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Mήδεια (Medea), the tragedy written by Euripides (431 BC), refers to the story of a woman who seduced by her 

love for Jason, left her hometown of Colchis, and flew with him to Greece. Jason then betrayed Medea and got 

married with the daughter of Creon, King of Corinth. Medea, in order to get revenge, killed both Jason’s bride and 

his father-in-law, and then, after slaughtering her own children, she left to Athens. The approach of Medea’s 

personality, as a subject of this paper, takes place in the light of the ethical philosophy through comparative quote 

mainly of the representatives of the spirit of that period, sophists and Socrates, but also of later philosophers, such 

as Immanuel Kant. This contribution aims to demonstrate the timelessness of human experience through the 

centuries and explain why the literature of other cultures and eras continues to be of interest. 
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Introduction 

The study of Mήδεια (Medea), the tragedy written by Euripides and played in Athens in 431 BC, reveals 

that it is a work that highlights elements of social concern, at a time when the classical Greek world was ready 

to pass through the internal conflict and the phase of its decline. The philosophy of the time, under the 

influence of the sophists’ movement, had already taken a new path with the interest of finding out about human 

and his/her position in society.  

Euripides was following the sophists, but also Socrates, with whom he maintained a long friendship.  

Characteristics of the sophists’ philosophy were (Guthrie, 2003):  

a. Empiricism regarding the general philosophical view of things. 

b. Skepticism about the possibility of acquiring certain knowledge. The sophist Protagoras used to say 

“What seems true to me is true to me and what looks true to you is true to you” and therefore no one is able to 

refute the opinion of the other. 

c. Relativism of values: Value exists only in law, not in nature. According to Euripides, a person asks 

“What act is shameful if it does not seem so to the one who does it?” 

At a time when criticism of traditional values was present in every political and social institution, 

Euripides, concealing in his work his active interest in society, doubted about everything, sought both divine 

and human, and analyzed human nature, instincts, passions, and motives with realism (Giatromanolakis, 1990). 

The difference from the other great tragic poets, Aeschylus and Sophocles, is that Euripides turned the lights to 
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the faces of the myth and not to the myth itself. In this way, the tragedy acquired more inner content, as conflict 

was being experienced within the tragic hero, where the contradictions, as a characteristic of the human soul, 

were neither concealed nor adorned (Euripides, 1994). 

Medea was the woman who seduced by her love for Jason, left her hometown of Colchis, and her family 

and flew with him to Greece. Jason then betrayed Medea and his children and got married with the daughter of 

Creon, King of Corinth. Medea, in order to get revenge, killed both Jason’s bride and his father-in-law, and 

then, after slaughtering her own children, she left to Athens, to the deep regret of her betrayed husband. 

The ethical approach of Medea’s personality, as a subject of this paper, takes place at the following 

directions:  

a. Description of Medea’s innate qualities and behavior, as an expression of her way of existing and a 

reaction to the stimuli of the outside world―always in line with her position in a particular place and time;  

b. Promotion of her moral character, referring to her capacity as a person who acted or evaluated her 

actions in accordance with certain and fixed ethical rules; 

c. Comparative quote of philosophy on knowledge and virtue, mainly of the representatives of the spirit of 

that period, sophists and Socrates, but also of later philosophers, such as Immanuel Kant; 

d. Demonstration of the position and value of Medea’s personality today. 

Nature and Position of Medea 

Medea’s name etymology is attributed to the verb μέδομαι (medomai) which means provide for, be 

mindful of, but also plan, contrive, and devise (always in bad sense) (Dimitrakos, 1956).1 

Medea, according to mythology, claimed a royal and divine descent, as she was considered to be the 

daughter of the King of Colchis Aeite and of the Goddess-witch Hecate. Pindar describes her as a “venomous 

stranger” (παμφάρμακο ξείνα) (Giatromanolakis, 1990), as she was inherently skilled in deceit and magical art 

[verses (v.) 384-385]. She was “barbarian” (βάρβαρη, varvari) in a society that treated foreign women as 

peculiar, as individuals that acted inappropriately to their gender and capable of even committing homicide 

with inhuman cruelty (Giatromanolakis, 1990). 

