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ABSTRACT 

 
External compulsion makes Polyxena’s sacrificial death inescapable. She herself 
wants to die, but to do so bravely and freely. This, however, is impossible so long as 
freedom is conceived in material terms. The Stoic ethic, on the other hand, would 
make sense of her stagey death and her otherwise futile attempt to demonstrate an 
illusory freedom. The nobility with which she faces her death would then testify to 
an indestructible moral freedom. 
 
In Euripides’ Hecuba, the assembly of the Greek army resolve to sacrifice 
Polyxena to the ghost of Achilles (218-21). Polyxena acknowledges the 
inevitability of her death (346),1 but she is determined to act herself and to 
persuade others to act in such a way that her sacrifice will not only appear, 
but actually be her freely chosen act (367, 548-52). Her ‘freedom’, however, 
is doubly illusory, because her death is not a matter about which she has any 
choice and because she is literally a slave, a Greek captive. The freedom that 
remains to her is thus restricted to adopting an attitude to the unavoidable 
event, and the obviously desirable attitude will be one consistent with her 
personal morality. Had Euripides lived and written a century or more later he 
might have made Polyxena a Stoic, which would have provided her with an 
ethical framework free of the obvious confusion and equivocations that 
surround the position which she in fact maintains. 

                                                 
∗ I would like to thank the anonymous readers of Acta Classica for their helpful 
comments on the earlier draft of this article. 
1 The necessity that Polyxena faces is of human rather than metaphysical origin, 
since the decision is made on the ground that Achilles, like all such patriotic 
warriors, deserves to be recognised in this way (303-20). It is never stated that the 
sacrifice is a precondition of favourable sailing weather, though the present 
conditions are indeed unfavourable (898-901) and will remain so until the end (1289-
90). 
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Slavery (with its correlative freedom) is a central theme of the play.2 
Hecuba and Polyxena are quite literally slaves; they are owned collectively by 
the Greeks and have absolutely no rights. Let us call this ‘material slavery’.3 
But there is also the figurative (and ironical) ‘slavery’ of Odysseus and 
Agamemnon both of whom, while apparently enjoying great power, must 
nevertheless consult the views of the troops. Hecuba, on observing this kind 
of slavery, remarks that no one is free (864). To see this is to recognise the 
obvious fact that power is always circumscribed. Agamemnon in all 
probability is indeed unfree to impose his will without consulting the mob. 
But there is more than a hint of moral cowardice here, as we are made to feel 
that Agamemnon lacks the moral authority to assert his will independently. 
Let us call this ‘moral slavery’. 

We can now proceed to examine Polyxena’s ethic and the inconsistencies 
of her position. In choosing her necessary death her first priority is to shun 
the imputation of cowardice ( , 348). 
Though a potentially universal moral ideal, this attitude is more immediately 
a reflection of the familiar aristocratic ethic which we associate with the 
heroic world and the world of tragedy, with its emphasis on saving face as 
much as on virtue per se. Although Polyxena is, at this point, already a slave, 
she appears to believe that her former status as a princess somehow carries 
over and requires her to act like one.4 And it would be strange indeed if a 
person suddenly lost the whole moral and psychological heritage of 

