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On Principle

“Then came abstract thought, and with it our ability to jump to faulty conclusions.” 

-Lily Tomlin in the Search for Signs of Intelligent Life in the Universe, by Jane Wagner

Euripides’ character Medea, from the play of that name, is such a tragic figure because she didn’t need to suffer nearly as much as she did.  Everything that happened after her husband rejected her she brought upon herself.  Whether it was the author’s intent or not, this play can be seen to illustrate the fallacy and terrible danger of clinging too tightly to anything immutable in this volatile, complex world.


The first thing Medea clings to, and the start of all her grief, is her husband Jason.  Admittedly, this is in accordance with social customs.  She says “separations bring disgrace on the woman and it is not possible to renounce one’s husband.” (236-282) But, unable to have him anymore, for whose sake does she spite him and refuse his gifts?  All her actions from this point on do only harm to every character in the play, including herself.  

It is her idea of justice that makes Medea refuse the safe passage and help offered by Jason, which would have saved both her and her children.  She says, “The gifts of the wicked bring no profit.” (614-667) It is also justice that makes her decide to give the woman who replaced her “the death she deserves.” 
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But principles, unchanging, are overlays placed upon the world and none of them fits it perfectly.  Medea, following her principle, is forced to become a hypocrite.  It is justice that makes her decide to kill her children, because she will hurt Jason the most 

that way, even though it will make her “the unhappiest woman in the world.” (784-830) But it is not justice that because she, an innocent, was harmed, she should murder her innocent children.  Justice for Jason and justice for her children are in conflict, and whatever she does is wrong in her eyes.

Her refusal of help and gifts from Jason shows that she also believes that the ends don’t justify the means.  But here is the same hypocrisy.  Following this principle, she will accept help from Aegeus, but never Jason, as means to her ends.  Yet she finally uses the most terrible means possible: the death of her children.  

As to ends and means, and what she should have done, I would say that yes, the ends do justify the means, with this caveat: all of the ends must be considered together.  Medea sacrificed one end for another, killing her children for revenge.  And revenge itself is a poor end, leaving no benefit for either party.  Revenge is justified solely through means: the means of following an abstract principle to whatever end it leads, instead of seeking the better end from the start.  If Medea had been capable of living with the terrible unfairness of life, allowing Jason to get away with all his injustice, then perhaps all of them, good or evil, would have been as happy as their cruel circumstances allowed.
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