Medea’s vengeful nature, which led her to murder by fraudulent means, is revealed in the first verses of 

the tragedy, when she mentioned Pelia’s murder (v. 10) and the extermination of her brother (v. 166). On the 

part of Medea, those actions took place as punishment and retribution for the “evil” she had suffered in a cruel 

way, revealing a lack of human feelings and compassion. The story of her innate vindictive nature, according to 

the legend, ends with the murder of Creon and his daughter, as well as the extermination of Medea’s own 

children, for punishment to her husband, Jason, because of the wedding betrayal. 

Medea was a married woman and a mother at a time when, in classical Greece, the female duty was 

limited to the home, without political rights and without a particular social presence. Medea underlined 

women’s stressful position at that time2 describing marriage as a form of slavery (v. 230-250), but also, on the 

other hand, speaking of marriage in an idealistic way, referring to wedding vows and reciprocity (v. 20-23, 

160-165). The wedding vow meant for Medea a promise of everlasting faith, representing absolute trust and 

                                                        
1 In its active form, the verb (μέδω, medo) acquires a completely different meaning: protect, rule over. 
2 In ancient Greece, women had no right to seek a divorce. In Athens, however, they could have asked the Lord to abandon the 
marriage, but that was objectionable, too. Here Euripides examines the fundamental values of ancient Greek culture, 
demonstrating a society that had systematically underestimated women’s presence in the process of social evolution 
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self-sacrifice. What infuriated her most were humiliation and the break of the wedding vow, an important bond 

between humans. Medea would not allow anyone to “pain her heart” (v. 398) nor she would “suffer mockery” 

(v. 404). 

The human promise became inviolable when humans swore to the Gods. Medea invoked Themis, the 

Goddess-protector of justice and oaths (v. 160). She also obliged Aegeus, King of Athens to swear to the Gods 

that he would protect her as long as he lived (v. 749-750). After securing her salvation (v. 744-755), Medea 

developed her murderous plan, considering the Gods to be her supporters. “By oath you become a friend of the 

Gods”, acquiring a pretext against your enemies, which was an unwritten law for Medea.  

According to the tragic poets, the unwritten laws were of divine origin, as they were the “unwritten 

commandments of the Gods”. The religious background of this idea meant that prosperity based on bad human 

conduct was inevitably precarious, because the “insult” (ὕβρις, hubris) was followed by punishment (ἄτη, ate). 

The doctrine of the unwritten laws applied to all ages and to all people. These laws were rooted in nature and 

were, at the same time, set by the Gods, having a high moral tone. The unwritten laws presented the ancient 

philosophical tradition, which the new ethics of the sophists’ movement called into question (Guthrie, 2001). 

The concept of human law in Medea’s phrase (v. 222) existed, but did not satisfy her: “χρὴ δὲ ξένον μὲν 

κάρτα προσχωρεῖν πόλει” (now a foreigner must be quite compliant with the city). She herself, as a woman, 

took justice into her own hands, “defying the Gods”, said the chorus (v. 414-420), “fulfilling the law”, Medea 

said below. 

The dipole “Law-Nature” (Νόμος-Φύσις) in the fields of ethics and politics has been at the core of Greek thinking, 
especially in 500 and 400 BC. “Nature” (Φύσις) meant something natural and true. Law (Nόμος) was something that was 
considered right in practice, initially something that was granted and applied as something artificial and sometimes wrong, 
though generally was believed as right. The exclusion of the divine element from luck and physical necessity as causes was 
used by the sophists, proponents of the relativism of moral concepts who denied that there were absolute criteria for law 
and justice. The law was imposed not by the Gods, but by humans as an agreed restriction of liberty. (Guthrie, 2001, pp. 
80-86) 

For Medea, Jason was brutal and hypocritical (v. 465, 470-472), disrespectful towards the Gods: “ὅρκων 

δὲ φρούδη πίστις, οὐδ᾽ ἔχω μαθεῖν εἰ θεοὺς νομίζεις τοὺς τότ᾽ οὐκ ἄρχειν ἔτι ἢ καινὰ κεῖσθαι θέσμι᾽ 
ἀνθρώποις τὰ νῦν” (respect for your oaths is gone, and I cannot tell whether you think that the Gods of old no 

longer rule or that new ordinances have now been set up for mortals) (v. 492-494). Jason was selfish, insincere, 

because he was acting for its sole self-interest, in a way that went beyond what was permissible, summarized 

the tutor: “ὡς πᾶς τις αὑτὸν τοῦ πέλας μᾶλλον φιλεῖ, οἱ μὲν δικαίως, οἱ δὲ καὶ κέρδους χάριν” (are you just now 

learning this, that each man loves himself more than his neighbor, [some justly, others for the sake of gain]) (v. 

