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Analyzing the Hidden Ideology in Greek Culture
as Reflected in the Images of the Others in
Euripides’ Tragedy
Ni, Shu-lan*

Abstract

Traditional theatre studies usually approach Greek tragedy from a formalist
point of view; e.g. using an Aristotelian method to analyze a play in terms of its six
elements : plot, character, thought, language, music, and spectacle. Usually, this
kind of so-called objective study aims to reveal the main ideas of the play which is
closely related to how Greek culture believes in the positive power of tragedy—to
gain a sense of catharsis so that Greek citizens can learn wisdom through suffering.
As a result, Greek tragedy is regarded as the epitome of Greek culture, capturing her
belief in the positive side of reason, a feature which later on also characterizes
Western civilization. However, with the emergence of modern drama, this belief in
the reason and the image of noble tragic hero is gradually challenged. For example,
in the theatre of the absurd, playwright Samuel Beckett questions through his work
why a civilization which is so boastful of its reason can start two world wars and
commits foul inhumanity on other races. As a matter of fact, Western drama does
not need to wait until the twentieth century to question the ironic phenomenon of
Western civilization. As early as in Greek times, Euripides has uttered a pungent
sense of skepticism on Greek ideology. The aim of this paper, therefore, is to
examine how Euripides’ tragedy reveals the hidden ideology in Greek culture.

Compared with Aeschylus and Sophocles, Euripides is the least welcome and
the most discredited playwright. In the plays of the former two dramatists, the
Greek world is pictured as governed by poetic justice and the power of the rational
Apollo will finally triumph. However, Euripides’ plays portray a decaying Greek
society where irrationality dominates and his contemporaries are not ready to accept
such a shocking fact. Euripides definitely has a very different view on Greek
culture compared with Aeschylus and Sophocles. Critics therefore call Euripides
‘the crack-up playwright.” His plays do not deal with Greek gods or the noble
tragic heroes. Instead, his plays are full of the pitiable images of foreigners who
have to face their misfortunes caused by the Greeks. As a result, Euripides’
tragedy is a protest against the Greek society, a view which cannot be appreciated by
his contemporaries. Nevertheless, more recent dramatists can share Euripides’
insight. Bertolt Brecht, for example, encourages his audience to examine what
looks most natural in one’s society and challenges the status quo. Specifically
speaking, such belief resembles contemporary deconstruction attitude in some
literary theories, such as cultural studies which are related to examining ideology
behind certain social facts. Therefore, this paper will adopt related ideas on
ideology to examine how some of Euripides’ plays can reveal the hidden ideology in
his Greek society.

Key words : Euripides, Greek tragedy, ideology, Medea, Trojan Women
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