                                                 
2 According to Daitz 1971:217, ‘the theme of freedom and slavery constitutes one of 
the underlying and unifying elements’ of the play. 
3 The antithesis of what I have termed ‘material slavery’ is designated ‘public 
freedom’ by Corey & Eubanks 2003:229, i.e. ‘dependent on the public realm for its 
protection and sustenance.’ They go on to describe this as ‘the liberty of political 
association’ (2003:230). But it is possible to be free in the sense of not being the 
property of another, without enjoying such political rights. 
4 Macaria in Heracleidae, who can choose freely and indeed insists on doing so (501-
02, 531, 547-51, 559), is also determined on a death that will be worthy of the 
nobility of her birth (as the daughter of Heracles). She does not want to be seen as 
cowardly ( , 510, 515-27, 534) in view of her birth from Heracles 
(509). Above all, she will be dying in a cause which she values (the salvation of her 
family). Menoeceus in the Phoenissae (994-1018) is similarly free and similarly 
motivated (he wants to save his city), but Euripides’ Iphigenia (IA 1370-84), on the 
other hand, like Polyxena, comes to recognise that her death is inevitable and is 
likewise determined to choose death with nobility and glory. Iphigenia, like Macaria 
and Menoeceus, believes that she will be dying in a good cause (the salvation of 
Greece), but it is hard to believe that she is not deluded in this. For a discussion of 
these characters and the theme of voluntary sacrifice see also Wilkins 1990 and 
O’Connor-Visser 1987. 
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aristocracy at the precise moment of becoming a slave.5 But there is another, 
related and rather more materialistic, consideration. Polyxena abhors the 
menial and humiliating physical conditions of slavery, which she proceeds to 
enumerate, and which represent an extreme descent from her royal and all 
but godlike lifestyle (349-66). 

This emphasis on the material circumstances, rather than the moral 
dimension of her previous life, reinforces her focus on the material freedom 
that is unavailable to her and is perhaps an unfortunate consequence of 
being female in the heroic world. Sophocles’ Ajax chooses death because 
otherwise, like Polyxena, he would be faced with humiliation, but he would 
also be deprived of an arena for mighty deeds of courage, his entire raison 
d’être.6 So when he announces that the only choice is between a noble life and 
a noble death (Aj. 479), he is referring to moral nobility, not to the material 
conditions of life. But when Polyxena declares that ‘to live disgracefully’ is a 
great burden (378), the Sophoclean echo strikes a discordant note, because 
the examples she gives show that she is concerned with the loss of noble 
status and the comfortable perquisites of such status. That is not to cast 
doubt on her capacity for moral nobility, but to recognise that female moral 
nobility tends to lie dormant in a society in which women are supposed to be 
passive and inconspicuous, at least perhaps until such an extraordinary 
situation as this occurs.7 

Polyxena declares her intention to die ‘with free eyes’ (367), but it is not 
clear to what sort of freedom (material or moral) she here refers. Moreover, 
presently, she will appear to contradict herself by declaring that she will die a 
slave (420). The contradiction is removed if ‘free eyes’ refers to moral 
freedom. But she does not distinguish between the two kinds of freedom, 
and in the course of the sacrifice itself she speaks of dying ‘voluntarily’ 

                                                 
5 The chorus of Agamemnon comment that Cassandra, though a slave, has retained 
the (dubious) gift of prophecy. Of course, enslavement will all but eliminate one’s 
opportunities for exercising characteristically aristocratic virtues. Homer’s Eumaeus 
presumably retains much of his noble nature but he can exert it now only in the 
form of xenia to a ‘beggar’ and loyalty to a master. Aristotle (Pol. 1.13) solves the 
problem of the newly enslaved’s alleged loss of free traits by distinguishing the 
natural slave from the unnatural slave. The former would never possess the free 
traits and the latter would never lose them. 
6 Ajax sees no point in merely surviving, with no prospect of relief from evils, 
entertaining empty hopes (Aj. 473-78). 
7 Neither Sophocles’ Antigone nor his Electra care a jot about material comfort. 
Electra, motivated by noble birth (e.g. El. 257) to take her stand against her father’s 
killers, contemptuously rejects the royal comforts in which her morally compromised 
sister luxuriates (354-68). 
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( , 548) – that is, freely at least in the moral sense – but she hopes to 
die freely also in the material sense by having no one touch her in order to 
constrain her (548-50), and even by divesting and offering a choice of places 
to strike so that there can be no compulsion associated with that either (563-
65). In this way, active acquiescence, so to speak, may pass for free choice. 
She acts here with a kind of moral freedom while attempting to stage it as 
material freedom and with the impossible goal of thereby perpetuating that 
(illusory) material freedom. When she goes on to say that she is ashamed to 
be called a slave among the dead because she was born a princess (551), she 
seems to think that by staging a ‘free’ death she will escape being a slave in 
Hades. Moreover, she may feel that, although nominally a slave, she has not 
yet fully assumed the life of a slave – the life she has declared herself anxious 
to avoid – and, having ‘avoided the humiliations of slavery’, is not yet 
unambiguously a slave and may even avoid becoming one.8 