86-87). 

The sophist Protagoras argued that every human being is right, because he/she sees one side of the truth, 

the one that allows him/her his/her own disposition to see. But there are normal and abnormal dispositions, that 

is, stronger or weaker (not right or wrong). All judgments are equally valid, but not of the same value. An 

orator has the most normal, strongest, and best doctrine identified with wisdom, as he/she is trained to see both 

sides of the truth (Guthrie, 2001). 

Jason was dishonest (v. 498), as he showed a lack of sincerity, and attempted to rhetorically pretend the 

benefactor (v. 580-587). Because of his dishonest, deceitful, and disrespectful behavior, Medea detested him. 

Medea attributed a remarkable wisdom to her feminine nature, when Creon (v. 285) called her “a clever 
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woman and skilled in many evil arts” (σοφὴ πέφυκας καὶ κακῶν πολλῶν ἴδρις), and he drove her away from 

Corinth.  

The Greek words σοφός-σοφία (wise-wisdom) have been in common use since ancient times. At the 

beginning, “wise” meant mainly the skilled person in a particular art (specialist). Later, “wise” became the one 

who knew something (well-informed) or the prudent. A term such as this one with an evaluative content 

inevitably runs the risk of dividing its meaning into true and false, depending on the perspective of the person 

using it. At the same time, there is a hint that the “wise” man remains intelligent and is likely to fall victim to 

his own intelligence. For Euripides, when people try to overcome Gods they are smart, but not prudent (Guthrie, 

2001).3  

In Corinth, Medea was secretive and did not disclose her true thoughts and intentions. She lied to Creon in 

order to achieve her purpose (v. 310), begged for mercy for her children by pretending (v. 345), and did good 

deeds for profit and fraud (v. 370). She planned her escape (v. 390) and, after securing it, she pretended the 

repentant, who “reasonably” seek reconciliation with Jason (v. 870-950). 

In addition, Jason attributed to Medea “a clever mind” (v. 529) and Aegeus “a wise mind” (v. 677). Medea, 

by her side, claimed a role of a rogue orator, according to the male standards of the sophists’ era, in order to 

manipulate Creon and win the time needed to fulfill her plans. Later, Medea promised to Aegeas the possibility 

of childbirth (v. 717-718) in order to ensure her escape and preserve her life, proving that persuasion, when 

added to words, can shape the human mind as it wishes (Guthrie, 2001).4 Even in the rhetorical struggle with 

Jason in many ways, justice was in favor of Medea. 

Jason rejected Medea’s arguments as products of female irrationality (v. 570) and stubbornness (v. 621) 

and cursed her female nature (v. 574). He considered marriage a social and economic contract, as he spoke in 

terms of material prosperity and security, neglecting vows and faith. So as presented in the tragedy, Jason was 

self-righteous and utilitarian. The arguments he used to defend his actions showed that he had studied rhetorical 

art, but it was precisely the professionalism of his arguments that made no sense. His arguments were spelled 

out precisely and his excuses, although well-organized, appeared to avoid important issues. He presented 

himself as a benefactor of Medea and his children, saying that he had brought them to Greece, a favored land (v. 

536, 549, 560). According to Jason, his new marriage did not happen because of love, but for everybody’s 

favor in order they to live with every kind of comfort (v. 596, 610). He used rhetoric art to recreate the truth as 

he wished it to be. 

Medea herself, in her view, was a practical example of her principles when she followed Jason leaving her 

homeland, thus showing complete trust in her husband and the wedding vows. She repeatedly saved his life and 

completed for his sake the deeds he could not accomplish (v. 476), she was hurt for his own good, and finally 

she became hated (v. 506-508). 

