 Cf. the discussion of Cassandra’s slavery vis-à-vis nobility above and Karamanou (2018) on 
this polarity in Alexandros (183-4 and 200-1 on TrGF v, 61b); Scodel (1980), 105. 
812 See supra, sec. 3.2, pp. 244-5 on the use of δὁκέω in the Cassandra scene. 
813 Hall (2001), xxxiii-xxxiv; Kovacs (2018), 233. 
814 Croally (1994), 96. 
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beginnings: Clytemnestra and Agamemnon, Medea and Jason, Deianira and Heracles, 

Jocasta and Oedipus, Hermione and Neoptolemus, and so on. It does not follow that the 

ideology of gendered difference intrinsic in the institution of marriage is problematised 

by the simple failure of specific characters, male or female, in doing it ‘properly’.815 

These marriages all fail because partners fail to adhere to proper norms of behaviour 

connected to the idea of marriage.816 

Andromache, however, seems different. It is not simply that the marriage was disrupted 

by Hector’s death, and certainly it was not disrupted by Hector’s failings as a husband 

(cf. 673). Even Croally’s view that the male institution of war is responsible for the 

failure of gender ideology does not fully capture the ironies of the situation.817 

Andromache paints a painstaking picture of the ‘idealised’ Athenian wife to then 

declare it paradoxically producing the opposite effect—of turning her into a ‘Helen’, by 

having to sleep with a new man (who is also, conceptually, the enemy of her 

husband).818 In other words, Andromache spells out the rules of the game, to then 

declare that these rules produce effects that undermine the whole game.819 

But the specific point in which the idealised ‘norm’ of womanhood and wifehood is 

problematised resides, in fact, at the intersection of gender and status:820 

Andromache’s reputation as the ‘perfect woman’ made Neoptolemus want her as his 

 
815 Coo and Finglass (2020), 9. Cf. Wohl (2005b), 153. 
816 Allan and Kelly (2013), 108-9; Tzanetou (2014), 565. 
817 Croally (1994), 89. 
818 Goff (2009), 59: ‘the kind of sexual mobility that characterises the fall of the city threatens 
to make a mockery of Andromache’s previous life by turning all women into Helen’. On the 
implicit comparison between Andromache and Helen, cf. Anderson (1997), 163. 
819 Barlow (1986), 190. On the importance of adultery in connection to the exploration of 
gender norms in Euripidean tragedy, cf. Coo and Finglass (2020), 10 with Sommerstein (2020), 
62-72. 
820 Cf. the disparaging comment on Conacher (1967), who writes on Andromache’s monologue 
(p. 142): ‘Andromache’s speech is disappointing: a set of rhetorical exercise on two unrelated 
themes’. 
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‘wife’ when she was enslaved (κἄί  τω νδε κλήδω ν.../… ἄ πω λεσε ν μ’.../… ε βὁυλή θή 

λἄβεί ν/ δἄ μἄρτἄ, 657-60), but this creates a dilemma: if she sleeps with Neoptolemus, 

she will appear disloyal, ‘bad’, to Hector (κἄκή  φἄνὁυ μἄί, 663); if she does not, she will 

be hated by her new master (664). Andromache here echoes Hector’s predictions of 

her enslavement at Il. 6.455-8,821 yet Homer avoids including references to her sexual 

subjugation. Euripides, instead, adds this new element to contrast with and contradict 

Andromache’s identity as the archetypal chaste wife. 

Andromache’s dilemma is one in which the two hierarchies are mobilised and clash in 

the most striking way. It is precisely the fact that she is a slave that risks turning her 

into a Helen, which risks completely overturning everything she has done to be a ‘good’ 

woman. Andromache thus voices ideas that encourage to see hierarchies as different 

axes—so different that they can have different ideological prescriptions and can thus 

clash with each other. In this sense, we can see how valid Levine’s call might appear to 

envision ‘the social as an intricate overlapping of contestatory forms, each trying to 

impose its own order’.822 

Andromache’s dilemma here appears imbued with sophistic ideas on the relativity of 

virtue. What is considered virtuous seems contingent on a specific position, status, and 

situation; a complication of morality that echoes the author of the Dissoi Logoi when he 

describes how the same thing might be regarded as both good and bad depending on 

the circumstances and the person (DK 90.1), as well as the Platonic Protagoras when 

he argues that nothing is good or bad in itself, but only in relation to its context and 

 
821 Pucci (2016), 79 n152. Cf. Anderson (1997), 160 on the influence of book 6 on the structure 
of the whole play; Goff (2009), 58 on the characterisation of Andromache. 
822 Levine (2006), 651. 
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application (Pl. Prt. 334a-c).823 Although the Dissoi Logoi are later than Troades, it is 

important to remember the role of gender and sexuality in the work’s sophistic 

exposition of ethic relativism, for example in the second logos on ‘what is beautiful and 

what is shameful’ (DK 90.2). In the clash between slavery and womanhood, slavery then 

seems to undermine the very rules of the game of gender. 

Scodel argues that it was already standard in the Homeric epics (especially the Iliad) to 

present concubinage as different from rape and assimilable to marriage.824 This is the 

reason why, for instance, Briseis leaves Achilles ‘unwillingly’,825 or why Sophocles’ 

Tecmessa takes on the role of the sympathetic wife.826 With the latter example, scholars 

have grappled with the confusing status of Tecmessa and her emotional relationship to 

Ajax, by showing how, although Tecmessa echoes the Iliadic Andromache of book 6, 

Sophocles describes her ultimately as a slave.827 Thus, Sophocles builds on this already 

Homeric perception of the concubine as capable of building an emotional bond with 

her master, and goes as far as assimilating her to the role of the archetypal wife, 

Andromache. In doing so, Sophocles can make the relationship between her and Ajax 

more personal, authentic, and emotional.828 

 
823 Cf. Conacher (1998), 42-3; Molinelli (2024), 110-1. Bett (1989), 146 notes that Gorgias 
seems to have put forth an argument for the variability of virtue in connection to one’s social 
station (Arist. Pol. 1260a). Bett notes that this cannot fall under the umbrella of ethical 
relativism, but Andromache’s dilemma here complicates the view through the overlapping 
moral requirements of her contradictory status. On Plato’s Protagoras and the question of the 
unity of virtue, cf. Denyer (2008), 134; Ausland (2017), 72. 
824 Scodel (1996), 138-41. 
825 At Il. 19.282-302 Briseis mourns Patroclus, but in doing so she laments in advance Achilles: 
cf. Dué (2007), 236-7. 
826 Torrance (2005), 53. 
827 Patterson (2012), 388; Burian (2012), 75; Bridges (2023), 194; Synodinou (1987), 99. 
828 Cf. Kovacs (2018), 235 on Soph. Aj. 485-91. 
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Although Tecmessa also partially alludes to the violence inherent in her relationship 

with Ajax,829 Cassandra and Andromache render the equation between concubine and 

wife particularly disturbing.830 Andromache’s example is particularly telling, given how 

Tecmessa echoes the Iliadic Andromache in addressing Ajax. In Troades, instead, 

Andromache mobilises the same archetype of the Iliadic Andromache (archetypal 

wife), and, like Tecmessa, embodies the equation in her persona; she also exaggerates 

it in the sense that she compares marriage and slavery in the most violent and grim 

circumstances. But Andromache heavily disrupts this equation by presenting the two 

identities, slave and wife, as mutually exclusive alternatives. The equation is thus 

turned into a paradox. Andromache, the perfect wife, emblem of female virtue, has 

become a slave because of her virtue: ‘the etymological link of that damarta, ‘wife’, with 

damazein, to ‘conquer’ or ‘tame’, becomes pointed: a favourite (tellingly favourite, 

indeed) image for marriage is that of the violent breaking in of the recalcitrant female, 

but that image is to have new, starker relevance to her servile future’.831 Her slavery 

might undermine her own female virtue. In itself, the whole scene thus takes what was 

left from the Cassandra scene —the emphasis on her marriage— and complicates the 

only hierarchy left untouched by Cassandra by working on the prototype of ideal 

womanhood, Andromache.832 As with Cassandra, the potential for radical disruption 

sits at the intersection of hierarchies. Cassandra’s marriage, the quintessential 

experience of womanhood, upheld the man/woman hierarchy to disrupt those of class 

and ethnicity. Andromache seems instead to be forced into the role of the slave, and by 

 
829 Burian (2012), 76. 
830 Rabinowitz (2017), 206 on Cassandra’s ‘marriage’. Rabinowitz thinks that Hecuba shows 
how distorted a marriage Cassandra’s is but still believes that overall ‘the fact of sexual slavery 
is minimised by this slippage between the language of marriage and rape’. 
831 Pelling (1999), 193. 
832 Cf. instead Rabinowitz (2017), 206. 
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abiding to the rules of this new game, she is abandoning those of the game of gender 

while raising the spectre of the relativity of gendered morals. 

Yet does Andromache really embrace her identity as a ‘good’ slave and abandon her 

identity as a ‘good’ woman? Does her monologue simply relativise gender by taking on 

a different, unproblematic identity? The text seems to favour this way of reading 

hierarchies. The metaphor of the yoke, for instance, is repeated twice with different 

meanings. At 669-70, she says that ‘not even a mare that has been separated from its 

companion bears the yoke easily’ (ε λκεί ζυγὁ ν), commenting on the possibility of being 

disloyal to Hector by sleeping with Neoptolemus. Andromache’s loss of her virginity to 

Hector is equally described through this metaphor just five lines later: ε κ πἄτρὁ ς 

λἄβω ν δὁ μων/ πρω τὁς τὁ  πἄρθε νείὁν ε ζευ ξω λε χὁς, 675-6. But immediately after 

(677-8) the yoke is not that of sexual and marital union; rather, she laments being 

transported towards ‘the yoke of slavery’ (δὁυ λὁν ζυγὁ ν). Thus, one yoke seems to 

inevitably replace the other. 

This is implicitly recognised by Pucci when he argues: ‘Andromache has been chosen, 

she says, to be the wife of the son of Achilles, Neoptolemus (659: Ἀ χίλλε ως με πἄί ς 

ε βὁυλή θή λἄβεί ν δἄ μἄρτἄ), but she knows that she will actually be his concubine’.833 

Just like the majority of readings which felt compelled to solve Polyxena’s paradox by 

either deeming her delusional or proclaiming her nobility, the danger is similar here to 

underestimate the contrast of identities that Euripides has constructed.834 Pucci takes 

again Andromache as delusional in the moment she articulates her identity as 

 
833 Pucci (2016), 74. Cf. Scodel (1998), 148 and Torrance (2005), 56 underlining the 
juxtaposition of δάμἄρτἄ and δὁυλεύσω. 
834 Cf. Scodel (1980), 11 who complains that ‘Andromache about to be dragged off to the bed of 
an enemy, discusses propriety of behaviour in women, and the respective merits of life and 
death’.  
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concubine in terms of legitimate wifehood; she is a slave, not a wife. On the other hand, 

others stress how Andromache’s stature as a wife overshadows the identity others 

want to place on her by reaffirming her loyalty to Hector in 667ff. ‘in a great crescendo 

of love and despair’.835 Lee goes as far as saying that Andromache might actually 

become Neoptolemus’ legitimate wife, given that the stories regarding the marriage of 

Hermione and Neoptolemus are conflicting (which seems unattested).836 Alternatively, 

Lee proposes that the word δἄ μἄρ at 660 might have a different, unattested meaning 

than ‘lawful wife’ — a stretch that once again shows the scholars’ difficulty in keeping 

the paradox alive, the critics’ desire to choose one or the other. Scodel is compelled to 

look back (or forward?) to Euripides’ Andromache, to argue that the Andromache of 

Troades will make her choice and will become almost ‘a legitimate wife’.837 But why, 

then, if we have to see Andromache as either ‘slave’ or ‘woman’, is this new identity as 

concubine repeatedly described as analogous to that of the legitimate wife?838  

Yet, although critics have tried in one way or the other to dissolve it, the paradox is 

meant to be there, and is meant to be insolvable. In fact, we should say that Andromache 

does not anticipate what she is going to do.839 Slavery and wifehood, the hierarchies 

slave/noble and man/woman, are thus mobilised to work against each other, each 

‘trying to impose its order’ on the other. The prototype of the perfect woman thus 

speaks of what it means to be a perfect woman to then clarify how this has been made 

meaningless by the intersection of her identity as a woman with slavery. But as slavery 

 
835 Barlow (1986), 191. 
836 Lee (1976), 191. 
837 Scodel (1998), 149-50. 
838 Goff (2009), 51 asks the same question about Cassandra, considering it a peculiarity of her 
‘alternative’ vision, but the same confusion of marriage and concubinage is present throughout 
the play. 
839 Poe (2020), 264: ‘whether Andromache would allow herself to try to build a new future 
remains an open question’. 
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disrupts the very ideological emblem of the perfect woman by relativising it,840 so 

Andromache’s nobility casts shadows on the legitimacy of her slavery.  

She might decide to comply with the requests imposed by her new identity as a slave, 

yet this identity is ideologically undermined by Andromache’s example of virtue. In fact, 

Hecuba’s piece of advice for Andromache—that she should indeed comply with the 

requests of her masters and forget about Hector—is contradicted by her own statement 

in the debate with Helen.841 There, she says that a ‘woman of nobility’ would surely 

have considered suicide, which Helen seemingly never did (1012-4).842 The adjective 

Hecuba uses here is not simply or generically ‘good’, but ‘noble’ (γεννἄί ἄ, 1013). Thus, 

Andromache’s ‘nobility’ resides in her virtuous behaviour as a woman. This is exactly 

what Andromache says, entertaining the possibility of sleeping with Neoptolemus: she 

will appear ‘bad’(κἄκή  ... φἄνὁυ μἄί, 663; cf. Helen defined as κἄκή  at 1056). But the 

fact that she might assume this identity, have sex with Neoptolemus and thus become 

κἄκή , cannot take away from the fact that her thoughts of suicide in her monologue 

already categorise her as a ‘noble’ woman. This is encouraged by the presence of 

terminology associated to wifehood, which keeps on raising the spectre of Andromache 

qua legitimate wife and respectable lady, and by the emphasis on Andromache’s 

nobility. In doing so, Andromache’s adherence to normative womanhood, her ‘nobility’, 

continuously raises doubts on her potential future as a slave.843 Talthybius himself, 

immediately after announcing the army’s decision to kill Astyanax, exhorts 

Andromache to be ‘wise’ and to not grieve excessively, as befits her noble birth (μή τ’ 

 
840 This is often missed by those accounts which argue (differently from Rabinowitz 2017) that 
the condition of women is problematised by the play but that it is mainly through the 
victimisation of the Trojan women that this critique is developed: cf. Munteanu (2010-11), 137. 
841 Goff (2009), 69. 
842 Amerasinghe (1973), 102 notes how Hecuba’s suggestion of suicide is illogical.  
843 Cf. Synodinou (1974), 13-4. 
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ἄ ντε χὁυ τὁυ δ’, ευ γενω ς δ’ ἄ λγεί κἄκὁί ς, 727).844 Talthybius continues by emphasising 

Andromache’s femaleness: she is ‘just one woman’ and should thus refrain from 

thinking she can fight with men (ή μεί ς δε  πρὁ ς γυνἄί κἄ μἄ ρνἄσθἄί μί ἄν/ ὁί ὁί  τε. 

Τὁυ των ὁυ νεκ’ ὁυ  μἄ χής ε ρἄ ν, 731-2),845 playing on the gendered etymology of her 

name.846 By repeatedly exhorting her to silence and submission, Talthybius forces 

Andromache back into the paradigm of womanhood, while recognising her nobility — 

proving that Andromache’s remarkable behaviour as a woman, representative of her 

nobility, contradicts her identity as a slave. 

Equally, the exhortation to remain silent, grieve with restraint, and not fight with men 

repeats Andromache’s retelling of her behaviour with Hector: while Andromache ‘kept 

before him a quiet tongue and tranquil look’ (γλω σσής τε σίγή ν ὁ μμἄ θ᾽ ή συχὁν 

πὁ σεί/πἄρεί χὁν, 654-5), now she is told to do the same (σίγω σἄ δ᾽ ευ  τε τἄί ς τυ χἄίς 

κεχρήμε νή, 737). With Hector, Andromache knew when it was time to ‘win’ over Hector 

and when it was not: (ῃ δή δ᾽ ἄ μ’ε χρή ν νίκἄ ν πὁ σίν/κεί νω  τε νί κήν ω ν ε χρή ν πἄρίε νἄί, 

655-6); here, Talthybius tells Andromache that she should be wise and know that she 

is not in a position to fight with men (ὁί ὁί  τε. τὁυ των ὁυ νεκ᾽ ὁυ  μἄ χής ε ρἄ ν, 732).847 

Talthybius, then, remembers Andromache’s nobility and casts a shadow on the 

 
844 Citti (1979), 224. 
845 Cf. Goff (2009), 61. 
846 Capettini (2007), 222 et passim. Cf. Lauriola (2015), 69. 
847 Fifth-century Athenian literature seems to use the silencing of Andromache in book six of 
the Iliad repeatedly to explore the relationship between genders: Tecmessa in Ajax is silenced 
(583ff.) after referencing the same passage at length. In Aristophanes’ Lysistrata it is this same 
episode that becomes emblematic of the sexist violence of Lysistrata’s husband: πόλεμὁς δ’ 
ἄνδρεσσί μελήσεί (520) is a direct quote from Hector’s final farewell to Andromache at the end 
of that passage (Il. 6.492). The triumphant inversion of gender roles is acclaimed by the chorus 
in the reversal of exactly this Homeric hemistich: πόλεμὁς δὲ γυνἄίξὶ μελήσεί (538). The point 
in Lysistrata’s reversal, most importantly, opposes the act of silencing that both Lysistrata’s 
husband and the chorus of old men want to impose on the Athenian women. Cf. Perusino 
(2020), 222; one should also note the emphasis on silencing at Lys. 506, 509, 514-7, 519-21, 
527-31. Il. 6. 490-3 are echoed at Od. 1. 356-9: cf. Di Benedetto (2010), 193; Kirk (1985), 224. 
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legitimacy of her future slavery; at the same time, however, his incentive to be ‘noble’ 

problematises the ideology of genders implicit in Andromache’s monologue. If a 

woman is expected to be ‘silent’ and give in to men when required, as Andromache says, 

surely now Talthybius’ parallel exhortation seems troubling. Andromache has just 

received the horrifying news of the decree passed on Astyanax — he is to be flung from 

the walls — and Talthybius’ words here undercut the view that female virtue can be 

easily defined and attained, again showing its relativity through extreme 

circumstances. Can the audience unproblematically accept that Andromache, as a 

noble/good woman, should be silent now? And if they cannot, how can the ideological 

prerequisite of feminine compliance and silence hold here? In other words, Talthybius’ 

exhortation seems to undermine Andromache’s gendered ideal of female silence as 

previously discussed in her monologue — a similar ‘relativisation’ of female virtue as 

the one represented in Andromache’s paradox. Since Andromache’s monologue seems 

to paint a picture of the ‘normative’ morality inherent in the man/woman hierarchy, 

and since she seems to embody the archetypal ‘good’ woman, this is a challenge to the 

hierarchy itself and to the definition of female behaviour. As ‘nobility’loses its meaning 

(cf. 744), what it means to be a ‘noble woman’, i.e., a good woman, also suffers a loss of 

meaning (and vice versa).  

