
 
Set amidst the backdrop of the atrocities of the Peloponnesian War, Euripides’ 415 BC play ‘The 
Women of Troy’ chronicles on the ramifications of war for those left behind, providing an insight 
into suffering endured by the vulnerable. However, there has been much debate by 
traditionalists as to whether consider ‘The Women of Troy’ a true Greek tragedy or not. Greek 
philosopher, Aristotle, defines tragedy as "the imitation of an action that is serious and also as 
having magnitude, complete in itself” and as ‘a form of drama exciting the emotions of pity and 
fear’. According to him, there are also six formative elements of a tragedy being; plot, character, 
diction, thought, spectacle, and song. While Euripides’ does adhere to most of these elements, 
it does not follow the Aristotle ideals of that of character and plot, and thus cannot be 
considered a tragedy according to Aristotle’s definition. However, the play is still tragic due to 
the sheer suffering endured by innocent victims of war. 
 
BP1: Euripides’ play is flawed in its following of the key Aristoelian tragedy elements for 
character. The Aristotle ideal for character includes that of a tragic hero, who has a fatal flaw 
that eventually leads to their demise by the end of the play. This tragic hero is usually 
characterised as an admirable and good man of noble stature, which ultimately increases the 
audience’s anxiety and grief regarding the hero’s inevitable downfall. While the likeliest 
candidate for a tragic hero in ‘The Women of Troy’ would be Euripides’ Hecuba, who is a noble 
and, ‘venerable’ Queen, her destruction is not as a result of her doing, or hamartia. Instead her 
demise, consisting of her, ‘reduc[tion] … to slavery’ and the destruction of her, ‘poor city’ is 
rather a result of the, ‘cruelties’ she was subjected to by the Greeks. Furthermore, another key 
trait of the tragic protagonist is a reversal of fortune, in which their situation changes from good 
to bad. This turning point is known as Peripeteia, and is bought about as a result of their tragic 
flaw. While it is quite apparent that Hecuba does undergo a change in fortune from a once 
dignified and, ‘half-divine’ Queen paid, ‘homage’ by kings, to a queen who now, ‘rule[s] nothing’, 
it is not as a consequence resulting from any personal flaw. Therefore, delineating that the play 
does not adhere to Aristotle’s definition of a ‘tragic hero’ as ultimately Hecuba has no hamartia 
that is the cause of her own downfall. 
 
BP2: Moreover, ‘The Women of Troy’ also does not adhere to the Aristotle ideals 
regarding plot features for a typical Greek tragedy. According to Aristotle, a Greek tragedy 
needs to contain a clear beginning, middle and end in order to create feelings of pity and fear in 
the audience, as well as allow them a form of catharsis at the conclusion of the play. Catharsis 
for the audience is crucial in Aristotle’s definition of a Greek tragedy, stating that ‘scenes of pity 
and fear’ should ultimately be purged through ‘catharsis of these emotions’. Allowing the 
audience to expel such emotions built up during the play, leads to feelings of internal restoration 
and renewal. Euripides builds up feelings of pity and fear in the audience for the women of troy, 
through choosing to concentrate on the reactions of these women as they learn of new and 
never ceasing misfortunes, as well as through visceral depictions of the, ‘agony’ and ,‘suffering’ 
they endure for ‘no … reason’.  In the play, the audience is aware of the Trojan women’s fate 
as, ‘prisoner[s]’, ‘reserved for the leaders of the Greek army.’ However, there is no resolution to 
their situation, as by the end of the play they are still wretched captives whose, ‘slavery is [just] 
beginning’, and the contemporary audience is denied the very catharsis they may have set out 
to see the play for. Preventing this release of emotion, Euripides instead attempts to offer the 
contemporary audience a unique perspective that emphasises the futility of war and widespread 
consequences for the overall communities. The decision by the playwright to compose a play 
that lacks resolution and a traditionally dramatic ending, impeding on the very catharsis that 
other tragedies would have inspired at the time, further emphasises his non-conventional 



approach, and why ‘The Women of Troy’ cannot be considered a tragedy in the traditional 
sense when referring to plot. 
 
BP3: While not a tragedy, ‘The Women of Troy’ can still be considered a tragic play due 
to its depiction of the sheer suffering endured by innocent victims of war. The playwright’s 
choice to not strictly adhere to some of the key Aristotle elements actually heightens its efficacy 
as a tragic story. For example, Euripides’ decision to present his play with no tragic hero, 
lessens the focus of it on the specific actions (or hamartia), of one individual causing their own 
justified downfall. Instead opting to shift the perspectives to the innocent women and children, 
who did not fight in the war, but who still must bear the ‘unheard of savager[ies]’ long after the 
war has concluded. Through the use of confronting imagery and language, Euripides conveys to 
the audience the nature of war’s unsparing devastation. The stark and harrowing imagery of 
Astyanax being ripped from his mother’s arms and, ‘dragged out’ to be, ‘callously … butchered 
by the Greeks’ showcases the extreme distresses and sorrows experienced in the aftermath of 
war that Euripides wished to emphasise to his contemporary audience, and how nobody, not 
even an innocent little baby, ‘bird’, is granted refuge from the, ‘destruction … envy … murder 
and death’ war leaves in its wake. Moreover, the sheer magnitude of destruction caused by war, 
both physically, spiritually, and emotionally, is illustrated through the imagery of a city, ‘no 
longer… worth a God’s consideration’, and further amplified by Hecuba’s frequent threnodies 
which lament and express her discontent for her now, ‘ravaged’ and tormented existence. The 
suffering of the women in war as depicted throughout the play is shown as cruel and 
unnecessary, emphasising the tragic nature of their situation, and the play as a whole.  
The play does not meet Aristotle’s components of plot and character, and thus cannot be 
considered a true tragedy in the traditional sense. However, Euripides opts to create his play 
with an unconventional approach, and ignore seemingly important aspects of Greek tragedy in 
order to provide further emphasis on the tragic events of the play. 


