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SECTION A: “Ah the loves of mortal men! What a boundless source of woe!” 

What perspectives does Medea offer on the consequences of love? 

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

a chaotic sphere that exposes the problems inherent in human life and society. The emotion-fuelled 

protagonist Medea undertakes an emotional journey from suicidal despair to sadistic fury at her 

husband’s violation of their marital vows. While her heinous plans for revenge against Jason might 

merely be perceived as a consequence of betrayed love, Euripides deliberately constructs it so as to 

symbolically portray Medea as a cleansing spirit who challenges the very foundations of logos and 

redefines the male-dominated perceived notion of justice. Even though the greatest repercussions 

of love such as manipulating those associated with masculine power and strategic murdering come 

from her extreme pathos, Euripides suggests that such actions must be endured by Athenian society 

in order to correct such a telling imbalance between male-driven logos and feminine imbued pathos. 

Initially, Medea’s intentions to seek revenge on Jason are proportionate to his betrayal of her love 

and the marriage oaths. In fact, Euripides deliberately constructs the opening soliloquy so as to craft 

Medea as speaking bravely on behalf of all women for their cause. Medea is portrayed as challenging 

society’s paradigm of the typical woman who is a “coward” through her headstrong, opinionated 

character, thereby establishing herself as a role model for women. Aggrieved by Jason’s betrayed 

love, Medea does not submissively tolerate his actions but rather seeks retribution, she desires to 

see “him and his bride in utter ruin”. Medea’s recognition of her right to seek revenge on Jason 

ascends her to an equal standing with the male 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, thereby acting as a stark 

reminder for her willingness not to supplicate herself to the power of men. Further, as an advocate 

for women, she 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. 

As a group of women who themselves have suffered the experience of unrequited love, the 

Chorus are naturally drawn to Medea’s plight. 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. Finally, when Creon demands for her banishment, 

once again Medea does not supplicate to his power as a political figure. Instead, she tactfully 

recognises the opportunity for manipulation given the unconditional love of a father. This leaves 

Creon open to emotionally driven decisions. Medea forges parental connections with Creon since 

“[he is] also a father of children”. Consequently, Creon’s love for children causes him to lose fair 

judgment despite the knowledge that she is “hatching some evil plan” and “controls her tongue”. 

Hence, love not only causes powerful figures such as Creon to make unsound decisions, the love she 

develops for the vulnerable women of Corinth in conjunction with her headstrong character allows 

her to challenge patriarchal authority.  

Medea’s deliberate choice severing the bonds of those she loves most through homicide and 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”. This development in plot accentuates her status as a foreigner to be feared especially 

given her masculine predisposition to violence. This consequence of Jason’s betrayed love can in fact 

be contextualised as a justification for his breach of the principles of sophrosyne, specifically the 
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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. 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’s legacy. Hence ultimately, Medea’s 

wish to not be “the mockery of [her] enemies” overrides her love for her children. Consequently, she 

severs the bonds of maternal affection through the filicide out of love for her own reputation as the 

rising symbol of thumos. 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 logos. Whilst this accentuates his love for continuing his legacy through the children, the 

deaths of Glauce, Creon and the children reinforces Medea’s extreme pathos as the vital pillar for 

allowing her murderous intentions to be carried out. 

Euripides, in allowing the acts of treachery to be made without punishment, warns the all-male 

Athenian audience to be cautious of the power of divine intervention. Although Medea’s revenge 

against Jason might simply be perceived as a consequence of betrayed love, Euripides suggests that 

the most significant consequence of the lack of love Medea receives stems from her patriarchal 

society’s undermining of vulnerable groups. An all-male Athenian audience would view Jason’s 

punishment as entirely unjust since his betrayal of Medea’s love 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 Medea’s revenge to further her beloved reputation as an extreme of pathos, and in 

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

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

murders of Creon, Glauce and the children. 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 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 and exiles who form the vulnerable groups in Athenian society. 

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. 

 

 

 