Polyxena’s deliberate staging of her ‘free’ death – an idea to which we shall 
presently return – is clearly of the first importance to her. If her sole concern 
were an inner, moral freedom recognised by herself and independent of the 
recognition of others, the physical constraint would be irrelevant because she 
would be aware of inwardly assenting to what was happening to her. But 
because she is burdened by the supposed importance of the idea that she is, 
in the material sense, a slave (which she indubitably is), she regards it as 
essential to play down this impression by being seen to present her body 
voluntarily for the sacrifice, as if by minimising or distracting attention from 
her slave status she is somehow abolishing it altogether. Moreover, being of 
aristocratic birth in an heroic society, she will set great store by demon-
strating her nobility to others, and the prerequisite for that is to advertise her 
freedom to act nobly. This is a further reason for the theatricality of her 
death. 

The exclusively moral freedom that Polyxena needs to assert comes into 
consideration twice in the play; first, when Hecuba expresses her contempt 
for Odysseus’ eagerness to curry favour with the mob (255-57); and secondly 
(as we have seen), when she dismisses as a (psychological and moral) slave 
Agamemnon whose power depends on the army whom the supreme 
commander is frightened of alienating (864-69). The Greek army is as close 
as we get to a state in this play, and while it is free and self-determining in 
principle – because it is represented as a sort of microcosm of Athenian 
democracy – its freedom is corrupted by a kind of constitutional subversion 
in fact whereby the nominal leader, King Agamemnon, is in thrall to the 
mob, precisely because he lacks moral freedom. Odysseus’ position is more 

                                                 
8 Gregory 1991:95. 
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paradoxical. He manipulates the mob, but is finally dependent on it for his 
power, the limits of which are defined by his manipulative skill. The 
absurdity of this form of slavery is highlighted contemptuously by Hecuba 
when she, the Trojan slave, observing that in fact no one is truly free, 
promises to free Agamemnon, the supreme commander of the Greek forces, 
from his fear (869). In this ‘epiphany’ Hecuba now realises that the 
significant freedom is moral. Indeed, in her own shattered life, material 
freedom is all but meaningless, as she implies in her response to Agamem-
non who offers to emancipate her (754-55). The only material freedom that 
matters to Hecuba now is that which would enable her to avenge her 
murdered son. But this freedom is as problematical as that of Agamemnon 
or Odysseus. Insofar as she is vindicating the Nomos to which she appealed 
(798-805), she is acting in harmony with the moral law, but insofar as she is 
possessed by vindictiveness she is a slave to that passion. Both motives will 
naturally operate; for the Greeks it was right to exact retribution/revenge 
and right to enjoy it without restraint. As for Polyxena, her aversion to the 
material conditions of political slavery, as we have seen, precludes her from 
focussing solely on moral freedom. She needs rather to allow her moral 
freedom to stand on its own by asserting, as a Stoic might have done, the 
moral irrelevance of her literal slave status. But this would have meant 
transcending traditional heroic morality and the conventional morality, at least, 
of the play’s original audience.9 

However, there are intimations, at least, of such transcendence in the play 
itself, as will be readily apparent from the dramatist’s implicit examination 
and critique of the concept of freedom which we have just considered. The 
undermining of the absoluteness of material freedom is supported by a sense 
that other categories too are fluid, e.g., Greek and barbarian, a favourite of 
Euripides. It is a Greek, Odysseus, who argues for human sacrifice, while a 
barbarian, Hecuba, argues against it (258-61, 303-19). Euripides, however, 
does not subscribe in his plays to the idea that Trojans are any less civilised 
than Greeks, or indeed more ‘slavish’ by nature.10 Indeed, as in Homer (that 