The Character of Medea 

Passion and impulse possessed the character of Medea: “βαρεῖα γὰρ φρήν” (for she has a terrible temper) 

(v. 38), “φυλάσσεσθ᾽ἄγριον ἦθος στυγεράν τε φύσιν φρενὸς αὐθάδους” (but beware of her fierce nature and 

the hatefulness of her wilful temper) (v. 102-104). Driven by her love, rather than by her prudence, as she said 

                                                        
3 Socrates, instead, claimed that “one (thing) I know, I know nothing” (ἕν  ο ἶδα ,  ὅ τ ι  οὐδέν  ο ἶδα ). 
4 In Euripides’ dialogues we observe the rhetorical style, dominant in classical Athens. Probably this reveals the effects of the 
sophists’ movement. 
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(v. 485), she caused many deaths. 

Her passion had no moderation (μέτρο, metro), and for this reason the nurse said (v. 125-130):  

τῶν γὰρ μετρίων πρῶτα μὲν εἰπεῖν τοὔνομα νικᾷ, χρῆσθαί τε μακρῷ λῷστα βροτοῖσιν: τὰ δ᾽ ὑπερβάλλοντ᾽ οὐδένα 

καιρὸν δύναται θνητοῖς, μείζους δ᾽ ἄτας, ὅταν ὀργισθῇ δαίμων οἴκοις, ἀπέδωκεν 

for moderate fortune has a name that is fairest on the tongue, and in practice it is by far the most beneficial thing for 
mortals. But excessive riches mean no advantage for mortals, and when a God is angry at a house, they make the ruin 
greater.  

Socrates argued that, if we could understand our own nature, we would know what is the right and natural 

purpose of our lives and this knowledge would give us the virtue we seek. It does not depend on our will to be 

good or bad, because no one prefers injustice but only justice. Moderation or restraint (prudence), according to 

Socrates, consists of the knowledge of good and bad and the use of the so-called “goods of life” with prudence 

and wisdom. Socrates refers, as an example, to the virtue of courage (ἀνδρεία, andreia) which, without 

knowledge, is a reckless boldness. It all depends on making the right decision and what is required for the right 

choice of pleasures is the art of moderation (Guthrie, 2001). 

The chorus invoked prudence (v. 638), the first gift from the Gods, and below recommended Medea to 

respect the human laws (v. 811-813), because “κούφως φέρειν χρὴ θνητὸν ὄντα συμφοράς” (we mortals must 

bear misfortune with resignation) (v. 1018). After the massacre of the children, the chorus stressed dislike for 

the atrocious crime (v. 1260) citing divine judgment (v. 1270). 

The sophist Protagoras claimed that virtue was not a natural human asset, as Socrates argued, but man 

using his/her innate intelligence and innate potential for moral progress could acquire virtue through teaching 

and effort. According to the ancient Greek legend, Prometheus offered to people logic and wisdom in the arts. 

Hermes brought to people two moral virtues, αἰδώς (aidos) and δίκη (dike). Δίκη was the sense of right and 

justice, while αἰδώς was the sense of shame, modesty, and respect for others (consciousness). Self-restraint and 

a sense of justice were essential to the existence of a society, which in turn was a prerequisite for human 

survival. Laws were guidelines set by the state to teach its citizens the limits within which they could act 

without violating them (Guthrie, 2001). 

Euripides’ ethics of avoiding “pride” (γαύρον) meant that the ideal was a man of average status who 

observed the rules defined by the state (Guthrie, 2001). 

Jason who was for Medea the whole world proved to be evil and cruel (has proved the basest of men, v. 

228-229). His obscene betrayal of love left Medea socially and emotionally exposed that was alone in a foreign 

land, without the support of her own people (v. 256-259). She felt ashamed (v. 24-26), suffering, and mourning 

and she was wishing to die (v. 96-98, 145-148, 226-227). Medea’s miserable psychological mood was revealed 

by the words in her curse (v. 111-115): “αἰαῖ, ἔπαθον τλάμων ἔπαθον μεγάλων ἄξι᾽ ὀδυρμῶν. ὦ κατάρατοι 

παῖδες ὄλοισθε στυγερᾶς ματρὸς σὺν πατρί, καὶ πᾶς δόμος ἔρροι” (oh, what sufferings are mine, sufferings that 

call for loud lamentation! O accursed children of a hateful mother, may you perish with your father and the 

whole house collapse in ruin!).  

The curse [κατάρα (αρά), catara, (ara)] evolved, from a religious point of view, into an oath and a prayer 

[(προσευχή (εὐχή), prosefhi, prayer (efhi, wish)] (Liddell & Scott, 1940). From a sociological point of view, it 

had become an institution and, finally, a law. That is why the early legal rules required the curse to be approved. 