But the crucial corollary to this powerful destabilisation of gender norms is provided 

by the following scene. Helen suggests precisely that slavery undermines the ‘rules’ of 

gender in a serious way (but see footnote for a discussion of scholarly scepticism): she 

speaks of Aphrodite as a force that ‘enslaves’ even Zeus (κεί νής δε  δὁυ λὁ ς ε στί, 950) 

and argues that she married Paris by force, as if she was ‘enslaved’ (πίκρω ς ε δὁυ λωσ’, 
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964).848 While Helen was not really enslaved in the same way as Andromache, the 

terminology suggests the degree to which Andromache is constructed as a parallel to 

Helen.849 As Menelaus says in the Orestes, anachronistically alluding to the sophists, 

‘among the wise everything that derives from compulsion is a form of slavery’ (πἄ ν 

τὁυ ξ ἄ νἄ γκής δὁυ λὁ ν ε στ’ ε ν τὁί ς σὁφὁί ς, 488).850 Both Helen and Andromache, 

compelled by circumstances that can be assimilated to slavery, are forced to contradict 

the rules of the game of gender and sleep with the enemies of their husbands (in both 

cases regarded as a new marriage; cf. 660; 398-9, 932, 962). In this further assimilation, 

the blurring of lines between Andromache and Helen, good woman and bad woman,851 

creates serious doubt as to the morality inherent in the man/woman polarity— 

especially because the Helen scene is framed to a large extent as if the ‘correct’ fixing of 

gender norms depended on it. As we saw, Andromache and Hermione in the 

Andromache adhered to the same pattern: superficially on opposite ends of the scale, 

 
848 Barlow (1986), 211 notes the similarity with Hipp. 447-61; that passage, however, does not 
use the language of slavery. Nonetheless, Phaedra’s paradox (good woman turned bad by 
Aphrodite’s compulsion) is a good parallel for Helen here: Artemis says she has come to reveal 
Phaedra’s ‘frenzied lust or, in a way, nobility’ (1300-1). Note also how Artemis there states that 
Theseus’ human responsibility can be exculpated in the light of Aphrodite’s responsibility 
(συγγνώμής, 1326; Helen uses the same word at 950). This parallel strengthens Helen’s 
argument here. Many critics doubt that Phaedra and Helen can truly exculpated, given the 
importance of double causation in Greek morality (Allan 2008, 17; Winnington-Ingram 1960; 
Halleran 1995, 41); however, Knox’s 1952 article on the complication of double causation in 
Hippolytus (esp. pp. 4-5) provides still valid reasons to nuance Phaedra’s responsibilities: cf. 
Blomqvist (1982), 405;  Ebbott (2017), 112-119. Given the similarity with Helen’s defence, they 
would also corroborate Helen’s argument for her innocence and would make it harder to 
dismiss it: cf. Nikolsky (2015), 36 on the parallel. On the complication of Helen’s responsibility 
and Gorgias’ argument on the power of love, cf. Bonazzi (2023), 198; Worman (1997), 186. Cf.  
Lloyd (1984), 305 on the complication of the concept of responsibility in sophistic thought and 
especially Barney (2016), 12.  
849 Gregory (1991), 172 contrasts them, saying that ‘Andromache is an authentic, Helen a 
simulated victim of force’; Croally (1994), 154 retorts that ‘Hecuba’s condemnation of Helen is 
conducted in terms which are supposed to be applicable to all women (1031-2)’. 
850 West (1987), 216. 
851 Helen was not uncontroversially the ‘bad woman’ in Homer, but she is usually negative in 
the tragic tradition and Euripides seems to assume often ‘an extremely censorious stance 
towards Helen based upon the most negative possible interpretation of Homer’ (Holmberg 
1995, 19).  
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their assimilation questions the status divide between enslaved concubine and 

legitimate wife,852 but it is possible to see how it also undercuts any rigid distinction 

between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ woman.853 For if Andromache in her play had made 

problematic the concept of female silence and compliance, a liberatory space is opened 

up for Hermione, too;854 the same can be observed about her mythical mother here. Can 

Helen be condemned for her transgression as a woman if she has lived through the 

same situation we have just seen the archetypal good wife caught up in?855 And if she 

cannot be condemned, how can the gender ideology hold in the wake of this 

complication?856 Andromache’s intersectional position thus represents a paradox that 

deconstructs the very ideal of the gender norm of fifth-century Athens while raising 

serious doubts over the legitimacy of Andromache’s future status. The two hierarchies 

then might come with different ideological prescriptions, but only superficially does 

one remain stable in its meaning: both, instead, suffer a loss of meaning from their 

interaction.  

As we have seen repeatedly, the slave/noble and Greek/barbarian polarities have a 

pronounced ideological connection (slave: barbarian = noble: Greek). Then, one should 

admit the possibility that the disturbance of class and status categories in 

Andromache’s scene—visible in the blurring of concubine and wife, enslaved 

 
852 Cf. Barchiesi (2007), 113 on how Euripides’ Andromache anticipates the way in which Ovid’s 
Ars (indeed through Andromache) resists the polarisation between the ideal wife and the 
concubine required by patriarchal ideology. Cf. also Gibson (2009), 99. 
853 Helen is again assimilated to an Iliadic archetypal good wife, Penelope, in Euripides’ Helen 
(three years later than Troades) with the result of creating a radically new Helen who is even 
better a wife than Penelope: cf. Holmberg (1995), 34-40 et passim. 
854 Cf. Olsen (2022a), 148 on Rabinowitz (1993) and her argument on the separation of women 
as fundamental to tragedy’s reassertion of patriarchal structures. 
855 Allan (2008), 51 on the Helen. The Helen, like the Helen scene here, raises doubts on Helen’s 
responsibility: Allan (2008), 17. 
856 Mendelsohn (2002), 226, 232 et passim argues for a revaluation of the divide between 
‘good’/ ‘passive’ and ‘bad’/’active’ women in Attic tragedy, advanced for the first time in 
Freudian terms by Rabinowitz (1993).  
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Andromache and noble Andromache, ‘noble’ woman and ‘bad’ woman—might 

implicitly and automatically result in a weakening of this equation. In other words, 

since Andromache is a Trojan, questioning the legitimacy of her slavery might be 

enough to cast a shadow on the Greek/barbarian hierarchy, undermining this 

fundamental equation which was so stable as to endure down to Aristotle’s times and 

his formulation of ‘natural slavery’ on precisely that point.857 But Euripides has gone 

further, just as with Cassandra,858 previously in the play: the last lament of Andromache 

entirely hinges on the strongest ideological deconstruction of this hierarchy. 

Andromache’s heart-wrenching farewell to Astyanax lingers on the absurdity of the 

‘human sacrifice’ (747-8), just like Hecuba on Polyxena’s literal sacrifice at Hec. 260-

1.859 The word τυ ρἄννὁν (748) stresses the view of Trojans as barbarians, but does not 

imply the possibility of tyranny over Greece, as Helen will argue. Instead, again it is the 

Greeks who perform a barbaric human sacrifice.860 Andromache explicitly gives voice 

to this hierarchical reversal in what has been often described as the most radical 

critique of the ideology of Greek superiority in Greek literature: ω  βἄ ρβἄρ’ ε ξευρὁ ντες 

 
857 Torrance (2005), 64-5 on 1255a33-5: Aristotle justifies his theory of ‘natural slavery’ not 
simply because barbarians are slavish and the Greeks are free; barbarians are said to be not 
noble universally as Greeks are, although they might define themselves as noble in their 
country (ἄὑτὁὺς μὲν γὰρ ὁὐ μόνὁν πἄρ’ ἄὑτὁίς εὐγενεῖς ἀλλὰ πἄντἄχὁῦ νὁμίζὁυσίν, τὁὺς δὲ 
βἄρβάρὁυς ὁἴκὁί μόνὁν). See supra, sec. 2.3, p. 177; sec. 2.4, pp. 184-5. 
858 Or, for example, in Hecuba: I have argued that while the confusion of Greek and barbarian is 
an implicit consequence of the confusion of Trojan slaves and noble Greeks, Euripides has 
added to this confusion through a number of specific ‘ethnic’ elements, for instance by having 
Hecuba’s barbaric revenge correspond to the ‘civilising’ act of Odysseus blinding Polyphemus, 
as well as by the allusion to the story of Artayctes. 
859 748 is a problematic line, but deletion (Kovacs 2018, 246-7; West 1980, 15) is based on the 
idea that Astyanax is not sacrificed but flung from the walls, yet the presentation of murder in 
metaphoric sacrificial terms is a pervasive trope of tragedy. In the play, Priam and male Trojans 
are said to have been slaughtered at the altars (134, 562, 1316), and the verb σφάζω is used. 
Nauck’s emendation (1862, 149) ὁὐ σφάγίὁν ⟨υἱὸν⟩ is not to be disregarded. 
860 On barbarism and human sacrifice and its complication in IT, cf. Kearns (2023), 35-7.  
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Ἑ λλήνες κἄκἄ , / τί  τὁ νδε πἄί δἄ κτεί νετ’ ὁυ δε ν ἄί τίὁν; (764-5).861 Andromache goes as 

far as envisioning the Greeks eating Astyanax’s body (ἄ γετε φε ρετε ρ ί πτετ’, εί  ρ ί πτείν 

δὁκεί ·/ δἄί νυσθε τὁυ δε σἄ ρκἄς, 774-5).862 By applying the ethnographic cliche  of 

barbarian cannibalism to the Greek army,863 Andromache radically problematises this 

ideology by reversing Greek and barbarian —864 an act of ideological deconstruction 

that largely exceeds the flexibility of sympathy allowed by Greek tragedies, like 

Aeschylus’ Persians, to barbarians.865 Instead, it mobilises the moral hierarchy of Greek 

and barbarian in its mostly explicit ethnic connotations to overturn it.  

Yet this racial reversal, on a closer look, is not explicitly connected to class structures. 

Andromache’s last monologue starts and finishes, again, with marriage: Andromache 

stresses how wretched her marriage was at the beginning, and even goes as far as 

saying that she only gave birth to Astyanax to see him die (ω  λε κτρἄ τἄ μἄ  δυστυχή  τε 

κἄί  γἄ μὁί / ὁί ς ή λθὁν ε ς με λἄθρὁν Ἑ κτὁρὁ ς πὁτε, 745-6). At the end, she ironically calls 

her new ‘marriage’ ‘beautiful’, founded as it is on the murder of her own son (ε πί  κἄλὁ ν 

γἄ ρ ε ρχὁμἄί/ υ με νἄίὁν, ἄ πὁλε σἄσἄ τὁυ μἄυτή ς τε κνὁν, 778-9). Once again, the loss of 

meaning of one hierarchy (man/woman) is connected to that of another 

 
861 Hall (1989), 221: ‘no specific contemporary thinker can be proven to have been as radical 
as his Andromache’. Cf. also Papadodima (2014), 335; Segal (1990b), 127. Gregory (2005), 265 
rightly insists on the difference between the radical inversion of the polarity in this passage and 
Aeschylus’ nuanced portrayal of ethnicity in Persians. Cf. instead Kovacs (2018), 248: ‘it is hard 
to see why Andromache, who is non-Greek, should describe cruelties as characteristic of her 
own race’; Rabinowitz (2017), 204: ‘there is an underlying ethnocentrism in these lines’. Both 
seem to me to miss the point of the paradox. On the ethnocentrism of the whole play, cf. 
Rodighiero (2016), 178. 
862 As Wohl (2015), 47 has it on this passage, ‘not only is there an automatic affinity between 
Athenian audience and Greek heroes in a play structured by a polarity between Greek and 
barbarian, but this play goes out its way to emphasise the analogy between imperial Athens 
and the conquering Greeks’. 
863 Cf. Goff (2009), 62. 
864 The Cyclops also engages with the notion of cannibalism (Harrison 2014, 198), exploring 
with irony ideas of barbarism and Greekness. Polyphemus had already been ‘barbarised’ in the 
Hecuba through his alter ego Polymestor. 
865 Allan and Kelly (2013), 104.  
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(Greek/barbarian), which in its turn implicitly questions the legitimacy of another 

(slave/noble), which had opened the whole scene (e.g., the emphasis on Andromache’s 

new condition as a slave), and which was challenged by and challenging for the 

man/woman hierarchy. Superficially, then, hierarchies can appear to clash and can be 

instrumentally manipulated by characters to attain their rhetorical aims or to comply 

with their attempts to put things into their order, but this does not mean that the 

ideological operations of the text correspond to those disentangled hierarchies. If 

anything, Troades goes to an unprecedented extent in representing all these hierarchies 

as entangled, and in deconstructing all of them in their intersection. Characters might 

be tempted to reimpose order in their own way, relying on one ‘meaning’, one hierarchy, 

yet the text operates to slowly undermine each of these attempts. This is a 

deconstruction not only of the categories that defined Athenian citizenship, as Croally 

has it,866 but a whole system of connected and mutually reinforcing moral hierarchies, 

with its pretension of defining good from bad, order from chaos, superior from inferior, 

meaning from meaninglessness. 

3.4 Levinian Forms, Emancipatory and Counterproductive 

Finally, it is possible to see how Levine’s understanding of the way liberatory spaces 

arise through collision is not wrong. In a broad sense, we can say that one fundamental 

way (though probably not the only one) in which hierarchies can be challenged is not 

in an individual effort to destroy them from the inside, individually. Instead, it appears 

that an interaction, a clash between hierarchies mobilises operations that can produce 

radical outcomes of liberation. For instance, Andromache’s confrontation with 

Hermione hinges on a clash between the man/woman hierarchy, upheld by 

 
866 Croally (1994), 44. 
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Andromache, and the Greek/barbarian one, upheld by Hermione. This confrontation 

produces radical effects, and indeed decades of scholarship have highlighted how 

Andromache’s ‘virtuous’ behaviour unsettles Hermione’s ideas of ethnic superiority. As 

hierarchies impose their form on the others, they produce radical outcomes, and so they 

do not simply ‘internally’ problematise themselves. Rather, Levinian collision happens 

at the intersection.867 One can even surmise that all the enmeshed challenges to the 

hierarchies we have seen in ch. 2 can be described as collisions: Hermione’s status 

collapses under the weight of her barbarisation; Menelaus’ Greekness is deformed by 

his problematic fixation on wealth and power (like his daughter); his status is rerouted 

by his ambiguous gender. Finally, Levine’s argument is specifically enlightening for 

these three Trojan plays: for the presence of ‘intersectional characters’ necessarily and 

tangibly catalyses and makes visible different social hierarchies and stages their 

interaction and inevitable clash. This finds a parallel in the modern experience of 

intersectional subjects who not only experience the presence of multiple ideological 

discourses in society, but are aware of the often conflicting demands this intersection 

makes on them.868 This means that the intersectional as a site of colliding ideological 

hierarchies is an extremely salient place where the ideological system can shortcircuit. 

And yet, Levine’s approach conceives these axes as intrinsically separate, distinct forms 

that clash, and this leads to the understanding, for example, that ‘ethnicity’ might be 

put into question by upholding ‘gender’ in either the Andromache/Hermione 

confrontation or the Hecuba/Helen agon I started this chapter with.  

 
867 In fact, it is interesting to note that Levine herself notes in a footnote in her original paper 
on strategic formalism that she has been inspired by intersectionality theory in the formulation 
of her reading practice: Levine (2006), 652 n.3. 
868 Bohrer (2019), 221: ‘the intersectional tradition generates its epistemology from the real 
contradictions experienced by oppressed people’. 
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In Andromache, too, Andromache’s nobility can be said to clash in a Levinian sense with 

gender, and problematise her own dictum.869 Crucially, however, Andromache is not 

‘noble’: she is a slave. If we perceive her as noble, it is because that hierarchy is ‘already’ 

problematised, and so the problematisation of one is concomitant to the disturbance of 

the other here. Similarly, but differently, in Troades Andromache’s slavery (rather than 

nobility) contradicts her femaleness; but this slavery is already put into question by her 

‘virtue’, her ‘nobility’ as a woman (so her femaleness also disrupts her slavery).  Equally, 

in Andromache that one hierarchy of status that problematises female virtue is also not 

problematisated by itself, but in that play, too, Andromache’s slavery is problematic 

because she also maintains traits of the archetypal noble woman/legitimate 

wife/respectable lady — as well as  because of the Hellenic character of Andromache’s 

actions and thoughts that ideologically contradicts her slavery. These processes of 

problematisation are concomitant and interlocking. Crucially, we would not be able to 

perceive the problematisation at the level of gender if we did not read it 

intersectionally, which is what critics have in fact missed in their analysis of 

Andromache and Troades: it is because of Andromache’s (already confusing) status that 

what she says about female virtue, both in Andromache and Troades, is sophistically 

shown to be labile, relative, problematic.  The fact that these hierarchies clash does not 

mean that they should be conceived as single axes that at times end up reinforcing some 

ideological prescriptions and challenging others. This would be to ignore the inevitable 

ideological work of deconstruction performed internally within the play and the 

extraliterary reality of the way discourses of gender, ethnicity and class would overlap 

 
869 Cf. Wohl (1998), 31 on Trachiniae: Deianira’s ‘status and gender work against one another 
in defining her public persona and her relations with others’, but Wohl’s overall argument is 
that through the tragic exchange of women tragedy consolidates both patriarchy and 
aristocratic domination.  
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together in the ideology of the polis, as in DuBois’ analogical model. These hierarchies 

are ideologically enmeshed and mutually sustaining; their deconstruction, then, 

happens not individually, but simultaneously, together, at their intersection.  

Hill Collins observes how social hierarchies are articulated in different ways in different 

contexts,870 which means that they do not necessarily converge in practice at all 

times.871 At times, in fact, since their articulation is fluid, they might even come into 

tension with each other, and one can contradict the other. Although the articulations 

are shifting, the matrix of ideology Hill Collins envisions does not have to be a perfectly 

coherent system, and ideology does not have to be monolithic: it articulates itself in 

different ways according to the circumstances. Paradoxically, it can reproduce itself 

through contradiction and even thrive through contradiction; contradiction is not 

excluded from the matrix, since the matrix is not a rigid grid.872 Indeed, one can say that 

Black feminist thought was born out of the need to explain how ideology was 

reproducing itself in and through feminist and anti-racist spaces; and so the matrix in 

that case could be said to be thriving through clashing hierarchies (in one space, gender 

over race, in the other race over gender). Ideologically, however, these discourses 

remain part of the same ideological system of domination costituted by mutually 

supporting hierarchies.873 While the intersectional remains a site of tension between 

ideologies and can produce ‘radical outcomes’, a shortcircuit, as with the two 

 
870 Hill Collins (2019), 233. Hill Collins is specifically thinking about temporal, historical 
contexts. She borrows the concept of articulation from Stuart Hall: Hall (1985), 92. 
871 Hill Collins (2019), 233. 
872 Ferguson (2016), 43 speaks of the intersectional ambition to theorise ‘the diverse-yet-
unified nature of power, one that illustrates how oppressions which sometimes contradict each 
other also systematically uphold an unfree and punishing world’. 
873 Hall (1988), 166: ‘in our intellectual way, we think that the world will collapse of the result 
of a logical contradiction; this is the illusion of the intellectual—that ideology must be coherent, 
every bit of it fitting together, like a philosophical investigation. When, in fact, the whole 
purpose of what Gramsci called an organic […] ideology is that it articulates into a configuration 
different subjects’. 
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paradoxical Andromaches, this contradiction is not symptomatic of their separateness; 

it is rather a crucial site of tension that enables the matrix to unravel in its enmeshment. 

