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Fate and the Ethics of War in Euripides’ Hecuba

Luo Feng

Abstract: Misfortunes brought about by war to the community and its members is clearly displayed at the
beginning of Euripides’ Hecuba in the murder of Polydorus as well as in the sacrifice of Polyxena, suggesting that
the end of the war does not mean an end to violence. On the contrary, it releases the the evil of human nature
which is first fully demonstrated in the unscrupulous murder of Polydorus, his guest-friend, by Polymetor, the
Thracian king for gold, and further shown in their attitudes towards the misfortune of the weak of the Greek
leaders: they either abet or look on indifferently, which points to the corrupt of politics. By showing this
indifference to morality and justice, Euripides reveals the limits of realistic politics: justice is no more than the
interests of the strong. However, the reaction of the Trojans in the play makes it clear that the call for justice deeply
rooted in human nature should by no means be ignored. The poet then warns that victory is never the ultimate end
of war. Should the victors defy justice, the natural root of their rule is bound to be called into question.

Keywords: Euripides; Hecuba; fate; ethics of war
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