                                                 
9According to Corey & Eubanks 2003:230, although Polyxena has lost her public 
freedom she retains her freedom of soul. Freedom is now, for her, ‘the refusal to be 
coerced and the refusal to be enslaved. It is predominantly a statement of personal 
autonomy.’ We see here ‘the power of private freedom which can never be taken 
away’ (231). This freedom of soul, however, requires proper philosophical articula-
tion. At the moment it is, as we have seen, confused. 
10 One need hardly mention the Greek barbarities of the Troades. On barbaric Greeks 
and noble barbarians, especially in Euripides, see Hall 1989:201-23, who argues that 
Polyxena’s nobility is partly a function of the purely dramatic need to inspire pathos 
(212). In Hecuba, neither Agamemnon nor Odysseus treats Hecuba as a barbarian; on 
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is, before they became conveniently associated with the Persians), they seem 
to speak the same language and hold much the same ethical beliefs. Hecuba, 
for example, makes moral contact with Odysseus and Agamemnon by 
appealing to such familiar Greek conventions as supplication and xenia. We 
can say then that Polyxena used to be free in the material sense, but is so no 
longer, though she deserves to be, as a sort of honorary Greek with whom 
the audience are strongly invited to sympathise. 

The important distinction between noble (that is, aristocratic) and 
common was also easy to undermine in a democracy. Hecuba thus speculates 
on true – that is, moral – nobility, as does Orestes in Electra (364-79) where 
the only morally noble person is the peasant farmer.11 With the advent of the 
sophists, relativism was in the air and conventional categories more porous. 
This insistence on defining a person by a profounder moral truth appears 
also in Heracles (1347-57) where the hero, unlike Sophocles’ Oedipus, finally 
emancipates himself from definition as a polluted, god-hated man to identify 
with his qualities and career. 

The audience of the Hecuba were prepared, therefore, for a more flexible 
context in which to view Polyxena’s freedom and courage. But Polyxena 
herself, as we have seen, does not provide that context because her thought 
is confused and part of her concern is material. Indeed, the notion of the 
good life, summarised in the term eudaimonia, had long been associated with a 
large component of what may be called ‘external (including material) goods’, 
though virtue was not ignored.12 With Socrates and Plato, however, the 
balance shifted radically to virtue and an almost exclusive emphasis on inner 
psychological harmony.13 (Socrates, a hero of the Stoics, was already stirring 
up ethical controversy when the play was produced.) Aristotle, charac-
teristically, adopted a via media, but the Stoics came out in favour of the 
practice of virtue alone as the producer of, or indeed synonymous with, 

                                                                                                               
the contrary, they acknowledge the claims of supplication and hospitality, never 
maintaining that these do not apply to barbarians. Odysseus, admittedly, with some 
contempt, dismisses barbarians as disloyal (328-31), but this is the poet’s irony: the 
Greek hero is defending human sacrifice as a suitable demonstration of loyalty. On 
the conventional equation of free with Greek and slave with barbarian, i.e. on the 
basis of innate qualities, see Daitz 1971:218. 
11 See Daitz 1971:224. 
12 See e.g. the reflections of Herodotus’ Solon on the constituents of eudaimonia (Hdt. 
1.30-32). 
13 Most famously, of course, in the tripartite soul ruled by reason of Republic 4. Citing 
Polyxena’s words at 367-68 and 378, Daitz 1971:220 observes: ‘These words and the 
concepts they embody were to find strong echoes in the Platonic Socrates and in the 
Stoic philosophers.’ 



 

 27

eudaimonia. Polyxena might be seen as just falling short of a complete 
realisation of such a moral inwardness, and Stoic terms of reference, had 
they been available to her, would have enabled her to articulate such a 
position quite consistently. This is equally true of the audience. Euripides’ 
plays, as we have observed, encourage radical questioning of traditional 
categorisations of the material world. The undermining of Polyxena’s 
traditional disqualifications as barbarian or as slave facilitates, as we saw, the 
idea that she can be morally free. But only an invalidation of material ‘evils’ 
would resolve the contradictions. 