Although hierarchies might ‘clash’ on stage, at a character level, and at a phenomenic 

level, at the ideological level they mutually entail each other, and it is through this 

entanglement that they are all ideologically deconstructed. 

Levine’s strategic formalism brilliantly exposes how, in some crucial environments and 

situations, hierarchies and discourses of power do not work together; yet as of today it 

cannot explain why some forms of power tend to attract each other in the construction 

of ideological structures and formations.874 In other words, if strategic formalism 

avoids recognising the wider structure in which forms are situated, the risk is rejecting 

the attempt to understand an organising social totality,875 and envisioning forms (or 

hierarchies) as ‘free-floating, unanchored or ungrounded by the larger political 

contexts within which they must function’.876 Reading networks or forms as free-

floating risks jettisoning the attempt to understand deeper functionings of the social 

structure, of ideology;877 for ideology is not ‘solid’, but neither is it entirely ‘fluid’. 

Rather, a more politically active formalism would conceptualise ideology as viscous: 

albeit malleable and transformable, ideology tends to be adhesive and tenacious. A 

more strategic formalism would then individuate areas of contradiction, rupture, and 

fluidity between different hierarchies or forms, but would also attempt to account for 

the way in which ideology brings them together persuasively in the construction of its 

(ideological) reality. For otherwise jettisoning the process of theorising the social 

 
874 Cf. the similar critique of Foucault in Hall (1985), 92-3. 
875 Something which intersectionality theory does not refrain from theorising: Ferguson 
(2016), 44. Cf. Hall (1985), 91. 
876 Lesjak (2016). 
877 Cf. Ferguson (2016), 45. 
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totalisation might mean that ‘we will only be left able to ‘hamper’ networks and power, 

to use Levine’s language, rather than grasp and overturn them’.878 Yet the texts of these 

Trojan plays inevitably ask us to complicate this vision, to imbricate us in our reading 

of hierarchies, to constantly overstep the limits of axes, to see them trespassing into the 

domain of others not because they are distinct and free-floating but precisely because 

they are imbricated, part of the same web —  and to finally find us entangled in the 

skein that these texts unravel. 

3.5 Not Just Mischievous Impiety: Oresteia and Meaning 

3.5.1 The End of Time: Against Teleology 

Troades, too, seems to delineate a vision of the world that is different from and 

subversive of Aeschylean drama, as in Andromache and Hecuba. As Zeitlin has it on the 

Orestes: 879 

those firm polarities of Aeschylean drama are undermined, mocked, and finally 

negated. And since those Aeschylean polarities once operated in the service of a 

vision that was founded on a belief in hierarchic stability, Euripidean confusions 

must be construed as more than mischievous impiety. 

The chaos of the world of Troades, one in which the concept itself of hierarchy falters, 

intermittently alludes to its future developments in Argos, as the Hecuba and 

Andromache also do. Yet if those plays, produced ten years before this, alluded to their 

futures and yet radically undercut them, this tragedy drives that process to an extreme. 

As we saw, the argument on the Teufelskreis of the Hecuba hinges on one fundamental 

 
878 Lesjak (2016). 
879 Zeitlin (1980), 56.  
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symbol: fire. By highlighting how the foundation of the Cynossema must be seen as 

particularly important in the connection between the ending of the Hecuba and the 

beacons at the beginning of the Agamemnon, we saw that that play produces its most 

allusive link, presenting the events of the trilogy as the chronological sequel of the 

Thracian events — a sequel whose resolution is undermined by the renewed emphasis 

on its weakness. Yet Troades in many ways pushes this symbolic link further, and it is 

precisely from this element that an analysis of its relationship with Oresteia must begin. 

Beacons and flames are central to Troades: above all, in the Cassandra scene (298, 380, 

320, 343, 344, 348, 351); in the description of the last night of Troy (548); of the 

sunlight when Menelaus comes to take Helen (860), of Paris (922); of the past sacrifices 

of the Trojans (1063);  of Troy burning (1080); of the thunderbolt of Zeus the chorus 

hope strikes Menelaus’ ship (1104);  of the final torches with which the Greeks burn 

Troy at the end (1257, 1261, 1274, 1296, 1318). The significance of this imagery, 

especially of its visual aspect, has been recently evaluated by Marshall, who notices that 

Cassandra’s use of torch imagery is allusive both to the rest of the Trojan trilogy and to 

Aeschylus’ Oresteia: at the end of her scene, she will embark onto the ship that will 

arrive in Argos in Agamemnon, and ‘some spectators might even connect the light seen 

by the Watchman in the prologue of Agamemnon with the burning of the city intimated 

in the final moments on Troades’.880 Marshall, however, limits himself to noticing how 

the play is ‘a prequel’ of the Oresteia, in the same manner as those scholars that before 

Thalmann interpreted the Hecuba’s final lines merely as a connecting joint signaling 

linear progression towards the Oresteia. However, torches are fundamental in the 

Oresteia not only in the ‘Watchman’ scene, as Marshall has it. In fact, they constitute a 

 
880 Marshall (2022), 170-1. 
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fundamental element of stagecraft that Aeschylus used to signal the linear progression 

of his trilogy. Burian notes how torches are employed in the final scene of the 

Eumenides, with animals and purple robes, as a powerful metaphor signifying that 

perversions have been redressed, civilisation established.881  

The whole Trojan trilogy rejects the linearity implicit in the form of an interconnected 

trilogy. In a way, the story is developed through this special interconnected trilogy: the 

destruction implicit in Alexandros is made explicit in Troades. But at a deeper level, at 

the level of redressing social distortions, of reaching clarity, of distinguishing truth from 

falsehoods, of having a sense of the role of the divine in the order of the universe, in 

other words, of progress, Troades does not grant such a comfortable linearity. The 

image of the torches used in the final burning of Troy, recalling the dream of the 

firebrand Alexandros in the first play of the trilogy, signals rather a trajectory towards 

the dismemberment of a civilisation,882 not its conceptual foundation.  

But this problematisation of progress is connected to the use of firebrands, and so 

articulated in connection to Aeschylus. The finale of the Orestes, with the ‘hand-held 

torch fires’, is ‘a grim inversion of the torches of ritual celebration in the Oresteia’s final 

scene’;883 but given that the use of the roof probably recalls the Watchman at the 

beginning of the Agamemnon,884 it might recall both. Torches, then, appear to be used 

as a sign of progression that can be radically inverted, turned into a symbol that 

collapses the distance between beginning and ending. What is more, although Pindar 

mentions fire in Hecuba’s dream, it is perfectly possible that Euripides invented the 

 
881 Burian (2023), 142. 
882 Cf. Anderson (1997), 168. 
883 Torrance (2013), 56. 
884 Torrance (2013), 56. 
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motif of the firebrand in Alexandros, in allusion to the Oresteia: for Pindar probably 

mentions a creature that is πυρφὁ ρὁν and Ἑ κἄτὁ γχείρἄ (Sn.-M., Paean 8a = fr. 52i A),885 

and it is likely that the Euripidean version was a twist on this fire-breathing monster of 

the tradition.886 The same applies to Cassandra’s prophecy in Alexandros of the 

metamorphosis of Hecuba into a dog, ‘the delight of torch-bearing Hecate’ (῾Ἑκἄ τής 

ἄ γἄλμἄ φωσφὁ ρὁυ κυ ων ε σήί, TrGF v, fr. 62h);887 this further corroborates the 

argument that the transformation of the queen in Hecuba, too, foreshadows fire as an 

element allusive to the beacons of Aeschylus’ trilogy. 

 So Troades refuses the project of an interconnected trilogy and its linear progress per 

se, but also specifically in connection to Aeschylus. As scholars have noted, the 

interconnected Euripidean trilogy is unique, and the form is more Aeschylean than 

Sophoclean or Euripidean. However, given the importance of the Oresteia as an 

intertext here, rejecting the linearity of the trilogy form is connected to the rejection of 

the process of thesis, antithesis, synthesis implicit in the form of the Aeschylean 

trilogy.888 Firebrands, then, become an element that not only signals the impossibility 

of linear progression in the Euripidean trilogy; but also a critique of the moment of 

synthesis of Eumenides, of its resolutions, its fixings and orderings of the social, 

temporal, moral, and even cosmic levels. The dream of the firebrand has turned into the 

final burning of Troy: the fire that signalled linearity and progress in Aeschylus is now 

 
885 For a discussion, cf. Karamanou (2018), 7-9 with further references. 
886 No extant fragment of the Alexandros describes the symbolism of the dream, but it must 
have been a torch in Euripides, for Helen says so at Tro. 922: cf. Kovacs (2018), 28, who also 
argues that it was described in the prologue of the play. Ennius’ Alexander, clearly indebted to 
Euripides, also mentions it (fr. 17 J. = inc. 151 M., p. 41: adest adest fax obvoluta sanguine atque 
incendio). 
887 Karamanou (2018), 285-6, also noting that the PMG fr. Adesp. 965 might antedate Euripides. 
In the fragment, however, the dog (Hecuba) is said to be χἄρὁπός, not specifically fiery. 
888 Cf. Torrance (2013), 52-3 on how Orestes seems to be constructed as an Oresteia in reverse, 
with allusions going from Eumenides to Libation Bearers and finally to Agamemnon in the last 
part of the play. 



277 
 

its opposite. This impacts even the individual narrative and aesthetics of the final play 

of the Trojan trilogy. 

Troades has been often disparaged until the last century in scholarship as a play both 

‘static’ and structurally fragmented, not to mention the strange addition of the first 

scene between Athena and Poseidon, which seems to bear almost no relevance on the 

rest of the play.889 The queer aesthetics of the play, its strange ‘lack of plot’, its unusual 

structure with no real prologue setting out the events of the play and no real deus ex 

machina, can be explained as a form of refusal of progression — or even refusal of 

progression translated into aesthetic form.890 Importantly, as has been noted by Dunn, 

Troades has an inverted structure: the first scene between Poseidon and Athena seems 

almost a deus ex machina, while the ending is strikingly different from other Euripidean 

endings. Of all the four elements found in Euripidean tragedy (deus ex machina, the 

concluding prophecy, the aition and the choral exit), the first three are certainly not 

present, while the choral exit does not deploy the typical marching anapaests, and 

rather finishes abruptly with a lyric antistrophe, with no reference to the conclusion of 

the action.891 As Dunn elucidates, the element of staticity and this structural inversion 

are related precisely because both lack a telos: ‘the inversion of the action in the Trojan 

Women thus deprives it of an end or goal. By so doing, it dramatises human experience 

deprived of a goal, suffering stripped of false hopes and expectations’.892 This can be 

 
889 All episodes of the play can appear as detached from each other. Cf. Poe (2020), 256: ‘in 
Troades there is no causal relationship between any two adjacent units of action’. 
890 Telò and Olsen (2022), 5-6. Troades did not enjoy particularly good critical acclaim until the 
20th century. Part of the reason is Schlegel’s view of the play as lacking an identifiable 
Aristotelian plot: Hall (2010), 268; Lauriola (2015), 65; Schlegel (1846), 179-80. Hall (p. 269) 
with Bates (1930), 199-200, differently to my argument here, argues that the drive of the plot 
can be understood in performance. 
891 What is more, in all extant tragedy it is only in Aeschylus’ Persae, Eumenides and Suppliants 
that the chorus ends with lyrics, thus making it possible that Euripides is alluding to Aeschylus. 
892 Dunn (1993), 35. 
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said also about the ‘progression’ of the trilogy as a whole: if Alexandros had opened with 

Hecuba’s lamentation for the (never realised) death of a child, Paris, Troades closes 

with her performance of the final rites for Astyanax.893 The beginning coincides with 

the end: no progress is made.894 

3.5.2 The Failure of Communication and the Semiotic Gap 

Yet the anti-teleological manipulation of beacon imagery expands beyond the 

disruption of linear time, for its symbolism was already more complex in Aeschylus. In 

the Oresteia, the beacons at the beginning of the Agamemnon introduce a fundamental 

theme in the play, that of language and communication, and foreshadow the gap 

between signifier and signified, to say it with Goldhill, that Eumenides attempts to fix.895 

Thus, it is significant that torches appear at the end of the Eumenides to signal this 

progression: from epistemological doubt and semiotic confusion to certainty. One 

might even surmise that it is important that the audience sees the torches at the end of 

Eumenides, while in Agamemnon the beacon chain has to be imagined, out of the visual 

field of the audience, for the ‘visualisation’ and ‘concretisations’ of metaphors, 

including torches, is fundamental to the Oresteia.896 Euripides’ Orestes, instead, reverts 

this process of concretisation, for example by internalising the Furies as a psychological 

process, with important implications for the theme of language and reality.897 

 
893 Scodel (1980), 69. 
894 Freccero has recently explained the episodic sequence of Troades also in this manner, 
connecting the queer temporality of the play with its queer aesthetics: Freccero (2022), 47. Cf. 
Kornbluh (2019), 74-99 on Wuthering Heights.  
895 See supra, sec. 1.1.1, pp. 36-7. Karamanou (2015), 392 interprets it as Dionysiac symbolism.  
896 The ending of the Eumenides is so ‘concrete’ that it approximates reality: cf. Scodel (2012), 
20. 
897 Torrance (2013), 57. The same can be said about the finale of Troades, in which the 
destruction of the city is imagined: cf. Hourmouziades (1965), 123. Hourmouziades imagines 
‘the procession of a group of torch-bearers marching from one parodos across the acting area 
towards the opposite parodos, which leads to the city’—an image that seems very close to that 
of Eumenides. 
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In the Trojan trilogy of Euripides firebrands appear in the end to signal the failure of 

communication: it underlines how the failure of interpretation, of interpreting the first 

dream of Hecuba in the Alexandros, brings to the utter destruction of Troy.898 Moreover, 

it is possible that the dream of Hecuba is allusive to that of Clytemnestra in the Libation 

Bearers: the symbolism of Hecuba’s (in both Hecuba and Alexandros) and 

Clytemnestra’s dreams alludes to their children (differently from Stesichorus’ version). 

In the case of Alexandros, the connection is clearer (if more complex):899 both Hecuba 

and Clytemnestra dream of giving birth to something (a serpent, a torch) that 

symbolises their long-lost son and who will return to destroy them (differently from 

Atossa’s dream at Aesch. Pers. 159-248).900 What is more, Aeschylus himself probably 

combined the version of Stesichorus (snake, but symbolising Agamemnon) with 

Pindar’s Paean 8a.19-21,901 in which Hecuba gives birth to a fire-carrying monster, 

probably an Erinys; the same paean from which Euripides has probably (though not 

certainly) taken the imagery of the fire for Hecuba’s parturition dream. Yet Euripides 

has changed the symbolism from Pindar, and has opted for a simple firebrand, in 

connection with the Oresteia. Just like Clytemnestra, the instability of the interpretation 

of the dream has tangible consequences for Hecuba and her family, for both children 

return to destroy them, and both fail to recognise them for who they are. 

 
898 Scodel (1980), 78.  
899 Hyginus (fab. 91, ed. Marshall) describes the dream as Hecuba giving birth to a burning 
firebrand from which snakes issue (ex qua serpentes plurimos exisse), which clearly echoes 
Clytemnestra’s: Karamanou  (2018), 139. Given Hyginus’ tendency of contamination, however, 
we cannot know whether snakes were mentioned in connection with the dream in Alexandros, 
and Karamanou ultimately takes the detail to derive from Pindar’s version. 
900 One has to note that Aeschylus’ version of the dream differs from Stesichorus’ precisely in 
the idea of birthing the snake and in it being symbolic for the son, for in Stesichorus the serpent 
rather represented Agamemnon and it simply approached Clytemnestra in the dream (Plut. De 
Sera Numinis Vindicta 554f-555a): Davies and Finglass (2014), 505. 
901 Brown (2018), 308. 
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This is a failure of interpretation that seemingly receives fixing (in both the Trojan 

trilogy and the Oresteia): one might argue that although characters have misinterpreted 

the firebrand, the audience and even the characters now understand what that dream 

signified. And yet this would be too optimistic. Although Euripides might be said to 

employ time often ‘as a witness’ that clarifies truths from falsehoods,902 the trilogy 

deeply ironises the role of time as ‘creator of deceptions and dispeller of others’.903 A 

fragment of the Alexandros is enlightening in its irony. In TrGF v, fr. 60, Priam 

(presumably) allows the not-yet-recognised and still-slave Alexander to join the 

athletic contexts by expressing his trust in time: ‘time will reveal you; through that 

evidence, I shall know if you are good or bad’ (χρὁ νὁς δε  δεί ξεί <σ’> · ω   τεκμήρί ω  

μἄθω ν/ ή  χρήστὁ ν ὁ ντἄ γνωσὁ μεσθἄ  σ’ ή  κἄκὁ ν). Here the statement is imbued with 

a multi-layered irony that carries destabilising implications for how the audience is 

invited to conceive both time and knowledge: ‘in the short run, the seemingly lowly 

herdsman Alexandros is going to prove his worth at the athletic games, thus subverting 

the position of his opponents. In a larger time-scale, however, the long-lost son bringing 

joy upon his unexpected homecoming […] will ultimately prove to be disastrous for 

Troy and its royal oikos’.904 Paris’ social and moral worth are inextricable, and time’s 

first ‘revealing’ action results in deception.905 This complicates the simple view that 

time’s linear progress eradicates falsehoods and instead suggests that truth is deferred, 

just as the truth of Paris’ social identity is deferred, undefined. From ‘bad’ to ‘noble’ to 

‘bad’, the emphasis here is on the suspension of his social and moral status,906 the 

ultimate uncertainty on one’s worth and identity; this epistemological uncertainty, in 

 
902 Cf. Karamanou (2018), 194. 
903 Scodel (1980), 90. 
904 Karamanou (2018), 194. Cf. TrGF v, fr. 63. 
905 Scodel (1980), 90. 
906 Cf. instead Citti (1979), 206. 
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turn, is interconnected with the problematisation of linear time. This finds a parallel in 

the characterisation of Hecuba in the Hecuba: from noble to slave to a strange, 

undefined moral status that both asserts her heroism and her immorality. Just as 

Hecuba refrains from proving Hecuba’s aristocratic inner self or the opposite through 

her vengeance, so does the Trojan trilogy suspend moral and social definition as the 

teleology of time is disrupted.907  

In fact, is the dream of Paris-as-firebrand really representative of the destruction of 

Troy? Or is it rather symbolic of that other chain of beacons that is departing from Troy 

at the same time the events of Troades unravel before our eyes? Rather than being 

readily available, the meaning of the dream is deferred. Interpretation, then, still 

remains an unreliable practice for characters and audience alike, and so the language 

that underlies it. To this effect, direct or explanatory allusions between the plays of the 

trilogy are minimised,908 links are teased but ‘indirect’, for otherwise they would come 

too close to imposing a sequential narrative of causality.909 Yet the universe of the 

trilogy does not offer the comfort of a clear chrono-logical chain of events, and this 

bending of linearity is disturbing in its multiple ramifications: no progress, no certainty, 

no clear truth. The torches that burn Troy at the end of Troades take on a meaning 

disturbingly opposite to the enlightening beacons of hope of the Panathenaic 

procession in Eumenides. 