The law did not specify what the citizen should and should not do. However, it was considered, “cursed” the 
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one who acted in a way contrary to what he/she was pledged to do. That is what Medea argued: Jason simply 

did not do what he was pledged to do, and thus he was punished in the form of divine judgment. 

The escalation of Medea’s emotions was evident: “μήτηρ κινεῖ κραδίαν, κινεῖ δὲ χόλον” (your mother is 

stirring up her feelings, stirring up her anger) (v. 98-99), “ἤδη γὰρ εἶδον ὄμμα νιν ταυρουμένην” (for I have 

seen her turn a savage glance at them, as if she meant to do something to them) (v. 92), “καίτοι το κάδος 

δέργμα λεαίνης ἀποταυροῦται δμωσίν” (though she glowers at the servants with the look of a lioness) (v. 187). 

Medea admitted that “γυνὴ γὰρ τἄλλα μὲν φόβου πλέα κακή τ᾽ἐς ἀλκὴν καὶ σίδηρον εἰσορᾶν: ὅταν δ᾽ἐς εὐνὴν 

ἠδικημένη κυρῇ, οὐκ ἔστιν ἄλλη φρὴν μιαι φονωτέρα” (in all other things a woman is full of fear, incapable of 

looking on battle or cold steel; but when she is injured in love, no mind is more murderous than hers) (v. 

264-266). In front of the betrayal of love, the woman becomes the toughest killer and the chorus recognized it. 

Following Creon’s exile command, Medea then felt the overt hostility to her face (v. 277-278, 439-445). 

The depth of Medea’s passion became anger, overt rage, hatred, and thirst for revenge. The poet perfectly 

illustrated the degree of mania and savagery a deceived spouse could achieve and how much insanity could 

result from marital fraud (Guthrie, 2001).5 Hate, as the overwhelming feeling of intense hostility that causes 

man to desire evil for the one against whom he turns, was deeply rooted within Medea. In v. 15-16, the nurse 

stated that: “ὅταν γυνὴ πρὸς ἄνδρα μὴ διχοστατῇ. νῦν δ᾽ ἐχθρὰ πάντα, καὶ νοσεῖ τὰ φίλτατα” (this it is that 

most rescues life from trouble, when a woman is not at variance with her husband, but now all is enmity, and 

love’s bonds are diseased). In a soul that such hatred was born, the strongest love could also blossom (v. 

431-433). So, it was Medea, a powerful personality, but she used the power of her soul in a special way, which 

she considered right: “μηδείς με φαύλην κἀσθενῆ νομιζέτω μηδ᾽ ἡσυχαίαν, ἀλλὰ θατέρου τρόπου, βαρεῖαν 

ἐχθροῖς καὶ φίλοισιν εὐμενῆ: τῶν γὰρ τοιούτων εὐκλεέστατος βίος” (let no one think me weak, contemptible, 

untroublesome. No, quite the opposite, hurtful to foes, to friends kindly. Such persons live a life of greatest 

glory) (v. 808-811), because Jason “had been unfaithful to his family” (v. 698).  

In Plato’s Republic (353b), Socrates claims that there is a particular virtue that belongs to anyone who 

must perform a particular function or task. He proceeds with the view that the human soul also has its function, 

that is, to govern the lower parts of the soul, to make decisions and generally to secure a life that is the best that 

man can live. This virtue must be identified with justice. Nothing is worth compared to mental health, which is 

highly dependent on self-knowledge (Guthrie, 2001; 2003). 

For humans, the highest pursuit of their spirit is a concept of justice, according to Socrates, who states in 

the Republic (335d): “οὐκ ἄρα τοῦ δικαίου βλάπτειν ἔργον, ὦ Πολέμαρχε, οὔτε φίλον οὔτ᾽ ἄλλον οὐδένα, 

ἀλλὰ τοῦ ἐναντίου, τοῦ ἀδίκου” (it is not then the function of the just man, Polemarchus, to harm either friend 

or anyone else, but of his opposite). 

Medea’s pride urged her to reject Jason’s offerings, for “κακοῦ γὰρ ἀνδρὸς δῶρ᾽ ὄνησιν οὐκ ἔχει” (the 

gifts of a base man bring no benefit) (v. 618), and she preferred death (v. 392-394) to a second exile. A special 

and justified pride-“boldness”, as Medea called it (v. 394, 403), which, however, would lead her to untold acts. 