A Stoic perspective here would eliminate the inconsistencies and provide 
cohesiveness to an unironic vindication of Polyxena’s nobility. Such a stand-
point, if taken to imply that Euripides, writing in the late 5th century, should 
or could have made her a Stoic, would of course be anachronistic. But Greek 
tragedy thrives on anachronisms, such as the existence of Hecuba’s reflec-
tions on Nomos and the gods in a world that is supposedly in some vague, 
general sense, Homeric. A Stoic view would be doubly anachronistic in that 
it would postdate not only the imprecisely defined world of the play, but also 
the world of the play’s dramatist and audience. Still, anachronism becomes 
significantly problematical only when it generates logical inconsistencies that 
threaten the coherence of a work of art.14 The Stoic perspective is introduced 
here not as an interpretation of the play in the usual sense, but rather to 
suggest a way of resolving the inconsistencies of Polyxena’s position as 
dramatised in the play. 

Now, while Stoic freedom is limited on the metaphysical and existential 
level to the freedom to assume an attitude to the inevitable, paradoxically 
and by way of compensation, that freedom, at least, is indestructible and 
inalienable, and applies in helpful ways on what we might call the material 
and political levels where physical compulsion operates. Polyxena has no 
freedom over even the smallest details of her material life. But the basic 
existential freedom of the Stoic is available to absolutely everyone. No one 
can force Polyxena to adopt any particular attitude to her fate. Moreover, in 
the Stoic world, she need not concern herself with any of the material details 
of her situation; these are no more than ‘dispreferred indifferents’ – 
                                                 
14 At least Polyxena’s incorporation of a Stoic ethic would be compatible with a 
consistent fictional world; the god that the Euripidean Heracles invokes (Her. 1340-
46) is inconsistent with the basic mythological presuppositions of that play. A similar 
contradictory effect is produced in Orestes when Tyndareus criticises Orestes for not 
having prosecuted his mother for murdering his father (Or. 493-506), a view which 
Orestes ignores while appealing to the traditional divine command (548-604, 
especially 591-601). The god Apollo thus seems to be both important and irrelevant 
in the same play, a contradiction which is never explicitly resolved. 
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unpleasant facts devoid of intrinsic moral value. Indeed, she might herself 
have chosen to die, even without the constraint of the sacrifice, on the 
proper Stoic grounds for suicide – namely, that there exists a preponderance 
of these dispreferred indifferents such that even the sage would choose to 
depart from life.15 In the terms of Euripides’ play and at a time when 
aristocratic virtue was being questioned, she might have claimed, naturally 
without literally espousing Stoicism, that her intrinsic nobility was inde-
structible by circumstances and that, since she remained morally free, she 
would demonstrate that freedom in the circumstances of the sacrifice. And, 
like a Stoic, she could meet her death, more or less as she does, in such a way 
as to stage her moral freedom. Polyxena is intent on making an heroic 
impression, even offering a kind of moral commentary on her actions (547-
52, especially 549). And she is successful in this as all the onlookers are 
hugely impressed even to the point that the presumably crude sensibilities of 
the military mob are transformed at least for the moment in their desire to 
acknowledge the girl’s heroism. They respond to her manifesto of freedom 
and courage (546-52) with a shout of approval (553), and after the ritual they 
occupy themselves in honouring the corpse and rebuking those insufficiently 
impressed by her nobility and courage (571-80).16 Behind such successful 
theatre is an intention to stand out. The Stoic Agrippinus, as cited in 
Epictetus, Discourses 1.2 (‘On maintaining one’s proper character’), courts 
death by defying Nero because of a desire to be, as it were, not just any 
thread in the tunic, but the purple thread, ‘that small part which is bright and 