 
907 Collard, Cropp and Gibert (2004), 48: ‘the linkage that is generally seen between the first 
and last plays of the Trojan trilogy is real but not simple, for while the events of Alexandros sow 
the seeds of Troy’s destruction in a limited sense, they do nothing to explain or justify the city’s 
fate; they are simply part of it, and have no decisive prominence in the later play’. Scodel 
(1980), 107-8 notes that while Alexander technically hinges on Paris’ movement from slavery 
into freedom and acknowledgment as noble, in Troades the Trojan women are ‘moved deeper 
into slavery’ throughout.  
908 Cf. Anderson (1997), 170. 
909 Scodel (1980), 79. 
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Palamedes, too, is most likely to have deployed beacons as a symbol of epistemological 

disruption. Although we cannot know if the detail was preserved in Euripides, in the 

attested versions of the myth Nauplius, Palamedes’ father, must have avenged 

Palamedes by using deceptive beacons to lure the returning Greeks onto the rocks.910 

If this was mentioned, it would emphasise the symbolic value of the beacons as 

unstable signifiers. At l.90 of Troades, Poseidon mentions Caphareus in connection to 

the future shipwrecks of the Greeks: but Caphareus is also the home city of Palamedes, 

and this likely contributes to presenting the punishment of the Greeks as owing in part 

to their judicial murder of Palamedes and as linked to the deceptive beacons of 

Nauplius.911 What is more, it was Palamedes himself to have invented beacons to 

communicate messages (cf. Soph. TrGF iv, fr. 432, 6-7):912 the perversion of 

communication as deception would replay the emphasis of the play on the distortion 

of writing into forgery.913 If we are to imagine Nauplius’ beacons as the ‘sequel’ of 

Palamedes, as Poseidon in Troades also seems to confirm, then the link with the 

beginning of the Agamemnon becomes palpable. What is more, Stesichorus’ Oresteia 

already mentioned Palamedes in connection specifically with the story of 

Agamemnon’s death; and while it is unclear exactly how, it is possible that it envisioned 

Oeax or Nauplius avenging Palamedes by supporting either Aegisthus or 

Clytemnestra.914 Indeed, Euripides mentions at Or. 431-3 that Oeax hates Orestes for 

the murder of Palamedes, and Pausanias (1.22.6) mentions that Oeax assisted 

 
910 Torrance (2013), 145. Cf. Eur. Hel. 767, 1126-31 with Allan (2008), 234, 274. 
911 Scodel (1980), 66. Kovacs (2018), 141 arguing against Koniaris (1973), 92. As Kovacs 
(2018), 46 also notes, Poseidon is the grandfather of Palamedes. 
912 Jenkins (2005), 39. 
913 See infra, sec. 3.5.3, pp. 291-2. 
914 Davies and Finglass (2014), 500; Willink (1986), 158. 
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Aegisthus when Orestes came back,915 further corroborating the possibility that we 

should read the Palamedes as also foreshadowing Aeschylus’ trilogy. As the hero 

himself says in the Palamedes, he invented grammata so that ‘someone across the 

expanse of the sea can know clearly at a distance everything that is happening at home’ 

(TrGF v, fr. 578, 4-5). But Palamedes’ trust in language reflects a misplaced optimism 

that cannot simply be resolved in the teleological, extra-literary perspective by the 

Oresteia; the fixing of language cannot simply be comfortably imagined in the future, 

with the Areopagus and Athena.916 As with the Hecuba and Andromache, it opens up a 

fracture within the solution that the trilogy had given to the semiotic nightmare of the 

first two plays of the trilogy. 

Torches have indeed become the symbol of the persistence of this semiotic confusion 

in Troades in the Cassandra scene, in which torches are not only visually present, but 

are also continuously mentioned. Our attention is repeatedly drawn to the torches that 

Cassandra carries, which now seemingly function as symbols of marriage.917 This was 

also the case in the last scene of Eumenides, in which the reconstitution of society was 

based on the reconstitution of marriage in its proper form. But this ‘marriage’ that 

Cassandra celebrates is technically not really a marriage, and is even the occasion for a 

sophistic rhesis of Cassandra in which the natural meaning of things is reversed. This 

is not merely the sign of linguistic confusion, the gap between signifier and signified, 

but has clear implications on social structures that also depend on distinctions and 

 
915 West (1987), 213. According to a different version given by Dict. Cret. Ephem. 6.2 and Hyg. 
Fab. 117, Oeax prompted Clytemnestra to murder Agamemnon. 
916 See supra, sec. 1.1.2, pp. 50-3; sec. 2.7.3, pp. 215-6. 
917 Marshall (2022), 170: ‘Cassandra’s use of them as an inverted symbol reinforces that fiery 
imagery in both this tetralogy and in the Oresteia’. 
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definitions, as we saw. Yet this subversion of reality based on a counterintuitive order 

as well as on a problematisation of definition is immediately linked to the Oresteia.  

In her first rhesis, Cassandra mentions her marriage in connection to the death of 

Agamemnon, to then engage in a striking aposiopesis (356-64): 

εί  γἄ ρ ε στί Λὁξί ἄς, 

Ἑ λε νής γἄμεί  με δυσχερε στερὁν γἄ μὁν 

ὁ  τω ν Ἀ χἄίω ν κλείνὁ ς Ἀ γἄμε μνων ἄ νἄξ. 

κτενω  γἄ ρ ἄυ τὁ ν κἄ ντίπὁρθή σω δὁ μὁυς 

πὁίνἄ ς ἄ δελφω ν κἄί  πἄτρὁ ς λἄβὁυ σ᾽ ε μὁυ  ... 

ἄ λλ᾽ ἄυ τ᾽ ε ἄ σω: πε λεκυν ὁυ χ υ μνή σὁμεν, 

ὁ ς ε ς τρἄ χήλὁν τὁ ν ε μὁ ν εί σί χἄ τε ρων, 

μήτρὁκτὁ νὁυς τ᾽ ἄ γω νἄς, ὁυ ς ὁυ μὁί  γἄ μὁί 

θή σὁυσίν, ὁί κων τ᾽ Ἀ τρε ως ἄ νἄ στἄσίν.  

Euripides here condenses the whole plot of the Oresteia in a few lines, refusing to 

recount it. This is highly ironic, given that this whole Cassandra scene is highly 

evocative of the trilogy, if not for the torches, definitely with the casting away of 

Cassandra’s sacred apparel (Tro. 451-2; Aesch. Ag. 1264-8).918 But far from being mere 

parodic allusion, or a sign of emulation, Cassandra presents here her marriage as a way 

to kill Agamemnon. Through this further confusion of roles and definitions, Cassandra 

presents her marriage to Agamemnon as largely correspondent to that of Clytemnestra 

 
918 And for the frenzied prophecies: Karamanou (2015), 394. 
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and Agamemnon, and counterintuitively encourages the audience to place her in the 

role of the Aeschylean Clytemnestra (thus repeating what Hecuba does in her 

eponymous play). At the end of the scene, she calls herself one of the three Furies. But 

more is indeed at play: ‘now is not too soon for you to be on the lookout for a breeze for 

your sails’, she says at 455 (immediately after recalling the Aeschylean Cassandra in 

throwing away her apparel). With this, Cassandra is exhorting the Greeks (perhaps 

Agamemnon specifically)919 to be on the lookout for the first wind to sail. In this 

context, it is impossible to not perceive the irony: Cassandra here refers to the winds in 

Aulis and Iphigenia’s sacrifice,920 further corroborating the link to Clytemnestra’s 

revenge in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon — all of this, moreover, in a scene that is most 

visually evocative of the Cassandra scene of the Agamemnon.921 The marriage she 

celebrates, then, is a striking inversion of common marriage practice, and is presented 

as the same perverted marriage of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra of the Agamemnon.  

This alternative ‘reality’ of Cassandra problematises the Aeschylean resolution of 

reality based on the hierarchisation of values and the hierarchisation of meanings.922 

For she evokes the Aeschylean developments of her story so vividly at the same time as 

she wrecks the dream of an attainable certainty in language, as she reverses through 

her rheseis the common, natural order of reality based on hierarchy and differentiation. 

Her torches, then, are neither symbols of truth nor of the perversions of that truth — 

rather, they are again representative of the persistence of the semiotic gap, a fracture 

 
919 Kovacs (2018), 202. 
920 Aeschylus’ Cassandra was already obliquely compared to Iphigenia: Rehm (1994), 50-2; 
Tarkow (1980), 157-8; Debnar (2010), 135. 
921 Croally (1994), 228-31, although Croally is cautious and limits himself to ‘compare’ the two 
scenes. Collard, Cropp and Gibert (2004), 47 argue that the Cassandra scene in Alexandros, too, 
must have been inspired by Aeschylus’ Cassandra. Lauriola (2015), 70 notes that opera 
composers have often contaminated Euripides’ Cassandra with Aeschylus’. 
922 See supra, sec. 1.1.1., and 1.2, pp. 53-4. 
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that here becomes sanctified inasmuch as it is embodied and voiced by a divinely 

inspired prophetess. Social hierarchies appear again to be inextricable from the wider 

fracture of ‘reality’ this play (with the other two) represents and enacts. 

What is more, Cassandra’s prophecies here in Troades are most likely placed in ring 

composition to the prophecy of Cassandra in Alexandros, in which she must have 

warned Hecuba about the firebrand.923 If this is the case, this second occurrence 

delineates no clear progression from the failed communication of the first prophecy 

and this second one, for in both cases she is not believed. In this case, additionally, the 

sophistic nature of this reflection on language goes beyond character level and maps 

onto the audience level, putting into question the audience’s own understanding of 

reality: for now the ‘weaker argument’ (both from the perspective of the characters and 

of the audience) is made into the stronger one by the words of a prophetess who is 

always right. The disbelief of Cassandra’s first speech in Alexandros brings destruction: 

what consequences are in the store for the audience, if they refuse to seriously consider 

Cassandra’s counterintuitive reality in Troades?  

3.5.3 The Effects of the Semiotic Gap: Who is Responsible? What is the 

Truth? 

It is in the light of this re-opened ‘semiotic gap’ that we can recontextualise the debate 

on the Helen scene. Given that the hierarchies employed by both Helen and Hecuba are 

heavily problematic, as explained above, readings that avoid this complication cannot 

but side with one or the other: either Helen is innocent and can be exculpated (the gods 

have decided to keep Greece free, but this implied a loss of sexual control for which she 

 
923 Karamanou (2015), 392. 
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cannot be blamed), or she is insincere and unconvincing, and we are meant to enjoy her 

downfall (and so gender structures would be reinforced). But the scene works exactly 

towards the problematisation of responsibility as it works towards the deconstruction 

of the hierarchies employed in the characters’ game of blaming and judgement: not only 

is Helen’s guilt called into question by the relativisation of female virtue and the 

juxtaposition with Andromache, but her accusations against Hecuba are also true. We 

have indeed seen Hecuba sparing Paris in the first play of the trilogy, the Alexandros.924 

The gods, too, have appeared at the beginning of the tragedy and Athena has made 

explicit how they will destroy the Greeks in the same way she has destroyed the 

Trojans, so Hecuba’s argument that the gods have played no role in Helen’s elopement 

is unconvincing.925 But, crucially, this means that Hecuba, too, cannot be fully blamed. 

The process at work in this scene may be understood as a case of double determination, 

typical of Greek tragedy. But the problem is that this agon is framed as a judicial agon, 

one in which a third party—Menelaus, in this case—needs to pass a sentence and reach 

a verdict; a complication of responsibility here starkly impacts the notion of judgement, 

and the idea of moral assessment connected to it.926 This emphasis on judgement thus 

both explains the strange need to frame this scene as a judicial agon (Menelaus already 

decided that she will die) and is in line with the theme of judgement and particularly of 

judiciary judgment which we know was explored in the trilogy.927 

 
924 Poe (2020), 271. 
925 Kovacs (2018), 43-4; Scodel (1980), 97. 
926 Scodel (1980), 81. 
927 Kovacs (2018), 46; Collard (2017), 358. Cf. Scodel (1980), 82: ‘the agon held in the presence 
of an arbiter is not so frequent that its appearance in three successive tragedies could be 
coincidence, and the artificiality with which the prosecutor enters the debate in each case adds 
to the resemblance’. 
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For in Alexandros we know that Paris underwent trial before Priam for behaving 

haughtily towards his fellow herdsmen; Palamedes, even more, culminated into the trial 

of Palamedes before the Greek army, unjustly accused by Odysseus of treason and put 

to death. As Karamanou notes, the theme of the contrast between ‘seeming’ and ‘being’ 

pervades all three trials and debates, and so appears ‘to reflect the socio-political 

ambiguity and frailty of human judgement in a period in which the political and military 

fate of Athens was held in balance’.928 If the trial in Alexandros was resolved in favour of 

the defendant (Paris himself), contrarily to what happens to Helen, the sentence passed 

on Paris deepens the problem of the gap between signifier and signified. For at that 

point in the play Paris not only is not yet recognised as the long-lost son of Hecuba and 

Priam; but Paris himself, like Helen, is anything but simple to assess morally. The whole 

tragedy seems to conventionally develop towards the anagnorisis, the recognition of 

Paris as an esthlos (and this would reinforce ideas of inborn nobility);929 but they irony 

here is poignant, for this recognition is in fact a misrecognition.930 The recognition of 

someone as ‘good’ turns out to be the first chapter of a trilogy that culminates into the 

destruction of Troy. Equally, if we are to believe recent reconstructions of the trial that 

have identified Paris’ prosecutor as Hecuba herself,931 layers of irony accumulate as 

Hecuba’s own negative judgement of Paris is both wrong and correct;932 and if this is 

the case, her own prosecution against Helen equally becomes less self-evidently 

justified. To go back, then, to the overdetermination of guilt in the Helen scene, it is vital 

 
928 Karamanou (2018), 35. 
929 Citti (1991), 87. 
930 As Karamanou (2018), 23 notes, Alexandros bears ‘generic affiliations’ with IT, Ion, and 
Helen, all characterised by ‘family reunion’ and all ‘rescue’ tragedies. The irony, here, is that 
this is a rescue tragedy (which plays on the etymology of the name Alexandros, ‘saved man’) 
for a man that is going to cause the destruction of Troy (also recognised by Karamanou 2018, 
24). 
931 Kovacs (2018), 36-7; Collard, Cropp and Gibert (2004), 39. 
932 Karamanou (2018), 185. 
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to note how the framing of this scene as a judicial agon puts into question that the 

simple view that both (as well as the gods) have a share in responsibility. While this is 

undeniably true, the question of responsibility and guilt is framed within an 

investigation of moral assessment, which remains disquietingly open.933 Critics of both 

‘schools’, supporters of Hecuba or Helen, and even those who argue against both in view 

of double causation, have done so in the attempt to explain away the inevitable 

complexity of the text and the opacity of judgement which is at the core of the scene.934 

As in the case of the troubled exegetical history of Hecuba’s revenge in Hecuba, the text 

hampers any view of Helen or Hecuba here as either right or wrong.935 Hecuba 

technically wins the agon, but this victory is neither necessarily reflective of the 

morality of her position nor effective (Helen will survive). 

It can be understood within the larger framework of the play’s meditation on the 

unsubstantial nature of victory itself:936 nike and stephanos are constantly invoked by 

each character of the play, but precisely because of this they become emptied of 

meaning, ‘floating signifiers’ detached from any moral truth and even tangible effects. 

The stephanos might be on a first level that of the Greeks’ victory or of the glory of Greek 

 
933 Collard, Cropp and Gibert (2004), 47 argue that it is unlikely that Paris was portrayed simply 
as an instrument of divine justice against Trojan insolence in Alexandros,  given that in Troades 
‘no rational ordering of the world… can explain or justify the fall of Troy’. 
934 Croally (1994), 138 notes how Helen speaks first, even though she is the ‘defendant’, which 
is unusual in Euripidean agones. Scholars who believe Helen loses the debate point out that in 
Euripides the defendant is usually the second speaker and usually wins, and so draw the 
conclusion that since she speaks first and is ‘rebutted’ by Hecuba, then we are meant to see her 
as unconvincing or losing the debate. But we could also equally say that the defendant usually 
wins in Euripidean debates; the structural exceptionality of this agon might also be engineered 
to contribute to the opacity of the moral assessment of the scene.  
935 This is in line with sophistic treatments of responsibility, often investigated indeed in 
imagined legal settings: Antiphon, for instance, constantly complicates the matter of judgement 
in his Tetralogies, in which ‘specific arguments and counterarguments match each other, 
resulting in no firm conclusion’: Gagarin (2002), 118. The easy resolution of joint responsibility 
is often avoided and dismissed, especially in the second Tetralogy: Gagarin (2002), 119-21. 
936 Goff (2009), 46; Scodel (1980), 117. 
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cities (στε ψεί νἄὁυ ς ἄ πὁ  Τρὁί ἄς, 576; ἄ ρετἄ ς, 222-3;  στε φἄνὁν ε φερεν/Ἑ λλἄ δί, 565-

6), including that which Menelaus might give to Greece by killing Helen (στεφἄ νωσὁν 

Ἑ λλἄ δ᾽, 1030). Odysseus convincing the Greeks to kill Astyanax is also presented in 

terms of victory (νίκἄ ί δ’ Ὀ δυσσευ ς, 721; τὁίἄυ τἄ νίκή σείε τω ν ἄυ τὁυ  περί, 724). Yet 

Helen also claims that she should be crowned for saving Greece (ε χρή ν με στε φἄνὁν 

ε πί  κἄ ρἄ  λἄβεί ν, 937), and that she should have received a ‘victory prize’ instead (ἄ ντί  

νίκήτήρί ων, 963); and her lover Paris had also been crowned in the Alexandros (TrGF 

v, 61d).937 Cassandra’s rhesis turns it upside down: the Trojans have won, and they have 

won a stephanos of glory (στε φἄνὁς ὁυ κ ἄί σχρὁ ς πὁ λεί/κἄλω ς ὁ λε σθἄί, 401-2); she, 

too, should receive a ‘crown’ on her ‘victorious’ head (μή τερ, πυ κἄζε κρἄ τ᾽ ε μὁ ν 

νίκήφὁ ρὁν, 353; cf. 460).938 Finally, stephanos becomes more disturbing when it is 

applied to the death of Astyanax, in the description of his burial on the shield (Ἑ κτὁρὁς 

φί λὁν σἄ κὁς/στεφἄνὁυ , 1222-3), of the towers from which he will fall (βἄί νε 

πἄτρω  ων/πυ ργων ε π᾽ ἄ κρἄς στεφἄ νἄς, 783-4), of the adornments for his corpse 

(πε πλὁίσίν ω ς περίστεί λῃς νεκρὁ ν/στεφἄ νὁίς θ᾽, ὁ σή σὁί δυ νἄμίς, ω ς ε χεί τἄ  σἄ , 1143-

4). Even the corpse of Astyanax can receive the stephanos, and even the corpse itself is 

a stephanos. Crucially, even Athens has been crowned (ὁυ ρἄ νίὁν στε φἄνὁν λίπἄρἄί σί  

⟨τε⟩ κὁ σμὁν Ἀ θἄ νἄίς, 803). More than floating, they become ‘fleeting’ signifiers: each 

character’s claim of victory fleetingly defers the audience’s understanding of who the 

real winner is, just as judgement and responsibility are constantly deferred between 

characters and cannot be ascertained.939 The concept of hierarchy itself becomes 

precarious, as the hierarchy between superior and inferior is shown to be not only 

 
937 Karamanou (2018), 214. 
938 Cf. Scodel (1980), 118: ‘the great examination of victory and defea0t…is the Cassandra 
episode’. 
939 The connection between moral indeterminacy in the Helen debate and Cassandra’s 
questioning of victory was first made by Croally (1994), 159-60 et passim. 