In summary, it could be said that Medea considered her judgment to be just because she did not harm 

Jason (v. 692). Instead, Jason had harmed her (v. 220-230) and she would reattribute with the help of the Gods 

(v. 802).  

                                                        
5 According to Euripides, “nature wanted it, that doesn’t care about the law” and that is the excuse of a woman who sinned, 
because so are the women. 
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Socrates believed that one should obey the laws in every case, even though they do not exist by nature, as 

a key element of justice, and that the state whose citizens obey the laws is strong and prosperous. In Crito, if 

every individual, depending on his/her whim, could ignore the law’s mandates, the foundations of state life 

would collapse. According to Socrates, the life of every citizen was the implementation of a contract or a treaty. 

Ιn return for the benefits provided by the laws, every citizen was obliged to regard the laws as masters to whom 

he/she owed obedience. Violation of this principle would destroy the whole society. Socrates also mentioned 

the unwritten laws that are universally enforced and enforced by the Gods (they are not rules of nature). 

Obeying these laws is beneficial to the individual, because unlike human laws, it is not possible to neglect them 

with impunity. The sporadic infringement of a law does not invalidate its validity, and people can escape 

punishment, but this never happens in case of infringement of the divine laws (Guthrie, 2001; 2003).6  

Even after the murder of her children, Medea said that the Gods knew the good that she had done to Jason 

(v. 1351) and the evil that he had done to her (v. 1372). The Gods knew who had begun the evil. 

The concept of God existed and played a role in Medea’s morality only with regard to the oath. But Medea 

herself was the punisher and her revenge (or divine judgment) was an important issue. It is surprising the fact 

that, despite the cruel nature of her crime, audience’s potential attraction to Medea is as strong as her charm to 

the chorus. 

The Moral Personality of Medea 

Medea’s decision to seek revenge was stated from the beginning with characteristic logical precision (v. 

260, 375-376). She firstly discussed the possible ways to murder Creon and his daughter (v. 378-380) and, from 

v. 770, she began making a plan of execution that, perhaps, causes detest. She used her own children to carry 

the murderous gifts to Creon’s daughter (v. 950) and, when father and daughter found a tragic end, rejoiced at 

their loss (v. 1135). Jason deserved the worst punishment, which was not death: She had to slaughter her 

children (v. 792), because her husband would thus be harmed (v. 817). 

According to Kant, what found our moral obligations should not be sought within human nature or 

external circumstances, because they are controversial and none of us knows exactly what he/she wants. 

Human moral obligations should be sought only “a priori”, that is, in the notions of logic that are common to all 

human beings. Indeed, the philosopher argues that any rule based on empirical principles and that has at least 

empirical foundations can certainly be called as “practical rule” but never as “moral law”. Our ethical 

obligations are related to our duties stricto sensu, so they cannot be exempted to the benefit of the tendency 

(Pantazakos, 2007). 

Medea was struggling with herself because her insane decision conflicted with her instincts (maternal 

instinct), she was constantly revising (v. 1015), admit her “helpless” mind and her futile stubbornness (v. 1029). 

The moving lament (v. 1020-1080), before killing her children, was a “tragic irony” (τραγική ειρωνεία) until 

she finally decided to carry out her devious plan:  

μὰ τοὺς παρ᾽ Ἅιδῃ νερτέρους ἀλάστορας, οὔτοι ποτ᾽ ἔσται τοῦθ᾽ ὅπως ἐχθροῖς ἐγὼ παῖδας παρήσω τοὺς ἐμοὺς 

καθυβρίσαι. πάντως σφ᾽ ἀνάγκη κατθανεῖν: ἐπεὶ δὲ χρή, ἡμεῖς κτενοῦμεν οἵπερ ἐξεφύσαμεν. πάντως πέπρακται ταῦτα 

κοὐκ ἐκφεύξεται. 

by Hell’s avenging furies, I shall never leave my children for my enemies to outrage. They must die in any case. And 

                                                        
6 When Socrates identifies justice with law, he includes both universal divine and unwritten laws and has in mind the judgment, 
not only in the present life but also in the future. 
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since they must, the one who gave them birth shall kill them. These things are settled in any case and cannot be undone (v. 
1059-1065).  