                                                 
15 On preferred and dispreferred indifferents see e.g. Cic. Fin. 3.20. On the circum-
stances in which suicide is permitted see ibid. 3.60-61. 
16 Cf. the reaction of the mob to the death of the Stoic Seneca’s Astyanax. While the 
boy comports himself with outstanding courage (Sen. Tro. 1091-98), the mood of the 
crowd and of Odysseus himself is melted (1100). Though they weep at their 
complicity in the outrage, they turn to another crime, the sacrifice of Polyxena 
(1119-20), detesting the crime, but staring at it nonetheless (1128-29). But when 
Polyxena is led out the crowd is ‘awestruck’ (1143) and moved by her courage 
(1146). Despite this transformation, Seneca cannot restrain his characteristic 
contempt for the fickle and shallow mob, and even Euripides undercuts his effect by 
having Hecuba darkly hint at necrophilia (604-08). ‘These actions [i.e. the response 
of the victims] can be dismissed as posturings. However, the stance of equanimity 
and submission to what is to be is the ultimate Stoic shield against adversity. More 
than this, when Astyanax interrupts Ulysses’ ritual and leaps, when the dying 
Polyxena assaults Achilles’ grave, they are in effect committing legitimate Stoic 
suicide in the grandest manner, pitting their spirits against brute force. ... The boy 
and the maiden are moral gladiators, not captives but free, not victims but victors’ 
(Pratt 1983:111). 
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makes all the rest appear graceful and beautiful.’ Similarly, Polyxena is intent 
on maintaining the character of a noble aristocrat. 

The Stoics claimed that intrinsic nobility is indestructible, an idea 
canvassed in the play by Hecuba who, in reflecting on the nobility of 
Polyxena’s death, remarks that the evil person ( ) is never anything 
but bad ( ), whereas the good ( ) is always good ( ) and 
never suffers a change of nature ( ) as a result of circumstances (595-
98). These ideas are quite compatible with heroic thought with its emphasis 
on heredity; though, if the next four lines are genuine, Hecuba goes on to 
wonder, in the more democratic spirit of 5th-century sophistic speculation, 
about the contribution of environment. In any case, Polyxena is free to claim 
an innate nobility, whether she is to attribute it to noble birth or to some 
other factor. And this would be sufficient basis upon which to resolve the 
contradictions that attach to the concept of freedom. The Stoic would rather 
claim a universal human rationality which all are free to exercise by living 
virtuously.17 

The chief focus of our discussion has been the problem of the consistency 
and coherence of Polyxena’s moral position, but it is important to examine it 
also in the wider context of the world of the play. The older view of her 
sacrifice detected no ironies therein. Conacher, for example, following 
Méautis, whom he quotes approvingly, finds Polyxena’s moral stand 
‘sublime’ in contrast with her mother’s allegedly bestial revenge on 
Polymestor.18 For Hogan, Polyxena’s noble character eclipses and subverts 
the purpose of the sacrifice.19 Collard (1991:24), perhaps less approvingly, 
declares that she evinces a ‘positive independence of mind shown by no 
other character, even Odysseus; this, as much as her near-romantic heroism, 
gives her distracting prominence.’ But from the perspective of a more subtly 
nuanced view of the moral ambience of the play (which may incorporate a 
less condemnatory view of Hecuba’s revenge on Polymestor), Polyxena’s 
nobility can seem naïve. Gellie, for example, refers to her ‘aristocratic but 
artless idealism’ that falls short of the tragic, and for Arrowsmith Polyxena is  
 

‘almost too noble to be true. But Euripides’ point is surely that it is only 
extreme youth and extreme innocence which can afford the illusion of 
total commitment. Like so many of Euripides’ self-sacrificing young 
heroes, her death, futile in itself, exposes, by the quality of its commit-

                                                 
17 See e.g. Epictetus, Discourses 2.8. 
18 Conacher 1967:154-55; Méautis 1944:109. 
19 Hogan 1972:252: ‘The shade [Achilles’ ghost] and the purpose of the sacrifice 
seem completely forgotten in the second half of the [i.e. Talthybius’s] report, and 
meeting the demands of the warrior becomes incidental to honouring the princess.’ 
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ment, the dense ambiguity of the moral atmosphere for those who cannot 
die.’20 

 
More recently, Kastely (1993:1039), who cites Arrowsmith, argues in a 
similar vein that the irony of the Polyxena scene  
 

‘suggests that, in a world of power, innocence and purity can prove 
irrelevant in confrontations with the ethical and political reality. Finally, 
the sense of closure and the very discreteness of Polyxena’s death are 
evidence that it provides an inadequate model for ethical heroism. In the 
larger world surrounding her death nothing is brought to a satisfying 
conclusion. Rather, the moral world of Hecuba is irremediably episodic.’ 

