Medea as a Woman:
· This is one of the main themes of Euripides Medea.  The play is concerned with the plight of Medea and the lot (or plight) of oppressed women in general.

· Women in Greek Tragedies - a very interesting topic- gender issues at play.

· Note: Majority of the audience were male. Male actors performed female parts.

· Male dominated environment.

Q. 2001:     “There can be no doubt…………that the Medea is very much concerned with the problem of women’s place in society.”  (Knox).  

Q. “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned”. 

· Dramatists- reflect & intensify the thought of their time.

· In 5th century Athens, the problem of women’s role in society and in the family was a central q. /topic of discussion. 

· Concern for the lot of women was not only reflected in Euripides work.

· For example Sophocles was also concerned with this.

· In Sophocles play Tereus, written in 414 is also concerned with the lot of women. 

· Tereus is the story of an Athenian princess, Procne, who is married to Tereus.  She persuades him to bring her sister Philomena to Athens to join her. On the journey back from Athens he rapes her and then cuts out her tongue to silence her.  Philomena weaves the story of outrage on embroidery and so Procne learns the truth.  She kills her son by Tereus, Itys, and cuts him up and cooks him and serves him to Tereus. The Gods in disgust turn them all into birds. 

· One of Procnes speeches, re: the wronged wife:

“Now separated (from my family), I am nothing. Many a time I have observed that in this case our sex, the female sex is nothing.  When we are children in our father’s home, our life is the most pleasant in the world; young girls grow up in the thoughtless delight. But when we reach maturity and intelligence, we are expelled, bought and sold, far away from the Gods of our fathers and from our parents, some to barbarians, some to houses where everything is alien, others to houses where they meet hostility.  But all this, when one night has joined us to our husband, we must acquiesce in, and pretend that all is well.” 

· Content of this speech v. close to Medea's first speech to the Chorus. 
Main pt:   The fact that 2 similar characters have similar sentiments and were, written by 2 different playwrights suggests that the lot of women in the late 5th century in Athens was very much a q. of the day. 

Even Plato's Republic (much later) said that:

To divide mankind into male and female for the purposes of public life or education or anything, except the begetting and bearing of children, is just as absurd as to divide it into the long haired and the bald. 
Medea as Sophos (wise):
· Medea – frequently being described as being wise:

· In Greek Society women weren’t really meant to be intelligent or argue. There was a suspicion of intelligence but only if it is embodied in women.

· Chorus tells us that they have sometimes been involved in arguments & become more subtle and more heated than they should be…………….. i.e. they are not supposed to be intelligent.

· Chorus confirms that women’s intelligence:

“Though women too have intelligence which forms part of our nature and instructs us.”

· In the play Creon fears and is suspicious of Medea because she is clever.  He sees her cleverness is dangerous (note Aegeus- by contrast sees it as useful). 

 “You’re a clever woman, skilled in many evil arts”. (285)

· Medea admits that she is sophe (clever-i.e., an intellectual, person of great capacity):

“I am clever” (p26)

· but says how it hasn’t done her any good in the past & how you are better off not being clever as: 

“My reputation, yet again! Many times, Creon, it has been my curse and my ruin…………….what do you gain from being clever? You neglect your own affairs and your fellow citizens hate you………………….I know from this experience: because I am clever , they are jealous; the rest dislike me.” (26).

· She is indeed clever and her cunning approach to earning herself an extra day proves this. Since she is a woman she doesn’t have brute strength & deceit and her cleverness is her weapon. 

Women as Victims:

Q. “The Medea is not about woman’s rights; it is about woman’s wrongs, those done to her and by her.” (Knox)

· Medea is full of statements about women.

· She plays on her sex and uses her womanly charms to win over the chorus. She uses her gender as an excuse/justification for her behaviour for sympathy.

· She plays on the fact that she is a woman and uses it as ammunition to secure her cause.

· Medea emphasises her common identity with the Chorus (Corinthian women) that she is a woman and stresses the suffering of women & relates her own suffering to the chorus:

“Surely, of all creatures that have life and will we women are the most wretched.”

