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The play Medea is more about justice than revenge. Discuss 

From the commencement of the play Medea, Euripides plunges the all-male Athenian audience into 

a chaotic sphere that exposes the problems inherent in human life and society. The protagonist 

Medea undertakes an emotional journey from suicidal despair to sadistic fury at her husband’s 

violation of their marital vows. However, in seeking recompense for Jason’s wrongdoings, Euripides 

expresses Medea as more of a cleansing spirit who symbolically represents a much-needed arbiter of 

justice to challenge what has become the self-prophesised alternative version of justice created in a 

rigidly hierarchical and phallocentric society. Medea, constructed by Euripides as a symbol of 

spiritedness, challenges the political leadership, education and bureaucracy of her society in order to 

redefine the perceived notion of male-dominated justice. Although there are fleeting moments 

where characters are fuelled by the desire for revenge, Euripides subverts the patriarchal world by 

overturning natural law as a warning to be cautious of the power of divine intervention on 

establishing natural justice.  

Medea challenges society’s paradigm of the typical woman who is a “timid creature” and a “coward” 

through her headstrong, opinionated character, thereby achieving justice by establishing herself as a 

role model for women. Aggrieved by Jason’s infidelity, Medea does not submissively tolerate his 

actions and pass on counterfeit blessings but rather seeks retribution, she desires to see “him and 

his bride in utter ruin”. Initially, Euripides fuels Medea’s feminine imbued pathos in discovering 

Jason’s betrayal of the marriage oaths by contemplating plans to seek vengeance against Jason to 

have “any mockery of yours…silenced”. However, by recognising her right to enact revenge on Jason, 

she ascends herself to an equal standing with the male sex; she is in fact promoting impartiality for 

herself and on behalf of the female sex. Hence, Euripides depicts Medea as rising against the socially 

accepted standard for women, horrifying an all-male Athenian audience as Medea declares that she 

would rather “face the enemy three times over than bear a child once”. This non-maternal and 

highly aggressive quality is more akin to the warrior spirit needed to spear-head natural justice. 

While it accentuates her status as an outsider, it reinforces her Homeric traits in the sense that it 

acts as a stark reminder for her willingness not to supplicate herself to the power of men. Finally, 

when Creon demands for her banishment, once again Medea does not supplicate to his power as a 

political figure, instead arguing against his ruling via reference to her ill circumstances and for her 

children’s sake in the context of their safety and welfare. Furthermore, as an advocate for women, 

Medea speaks for the “ladies of Corinth” that “women are the most miserable of specimens” and 

subsequently exposes the misfortunes they endure through marriage and divorce. The Chorus is 

initially enthralled by Medea’s valiant character and asserts her actions for “recompense is coming 

for the female sex”, they seem to be vicariously living through her revenge on Jason and Creon, 

hoping to secure their own justice against the world of men. Through her heretical actions in 

opposition to a male dominated society, Euripides constructs Medea in a way that achieves “true 

fame in life”, restoring justice in part by encouraging women to act beyond the restrictive domestic 

sphere, but also by exercising their right to “triumph gloriously” over the patriarchal society 

dominated by men. 

Medea’s deliberate choice of achieving justice in part by homicide and then later filicide might be 

considered by the audience as unnecessarily imbalanced given how informed her plans are by 

irrational emotion rather than logic, until the audience re-evaluates her “impious bloodshed” against 

her complete disempowerment by Jason and wider society. Medea justifies her premeditated crime 

of the murder of Glauce as one of “passion that causes the greatest suffering in the world”. 

