Balancing Justice in Euripides’ Hecuba

Euripides’ Hecuba has been criticized for its structure, which juxtaposes two loosely related myths: Polyxena’s sacrifice and the discovery of Polydorus’s corpse.  Recent scholarship has redeemed the structure by exploring thematic parallels between the halves and approaching the play as a psychological study of the effects Hecuba’s suffering has on her behavior.  In this paper, I hope to contribute a new approach by arguing that Hecuba establishes a causal relationship between its two halves that informs the questions about universal justice at the tragedy’s heart.  Specifically, Hecuba invites its audience to look for signs of a just cosmic order only to reveal that it only exists in the minds of those audience members seeking to rationalize the horror of Polyxena’s death.  


Polydorus’s exposition of the play’s mythic background and events guides the audience to view the Polyxena-plotline as a component of the overarching Polydorus-plotline.  While explaining the events most relevant to himself, Polydorus mentions Polyxena’s impending sacrifice, but only as the reason why the Greeks remain on the Chersonese long enough for his own story to run its course:  they have been there going on three days “for (γάρ, 37) Peleus’s son Achilles, appearing over his tomb, detained the whole Greek army” with his demands that Polyxena be sacrificed to him.  Polydorus’s account is overtly egocentric, but it nonetheless programs the audience’s perceptions.  Polydorus also identifies alongside Achilles “predetermination” (ἡ πεπρωμένη, 43) as the force leading his sister to her death.  This gives to the parallel many scholars have noticed between the two children Hecuba loses and the two she kills (Nussbaum (1986) most notably) the appearance of being caused by some cosmic design or order that demands Polyxena’s death as an anticipatory counter-weight for the second child whom Hecuba will kill.  


But the divine machinery so prominent in almost every other Euripides play and that could explain this design is, pace Kovacs (1987), entirely inscrutable in Hecuba, (so Segal 1989); Hecuba, Talthybius, and Agamemnon all remark upon its absence (162-163, 488-491, 900-901).  Even Hecuba’s famous encomium of a universal nomos that determines justice and governs the gods (799-805) collapses under its own weight.  The very need to make this appeal to Agamemnon reveals that the exercise of nomos here depends entirely upon his choice.  Hecuba’s language reveals as much and even ascribes to him the power to destroy nomos.  In other words, nomos in Hecuba is a social contract rather than a cosmic law.  Hecuba can say “by nomos we believe in the gods” because when everybody abides by nomos the resulting justice points to a divine plan that ensures justice, and, hence, to evidence of the gods’ existence.  Without such justice, however, there is no basis for believing that the gods work towards justice and therefore no highest authority whom the weak can invoke to persuade those stronger than themselves to act justly.

Moreover, Hecuba’s own hypocritical pleas for justice deconstruct its very notion.  In creating the impression that the killings balance out, Hecuba’s bipartite superstructure aligns Polyxena’s sacrifice with Hecuba’s revenge.  Hecuba claims to argue “justly” (τῷ δικαίῳ, 271) that Achilles does not act “justly” (ἐνδίκως, 263) in demanding that Polyxena be killed because Polyxena did nothing to him; he should demand that Helen be killed instead because she is ultimately responsible for his death.  Hecuba later adds that she herself should be killed in Polyxena’s place because she bore Paris, who killed Achilles (383-388).  Set against her revenge by the play’s parallel structure, these condemnations of killing innocents because they are associated with the individual responsible for the offense acquire an irony that leaves the audience with four options: 1) both Hecuba’s revenge and Polyxena’s death are unjust and so speak against an overarching moral order, 2) they are both just, in which case justice devolves into a license for lashing out regardless of fault, 3) Hecuba’s revenge is just but Polyxena’s death is not, in which case justice’s relativity precludes an absolute moral order, or 4) justice does not exist.  Hecuba’s search for a concept of justice at best proves the object of her quest impossible and at worst collapses the difference between justice and injustice.


 Mossman (1995) argues that Hecuba would not have been considered unjust by the Athenians for killing Polymestor’s children, nor for killing two to avenge one.  But the play’s structure problematizes the matter.  It presents Hecuba’s revenge as encompassing her entire pain rather than just the pain Polymestor caused.  Without a just divine order, such vengeance compounds the suffering of all, including that of the avenger.
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