Role/Position of women in society: (p24-25):

Her argument: we buy husbands with dowry/go into new home/unprepared for new life/can’t divorce/no power/men are possessors of their body/men can stray (“if a man grows tired of the company at home”)/horrors of childbearing etc.

Medea is representing the oikos or private world of the home.

This speech her first speech to the chorus is one of the most famous speeches in Greek Tragedy. Her speech is a reflection of the social condition in Athens in the 5th century B.C.

Women were confined to the home, children and servants, excluded from active social and political life etc.

· Illustrates how her position as a woman in society is precarious/insecure.

· She feels handicapped by her birthright:

“We were born women- useless for honest purposes, but in all kinds of evil skilled practitioners.”

Chorus: 

“I have often engaged in arguments, and become more subtle and perhaps more heated, than is suitable for women.”

Tells us orthodoxy in society- women not supposed to show passion, be intelligent.

“Though infact women too have intelligence: which forms part of our nature”.

Chorus is getting us to think about women in general.

Misogynist’s view:

· We see this mainly through the words of Jason.

· Jason sums up his view of women when he says:

“If women didn’t exist human life would be rid of all its miseries.”

Extreme view of women = they cause all the misery in society.

“If only children could be got some other way without the female sex.”

“But you women have reached a state where, if alls well with your sex-life you’ve everything you wish for: but when that goes wrong at once all that is noblest and best turns gall.”

· Jason is inviting us to see Medea as a typical woman – by using all his generalisations.

· Even Medea in her ploy to deceive Jason infers the misogynist view of women which she knows Jason subscribes to:

“But we women- I won’t say we are bad by nature but we are what we are.”

“We were born women – useless for honest purpose but in all kinds of evil skilled practitioners”.

Jason: “Anger is something you have to expect from a woman” (Another generalisation)

Medea as a typical Hero:
· Medea is presented to us in heroic terms.

· Heroes in Greek society were renowned as violent beings and since they lived by the code:

“Help your friends and harm your enemies.”

· As Medea is depicted as a hero it is expected that revenge will be deadly. 

· Epic poems don’t question Achilles right to bring destruction to the Greek army or Odysseus’s slaughter of an entire generation of the Ithacan aristocracy. 

· Medea is a combination of the violence of Achilles and the cold craft of Odyssey.

· Medea is terrible to her enemies and hard to defeat (echoing Socratic value).

· Heroic inflexibility:  “she’s inflexible in her rage”.

· Inflexible in purpose: “I shall kill” and “the deed must be done”.

· Like Clytemnestra once she has made up her mind she’ll do it.

· Her extremeness is comparable to heroes:

“And kill them both, even if I am to die for it.”

· She is motivated by fear of her enemies laughing at her. To her it is the greatest torment:

“You must not invite laughter from Jason and his new allies.”

· Heroic vocabulary: “I am of a different kind: dangerous to my enemies, loyal to my friends. To such a life glory (heroic ethos) belongs.”

· Definite embodiment of the heroic ethos, especially when she talks about glory because that was the most central concern to Greek heroes.

· She is of heroic temperament and daring and is moved by her wrath (anger- “the fiercest anger of all the most incurable is that which rages in place of dearest love”-p32), full of passionate intensity.

· She resists moderation and reason:  “I can endure guilt however horrible, the laughter of my enemies I will not endure.”

Medea as a Witch or Sorceress:
· She is a typical witch. 
· This conclusion is drawn primarily due to her use of drugs:  “The best is the direct way, which suits both my bent: to kill by poison.” Note: Pharmakon = poison.
· Also she says to Aegeus:  “ I know certain drugs whose power will put an end to your sterility”
· “Both she and all who touch her will expire in agony: with such a deadly poison I’ll anoint my gifts.”
· Her plans on how to kill Glauce and all those around her:
“She by my poison, wretched girl must die a hideous death.”

· She worships Hecate who is the God of witches.

· View that she is a witch we can either accept of reject as long as we say why – Medea is either actually a witch or she has witch like characteristics. 

· View of Knox- other people in the ancient world use poison.

· In Euripides play Ion, Creusa (woman) has a bracelet with 2 different capsules on it.
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