 
Polyxena’s heroism will have no more than ‘a passing effect on the moral 
quality of the universe.’ Mossman (1999:206) thinks Polyxena’s ‘courage and 
sense of honour represent old certainties which cannot survive in the new 
world.’ Nussbaum (2001:406), on the other hand, refers to her ‘trusting 
openness’, ‘not as childish naïveté but as a mature commitment to social 
values, based upon the trust that these values require.’ 

There are, however, those who would go further, arguing that Polyxena 
collaborates with her sacrificers – a charge to which ethical positions of a 
quietistic stamp are often exposed. According to Segal: ‘Like Iphigenia in the 
Aulis, to whom she is often compared, Polyxena proves to be the ideal 
victim: she makes no appeal to her suppliant status, offers no resistance 
(342-45), and submissively acquiesces in serving and enhancing with her 
body the honor of a warrior.’ Talthybius’ report ‘suggests an interpretation of 
the human sacrifice that elides its brutality.’21 

Mitchell-Boyask, however, implicitly rejects the view that Polyxena’s 
acquiescence actually aids her sacrificers, arguing that both the Greeks’ 
motives and Polyxena’s render the sacrifice ineffectual. The Greeks’ reasons 
for the sacrifice are ‘self-indulgent and gratuitous’; there is thus ‘no cathartic 
effect’, and Polyxena consents for selfish and therefore the wrong reasons.22 
In sum, ‘several different factors may converge in the sacrifice and prevent 
its goal, favourable winds, from attainment: the inappropriateness of 
Polyxena as a victim, her willingness to die for herself rather than for the 

                                                 
20 Gellie 1980:33; Arrowsmith 1958:6. See also Pucci 1977:180. 
21 Segal 1990:114. Similarly Gregory 1991:97 thinks that she becomes the Greeks’ 
collaborator by her willing participation. 
22 Mitchell-Boyask 1993:120-21. The Greeks’ motives are ‘self-indulgent and 
gratuitous’ because they justify the sacrifice not on the ground that only thus can 
they sail home, but as a thank-offering to Achilles’ ghost. 
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sacrificers, her introduction of sexuality into sacrifice [by her disrobing], the 
possible pollution of the priest of this sacrifice, and the disruption of burial 
rites.’23 

This critic is right to insist on the pointlessness of the sacrifice designed to 
do no more than somehow inspire the common soldier to lay down his life,24 
and on the (justifiably) selfish motivation of Polyxena. It seems to me, 
though, that those who accuse her of naïvety unreasonably require some 
kind of effective protest from her. Hecuba debated the whole issue with 
Odysseus, but to no avail. Should the victim have screamed defiance from 
the scaffold? She was in fact in no better position to protest than were the 
later Stoic victims of Roman imperial dictators.25 In situations of over-
whelming and intractable evil, it would seem that personal integrity at least is 
worth saving. For the Stoic there is nothing naïve about moral goodness, 
even if its effectiveness is sometimes restricted to its exemplary power. True, 
the universe of the play is morally and politically bleak in the extreme, but 
for the Stoic all such things are no more than ‘dispreferred indifferents’. In 
such a world one can only attend to one’s own virtue and hope that others 
will be inspired by it. 
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Astyanax jumps off the tower to his death before the ritual can be completed (Sen. 
Tro. 1102) and Polyxena, though she displays a lowered, modest gaze (1137-38), 
radiant (1138-42), bravely and sternly facing death, she faces the blow (1151-52), and 
falls so as to make the earth heavy for Achilles, face downward and with angry force 
(1158-59). The deaths of Seneca’s victims, while not placed in a specifically Stoic 
framework, are broadly in harmony with Stoic principles and with the theatricality 
one associates with Stoic courage in the face of death. 
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