HOW DOES EURIPIDES CONDEMN THE EXPLOITATION OF THE
VULNERABLE BY THOSE WHO HAVE POWER OVER THEM?

Euripides’ Greek tragedy, The Women of Troy, presents an alternate perspective on the end of
the Trojan War to the one that was typically shown to his Ancient Greek audience. As the
audience is exposed to the unrelenting suffering of the women and children of Troy following the
loss of their city, the power imbalance between them and the Greek men is made apparent and
the exploitation of the vulnerable is condemned. Through the portrayal of the brutal treatment of
Trojan women and children, Euripides criticises how the Greeks abused their positions of
power. Similarly, Euripides also expresses his condemnation of the exploitation of the
vulnerable by those in positions of power through how the women suffer at the hands of the
men in power as well as through the unorthodox structure of his tragedy “‘The Women of Troy’.
Finally, through structure and stagecraft elements, that Euripides furthers his condemnation of
the mistreatment of the vulnerable by those in power.

The death of Astyanax provides the most confronting depiction of how the innocent are
horrifically exploited by those who have power. Euripides conveys Astyanax’s youth through the
ornithological imagery of him burying his ‘timid face’ in the folds of his mother, Andromache’s,
dress like ‘a bird creeping under his mother’s wing’. By likening Astyanax to a ‘bird’ Euripides
reminds his audience of Astyanax’s innocence and fragility and that the Greeks decide to
murder him even though he is ‘guilty of nothing’. Having established Astyanax’s innocence,
Euripides then employs graphic and violent imagery describing ‘how dreadfully [Astyanax’s]
head has been shaved by the walls of [his] own city’ and how ‘blood’s still oozing from the
broken bones’. Through the way, Euripides has established Astyanax as vulnerable, and then
contrasted this with the horrific execution he is subject to and the consequences of the
execution, he conveys a harsh warning to those in power to not exploit the defenceless.
Moreover, through not giving Astyanax any dialogue throughout the play, Euripides further
highlights his lack of power and emphasises how senseless his death is. Furthermore, Euripides
adopts the motif of Hector’s shield, repurposed into a bier for Astyanax, to symbolise the cruelty
of deliberately killing the innocent. For all that it represents strength, the shield has failed to
protect the most vulnerable; the glory of war, which has always overshadowed the
overwhelming losses, is far outweighed by the horrors it brings. Through Hector’s shield,
Euripides highlights how the Greeks have preyed on the vulnerable who have no one left to
protect them and thus condemns this immoral behaviour. Ultimately, the deaths of the Trojan
children act as a powerful symbol of the destruction of hope and serves as a vehicle for
Euripides to further condemn the barbarity of the Greeks.

Through the objectification Trojan women face, Euripides condemns their treatment by those
who have power over them- the Greek men. Trojan women are made “loot”, with randomly
assigned Greeks to be the “master[s] of [their] grief”—unable to exert any kind of control over
their destiny while under the control of men. Andromache mentions that her new master,
Neoptolemus, has a “power...total over me and mine”—she is taken from one marriage to
another, with no power to control it. Here, through the common use of objectifying language for
the Trojan women, Euripides highlights how the women have been dehumanised and reduced
to nothing more than objects. Moreover, Euripides furthers his condemnation of the vulnerable
being exploited by those in power through Helen, who like the Trojan women, is also a victim of
the raw, animalistic emotions engendered by conflict, letting loose all kinds of repressed desires
and instincts. Euripides utilises animal imagery to suggest this—*“for the sake of one woman,
and one moment of uncontrollable lust, [they] sent a hunting party to track down Helen, to

smoke her out.” The diction “hunting”, “track” and “smoke” portrays Helen as a poor animal at

tSI(




the mercy of a vicious predator, showing her to be a victim The mention, too, of “uncontrollable
lust” demonstrates that the Greeks have cannot tame their base desires in this time of war—of
heightened emotions and raw instincts—which leads to the restraint and entrapment of innocent
women. It is a similar lack of restraint that leads to Cassandra’s fate, too. She is a victim of

Agamemnon’s “unbridled lust”, and is confined to a life “in darkness. In his bed” because of it.

Moreover, Euripides purposefully deviates from traditional play structures and incorporates
various dramatic devices to encourage his audience to sympathise with the endless agony the
Trojan women face, and therefore show how the Greeks exploitation of them should be
condemned. The play has no peripeteia — the tragic hero, Hecuba, experiences no ‘fall from
grace’, and thus has had no faults recognised, illustrating her as a character that has done
nothing to deserve the destruction of her “old hearth and home”. Hecuba loses everything due
to the war, which Euripides emphasises through the juxtapositions between the razing of the
“shining citadels” into “smoking ruins”. Through this juxtaposition, Euripides attacks those with
power who have brought permanent suffering to the vulnerable who will endure the effects of
their actions for many years to come. This is further underscored by the fact that Euripides
forgoes a catharsis at the end of the play, implying that there is more that lies in wait for the
women of Troy; there is the looming terror their “life in slavery” in Sparta, conveying the idea
that though war ends, the effects of the exploitation the women have faced by men in power are
everlasting. This notion is reflected by the chorus of Trojan women, who beg for “no more
agony” as their home is whipped while “[it] still bleed[s] from the last”; here, the personification
of Troy, coupled with the metaphor of being whipped, illustrates how civilisation is being
barbarically razed to the ground by war and the Greeks who have abused their positions of
power even after winning the war. Therefore, Euripides depicts the harrowing ramifications of
war through his unorthodox play structure and the use of multiple theatrical devices.

Ultimately, Euripides presents this tragedy as a reminder and a warning, allowing him to truly
express his condemnation of the treatment of the vulnerable by those in power. Through the
horrific and senseless death of Astyanax, the unorthodox structure of ‘The Women of Troy’ and
the horrific suffering women experience at the hands of men in power Euripides criticises the
brutalities that are committed by those in power to those that are vulnerable




