The Endurance of Aretē in Euripides' Heracles


Many studies, in endeavoring to find thematic unity in Euripides' Heracles, have focused on Euripides' portrayal of aretē in the play (e.g. Chalk 1962; Papadopoulou 2005; Sheppard 1916). Until now, a kind of scholarly consensus has formed around the idea that Heracles displays a humbled, transformed form of aretē in rejecting suicide in the play's conclusion (Swift 2010; Wilamowitz 1895): he exhibits "a new internal courage" (Arrowsmith 1956, 53) that renders him "a strikingly novel figure" (Foley 1985, 177).  I argue instead that Euripides explores the results of a consistently traditional formulation of aretē throughout the play. Ultimately, it is the same form of excellence that distinguishes Heracles as a hero in the beginning and saves Heracles' life in the end. 


Euripides defines Heracles' aretē in two ways in the play: first, through philia (i.e., helping friends and harming enemies), and secondly, through glorious victory, as encompassed in the epithet kallinikos; forms of this cult title, specifically connected to Heracles and associated with athletics and his founding of the Olympic Games (Galinsky 1972), appear eight times in the text, the greatest concentration in the Euripidean corpus. My analysis examines the play in three parts: the first part of the play, opening with Heracles' suppliant family at the altar and ending with Heracles' return and triumph over Lycus, serves to question and then confirm Heracles' aretē. In his absence, Heracles seems to have abandoned his philtatoi to his enemy Lycus. The despair of Megara and Amphitryon in the face of death contrasts sharply with the praise of Heracles' famous Labors in the choral odes, a reminder of his heroic reputation. Lycus overtly attacks and belittles Heracles' courage, and the villain seems about to win when Heracles returns. He reasserts his aretē by striving to protect his philoi with the same strength and skill that earned him the title kallinikos. The Chorus' songs of rejoicing establish a vocabulary of epinician praise for the gloriously conquering hero.


The second part of the play, in which a maddened Heracles murders his own family, conspicuously demonstrates the failure of Heracles' aretē. In the messenger speech recounting the deaths, Euripides deliberately uses the same epinician diction and heroic language to describe Heracles' greatest error. By emphasizing the athletic aspects of Heracles' violent actions and their similarity to his Labors, Euripides reverses the value of Heracles' strength: precisely the same traits celebrated in the choral odes are now the source of lament, and his humiliation is the inversion of his kallinikos position. Furthermore, by assaulting his own family and rejecting the suppliancy of his children, Heracles profoundly violates the bonds of philia.


The third part of the play shows how Heracles' traditional aretē, through the presence of Theseus, redeems and restores the fallen hero. Theseus' arrival in the midst of Heracles' suicidal despair is not random; in fact, he is motivated by his philia towards Heracles, for he comes to Thebes as a charis in reciprocation for his rescue by Heracles in Hades. Theseus dissuades Heracles from suicide by appealing to Heracles' heroic past; by offering gifts and posthumous cult honors in Athens worthy of a great hero, Theseus repays his obligation and restores Heracles to a status befitting a kallinikos. Ultimately, it is the fear of the loss of his heroic reputation that causes Heracles to accept Theseus' offers: both the strength of philia and the imperatives of glorious victory preserve Heracles' life. Adkins (1966) is therefore mistaken in arguing that Heracles displays no aretē in the end, though he notes correctly that Euripides does not offer a new-fangled redefinition of courage in this play. 


My paper thus shows that it is unnecessary to argue for innovation in social values here. Euripides uses Heracles to praise the worth and efficacy of traditional excellence, and this enduring aretē provides true thematic unity to the play. 
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