Πάντως σφ᾽ ἀνάγκη κατθανεῖν: ἐπεὶ δὲ χρή, ἡμεῖς κτενοῦμεν οἵπερ ἐξεφύσαμεν. 

they must die at all events, and since they must, I who gave them birth shall kill them. (v. 1240)  

This is where the struggle between consciousness and desire or the weakness of will arises.  

Socrates claimed that no pleasure could surpass the pleasure of quiet conscience, and no pain, even if it 

included poverty, humiliation, wounds, and death, could overcome it. It is preferable, even less painful for the 

person who knows, to be disadvantaged rather than to disadvantage, because what is important is the soul, not 

the body or the phenomena. Prospering and enjoying the so-called “pleasures” by selfish and unjust means is an 

injury to one’s own soul (Guthrie, 2001). 

Ancient Greek philosophers attempted to address various issues through logic. According to the 

philosopher De Carte, the soul, besides the intellect, also includes the will. The mission of the intellect is to 

obtain the truth through the clarity of the meanings, while the work of the will is to affirm or deny the findings 

of the intellect. Contrary to logic that it is bound by the strict principles of the intellect, the will is unlimited. 

According to Kant, knowledge is the product of the “theoretical reason”, while the “practical reason” is 

identified with the will, in particular the “pure will”. “Pure will” is based only on itself and this is where the 

human moral behavior derives from. “Empirical will” is dictated by factors beyond itself and it is identified 

with desire, pursuit or even purpose (Pelegrinis, 2005). 

Faced with the prospect of killing her own children, Medea exclaimed (v. 1077-1080): “ἀλλὰ νικῶμαι 

κακοῖς. καὶ μανθάνω μὲν οἷα τολμήσω κακά, θυμὸς δὲ κρείσσων τῶν ἐμῶν βουλευμάτων, ὅσπερ μεγίστων 

αἴτιος κακῶν βροτοῖς” (and I know well what pain I am about to undergo, but my wrath overbears my 

calculation, wrath that brings mortal men their gravest hurt). 

According to Socrates, all that one man could give to another by teaching was knowledge. So if virtue, 

which clearly included moral virtues, can be taught, then it is a form of knowledge. But if virtue is knowledge, 

then evil or injustice can only be attributed to ignorance, and consequently no one deliberately sins (oὐδεὶς 

ἑκὼν κακός, oudeis econ cacos [no one is bad at will]). Right practice will automatically follow the knowledge 

of what is right. Socrates held the heroic doctrine that “no evil can happen to a good man”. He admits to 

Protagoras (352 d-e) that the opposite view is more widespread: “ἀλλὰ πολλούς φασι γιγνώσκοντας τὰ 

βέλτιστα οὐκ ἐθέλειν πράττειν, ἐξὸν αὐτοῖς, ἀλλὰ ἄλλα πράττειν” (but say that many, while knowing what is 

best, refuse to perform it, though they have the power, and do other things instead) (Guthrie, 2001). 

In this position that appears once again the “nature” with its “necessity”, this refuge found by people with 

a weak will in their despair. It is about a competition of the tendency towards the moral rule, which alters the 

universality of a principle (universalitas) in simple generality (generalitas), so that the principle of “practical 

logic” is “falsely compatible” with the ethical rule (Pantazakos, 2007). Making an exception to her moral 

objection in favor of her desire for revenge, Medea said to herself: “ἀλλὰ τήνδε γελαθοῦ βραχεῖαν ἡμέραν 

παίδων σέθεν κἄπειτα θρήνει” (instead, for this brief day forget them—and mourn hereafter) (v. 1247-1249). 

“In ethics”, Kant said,  

the imperative cannot be hypothetical, that is it cannot express the practical necessity of a potential act as a means of 
something else that we want. The imperative can only be categorical, that is it must express the objective necessity of an 
action, irrespective of any other purpose. It is a mistake to regard moral wills acts such as instincts, natural inclinations, 
appetites, passions or emotions, because they are not dictated by our “pure will”, but always by something outside it. 
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(Pantazakos, 2007) 

After the murder of her children, Medea told Jason that he had been irreparably hurt in the way she wished 

(v. 1360) and, therefore, the responsibility was his own (v. 1364). To the end, she punished him by not letting 

him mourn and bury his own children (v. 1375). She reminded him that she let him live to suffer (v. 1395). Her 

last words were wish and curse at the same time: “μαρτυρόμενος δαίμονας ὥς μοιτέκνα κτείνασ᾽ ἀποκωλύεις 

ψαῦσαί τε χεροῖν θάψαι τε νεκρούς, οὓς μήποτ᾽ ἐγὼ φύσας ὄφελον πρὸς σοῦ φθιμένους ἐπιδέσθαι” (οh that I 

had never begotten them, never seen them dead at your hands!) (v. 1410-1414). And she left on the chariot of 

the Sun. 