Revealing her guile and intelligence, Medea clinically employs her own children to deliver the 

poisoned dress to the princess which she knows from her experience with toxins is bound to kill her. 
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This development in plot once again accentuates her status as a foreigner to be feared especially 

given her masculine predisposition to violence. This seemingly vengeful act can in fact be deemed as 

an act of justice if it is contextualised as a justification for Jason’s breach of the principles of 

sophrosyne, specifically the breaking of the sacred marriage oaths. Euripides further structures such 

a close-knit series of homicides to not only shock the all-male audience, but as a dramatic device for 

shaking the very foundations of logos on which most of Athenian society is based. Medea’s plan also 

realises the ensuing death of King Creon as the poison forces him to tear “the withered flesh from 

his own bones”. In this way, Medea has not only struck a personal blow against Jason in executing 

his future wife, but has symbolically questioned the power underpinning the political system so 

prevalent in Athenian life. The killing of her children is the worst act of violence which she must 

commit in order not to be “the mockery of [her] enemies”. She severs the bonds of maternal 

affection through this act, but this is justified as it is these maternal instincts which allow the 

children to be rid of their sufferings. Medea “will not leave [her] children” to be mocked as they are 

in part barbarian and in a world of patriarchy. This is not only serving justice to her children by 

preventing them from being mocked, but also for herself since she knows full well that this is the 

only way to cease Jason’s legacy. Hence, part of Medea’s justification for arriving at a point of 

realising that “no compromise is possible”, with respect to the filicide, is informed by the knowledge 

that they are subject to ridicule in her absence, something that she cannot live with as a mother. 

Furthermore, Medea’s anagnorisis occurs when Aegeus informs her of his childlessness and the 

consequence that “prosperity” will not “accompany [him] to the grave” if he cannot father sons. It is 

in this episode that Medea truly realises killing their children will cause the most harm to Jason as his 

legacy will also be severed along with the children’s lives. Euripides’ initial characterisation of Jason 

as the physical representation of logos is reversed as he sees his dead sons being carried away, 

“bereft of…children” who can only “weep over them”. Even after hearing of the deaths of Creon and 

Glauce, Jason remains in his state of pragmatic composure, yet it is only after the deaths of his two 

sons that he finally reacts in an emotional state of horror, a stark contrast compared to his otherwise 

complete embodiment of excessive logic. In being able to save her children from their suffering 

whilst simultaneously destroying Jason’s lineage, Medea ultimately succeeds in her pursuit to 

redefine the notion of natural justice. 

Euripides, in allowing the murders and acts of treachery to be made without punishment, warns the 

all-male Athenian audience to be cautious of the power of divine intervention with regards to the 

reinforcement of natural justice. In the exodus of the play, Jason assumes that “the spirit of 

vengeance…has been sent by the gods to punish me”. The connotations of the word “vengeance” 

would, to the Athenian audience, act as a means of unfair punishment as his act of betrayal may 

seem to be less extreme compared to the betrayal that Medea commits in causing ruin to his legacy. 

Even the Chorus, who initially demonstrate firm support for Medea whose actions blow “justly on 

the head of Jason”, disapprove of her taking the lives of her own children. Hence to a small extent, 

Euripides does characterise the “murderous fiery” that is Medea’s revenge as an extreme of pathos, 

and in doing so advocates for moderation between Jason’s logos and Medea’s excess passion. 

However, this judgment aside, the fact remains that Medea evades all sense of Athenian justice even 

after the murder of Creon, Glauce and the children. It would seem apparent that Euripides 

structures the play this way so as to cast Medea as a symbol of the desperately needed cleansing 

spirit that Athenian society must endure in order to correct such a telling imbalance between male 

driven logos and feminine imbued pathos. Thus, Euripides also constructs Medea as the arbiter of 

justice, since the Gods provide her with the divine approval in her fight for justice through 

challenging the very core of Athenian society’s values by manipulating all of the men in the play 

associated with masculine power. While it is not necessarily an impartial justice since Medea’s 
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vengeance is much more extreme than Jason’s infidelity, in being allowed to escape from the 

patriarchal society which she lives, Euripides is quintessentially warning the all-male Athenian 

audience to be cautious of the equally destructive power of feminine passion. Therefore what 

Euripides achieves is natural justice which is what justifies the extent of her retribution. 

Whilst an all-male Athenian audience would be left shaken to the core about the bloody and 

passionate usurping patriarchal power in the play, there is no question that the audience leaves a 

performance of Medea harbouring doubt over the treatment of the most vulnerable in Athenian 

society. Clearly logos needs to be balanced with pathos and ethos.  

 

 