291 
 

arbitrary (i.e., grounded in no moral justification), but the identities of superior and 

inferior are also confused.  

This is anticipated by the part of the play that has paradoxically seemed to provide a 

clear-cut moral resolution of the play, namely the prologue between Athena and 

Poseidon that sanctions the Greeks’ punishment in the future. Yet here Athena’s wrath 

has little to do with the actions of the Greeks in the play (the rape of Cassandra has 

already happened), so that it is not a clear punishment for what we see. And although 

she mentions that she wants the Trojans to rejoice (65-6), the rape of Cassandra is 

particularly hateful to Athena not because of the injustice they commit against the 

Trojan priestess, but because Athena herself and her temples have been insulted (69). 

The instability of Athena’s allegiance, underlined by Poseidon (67-8), but also 

reasserted in Helen’s report of the goddess’ bribe (she was ready to enslave Athenians 

to barbarians) is almost a theological representation on the divine scale of the 

instability of the concept of hierarchy itself,940 of the continous deferral of a ‘winner’ in 

the process of (practical, moral, linguistic, social) hierarchisation.941 

 
940 Cf. Croally (1994), 73: ‘the gods…bring about a certain equivalence between the victors and 
the vanquished’. As Croally also notes, Athena might punish impiety, yet the gods are 
constantly said to have abandoned the Trojans in spite of their pious behaviour towards them 
— and in fact we are witnessing their greatest ally bid farewell to the city, not intervening in 
the events of the play that unfold so tragically for the Trojans. At 23-4, moreover, Poseidon 
stresses that he has been ‘defeated’ by Athena and Hera, and Athena is his ‘enemy’, as she 
explicitly says when entering the stage; but by the end of the scene this tone of defeat 
terminates, with Poseidon now an ally of Pallas in the destruction of the Greeks. In order to 
create this effect, Euripides has innovated by already turning Poseidon from previous enemy 
of the Trojans (as we know from the Iliad) to previous ally, now nostalgic: Kovacs (2018), 122. 
941 One could interpret the prologue to be symbolic of a clear moral resolution (cf. Lefkowitz 
2016, 14-6). But if Athena’s action punishes Greek impiety here and serves as a moral lesson 
(‘worship the gods and heed their commands’), why is the play on Trojan suffering—if Athena 
is not really punishing them for the way they treat Trojans in what we see? This, combined 
with what we hear about the judgement, as well as the problematisation of responsibility (for 
both the Trojans and Helen) hardly seems to work in the direction of a moral lesson of that 
kind. Instead, it emphasises the capriciousness of these gods, which can so easily upturn reality 
and hierarchies (the gods have made the Trojan royalty into slaves and were ready to enslave 
Athenians to barbarians). This does not mean that the portrayal of the gods encourages the 
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The problem, then, is not simply the attainment of a stable, moral truth (which is 

inevitably a matter of hierarchy), but truth in language. The troubling effect of the 

‘semiotic confusion’ we saw in Hecuba is, on a closer look, central to all the trial scenes 

of the trilogy, and it is so here, too, since the chorus underline what they believe is 

Helen’s distortion of the truth through language (πείθω  δίἄφθεί ρὁυσἄ τή σδ’, ε πεί  

λε γεί/ κἄλω ς κἄκὁυ ργὁς ὁυ σἄ· δείνὁ ν ὁυ ν τὁ δε, 967-8). In one remaining fragment of 

Alexandros, too, a character, most likely Paris defending himself, emphasises the 

‘inverse relation between eloquence and justice’ which ‘pervades all three-trial debates 

of this production’ (ἄ νἄξ, δίἄβὁλἄί  δείνὁ ν ἄ νθρω πὁίς κἄκὁ ν·/ἄ γλωσσί ἄ  δε  πὁλλἄ κίς 

λήφθεί ς ἄ νή ρ /δί κἄίἄ λε ξἄς ή σσὁν ευ γλω σσὁυ φε ρεί, TrGF v, 56).942 Above all, this 

connection must have been clear in the second play of the trilogy. 

Although the state of the Palamedes is fragmentary, it is likely that in the case of 

Palamedes the trial must have been one in which Agamemnon’s judgement was wrong 

and unjust, differently from the agon between Helen and Hecuba which we saw being 

obscure not at a character level, but at an audience level. But just as we saw with the 

Hecuba, the obscurities at a character level are also fundamental to the exploration of 

the instability of meaning in language, which is then projected beyond to the audience 

themselves.943 The Palamedes is a particularly important case for understanding the 

intimate interrelationship of semiotic confusion, responsibility, and judgement, since, 

 
audience to disbelieve them; yet they are not guarantors of morality and justice in the same 
way Athena is in Eumenides, and the play does not offer such a neat moral lesson. 
942 Karamanou (2018), 190. 
943 Goff (2009), 54: ‘if all the spectators see is confusion on the part of the characters, how can 
they be sure that they are also not caught up in the dynamic?’. Although Goff’s observation is 
right, this does not mean that the confusion at an audience level is simply triggered by the 
confusion at a character level (for otherwise it would be quite solvable and even ironic). Here, 
the dynamics of the text continuously defer the definition of responsibility, morality, justice, 
victory at the level of the audience. 
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as far as we know, the play hinged on Palamedes qua inventor of writing. Although the 

causes of Odysseus’ envy are unclear, we know with certainty that Odysseus falsely 

accused him of treason by forging letters addressed to Priam. It is a poignant irony that 

the same hero who in the tragedy boasts of having made communication possible is 

undone by its own invention,944 but also one that speaks to the inherent instability of 

that invention.945 In one fragment, Palamedes proudly reminds the Greeks of his 

inventions, including writing; yet he ironically undercuts himself when claiming that ‘a 

tablet does not allow one to lie’, referring specifically to tablets that ‘pass judgement on 

those matters in which men have fallen into bitter strife’ (TrGF v, fr. 578. 8-9).946 Once 

again, the forensic use of language is scrutinised; what is more, this is part of 

Palamedes’ self-defence in his trial, already a forensic situation. But if Phaedra’s letter 

should be understood within the play’s meditation on linguistic confusion,947 here, too, 

the inconsistency of writing seems to have found an equally troubling parallel in the 

semiotic, verbal confusion represented, once again, by Odysseus.948 This was already 

the case in Hecuba, as we saw, but it is also in Troades that Odysseus uses his verbal 

powers to convince the army to sacrifice Astyanax. In Troades, too, like in Hecuba, 

Odysseus’ disturbing eloquence has had effects on the judgement of the Greek army 

(721).  

 
944 Woodford (1994), 165; Collard, Cropp and Gibert (2004), 96. 
945 An invention both fragile and powerful in its purpose: it seems that in the play Oeax, 
Palamedes’ brother, managed to communicate with his distant father Nauplius by writing the 
story of what had happened on oars and entrusting them to the sea, which eventually brought 
them to Nauplius and triggered his vengeful plots: Woodford (1994), 166; Wright (2019), 194. 
This duplicity could be paralleled to Gorgias’ reflection in the Encomium on logos as both 
unstable and powerful: cf. Mourelatos (1987), 156-7 et passim, who gives a different 
interpretation of Gorgias’ language theory by focusing on his emphasis on power. 
946 Jenkins (2005), 43. 
947 Collard, Cropp and Gibert (2004), 96 make the connection. 
948 Cf. Jenkins (2005), 45 on Euripides’ Palamedes: ‘Euripides is fascinated (as Derrida after 
him) by the intrinsic lability of the sign, and each critic dissects his respective story to prove 
the mutability of the written word in its broader semantic context’. 
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Here, it is impossible to not see the shadow of Gorgias, although scholars have 

repeatedly tried to disprove a connection between Troades and the sophist.949 Both The 

Defence of Palamedes (DK 82 B11a) and the Encomium of Helen (DK 82 B11) revolve 

around the issue of responsibility and guilt, as in the two plays that make up the 

trilogy:950 for instance, in Troades Helen uses the Gorgianic arguments that it was 

decided by the gods that she would be given to Paris, that Paris married her by force, 

and that love is a force that cannot be resisted, which impairs and problematises the 

notion of agency.951 Both these demonstrations of rhetorical ability are, indeed, 

connected to the problem of linguistic instability. The connection between Helen’s 

defence and Gorgias’ philosophical production, in fact, can be seen to lie precisely on 

that point. It is tantalising to connect, as many have done, the meditation on language 

in the Encomium to On Not Being, in which Gorgias claimed in clear polemic with 

Parmenides that nothing exists, that if something exists, it cannot be known; and even 

if it can be known, it cannot be communicated (DK 82 B3).952 The Encomium seems to 

advance on this point: ‘language cannot really be a matter of conveying to others either 

what we think or the objects we perceive in the world’.953 Even if the piece is a paignion, 

as Gorgias says, it is an exercise that shows how language can trouble one’s 

understanding of responsibility and moral assessment,954 all while throwing 

substantial shadow on the validity of the gendered norms that Helen is expected to 

 
949 Scodel (1980), 90 n. 26; Lloyd (1992), 100-1. 
950 Cf. Lauriola (2015), 49-50, considering responsibility the crucial issue in Troades. 
951 Croally (1994), 155.  
952 Scodel (1980), 100. Cf. Croally (1994), 227. Cf. Rodriguez (2023), 205 on the polemical 
relationship with Parmenides; cf. Wohl (2025), 22 on the problematic relationship between 
language and ontology already in Parmenides. 
953 Barney (2016), 22-3; Bonazzi (2023), 189. For the Encomium as a defence of rhetoric, cf. 
Poulakos (1983). 
954 Barney (2016), 12: ‘this argument about the powers of logos is usually found quite 
unpersuasive […]. Gorgias knows perfectly well that we standardly praise and blame people 
for actions performed because of persuasion […]. He is arguing that we are wrong’. 
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comply with.955 If the archetypal adulteress can be plausibly pardoned,956 then a space 

opens up for a problematisation of fixed gender norms (not that Gorgias specifically 

intended to open it up); the type of move that Euripides seems to effect with 

Andromache and, indeed, Helen.957 Both Gorgias’ and Euripides’ Palamedes expose the 

deceptiveness of appearances, with Gorgias’ character calling opinion ‘the most 

untrusworthy of things’, in contrast with knowledge (DK 82 B11a 24).958 Yet in both 

cases it does not follow that there is a ‘knowledge’ we should seek, dispelling ‘opinion’, 

in a Parmenidean sense: the Encomium seems rather to suggest that the emphasis is on 

the impossibility of knowledge.959 Regardless of whether Euripides was indeed 

reflecting Gorgias directly, this preoccupation of the effect of language on responsibility, 

moral judgement, and specifically judicial truth is inherently sophistic.960 This deeply 

sophistic problematisation of language qua epistemological and moral instrument, 

which can be found at large in the corpus of sophistic thought, makes definition 

particularly difficult, and it opens a rift within commonly accepted ‘reality’ in a way that 

receives no healing and that makes Euripides’ tragedy critical. To understand how 

Troades remains critical and radically different from previous tragedy, it is time to 

 
955 Gorgias is misleading in presenting Helen’s guilt as commonly accepted before him, but that 
serves his aims. See supra, sec. 3.3, p. 262 with footnotes. 
956 Cf. Gagarin (2001), 286: the Helen argument in Gorgias was probably unconvincing to a 
Greek audience, yet the point is making it plausible, so as to ‘open up new ways in which to 
think about language, emotion, causation, and responsibility’. Cf. also Versényi (1963), 44. 
957 Cf. Goldhill (2023), 287. 
958 The deceptiveness of appearances is crucial to the Helen: Wright (2006), 41 notes that the 
emphasis remains on epistemological confusion, and that this confusion is projected onto the 
audience, not simply contained at a character level. 
959 Cf. Rodriguez (2023), 221. 
960 One could compare the way in which the discussion of sophistic rhetoric at Pl. Grg. 459c-
461b turns to the relationship between rhetoric, morality, and justice (and at 480a-481b): cf. 
Bons (2006), 37; Bonazzi (2023), 196 on Antiphon. Lampe (2020), 117: ‘the examples of 
Gorgias, Antisthenes, Alcidamas and Antiphon show that jury trial occupied a privileged 
location in sophistic imagination’. Antiphon, in general, can be said to bring the issue of 
responsibility into the Athenian court: cf. Innes (1991), 222. The problematisation of ‘justice’ 
in reference to a juridical context also occurs in Antiphon’s philosophical work On Truth: 
Gagarin (2002), 74-5.  
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enlarge the analysis of this difference to all three plays. Yet in returning to Troades, 

some aspects of this play’s radical openness will finally appear, and with some 

important hermeneutic implications that apply to all three tragedies. 

3.6 Troades, the Trojan Plays, and the (Re-)Opening of Reality 

3.6.1 Re-Opening Tragedy 

Troades, as well as Andromache and Hecuba, are open plays. I have mentioned Eco’s 

understanding of it, yet a way to express such openness in its interconnection with 

previous tragedy is through the concept of ‘negative dialectic’ elaborated by 

philosopher Theodor Adorno. Although Adorno writes specifically within and about a 

capitalistic, modern world, a negative dialectic can be characterised as a theoretical 

procedure, a philosophical enterprise that is timeless and unbound to a specific 

historical circumstance. A negative dialectic, to put it simplistically, is a dialectical 

movement that primarily aims at showing the fractures within reality, and especially 

the rifts within the ‘concept’ itself. To Adorno, the proton pseudos of Western 

philosophy is indeed the concept of the concept itself, that is the belief in a stable, 

unitarian identity of the concept.961 This, Adorno variously argues, corresponds to a 

dangerous erasure of contradiction, the aspects that contradict and deny the identity 

of the concept. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno clarifies how this erasure of 

contradiction results in a form of identity-thinking that corresponds in the capitalist, 

modern world not simply to a lie, a pseudos, but to concrete forms of violence and 

reification.962  

 
961 Petrucciani (2007), 91-2. 
962 Held (1991), 189. 
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In this context, the elaboration of a negative dialectic corresponds instead to the need 

of exposing the rifts within the concept. A negative dialectic is a theoretical project 

aimed at putting under pressure the acceptance of identity-thinking, and it does so by 

showing the contradictions ‘not simply between concepts, but also within concepts 

themselves’.963 The promise of a negative dialectic, then, is not really the establishment 

of a new form of truth. Rather, it is a form of ‘critical thought oriented towards the non-

identical’, towards complicating definitions and categories of identity. It aims not at 

‘ordering and classifying, establishing causal connections that allow us to operate and 

manipulate, but rather at highlighting the rifts, the contradictions of reality, the disquiet 

and instability that make it precarious, and so at keeping open the possibility of an 

awareness that a different reality is possible, and that towards this [sc. different reality] 

the unreconciled contradictions tend’. 964 

Attic tragedy works through crisis: it is precisely the rupture of the unity, often 

triggered by the ‘Other’ (women or foreigners), that causes tragedy. Yet what changes 

between plays is how they use this crisis as a way either to fundamentally reconstitute 

‘normal’ reality or to shed light on the radical instability and arbitrariness of reality. 

Although Aeschylus’ oeuvre, then, springs from the crisis of institutions, practices, and 

hierarchies, it also works towards its resolution in a way that resolves — or attempts 

to resolve — contradictions by reasserting stability — in terms of language, sexuality, 

narrative, to say it with Goldhill; or in terms of concept, identity-thinking, and reality, 

 
963 Adorno (2008), 2, 7. 
964 Petrucciani (2007), 99. I am aware of the tension between the Adornian lens and the 
otherwise deconstructive account given of Euripidean tragedy. Adorno and Derrida pursue 
different philosophical projects, yet what interests me is their shared critique of what is 
commonly perceived as objective, immediate, and real: cf. Terzi (2016), 203-23. In any case, I 
summon neither Adorno nor Derrida in a strict methodological sense, and so it is possible to 
place them in dialogue through Euripides. 
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to say it with Adorno. But Euripides’ take on Aeschylus attacks precisely the 

reconciliation that Aeschylus attempts and the stability he proposes.965 In terms of 

language, the worlds of the Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades emphasise the rift 

between signifier and signified, both in terms of language and in terms of appearance. 

This problem of definition, which seemed sorted in the Eumenides through the 

definition of justice, comes back on stage to affect the definition of justice and morality. 

This complicates, and ultimately defers, the process of determining who is right and 

who is wrong—most evidently, in the complex moral situation of Hecuba’s revenge in 

Hecuba and in the matter of the responsibility for the Trojan war in Troades. And finally, 

since this stability was founded in Aeschylus on the ‘identity-thinking’ that resulted 

from the differentiation between genders and the silencing of the female, Euripides re-

opens the problem of social hierarchies, challenging not only the silencing and erasure 

of the Other from the political world and their inferiority, but also the fundamental 

instability of concepts per se, the complication and deferral of their definition. One 

better comes to understand the process of reversal effected in all these three tragedies: 

they do not reverse the identities and moral expectations connected to these identities 

per se, nor do they claim to expose a ‘more accurate’ form of reality. Rather, in reversing 

normality and in suggesting that this might be ‘more accurate’, there is a form of 

suspension of belief, a critical drive, a negative dialectic that serves to put into question 

the viability, veracity and stability of reality itself.  

