
 

TOPIC: ‘Women of Troy is about the destructive power of instinct.” Do you 
agree? 
 

The Women of Troy is about the destructive power of instinct - this is the point Euripides 
strives to make in his anti-war protest play. Performed in 415 BC in the midst of Athens’ 
ongoing conflict with Sparta in the Peloponnesian War and in the aftermath of the atrocities 
of Melos, Euripides’ play is carefully constructed to warn the male, Athenian audience of the 
dangers of human instinct. Throughout the play, the Trojan women and children are forced 
to suffer the consequences of men’s acts to satiate their carnal lust. Euripides further 
condemns the male heroes of Homer’s Iliad, suggesting that, in times of war, men abandon 
honour and commit unforgivable cruelty to protect themselves from their irrational fears. 
Euripides’ play often warns the audience of the detrimental effects brought on by excessive 
ego and pride, asserting that it is best to moderate emotions and exhibit sophrosyne. 
 

Through his play, Euripides aims to create moral unease in his audience by highlighting the 
destructive power of love and lust, driving the Greek’s to inflict brutality and suffering on the 
Trojan men, women and children. Euripides calls into question the actions of men “who 
seem the wisest and of the highest regard” who in war they choose to do “things which show 
them to be something a good deal less”. With the “screams and moans of captured women” 
echoing along the river bank of the Scamander, this sensory imagery highlights the suffering 
of the defeated women, positioning the Athenian men to feel pity for them. Euripides takes 
care to generate sympathy for these women, who are “thrust at spear-point into some 
Greek’s bed as a slave of his lust”, is one the women consistently reject but have no power 
to change. The unwilling bodies of women are objects to be used, consumed and possessed 
by the Greek men in war. Menalaus’ lust, King of Sparta, is blamed by the Greeks and 
Trojans alike for all their sufferings. Menelaus is characterised as a man full of wrath at the 
wounding of his masculine pride at Helen for her adultery with Prince Paris, “I'll teach you 
what it costs to humiliate me”. After all this time, Menelaus still refers to Helen as his wife, 
his property, something upon which to “lay my hands,” something to possess. Though he 
claims he started the Trojan war over (masculine) honor, it was out of love and lust as 
recognised by Hecuba who warns that Menelaus is at risk of “becoming a slave of [his] lust 
again” and foreshadows that he will fail to punish Helen “as she deserves”. Greek mythology 
tells us these claims are ironic and that Menelaus is guilty of self-delusion. Euripides 
condemns the male heroes of Homer’s Illiad, suggesting that in times of war, men abandon 
honour and act to satiate their carnal lust and love.    
 

It is not only men unable to control their lust whose heroism is brought into question by 
Euripides, he also condemns those leaders who willingly destroy the innocent to allay petty 
fears. Although he does not utter a word, the presence of Astyanax on the stage provides an 
essential vehicle for Euripides to criticise the brutalities that are committed in the name of 
trivial fear. Great effort is taken to highlight Astyanax’s innocence: “the softness of [his] 
breath, the baby smell of [his] skin” suggest he is too young to have even held a sword, as is 
the description of him “like a bird creeping under his mother’s wing”. Astayanax’s fate is 
revealed to be “callously murdered” and “thrown from the battlements of Troy”. This fate is 
determined by Odysseus, who is characterised as a “a man without mortality...to whom laws 
of gods and men mean nothing”. The murder of Astyanax is evidence of inexcusable 
cowardice and foolishness; these formerly fierce warriors are so fearful of reprisal for their 
actions they are willing to commit an “indecent” act of infanticide because “the son of such a 
father must not be allowed to grow up”. The portrayal of the Greeks as barbaric serves as a 
condemnation of those who inflict violence and suffering out of fear and provides a warning 
of what might befall Athens if men with power violate principles of goodness and honour in 
this case by slaying innocent, defenceless children.  



 

Euripides warns the audience of the detrimental effects brought on by excessive ego and 
pride, asserting that it is best to moderate emotions and exhibit sophrosyne. Greek gods, are 
characterised as petty and vengeful gods, who are more interested in their personal stakes 
than in the sufferings of humans. The loss of human life that has occurred due to their 
meddling appears to be of no account to them through the Chorus’ pleas to Zeus: “do you 
even care...do you even remember, King of gods, that we exist…?” Poseidon seems more 
concerned with the “smoking ruin” of the city, and the fact that he has been “defeated”, than 
the circumstances of the survivors, whose city is now a “smoking ruin”. Instead of 
intervening, Poseidon deserts the remaining Trojans, letting the women suffer although they 
could prevent it, “So now I too shall desert famous Troy.”  From the perspective of the gods, 
this change of heart is normal. From the perspective of the mortals, however, it will likely feel 
cataclysmic and have wide reaching effects on the lives of hundreds of people. Poseidon’s 
and Athene’s unlikely union to make the Greeks pay for their disrespectful behavior, “when a 
man sacks a town and destroys everything, even sacred temples… he’s asking for trouble 
reveal both Athene and Poseidon to be “cavalier” in their attitudes. After years of enmity, 
they join forces and bring destruction upon the Greek fleet to appease their egos “so that the 
Greek will … fear the power of the gods”. Through the Gods’ narcissism, Euripides suggests 
that even the greatest of civilisations can be bought to its knees through folly and 
complacency. In doing this, Euripides prompts his Athenian audience to question their own 
safety and security and to contemplate that Athens one day might fall. 
 

The extreme images of death and suffering in his play, leaves Euripides’ audience in no 
doubt the destructive power of instinct. Euripides invites his audience to consider the 
injustice and great suffering women, children and men are forced to endure for love and lust, 
fear, and ego. Euripides undermines the prevailing narrative of heroism in wartime that 
dominated Athens, and prompts his Athenian to feel uncomfortable, especially given that the 
memories of Melos a year earlier would have been fresh in their minds. Euripides’ plays 
often warn the audience of the detrimental effects brought on by excessive ego and pride, 
asserting that it is best to moderate emotions and exhibit sophrosyne. Men who give into 
hubris and love and lust are revealed not to be heroes but “cowards” who have allowed 
instinct to undermine all rational thought.  
 

 