The drama of Medea was that she knew, but she still acted, and she did not act because of necessity or 

instinct, but through choice that was based primarily on emotions (passion) rather than pure logic. When she 

made the decision to execute her children she knew what was right to do, yet she decided to do the opposite. 

The reason why she could not do what her moral rule defined was not outside of her, but it came from herself 

and it was her passion (Pelegrinis, 2009; Guthrie, 2001). Medea did not act freely, but out of her pure will, 

because she was defeated by her own “nature” that was contrary to the law. 

According to modern criminal law, an offender’s guilt is analogous to his/her attitude towards the subject 

of the crime, in other words his/her intention. This subjective element of guilt is divided into cognitive and by 

volition. These two measures determine the degree of responsibility. As a result, we are talking about crimes 

committed deliberately or negligently. The imputation is not the same as deceit or negligence, but it is the 

accusation we personally ascribe to the perpetrator; it is a judgment of worthlessness; it is a disapproval of the 

behavior of one who was able to decide freely between justice and injustice. The criminal is the one who, while 

he/she was able to control his/her conduct in accordance with the values of general social acceptance and the 

rules of law, and therefore able to suppress his criminal impulses, nevertheless decided and committed the 

crime (Filippidis, 1993).7  

Medea, from the ethical philosophy’s perspective, did not constitute a moral personality, although it was a 

person who was the source and cause of her actions and she was the actor who gave sense to her actions. 

Although the concept of will may, possibly, be the base concept of criminal responsibility, Medea’s subjective 

rule had no moral content because, despite her strong and rigid character, she acted because of indignation and 

hatred. In accordance with the “duty” considered by her point of view (revenge), Medea decided and acted 

selectively, for that particular case. 

Conclusions 

What characterizes a moral person is the responsibility he/she takes on his/her actions, which cannot be 

understood without the freedom to choose the principles from which it derives, in other words his/her debt. 

Everyone, as a moral person, is free and has the right to choose his/her principles (Pelegrinis, 2005). Really free 

is only the person who is not under the influence of any psychological cause, passion, addiction, or tendency 

either internal or external. 

The man of modern times makes decisions through will and then acts, thereby rendering himself/herself, 

not only to the cause of his/her actions, but also to an existence that shapes the future itself. In practice, of 

course, it is not always easy to detect when an emotion should be considered so powerful that it makes us 

                                                        
7 This is a necessary condition for the imposition of a penalty (nullum crimen, nulla poena sine culpa).  
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irresponsible and when not, as well as when an action is forced upon us and when it comes from pure logic. 

The main difference between humans and animals is that humans have abundant lifestyle choices, they can be 

ethical persons, and their behavior is perfectly intertwined with the worth and value they recognize in 

themselves and in other human beings. The evaluation of things is a determining factor of our behavior and 

attitude towards them.  

It is not, therefore, the freedom of the will as the mere choice of many solutions, but the capacity we have 

as humans for unlimited perfection. This ability should, according to Socrates, urge us to achieve 

self-knowledge (γνῶθι σαὐτόν). This does not refer to the ability of human egoism to reach its extreme limits, 

but to its pettiness in front of the mysteries of the universe. 

The timelessness of Medea’s tragic persona is verified by daily reports in similar cases, where the 

characterization of Medea is symbolized and tragically describes the person to whom it refers, but at the same 

time, verifies the timelessness of the ancient Greek tragedy. The feelings of a woman whose love has turned 

into hatred, as well as the feelings of a man who no longer loves, represent something eternal and unchanging 

within human nature. 

Here is what we should always look for in the great drama: universal within special. Literature can fully 

understand the human experience and explore real feelings. The common existential problems that all cultures 

face explain why the literature of other cultures and eras continues to be of interest. 
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