 
965 Compare Adorno’s attack on Hegel’s synthesis: cf. Held (1991), 192. In Rose’s account of the 
possible responses to dominant ideology, these plays would fall in the approach that he 
categorises as promoting a ‘radical ideology’, that is the approach that responds ‘with 
categorical negation of the assumptions of the status quo’ (Rose 1997, 162). Cf. Parkin (1971), 
97-102. 
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In his engagement with the Atreid saga in Orestes, Electra, Iphigenia in Tauris, and 

Iphigenia in Aulis, too, Euripides seems to emphasise Clytemnestra’s womanhood and 

motherhood almost as if they were a critical response to the solution offered by the 

Eumenides. In IA, for instance, Euripides’ Clytemnestra has been designed precisely to 

turn from chaste, compliant, silent wife, to transgressive and verbally defiant.966 This, 

however, is more than simply a return to the transgressive Aeschylean Clytemnestra: 

Euripides has taken care to divert from tradition and present Agamemnon in the worst 

possible light. We hear of how he killed Clytemnestra’s previous husband as well as her 

previous baby, and how now she will not be compliant anymore if Iphigenia is 

sacrificed.967 Rather than simply furnishing the genealogy of a monster, Euripides’ 

Clytemnestra problematises the idea that women should be silent, and that the 

mother’s authority should be valued less than the father’s.968  

In Euripides’ Electra, too, gender structures are eroded not simply at the level of plot, 

but more deeply destabilised.969 First, Clytemnestra’s speech, like in IA, emphasises the 

disparity of power and treatment between mother and father, wife and husband, but 

also male child and female child (what would Agamemnon have said, had she killed 

Orestes?). Second, as noted by Rehm, Euripides emphasises Clytemnestra’s 

motherhood almost obsessively in the play;970 and if the Oresteia gradually devalued 

her as a mother, for example in her treatment of Electra in Libation Bearers, Euripides’ 

Clytemnestra instead seems designed to be more merciful toward Electra and to even 

show some sort of ‘grand-maternal instincts’.971 Third, the agon between Electra and 

 
966 Synodinou (2020), 248-53; Citti (1979), 129. 
967 Synodinou (2020), 251; Citti (1979), 129. 
968 Synodinou (2020), 252-3. 
969 For the specific Aeschylean echoes, cf. Cropp (1988), xxxvii. 
970 Rehm (2020), 98. 
971 Rehm (2020), 99. Cf. Barrett (2020), 292. 
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Clytemnestra — the only other agon in extant tragedy between two women besides 

that of Andromache and Hermione, and that of Helen and Hecuba — also seems to 

reassert gender norms through Electra by presenting one ‘good’ woman and one ‘bad’ 

woman to then undercut it through the problematic masculinity of Electra.972  

Finally, in Orestes one of the most explicit echoes of Eumenides is indeed constituted by 

the infamous Apollonian argument on the inferiority of the mother: Orestes tries to use 

it again to persuade Tyndareus, but this time the argument fails,973 and so does his 

argument that he was protecting nomos by killing his mother (932-42). Fast forward 

and Orestes congratulates Electra on devising their murderous plan and says she has 

‘acquired a man’s mind’ (1204-5), in contrast with the opening scenes in which Orestes 

had asked her to be different in behaviour from Clytemnestra and Helen: ‘now Orestes 

unwittingly congratulates her for becoming an Aeschylean Clytemnestra’.974 Once again, 

this does not mean that Aeschylus’ portrayal was not nuanced: there is much in the 

trilogy, especially in the Agamemnon, that would seem to represent and even favour 

Clytemnestra’s claims to justice and her position as a woman. Yet the drive of the trilogy 

works towards its solution, and its solution implies a hierarchisation that needs her 

silencing. In contrast to it, Troades not only victimises women and mothers to an 

extreme extent (indeed, such victimisation and the complementary pity would be 

innocuous and even conservative by itself);975 but Cassandra’s alternative reality in 

 
972 Rehm (2020), 94; Barrett (2020), 292. 
973 Torrance (2013), 49. 
974 Torrance (2013), 53. Cf. Synodinou (1988), 317. Cf. also Wohl (2015), 125 on Orestes’ 
declaration that ‘he will never tire of killing evil women’: ‘with each iteration—Clytemnestra, 
Helen, Hermione—the woman’s evil becomes less apparent and her killing less just’. 
975 Cf. Citti (1991), 88 is right: just because the Trojan women are victimised and sympathetic, 
it does not mean that slavery as an institution is called into question. Yet the thematic 
explorations and ironies of slavery vis-à-vis nobility problematise Citti’s view that it is not 
called into question. Cf. instead Loraux (2002), 50-3. 
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Euripides foreshadows the events of the trilogy while retrospectively (or prospectively) 

deconstructing the order that inhered to it and that it enacted.  

Here, and in the other two plays, the Euripidean engagement with Aeschylus shows a 

specific interest in undoing this process of social hierarchisation, and to undo it through 

an enlarged conception of the social constituted by an enmeshment of intersecting 

hierarchies; yet this move has concomitant effects on spheres of the play’s concern that 

are not strictly social, and that yet we can now see are also ‘ideologically’ oriented. This 

does not mean that these three plays, or the Oresteia, are merely constructed according 

to a specific ideological drive, and that the ‘other’ concerns of the play follow it. But it 

does mean that concerns both aesthetic and of non-strictly ideological content can be 

seen as contributing to and co-constitutive of the ideological rupture of the text, and 

this drive of ideological rupture of the text can be seen to be not only contained, but 

also produced by the presence of those concerns. They are, in other words, co-

constituted, inseparable—perhaps even enmeshed. 

3.6.2 Re-Opening Ideology 

The contextualisation of Euripidean criticism as a fracturing of ‘reality’ allows us to 

understand the ideological dialectical movement these three tragedies enact without 

reducing the text to mere ideology. If this critical gesture operates a ‘negative dialectic’ 

of Aeschylus’ oeuvre and his contemporary world altogether, and exposes the rifts of 

reality, it necessarily must be larger than the critique of oppressions and it must involve 

a series of factors that cannot be understood as merely social. Yet this movement itself 

is ideological inasmuch as it necessarily opens up an imaginative space for those 

oppressed by suspending what counts as ‘natural’, ‘realistic’, or even ‘real’—and not 

merely by envisioning the disruption of such hierarchies as a temporary transgression 
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of the norm. The notorious Euripidean ‘realism’,976 thus understood, appears to 

radically question accepted reality itself — for ‘realism can only be threatened if it is 

shown to be in some way inconsistent or untenable; if… ‘realism’ turns out to be 

nothing of the sort’.977 As such, this process fundamentally hinges on a deconstruction 

of both social domination and hierarchy itself as an organising principle of reality. 

It is through this frame that we can look with fresh eyes at Troades (but also 

Andromache and Hecuba) in the context of the long-lived debate on their connection to 

war. Troades was produced in 415, at the height of Athenian imperial expansion in the 

Aegean, and since antiquity the particularly horrifying, apocalyptic depiction of war in 

the play has appeared to comment negatively on the imperial project. An old, historicist, 

but still commonly held position is that Troades reflects, responds, and even denounces 

the atrocities committed that same year by Athens in Melos. There, too, the entire male 

population of the island had been killed, and women and children had been enslaved. 

An equally old scholarly tradition has fiercely put this into question, and recently 

Kovacs’ edition of Troades appears to have pronounced the final word on the topic: 

Melos fell mid-December and Euripides must have had the trilogy ready before then.978 

Additionally, there are other elements that Kovacs takes to disprove the view of Troades 

as a critical drama (that is, critical of Athenian imperialism).979 It is not my intention to 

 
976 Cf. Michelakis (2013), 50-1. Arnott (1996), 116 interprets it as a potentially iconoclastic 
gesture, yet in the sense that it is closer to the common details of reality. This tradition of 
viewing Euripides as ‘realistic’ can be traced back as early as Ar. Ran. 959-60. Cf. Barrett (2020), 
280-4. 
977 Fisher (2009), 16. Fisher is speaking about ‘capitalist realism’. By his own admission, he is 
inspired by the Lacanian conception of the Real (that which ‘ideological’ reality must suppress) 
and Žižek’s reformulation of it. Cf. Kornbluh (2019), 72. 
978 Kovacs (2018), 8-9 et passim. 
979 The problems with Kovacs’ argument are multiple, but two seem to me to be particularly 
important. First, one artwork does not need to be explicitly critical in order for it to be so 
ideologically (and, in fact, Adorno would argue that autonomous art, capable of being really 
critical, is not even intentionally critical in its content). This also squares well with the idea, 
that Kovacs raises as an objection, that Euripides needed the support of the city to stage his 
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summarise the debate, nor to claim that Kovacs is wrong; in fact, it would be hard to 

believe now in a one-to-one historicist correspondence between Troy and Melos.980 

And yet, Troades does not have to directly reflect Melos in any direct, one-to-one 

connection in order for it to be raising deep, troubling questions on Athenian foreign 

policy.981 The issue here is that a strictly historicist refutation does not account for the 

other ways in which a text can both reflect the circumstances of its time982 and 

contribute to the cultural production of the period.983 There is, quite simply, little basis 

for Kovacs’ ‘total’ refutation in light of the play’s constant questioning: how can an anti-

hierarchical conceptualisation of existence be categorically excluded from resonating 

with an audience that was both historically in the midst of war and culturally prompted 

to rethink the nature of power by the advent of sophistic thought? Regardless of 

Euripides’ intention—which might as well be coinciding with the play’s ideological 

 
plays, and explicit critique would have been counterproductive. What is more, comedies like 
Acharnians, which was extremely critical of the city and yet won first prize, seem to disprove 
Kovacs’ absolute conviction: cf. Olson (2002), li. Second, Kovacs summons the idea that most 
Athenian sources seem to be accepting of the practice of enslavement in war and in general of 
the violent treatment of the defeated. Yet this seems to me to create a circular argument in 
which Euripides must be necessarily compliant because the ideological drive of the sources on 
this matter is consistent. But this is precisely how ideology works everywhere, in all historical 
periods—by being hegemonic. This is potentially a dangerous argument, as it both accepts a 
view of ‘ideology’ as monolithic and unbreakable and reifies and ‘others’ a conception of 
‘ancient’ ideology as uncontested, attributing implicitly an incapacity of critical thought to the 
ancient world. Cf. Griffin (1998), 49 with Goldhill (2000), 40.  
980 Mills (2020), 880-1 notes again the unlikely chronology, with Van Erp Taalman Kip (1987); 
Poe (2020), 256-7. 
981 Poe (2020), 257; Rosenbloom (2006); Saïd (1998), 284; Citti (1991), 82. Mills (2020), 881 
argues that the play certainly condemns war, but that it does not follow that Athens is the 
target: the target might as well be Sparta’s treatment of Plataea (with Roisman 1987, 46-7). 
And yet this view does not account for the more disturbing presence of Athens in these plays 
(for instance, the sons of Theseus in Hecuba, or the ode to Telamon in Troades), the presence 
of anachronistic language that points to the Athenian institutions, and it also seems to too 
categorically exclude the possibility that the audience might see their city reflected in the role 
of the abusers, rather than the victims. Cf. Rabinowitz (2017), 202-5. 
982 Rabinowitz (2008), 50 admits that Melos was probably on the audience’s minds but sees 
Troades as ambiguous. Cf. Saïd (1998), 278-9 for a review of previous, now outdated, readings 
of tragedy as reflecting political events stricto sensu. 
983 Wohl (2015), 120. This an idea also present in Jameson: cf. Jameson (1981), 76 with Levine 
(2006), 625. 
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movement, the point here is that Troades’ clever manipulation of forms, its subtle 

questioning and queering of time, narrative, reality, language and society is more likely 

to have put into question, rather than to have left intact, the extraliterary project of 

domination of the Athenians in the Aegean—just as much as it puts into question any 

other project of domination.  

 Once again, sophistic thought plays a crucial role in Troades and these plays’ ideas on 

power, and its echoes on this aspect fundamentally prompt us to rethink these play’s 

relationship with ideas of domination.984 Constantly, in contemporary fifth-century 

literature, sophistic debates on morality are presented by our sources as hinging on the 

question of power,985 and on what someone who is in a position of power, either 

contextual or natural, should do with that power.986 We have already seen how Pindar’s 

maxim on nomos basileus, which echoes in Hecuba’s words, was appropriated by 

Callicles’ understanding of nomos as the right of the stronger. There, interestingly, 

Callicles means ‘strong’ specifically in a social sense, alluding to the ‘strong’ members 

of society. What is more, in that passage Callicles constantly invokes the metaphor of 

the slave, defining those powerful members of society fettered by ideals of isonomia as 

‘enslaved’ by the many who are weak — an idea that echoes with Menelaus’ retort 

against Tyndareus at Or. 488 that adhering to nomoi is a form of compulsion, and any 

form of compulsion, ‘according to some wise men’, is a form of slavery.987 Similar is 

 
984 Cf. Hoffer (1996), 290; Allan (1999/2000), 151 et passim on sophistic ideas on power and 
Euripides’ Children of Heracles and Suppliant Women. 
985 The only exstant logos attributed to the Sicilian founders of rhetoric, Corax and Tisias, 
indeed hinges on a dispute between a weak man and a strong man, with both deploying 
strength as the main concept of their arguments from probability (Arist. Rh. 2.24.11, 140217-
28): Gagarin (2001), 282. Cf. also Pl. Prt. 350d-351a. 
986 Note the way in which Gorgias in Plato (Grg. 456b-457c) defines sophistic rhetoric as the 
supreme power encompassing all existent powers (ἁπάσἄς τὰς δυνάμείς συλλἄβὁῦσἄ ὑφ’ 
ἀὑτῃ  ἔχεί, 456b). 
987 Helen, moreover, who voices in Troades her related argument that she was compelled by a 
stronger force than her, and therefore was enslaved, is clearly sophistic if not Gorgianic; she 
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Thrasymachus’ sophistic thesis in book I of the Republic (338c-344c), according to 

which justice corresponds to what the stronger members of the society, the rulers, 

constitute as ‘just’ for their own advantage. Again, when Thrasymachus radicalises his 

argument to the extreme, he argues that the most blessed individual is the tyrant. Here, 

as we saw also in Andromache, the polar opposite of the tyrant is the citizens that he 

enslaves, indeed called slaves by Thrasymachus (ε πείδἄ ν δε  τίς πρὁ ς τὁί ς τω ν πὁλίτω ν 

χρή μἄσίν κἄί  ἄυ τὁυ ς ἄ νδρἄπὁδίσἄ μενὁς δὁυλω σήτἄί, 344b).988 The slave does not 

correspond to the strongest members of society, but to the weakest. In the second book 

of the Republic, Glaucon takes a somewhat different stance by imagining the laws as a 

social contract established between men. Yet anyone, he argues, would choose to 

damage others if that implied a benefit to themselves, and if they had the power to do 

it: it is only the ‘violence’ of nomos that compels men to adhere to principles of equality 

(νὁ μω  δε  βί ἄ  πἄρἄ γετἄί ε πί  τή ν τὁυ  ί σὁυ τίμή ν, 359c).989 Of course, there are plenty of 

overlaps here that can be traced with debates in Thucydides, such as the Mytilenaean 

or indeed the Melian one,990 in which Athenian domination is described precisely in 

these terms, as carrying out a type of Realpolitik that is deeply entrenched in sophistic 

terms in the right of the stronger.991 And Athens could be described as a tyrannos (Thuc. 

1.124.3, 2.63.2, 3.37.1, 6.85.1).992 And yet one does not need to argue for a connection 

 
equally makes constant use of notions of power and strength (ὁὐχὶ μίκρὰν θεὸν, 940; Δίὸς 
κρείσσων, 948; κράτὁς, 949; δὁῦλὁς, 950; θεῶν κρἄτεῖν, 964). 
988 Cf. Lycus at HF 250-1: μεμνήσεσθε δὲ/δὁῦλὁί γεγῶτες τῆς ἐμῆς τυρἄννίδὁς. 
989 This is a sophistic idea that was anticipated by Antiphon’s argument that serving one’s 
interest is always best, and that one should obey the laws only in the presence of witnesses if 
complying with law implied one’s disadvantage (DK 87 B44A). Instead, those who are just in 
the conventional sense most of the time are fated to ruin. As Pendrick (2001), 64-5 notes, the 
difference is that Antiphon does not explicitly focus on the right of the stronger. Cf. Balla 
(2023), 244. 
990 Goldhill (2023), 290; Rosenbloom (2011b), 256-7. MacLeod (1983), 154-6 compares the 
Hecuba and the Melian and Plataean dialogues. 
991 Thomas (2006), 90 with some important nuancing.  
992 Low (2023), 154-5; Carter (2004), 16; Rosenbloom (2006), 259.  
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between them to see that the ideological movement of Troades, Hecuba, and 

Andromache inevitably puts into question the legitimisation of any form of domination 

and that it constantly puts pressure on commonly accepted reality.993 What is more, 

this process of questioning, which might appear anti-sophistic, is paradoxically 

articulated in language that is clearly sophistic.  

It is important to note, additionally, that the plays constantly suggest an identification 

between the mythical Greek masters of these plays and the Athenians, for instance 

when the two sons of Theseus argue ‘like sophists’ in favour of the sacrifice of Polyxena; 

when the proceedings of the Greek assembly in both Hecuba and Troades take on 

Athenian anachronistic elements; when in Troades Hecuba gratuitously argues that the 

gods would have never risked enslaving the Athenians, specifically; when, in the second 

stasimon of Troades, the chorus mentions ‘shining’ Athens (802), its ‘sacred hill’ (801) 

and the myth of Athena’s gift of the ‘grey olive’ (801-3) and yet does so while addressing 

Salaminian Telamon as the first Greek to have sacked Troy, with Heracles.994 What is 

more, the extremely disturbing portrayal of Athena in Troades — which one could see 

complementing and contrasting that of Eumenides — can hardly support the view that 

she appears here to praise Athens through her demonstration of ‘courage in war and 

the cultivation of civic values’.995 These elements suggest that it is not tenable to believe, 

at least for these plays, that the Athenian spectators are meant to understand, through 

distance and difference, that ‘progress has been made’ — for these plays constantly 

 
993 This is similar to the notion of ideology put forth by Hoffer (1996), 289-90, who yet argues 
that Euripides reconfirms this ideology. 
994 Wohl (2015), 47; Barlow (1986), 199: ‘such an image [sc. celebratory and serene, of Athens] 
in conjunction with the picture of their great hero Heracles would have brought pleasure and 
pride to the audience, but as the ode unfolded it would also have brought a new perspective’. 
995 Lefkowitz (2016), 77. Even Lefkowitz, who takes Athena to uncompromisingly stand for the 
‘celebration of Athens’, admits that the Athena of Troades is particularly ruthless.  
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gesture towards types of practice, normality, and reality that sound all too 

contemporary and Athenian to dismiss as examples of a flawed mythical past.996 The 

teleology of progress, above all things, is the first to be impaired by the critical 

movement of these Trojan plays.  

The opening up of a critical space for Athens necessarily prompts reflection on the view 

that these three plays are simply anti-Spartan pamphlets and celebrations of Athens.997 

Superficially, all three certaintly contain an exaggerate amount of ‘vitriol’ against 

Laconic characters,998 and there can be hardly any doubt that many would have found 

pleasing to hear Andromache’s tirade against Sparta in Andromache or to find their 

stereotypes on Spartan women reconfirmed in Troades.999 Equally significant is the 

chorus’ wish in both Hecuba and Troades to be slaves in Attica but never in Sparta (Tro. 

