τοῖς ἐμοῖς βουλεύμασιν:  Divine Will and Agency in Euripides’ Hippolytos
Scholars have long recognized in Euripides’ Hippolytos a play of exceptionally strong and numerous binary oppositions, even within the normally dualistic nature of Greek language and thought of the 5th century b.c.e, and in the genre of tragedy itself (Barrett 1964; Mills 2002; Mastronarde 2010). Thematically, the text traffics heavily in opposing sets of moral concepts, including specific ideas of purity vs. impurity, honor vs. shame, and excess vs. moderation, as they are presented by certain characters and then contrasted with the opposing or differing opinions of others in the play. As a whole, the moral quandary set up by the play’s various attempts to broadly define absolute moral values in black and white terms serves to highlight the innate differences between characters in relation to one another, strongly emphasizing social dichotomies such as slave/free, man/woman, father/son, and so on. In addition to these many opposing relationships, the appearance of not one but two substantive divine presences in the play, Aphrodite in the prologue and Artemis in the exodus, introduces an overarching divine opposition. Appearing at either end of the tragic action, the goddesses and the forces they personify not only act to counterbalance each other as they are set in direct opposition by Hippolytos’ extreme attitudes, but the axis of their divinity also serves to develop and define the central dichotomy of the play as the struggle between mortals and immortals.  The complex relationship between  humans and gods, first problematized in the play by Hippolytos’ unbalanced veneration and excessive piety, forms the crux of the play’s tragic outcome as Aphrodite’s rage is translated into the world of human experience through her will. 

This paper will first examine the importance of βούλη or βουλεύματα (will/ plan/intention) in defining the extent of divine power and agency in the Hippolytos.  In her prologue speech, Aphrodite speaks of her own relationship to Phaedra and the queen’s sickness almost exclusively in terms of her will/plan/intent (βουλεύματα): the goddess claims that Phaedra has literally been seized or taken up (κατέσχετο) in her heart by or according to her (Aphrodite’s) plan (τοῖς ἐμοῖς βουλεύμασιν, 27). Next, this paper will investigate how, when combined with the differences between Aphrodite’s description of what will happen in the rest of the play as opposed to what actually does happen,  the language used by Aphrodite in the prologue takes on a new importance by emphasizing the relationship between the will of the goddess and its realization in human terms through human actions.  Finally we will consider how Artemis, by placing the ultimate blame for what has occurred squarely in the hands of Aphrodite, further defines the struggle between the human and the divine in terms of will vs. action.  Not only does Artemis’ explanation of her inability to help Hippolytos center almost exclusively on the importance of divine will, but her ultimate acquittal of Theseus and Phaedra is based entirely on the failure of human will when superseded by that of Aphrodite.  By examining the precise language used by Artemis, specifically in regard to Aphrodite’s will and the question of human action and guilt, this paper will conclude with a brief survey of the greater questions raised by the prevalence of moral themes earlier in the play and the implied negation of responsibility or guilt as human will is overcome by that of the divine.   
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