208-13; Hec. 466-74).1000 Yet a closer look at the plays — one that goes beyond the 

simple citation of selected statements made at character level — allows us to see them 

as able to also reflect critically on Athens and as sceptical of any moral hierarchy, no 

less those that derive from war, the ultimate test of superiority;1001 sceptical of any 

straightforward ordering of right and wrong. If the sympathetic Trojans can also stand 

for the Athenians, thus further delineating the shadow of the vile Spartan enemy,1002 

 
996 I am referring to the argument put forth by Allan and Kelly (2013), 115, also partially dealt 
with in a footnote above (see supra, sec. 1.1.2, p. 52). Cf. the summary of the argument at 100-
1: ‘for tragedy addresses current issues using an imaginary world of the past which is 
systematically and pervasively unlike that of the audience, and does so in a way that often 
confirms the validity of contemporary Athenian norms’. Cf. Rabinowitz (2008), 54 and Segal 
(1986), 67 on the interplay of distance and identification. 
997 Centanni (2011), 40-1; Mills (2020), 879-80; Stavrinou (2016), 1. Cf. Kitto (1961), 230 on 
the Andromache: ‘not incidentally, but fundamentally, a violent attack on the Spartan mind’. 
998 Hall (1989), 215. Cf. Battezzato (1999-2000), 358-9; Stavrinou (2016), 3: ‘Euripides 
establishes Sparta as a repository of perverted values’. 
999 Roisman (2022), 50. Cf. Citti (1979), 148-9. For an overview of the anti-Spartan patina of 
Troades, cf. Mills (2020), 881.  
1000 Ambühl (2010), 115; Battezzato (2016), 141-2. Cf. Rabinowitz (2008), 52. 
1001 Havelock (1972), 71; Croally (1994), 50. 
1002 Hall (1989), 214. 
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they are the same Trojan women who imagine and empathise with the tears of a 

Spartan woman who cries by the Eurotas (Hec. 650-7).1003 If Thebes symbolically 

appeared to be an anti-Athens, Zeitlin notes how Troy instead seems to be ‘the 

conscience of Hellas, a site for looking inwards, for the self-examination of values’;1004 

a place that not so much catalyses the celebration of potential victory or explores the 

disaster of potential defeat, as it enacts ‘the continual interrogation of the ruinous 

effects upon victor and vanquished alike’.1005 

As we have already seen, Euripides’ use of sophistic thought is contradictory, and this 

is important particularly in the wake of the renewed debate in the relationship between 

Euripidean tragedy and the sophists. As Allan has it, ‘Euripides was neither a follower 

nor an opponent of any individual sophist, but a powerful and penetrating thinker who 

explored contemporary ideas in an individual way’.1006 The universe of these three 

plays is terrifying: not only are fundamental certainties destabilised, but the violence 

that springs from the rupture of these conventions is both liberatory and extremely 

frightening. Hecuba in her eponymous play has our sympathy (and presumably that of 

the majority of the audience) when she argues that nomos should be respected, and 

that if it is not respected it is impossible for humans to distinguish good from bad. Yet 

the text of the tragedy first undercuts her by imbuing her words with the echoes of 

sophistic thoughts on the relativity of nomos, and then simply proves her wrong.1007 

Her final revenge both gathers our sympathy and alienates us, and it both opens up a 

 
1003 Cf. Battezzato (2016), 150; Di Benedetto (1971), 139. 
1004 Zeitlin (2009), 684. Cf. Goldhill (2006b), 333. 
1005 Zeitlin (2009), 694. Cf. Amerasinghe (1973), 103. Athenians as early as 425 were perfectly 
capable of having a nuanced position on the war: one only needs to think of Dicaeopolis at Ar. 
Ach. 497-556: Olson (2002), xli. 
1006 Allan (1999/2000), 145. 
1007 This is very similar to what Allan (1999/2000), 154 observes on the Suppliant Women. 
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space for liberatory, emancipatory rebellion as it exposes its terrifying nature — a 

complexity that contradicts the notion recently advanced of Euripides as, in some ways, 

anti-sophistic.1008 Nevertheless, this space has been opened, there and in the 

Andromache, where similar thoughts on the problems introduced by sophistic rhetoric 

in the city resound with Hecuba’s denounciation of Odysseus’ and Polymestor’s 

sophistry.1009 On one side, the deceptive Orestes and Menelaus of the play attract our 

antipathy, and so what they represent. On the other, the sophe Andromache that speaks 

against Hermione’s chauvinism (σὁφή  σὁφή  συ , 245)1010 is simply presented as right 

in the same way Dionysus is when he is also ridiculed by Pentheus as sophos in Bacchae 

(σὁφὁ ς σὁφὁ ς συ , 655);1011 the tragedy allows us to raise our eyebrows at the idea that 

Andromache and Molossus are simply slaves and uses the nomos-physis antithesis to 

question this;1012 the complication of virtue, articulated through the ironic 

problematisation of Andromache’s views on female virtue, is an important, critical 

component of the play’s reflection that seems to be vindicated. Perhaps ever more 

powerfully, Troades’ apocalypse confuses ‘us’ through a Gorgianic destabilisation of 

 
1008 Lefkowitz (2016), 24-48 et passim has expressed this view, noting that sophistic references 
can be explained by the assumption that Euripides simply wanted his characters to express 
themselves in contemporary fashion; in many instances, Lefkowitz argues, characters who 
voice sophistic ideas are proved wrong by the end of the tragedy (specifically, on matters 
relating to the gods). And yet both views seem to me to not fully grasp the complexity of the 
use of sophistic ideas in Euripides. 
1009 What is more, it is possible to argue that the sophists already disapproved of rhetoric as 
deceptive or ineffectual, and that they did not conceive persuasion as the goal of their speeches 
and antilogies; yet they still used it to raise questions on ‘major intellectual issues of the day’: 
Gagarin (2001), 289-90. This would be closer to my view of Euripides’ use of sophistic rhetoric.  
1010 Allan (2000), 125. 
1011 Admittedly, the complication of σὁφίἄ as ‘wisdom’, in general, is a major theme of the 
Bacchae. Yet both Hermione and Pentheus intend to accuse their opponents here specifically 
of ‘rhetorical trickery’ (Allan and Swift 2024, 199), i.e., sophistry. Interestingly, both 
Andromache and Dionysus oppose Greek ethnocentrism, and both appear to be physically 
bound and are eventually freed (cf. Andr. 720 and Bacch. 615-21, 1017-9, 1215, 1278). 
1012 Vester (2009), 297. Cf. Citti (1979), 205. 
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language and responsibility.1013 This appears as terrifying, especially when this 

responsibility is sought for in the wake of extreme violence and destruction, and 

especially for an audience experiencing an exhausting war. And yet the play equally 

asks us to sit with the uncertainty, to reject simple solutions, to refute easy 

schematisations that inevitably terminate with inconsistent hierarchies of good and 

bad. Troades’ ‘apocalypse’ both laments the crisis and enacts the crisis through its very 

act of communal mourning.1014 

Understanding these plays as contesting domination allows us to requalify both the 

need to speak of hierarchies and the definition of ‘ideology’ and ‘ideological’ so far 

implied. Although scholars have repeatedly, since Vernant, analysed tragedy’s 

controversial exploration of dichotomical categories of identity, requalifying these 

plays’ concerns with polarities as explorations of hierarchies allows us not to lose sight 

of the problem of power and domination. In this regard, I differ from Segal’s 

structuralist understanding of tragedy as negotiating mutually sustaining cultural 

codes in the creation of civilisation, which seems to me to sideline the role of ideology 

as a system of power and to risk universalising those categories as essential to 

civilisation:1015 in my understanding, it is not the ideology of the polis that inserts itself 

into an anthropological grid of essential structures, but a more reciprocal, if 

undefinable, process of sustainment between an atavic tendency to dichotomise and 

 
1013 By the use of ‘us’, I intend to stress that I am not reading affect (or the other ‘forms’ of the 
text) simply in an historicised way, as Felski has accused scholars of affect of doing: Felski 
(2020), 139. 
1014 This is similar to what Rosenbloom (2006), 271 has argued, albeit from a different 
perspective. 
1015 In particular, in the introduction to Segal (1999). While I speak of ideology as a system of 
domination, for instance, Segal (1986), 52 speaks of a ‘complex network of interrelated 
symbols, patterns, and structures that encode the values of the culture’. Cf. Goldhill (2006b), 
336. 



311 
 

hierarchise and the ideological discourses of power of the city.1016 But I also differ from 

Croally’s understanding of ideology as explained in his analysis of Troades: the play, as 

he has it, explores ‘the authoritative self-definition of the Athenian citizen’. In particular, 

Croally argues that through the questioning of the polarities that constituted the 

identity of the Athenian citizen (male, free, Greek, human) the ideology of self-

definition is under scrutiny in the play.1017 

By using polarity as a heuristic device, here the risk is seeing the problematisation of 

Athenian civic identity as the core of the play’s exploration of this system of 

polarities.1018 This approach risks sidelining considerations of power and domination, 

if applied to Troades (and plays like Troades), which considerably makes the suffering 

of the weak central. Importantly, it takes too seriously the (itself ideological) pretense 

of Athenian culture to present the citizen body as homogeneous in terms of class, 

flattening differences and eluding the discussion of power within the internal body of 

the citizens.  It risks, in other words, implying that the ‘real’ ideology under scrutiny is 

the ‘internal’, civic, polis ideology that allows free, male, Athenian citizens to define 

themselves; while I believe that the Trojan plays’ contested ideology can best be 

understood as a system of mutually sustaining ideologies of power that cuts across the 

seeming homogeneity of the citizen body. As such, it is not primarily a disruption of the 

Athenian citizen self (although it might also affect that), but rather a deconstruction of 

the ideological system of domination that underlies reality. As Hall and Althusser have 

it, ideology is constituted of ‘the systems of meaning through which we represent the 

 
1016 Cf. Citti (1979), 14-5. 
1017 Croally (1994), 119. 
1018 The same applies to DuBois (1982), which clearly underpins Croally’s definition. Although 
DuBois does not explicitly define ideology, she claims in the introduction to be interested in 
the way the ‘Greek subject’ would ideologically situate himself in his present; the subject does 
this according to the logic of polarity and analogy. 
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world to ourselves and one another’;1019 this process of signification is not neutral, but 

is constituted by and constitutes discourses of domination. Although these three 

tragedies might put into question the ‘mythical norm’ of Athens, they do so not 

gratuitously, but rather to open, or re-open, an understanding of reality as based on a 

fixed order, and this might have ideological implications that pertain both to the internal 

self-definition of Athenian power and to its external ideology of domination. Thalmann 

understood Euripides’ criticism of Aeschylus in Hecuba as primarily aimed at ‘its 

ideology of war, its easy slides into violence, and its hierarchical structure of genders, 

all of which the Oresteia might seem to legitimate as the necessary price for that 

“progress” that culminates in fifth-century Athens’.1020 Troades, as well as the other 

Trojan plays, can be seen to be critical inasmuch as they are ideologically critical, in the 

sense that they put into question those — inevitably violent,1021 inevitably unstable — 

hierarchies on which an understanding of reality is founded.1022 In the Latourian sense, 

these plays’ concerns are inextricable from their ideological drive, their contestation of 

domination. With Troades, in particular, the simple acts of reading, seeing, and 

empathising require us to engage in a continously frustrated act of interpretation, as 

the play itself reroutes all the hierarchical lenses through which we see the world.   

 
1019 Hall (1985), 103; Althusser (1969), 231-6. 
1020 Thalmann (1993), 158-9. 
1021 Hoffer (1996), 290. Cf. Chou (2014), 129. 
1022 In this sense, I receive Loraux’s fuller definition of ideology as ‘the idea that the city-state 
must be—and so, by definition is—one and at peace [my italics] with itself’ (Loraux 2002, 26), 
which has the merit of understanding ideology not only as a practice of ‘unification’, but 
specifically as a practice that attempts to erase conflict and duality. Yet I enlarge it specifically 
with regard to the notion of power, which seems to me to be central to these plays. For a 
summary of understandings of ‘ideology’ within Classics and beyond, cf. Rose (1997), 155-66.  
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3.6.3 Re-Opening Interpretations 

When these hierarchies are taken apart from each other, from either a character or a 

reader, there is always an implicit risk to partly restore hierarchy, even if unwillingly. 

For instance, Andromache’s female virtue might be the stable fulcrum that puts 

ethnicity and/or class into disorder, according to some readers, in Andromache and/or 

Troades; Helen’s responsibility might reassert gender norms but question the divide 

between Greek and barbarian in Troades; or the destabilisation of the gender hierarchy 

in Hecuba might appear to be linked to Hecuba’s ‘barbaric’ revenge that reasserts her 

barbarism. But the analysis of colliding hierarchies in Troades, at the beginning of this 

chapter, alerts us that looking at the world through single and/or distinct hierarchies, 

like characters in the play do, allows us to put it into order at the risk of delusion.  

For instance, scholars of the Andromache have often taken either hierarchies of status 

or ethnicity (or both) to be heavily put under pressure; yet they mostly agree, implicitly 

or explicitly, that this is specifically effected through Andromache’s gender. For 

instance, Vester argues that the play destabilises two hierarchies (ethnicity and status) 

in the definition of citizen identity (which she contextualises with the relaxation of the 

citizenship law during the war). Repeatedly, however, she notes that this is only 

possible because of Andromache’s exemplary behaviour as a woman and potential 

wife/mother.1023 Although, then, Vester sees the ideological and historical 

interconnection between status and ethnicity in the creation of civic identity, these two 

hierarchies are seen to be destabilised by upholding the man/woman one 

(Andromache is ‘subservient and loyal’).1024 Stavrinou focuses on ethnicity and equally 

 
1023 Vester (2009), 305. 
1024 Vester (2009), 305. 
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comes to similar conclusions: ‘although a mere pallake now, Andromache is still 

exemplary in her adherence to absolute standards of female propriety’.1025  

Saï d famously formulates a strong case for taking Euripides as never reinforcing the 

Greek/barbarian hierarchy in his tragedies. When it comes to Helen in Troades, she 

argues that Helen’s claim to have benefited Greece with her adultery is part of a long 

tradition of Greek ethnocentrism that saw the war of Troy as a prefiguration of the 

Greek fight against the barbarians, and that saw it as a ‘one of the major themes of the 

panhellenic discourse’. Yet she notes that usually such statements are voiced by 

characters with weak, even ridiculous arguments.1026 Yet this idea naturally means that 

if Hecuba has the last word and Helen’s argument is specious and ridiculous, if we are 

meant, in other words, to agree with Hecuba, then the collision of gender and ethnicity 

rhetoric here inevitably leads to the reinstatement of gender normality through the 

sanction of Helen’s transgression and the judgement passed on her actions. Implicitly, 

privileging the axis of ethnicity leads to the reassertion of a ‘patriarchal’ interpretation 

of the text. 

Whether implicitly or explicitly, readings such as these move parallel to what the 

characters in Troades do: they take hierarchies as separate, which are inevitably levers 

and fulcrums of meaning, and use them to understand meaning: in the case of the 

characters, their interpretation of reality; in the case of the readers, their interpretation 

of the text. In either case, this corresponds to an attempt to put things into order, by 

clinging on the hope of meaning, by finding a lever or a fulcrum, something that might 

 
1025 Stavrinou (2016), 17. Rabinowitz 1998 takes gender and status to be robustly reaffirmed  
through an inversion of Greek/barbarian in the play. Cf. Sorum (1995), 386 on the way the play  
seemingly rewards ‘the virtuous woman’ and expels ‘promiscuous women’ (p. 387) while  
proving Hermione’s chauvinist rhetoric unsubstantial (p. 378). 
1026 Saïd (2022), 72. 
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put things back into definition, into clarity.1027 These plays, I have argued, oppose any 

such attempt. In this sense, and to these approaches, Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades 

are ‘recalcitrant’ texts,1028 continuously opposing our attempts to find one hierarchy in 

the hope of interpretation — whether from a character, from a reader, or from a 

scholar— and offering a vision of reality as open. It is a terrifying world, but perhaps 

not a fully aporetic, frozen one. For this opening of reality has the potential to enlarge 

the ‘horizons of possibility’ over which ‘realism’ tyrannises.1029 ‘From a situation in 

which nothing can happen, suddenly anything is possible again’.1030

 
1027 This is evocative of what Wingrove (2016), 131 calls ‘the isomorphism of politics and 
theory’ in relation to Honig’s Antigone, the correspondence between the attempts of ‘final 
mastery’ through ‘conceptual closure’ in the political realm and in the interpretive, theoretical 
world.   
1028 Honig (2013), 191: ‘the contemporary focus on the reception, interpretation, rewriting, or 
restaging of classical texts tends to treat those texts as endlessly malleable, not as also resistant 
to their receptions. And yet, sometimes the texts exceed and resist the demands of their 
interpreters’. 
1029 Cf. Fisher (2009), 81. Cf. Kornbluh’s similar analysis of the unresolved antagonisms of 
Wuthering Heights: Kornbluh (2019), 99 et passim. 
1030 Fisher (2009), 81. 
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CONCLUSION 

“There is light in darkness, you just have to find it.” 

bell hooks 

 

Myths, to recapitulate the structuralist view, encode that polarity [tame and wild] 

into details of ritual, food, sexuality, family life, spatial relationships, and other 

areas. Each code is a patterned model of the whole, and each, in its own 

characteristic terms, expresses an analogous message. Uncoded, those particulars 

reveal the deep structure of the society’s concern and its modes of organizing 

reality. Each code is homologous with every other code. Taken together all the 

codes constitute the value patterns and underlying mental structures of the 

society.  

With these words, 1031  Segal summarises the Le vi-Straussian view of myth as reflecting 

and mediating a network of ‘codes’, and the ensuing structuralist enterprise of decoding 

the system by revealing ‘the interlocking parallels, the homologies among the various 

codes of the social order’.1032 In so doing, Segal is writing as one of the most notable 

voices of a structuralist school of interpretation of Greek tragedy, who pay attention to 

the way sexual, linguistic, ritual, religious codes are negotiated in tragedy and are 

continuously compared to each other. Tragedy, Segal continues, stages crises within this 

system of codes, and by doing so ‘the totality of the social and cosmic order becomes 

 
1031 Segal (1999), 15. 
1032 Segal (1999), 15. 
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visible in its interlocking relations at just the moment when that order is deeply 

threatened or pushed to its furthest limits of intelligibility’.1033 

The tragic work in which this system is perhaps most fully visible is, in Segal’s system, 

Aeschylus’ Oresteia, and the scene that he analyses is indeed the tapestry scene 

mentioned above. To Segal, the tapestry scene of the Agamemnon is one of the most 

powerful scenes of Greek tragedy precisely because the violation it entails is 

constructed as an enmeshment of violated codes—linguistic, sexual, ethnic. Yet as the 

trilogy progresses, Segal admits, the Eumenides attempts to find a solution of mediation 

between the different cosmic forces of the universe, thus approximating the mediating 

function of myth intended in a structuralist sense. I have argued before that this 

mediation between opposing factors still is based on a hierarchisation that at least tries 

to resolve the problem of duplicity and doubleness by privileging and valuing as 

superior one term of the polarity and marginalising, muting, eclipsing the other term 

as inferior. In the case of the denouement of the Eumenides, for instance, the ‘gender 

magnet’ comes to exemplify the other codes so that the male is brought back at the 

centre: linguistic hierarchisation, the privileging of one meaning, thus mirrors the 

hierarchisation between the sexes.  

Hecuba, Andromache, and Troades engage with the Aeschylean trilogy in the subtle and 

complex attempt to articulate a critical position on this process of hierarchisation—a 

process of hierarchisation that faces again the same crises it was supposed to have 

solved. In re-opening these issues, Euripides does not mobilise a different strategy than 

what the rest of tragedy does in Segal’s structuralist or even post-structuralist opinion: 

these plays similarly stage and dramatise crises of meaning based on crises of 

 
1033 Segal (1999), 15. 
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differentiations. Boundaries and limits collapse just like identities and hierarchies do. 

But there are important considerations to be made on the specificities of these three 

tragedies.  

Goldhill, using Bordieu’s concept of misrecognition, speaks of tragedy performing a sort 

of recognition of the misrecognition:1034 

 a stable society continues on its course precisely by not recognizing the arbitrary 

limits and organization of its own system of beliefs, which it determines as ‘natural’ 

and ‘proper’. For Bourdieu, the establishment of what is thought ‘natural’ in each 

culture depends on such ‘misrecognition’— which is how he terms the working of 

the unquestioned organization of ideas inherent in a culture’s attitudes and 

assumptions. 

And yet tragedy recognises this misrecognition by putting under pressure the idea of 

what is thought as ‘natural’: as Goldhill has it, it is in ‘times of flux in a society, such as 

fifth century Athens’ that the misrecognition is recognised, and during which cultures 

face crises.1035 Nonetheless, it is precisely by virtue of the flux and shape-shifting 

ferment of fifth-century Athens that we are not easily entitled to imagine the cultural 

circumstances that gave birth to the Oresteia as the same that produced the Trojan 

plays.1036 Two important factors make the culture of the 420s different from that of the 

450s: first, the impact of the Peloponnesian war, during which the Panhellenism of the 

Persian Wars gave way to a reconsideration of Greekness and the boundary between 

 
1034 Goldhill (2023), 152. 
1035 Goldhill (2023), 152. Cf. Segal (1986), 64: ‘tragedy itself seems to arise when social, 
political, and moral systems are in crisis or at a crossroads’. 
1036 Cf. Saïd (1998), 295. 
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Self and Other;1037 second, the cultural and philosophical impact of the sophists. 

Goldhill himself recognises sophistic thought as crucial to the process of recognition of 

the misrecognition, given its interest in the destabilisation of categories such as 

‘natural’ and ‘conventional’:1038 it is not a coincidence that the text he analyses in that 

chapter is the Hippolytus, indeed imbued with sophistic thought and contemporary to 

the Andromache and Hecuba. While tragedy, then, recognises the weakness of meaning 

and differentiation from its beginnings and is in a sense ‘critical’ from its undertakings, 

the Euripidean Trojan plays are more deeply critical of the culture it produces them on 

the impetus of sophistic thought and the general cultural crisis of the 420s and 410s.1039 

This critique of culture is thus a critique also of the texts that make up that culture, 

including the dramatic text par excellence which was also being revived in the 420s: 

Aeschylus’ Oresteia. In this light we can explain the relationship of intertextuality 

between these plays and the trilogy; an intertextuality which, it would be important to 

add, is also an intervisuality, an incessant presence of visual echoes of that trilogy, a 

‘stagecraft of memory’ — Cassandra’s scene in Troades throwing her apparel away 

must remind us of Agamemnon,1040 Hermione bearing her breasts in Andromache 

echoes with the gesture of her Aeschylean aunt,1041 Andromache’s chariot entrance in 

Troades also evokes the entrance of Agamemnon and Cassandra.1042 

 
1037 Di Benedetto (1971), 128-9 takes the war to have catalysed tensions of class, rather than 
cultural anxieties surrounding the Greek/barbarian divide. 
1038 Goldhill (2023), 152. 
1039 For instance, Goldhill’s analysis of the Oresteia inevitably shows that Aeschylean tragedy 
was perfectly capable of exploring the ‘semiotic gap’ years before sophistic thought spread. 
Allan (1999/2000), 155 compares Aeschylus’ Suppliants with Euripides’ sophistic-inflected 
Suppliant Women and notes that while Aeschylus similarly explores ideas of law and political 
systems, there is a different, more structural, more prolonged exploration of these issues in 
Euripides (and, importantly, they are left open). 
1040 Cf. Anderson (1997), 171. 
1041 Stavrinou (2016), 13. 
1042 For a complete study of visual echoes of the trilogy in Troades, cf. Marshall (2022), 151-80. 
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In this sense, then, what Euripides does here is in line with the process of Attic tragedy 

to shed light on crises of meaning and definition. At the same time, however, it exceeds 

it: it is Euripides, after all, who boasts in the Frogs to have included in his plays 

reasoning (λὁγίσμὁ ς) and scrutiny (σκε ψίς) as an ‘incitement to critical thought’.1043 

What is more, the engagement with Aeschylus means that these tragedies not only use 

‘myth’, but an already literary and tragic form of myth. And so, for instance, the crisis of 

differentiation in terms of class in the Electra is inextricable from the play’s 

interrogation of myth, and specifically of the myth of Libation Bearers: Orestes’ famous 

statement that there is no clear sign to distinguish noble from base undercuts his own 

heroic persona, and questions the myth as recounted by Aeschylus: ‘the play demands 

that we consider the moral conundrum of the matricide, for example, or the perplexing 

state of a world in which Apollo is no longer wise, and at the same time it encourages 

scrutiny of the workings of the performance itself ’,1044 and, I would add, it encourages 

scrutiny of the version of the myth as told by Aeschylus.1045 Once we recognise this 

relationship of metapoetic critique, there is another important differentiation to be 

made.  

While all tragedies (and even all literature, according to Segal) represent the world as 

a complex system of codes that break down (I stress again, not necessarily with the 

same purposes), it is by no means realistic to believe that all tragedies deal with the 

same polarities with the same force or attention. This is true even of the Oresteia, that 

Segal praises precisely for its complexity of codes, and that however does not deal with 

 
1043 Barrett (2020), 279. 
1044 Barrett (2020), 295. 
1045 Barrett (2020) recognises the importance of the critique of the Oresteia in this 
epistemological challenge of Euripides in the Electra at p. 292, where Libation Bearers is 
defined as ‘its chief intertextual interlocutor’. 
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all codes of human society in the same way, for otherwise it would not be easily 

understandable. In fact, when the trilogy needs to be most understandable and most 

clear—that is, at the end of the trilogy, gender becomes the hierarchy par excellence, 

with the cosmic, cultural, and divine hierarchies implied in its articulation.  

This Euripides seemed to have particularly understood in his engagement with the 

Atreid saga  in Orestes, Electra, IT, and IA.1046 And yet, although gender is such a 

fundamental component of Euripides’ re-reading of Aeschylus, Hecuba, Andromache, 

and Troades seem to enlarge the social order by thematising hierarchies of ethnicity 

and status. In this process of ‘sociological enlargement’, the collapse of boundaries of 

the gender polarity and its hierarchy is accompanied and complicated by the collapse 

of hierarchies dividing slave and noble as well as barbarian and Greek. At the end of 

chapter one and in the whole of chapter two, in particular, I have tried to show how 

these procedures of hierarchical collapse entail each other and at times are even 

indistinguishable from each other. For instance, on the collapse of gender structures in 

Andromache’s scene with Menelaus the collapse of structures of ethnicity and class is 

overwritten in the Andromache. The Hecuba equally mobilises these three hierarchies 

to overturn them: as we saw, many scholars have interpreted the sacrifice of Polyxena 

as proof of her reversal of gender expectations, rather than a noble act that contrasts 

with her overemphasised status as a slave. This is not wrong, but neither is it entirely 

correct: the overwhelming emphasis on the noble-slave hierarchy would seem to 

contradict the more feminist reading. But in fact both are true, and one could argue that 

it would be impossible to not perceive how the barbaric act of sacrifice that puts the 

Greeks under such a negative light in that scene might also mobilise discourses of 

 
1046 See supra, sec. 3.6.1, pp. 297-9. 
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ethnicity and overturn them. Similarly, Cassandra’s rhesis of self-sacrifice in Troades 

both invites the audience to envision her as an aristocratic hero in contrast with her 

slave status and triggers an inversion of specific ethnic ideologemes underlying the 

Greek-barbarian hierarchy. Like Cassandra, Polyxena’s hierarchical collapse is 

multifaceted, and separating the overlapping strands, or the overlapping codes, as Segal 

would have it, seems impossible. Social hierarchies gradually appear less distinct and 

more enmeshed, at times overlapping with each other in the construction and 

deconstruction of the social order. 

One might say with Segal that the codes are always overlapping in tragedy and in 

literature altogether, but once again caution should be advised. Would the 

Greek/barbarian distinction still have been collapsed or even just explored in the 

Hecuba, had Polyxena been a Greek enslaved heroine that defied categories of gender 

or status? Would the distinction between social classes and statuses still be under such 

extreme pressure in the Andromache had Andromache been a free barbarian woman 

relating to her equals in status (though Greek and, with Menelaus and Peleus, male)? 

Would female virtue still have been deconstructed or explored in Troades had Euripides 

chosen to destabilise or explore the hierarchies of aristocratic/slave and 

Greek/barbarian through a male Trojan (a question which we might at least consider 

viable in the light of the consistent fragments of the Alexandros)? These questions might 

be not entirely rhetorical: the conceptual overlap of barbarism with slavery, for 

instance, and the concrete reality of the majority of slaves in Athens being foreign,1047 

make an ‘implicit’ connection between them perhaps automatic even when it is only 

one hierarchy, slave-noble or barbarian-Greek, that is destabilised. But in these three 

 
1047 Citti (1979), 207. 
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plays the connection is tangible and precisely established by the extensive presence 

and mobilisation of all these three hierarchies — mobilisation that is triggered by the 

presence and voice of the ‘intersectional’ Trojan women. 

By mobilising these three hierarchies, these plays weave together the codes of the 

system through something more than ‘a metaphor’, as Segal defines it, and seem to offer 

a version of the ‘analogical model’ on stage (in DuBois’ words) to just overturn it.  The 

reversal of hierarchies then corresponds to a multi-faceted suspension of codes, a 

calling into question, a Utopian rupture of the system which challenges the principle of 

a realistic ‘natural order’ through a suspension of hierarchies, and vice versa. This 

system is not merely social, as Segal already argued, but can also be seen made palpable 

in these tragedies on the linguistic, moral, juridical, temporal, and even aesthetic sense. 

But the multifaceted social critique is strong and critical (in the sense of being extreme) 

precisely because of the way it is a prolonged deconstruction of the social order, leaving 

no hierarchy unaffected, no axis meaningful enough to put things into order. In his 

account of the way Troades problematises polarities, indeed, Croally stresses precisely 

the extremeness of this process of ideological questioning of the play and identifies this 

as ‘having something in common with Euripides’ other Trojan war-plays—Andromache 

and Hecuba’.1048  

Can we explain this extremeness in connection with these plays’ questioning of 

multiple hierarchies and interpret this simply as a matter of emphasis? In other words, 

do these plays appear extreme in their questioning simply because they question 

 
1048 Croally (1994), 70: ‘although this manner of questioning ideology is not uniquely 
Euripidean, there remains a certain difference about Troades, which is marked by an 
affirmation that the problems that the characters encounter when using the polarities are both 
very extreme and extreme because they are an effect of war’. 
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multiple social hierarchies, and, in doing so, they appear to be particularly iconoclastic? 

Segal offers a different answer: the interconnections between codes become visible in 

the moment the system of codes is threatened. Changing the emphasis from threat to 

crisis, I would say that if the plays reflect and enact a deep, extreme crisis of the system, 

a deconstruction of the system itself, then it is precisely in these plays that the 

interconnections between the different ‘codes’—the hierarchies—become visible. This 

can be understood as the connection (or intersection?) between these plays as critical 

(staging, reflecting, enacting a crisis) and their intersectional questioning. By staging a 

deep deconstruction of signification, all those codes of value and signification become 

visible, not only individually, but also in their (inevitably ideological) intersection. The 

system’s intersection (its intersectional nature, its structure made of sustaining 

connections and mutually reinforcing hierarchies), in other words, appears palpable 

precisely when it is in a deep crisis. 

To return to the start—for any ending is also a beginning, any beginning an ending, if 

we are to listen to Euripides—these plays’ potential lies in the way they make palpable 

a structure that is hidden: by showing how a system crumbles down to pieces, the plays 

shed light on those focal points of interconnection between the pieces that had 

sustained the structure, on the structure itself; on the connection between time and 

narrative; or responsibility and gender, status, and ethnicity; or language, visuality, and 

power.1049 By mobilising those hierarchies, the text makes their interconnection visible. 

And if the structure had been fixed before, put up again, this second gesture—this re-

reading, this critical enterprise – is critical precisely inasmuch as it puts pressure on 

 
1049 This is what Segal (1986), 74 argues on all Attic tragedy: ‘tragedy experiments with the 
reversal or violent interweaving of the codes of the social order and deconstructs the system 
to show the hidden logic of its workings’. 
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the joint in which the broken structure had been glued together. But, through this act, 

those interconnections that had made up the system become clearer than had been 

before.  

That system is, of course, historically bound and to be historically contextualised. Yet in 

a way these three plays inevitably seem to extend beyond their immediate context, 

precisely through these hierarchies. As mentioned in the introduction, it is no surprise 

that feminist scholars have read and re-interpreted Troades as a play that has 

something to say on gender.1050 Because of a stronger continuum between ancient 

conceptions of gender and modern ones, it is by default deemed applicable: the 

hierarchical form presented by the text is our form, and this is an important reason why 

feminist studies of Greek tragedy, and classical literature altogether, can be important 

to understand the present. But what about the Greek/barbarian hierarchy? Caution 

might be advised. Yet Troades has certainly appealed to decolonial, anti-racist 

interpretations.1051 In the introduction to this adaptation of the play, Sartre reminds us 

that the boundary between the two is porous:1052 

I speak a few times of “Europe”. The idea is modern, but corresponds to the ancient 

opposition between Greeks and barbarians, between Greater Greece […] and the 

establishments of Asia Minor, where Athenian colonial imperialism reigned with a 

ferocity Euripides denounces pitilessly. 

 
1050 Cf. Chong-Gossard (2015), 157 on the reception of the Andromache and how Racine reads 
and stages gender; Dugdale (2015), 134-5 on gender in Hecuba and its reception in the 2004 
production by Foursight Theatre directed by Naomi Cooke. Nussbaum (2020) is an exciting 
feminist article that uses Hecuba to make its point. 
1051 Cf. Chong-Gossard (2015), 166 on the reception and explicitly racial aspect of Hermione’s 
chauvinism in Eric Bentley’s A Time to Live; Dugdale (2015), 133 on the staging of Hecuba by 
the African Continuum Theater Company. 
1052 Sartre (1968), 130; Lauriola (2015), 66; Loraux (2002), 9. 
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Scholars, too, who have insisted on the specific historical contextualisation of the 

emergence of ‘race’ as a concept, have highlighted the important role ancient 

understandings of Graeco-Roman civilisation vis-a -vis barbarism had in Western 

imperialism and racist discourse. The text of these tragedies, and the forms therein 

visible or latent, are certainly operating through an understanding of cultural, ethnic 

difference between Greeks and barbarians different from modern racialisation. And 

yet, the Greek/barbarian hierarchy in Troades implicates us immediately in an 

understanding of our own racialised categories, and it does so precisely because the 

forms of the play are porous, not easily contained in one historical context.1053 They can 

— and, simply, they do — communicate to us, prompting an acknowledgement of their 

practical difference just as much as they prompt our recognition of their ideological 

similarity.1054  

What about the ‘status’ hierarchy at work in the play? Euripides seems to blend 

considerations of both class and status in these three plays (not only noble and slave, 

but also rich and poor), creating a broad social hierarchy that is embodied on stage by 

the aristocrat-slave categories; these, however, are clearly not the same as class 

distinctions in modern, late capitalistic societies, and surely they do not correspond to 

traditional Marxist understandings of class.1055 And yet, the Manifesto does begin 

so:1056 

 
1053 The same has happened with Medea: Smit (2002), 102; Smit (1992); Mimoso-Ruiz (1982), 
139-96. 
1054 Cf. Rabinowitz (2008), 33-4 on Vernant, Vidal-Naquet, tragedy and colonialism. 
1055 Cf. Ober (1991), 113-4 on de Ste. Croix (1981), who argued that Aristotle’s Politics could be 
understood through class, and Finley (1973), who rejected Ste. Croix’s perspective and found 
status, instead, to be fundamental to Aristotle’s conception of social hierarchy. Ober shows how 
Aristotle actually blends considerations of both status and class (p. 132). 
1056 Marx and Engels (2020), 7. 
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 The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freeman 

and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a 

word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, 

carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time 

ended, either in a revolutionary re-constitution of society at large, or in the 

common ruin of the contending classes. 

For Marx and Engels there are important and obvious differences between that ancient 

struggle and their contemporary struggle. Yet there also similarities. More than that, in 

fact: they are different actualisations of the same transhistorical struggle. They are 

different forms, or, to say it in formalist terms, they are different forms of the same 

transhistorical form. Then a tragedy’s use of its own historicised form of class and 

status inevitably implicates us in our understanding of class as we experience it,1057 

precisely because the form/ hierarchy the tragedy mobilises can be placed in a 

continuum with our conceptualisation of the same hierarchy, of the same form —1058 a 

practice that is immediate and instinctive when we engage in a feminist reading of an 

ancient play.1059 Once again, Troades’ rich text also prompted interpretations with clear 

social agendas.1060 Yet in mobilising multiple social hierarchies whose affordances 

cannot be contained within their historical context only,1061 these plays also prompt 

 
1057 This does not mean that ‘we’ experience it and interpret it univocally: cf. Hall and Stead 
(2020). Cf. the use of Hecuba from Hecuba as a symbol of the instability of political power and 
status in the Carmina Burana: Dugdale (2015), 112. 
1058 Cf. Wohl (1998), 63-4. And one can also argue that tragedy can generally share the 
paradoxical pessimistic yet optimistic spirit of Marxism through the exposure of the knowledge 
that ‘suffering is unnecessary’, that it envolves a ‘response to suffering’ (and not only in the 
case of Brechtian drama): cf. Leonard (2015), 11-2 on Steiner (1961), Williams (1966) and 
Brecht. 
1059 Smit (2002), 106; Cardinal (1987), 42. 
1060 Cf. Davis (2010-2011), 458; Lauriola (2015), 73. 
1061 Felski (2008), 15: ‘[tragedy] assumes very different forms across the contingencies of 
history and time but […] also undermines the progressivist logic of modern thought’. 
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new, original questions. Can these hierarchies’ ideological enmeshment be mapped 

onto contemporary theories of intersectionality? If the ideological intersectionality of 

these hierarchies predates modernity, what is the role of (post)modernity in the 

sustainment of this ideological system? The dialectic effected by these Trojan women 

might be negative, but as they force us to consider and reconsider the constructedness 

of reality, a new order might materialise in the crisis. The brightest fire can shine even 

in the midst of Troy’s darkest night. 
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