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Pasolini 's Medea 
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Society devours its disobedient children. 

PIER PAOLO PASOLIN1
1 

The tradition of using Euripides' lvfcdea to construct a politicizing voice is 
prominent in the twentieth century: as is well known, the Women's Suffrage 
League used Medea's opening speech at their rallies. 2 In more recent decades the 
sexual politics inherent in Euripides' play have been extended in various feminist 
adaptations, such as those by Franca R ame, Diana Wakoski, Tony Harrison, 
C hrista Wolf and Cherrie Moraga. However, there is another body of politicizing 
Medeas that accentuate and develop the politics of Euripides' play: these emphasize 
the heroine as not only a sexual but also a cultural outsider, thus exploiting the 
narrative's potential for mounting a commentary on the aftermath of colonialism 
and w hat some critics have described as the 'double colonization' of foreign 
women.3 Maxwell Anderson's The Wingless Victory (1936), for example, dramatizes 
the victimization of a Malay woman in nineteenth-century Salem, a woman 
acquired as a wife by an American opportunist during an expedition to the Far 
East and the South Seas. Similarly, J im Magnuson's African Medea (1971) presents the 
difficu lt relationship of a west African woman with a white European colonialist 
in the Congo, a setting already imaginatively occupied by the narrative of Joseph 
Conrad's iconic anti-imperialist novella, Heart t!{ Darkness. Brendan Ken nelly's 
i\!ledca (1989) provides a less overt commentary about empire but contains allusions 
to The Troubles of Northern Ireland, while the Demca of Guy Butler (1990) firmly 
posit ions Euripides' narrative within the colonialist legacy of South Africa's racial 
apartheid. More recently, Wesley Enoch's Black 1\tlcdca (2005) used the Euripidean 
paradigm to explore the alienation and ongoing cultural displacement of Aborigines 
in contemporary Australia. 4 

In each of these versions the narrative of Euripides' /llledea serves as a useful 
template for an t•xploration of colonial violence. Whi le these representations further 
bear out the complex Euripidean characterization of Medea as both victim and 
aggressor, th is essay puts forward the argument that the usefu lness of the Medea 
narrative derives in particular from the symbolic and political significance of the 
heroine's infanticide5 While the play's signature act of infanticide may seem to 
epitomize Medea's aggressiven c::ss, an act that some:: use to condemn her, it has a 
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:;ymbolic meaning which is crucial to th~ politics of the narrative: it serws as a 
pronKation that fu rther politicizes the subjectivity of tht• social out~id~r. If the· 
n,trrative of inf1micide c1n be, and has be~n. im~rpreted in ways that suggest a 
dt•mtmization of the ~exual and cultural Other/' it can also be represented in ways 
rhat foreground politiciud contentions of subjectivity and cultural difti:-renct' . As 
w i II bo:: so:: en, Pier Paolo Paso] i 11 i 's fi I m wrsion of Euripides' .\lc,/c,, is illustr.lti\·t' 
in this regard: it carefully franK'S Medea's infanticide against a narrative backdrop 
"·h ich compris~s of commentaries on the symbolic ,·iolence colonia I ism in tl ins on 
th~ subaltt'rn subjt>ct - in tht' film ~pitomiz~d by Mt>dea7 

- and th~ operation 
of power in a society, as most strikingly depicted in tht• film's rt'prc:sematiom of 
human sacrifice. 

The Golden Fleece and Cultural Imperia lism 

f>a solini 's .\./cdca places th~ Euripidean ll:lrrative with in its broader, epic contt·xt. 
The first sections of the film presem the mythical pre-history of Euripidd play: 
(;iasone's Uason's) tutelage under Cheiron; h is coming of age and learning of his 
royal lineage; his confrontation \\'ith his wicked uncle Pdias; and his quest for the 
Golden Fleece, \Vhich brings him and his companions, the Argonauts, to the distam 
.1nd barbaric land of Cole his. How~ver, while Pasolini 's Med£'11 begins recoumin~ 
rhe story that is now familiar to the Westc:rn world as 'Jason and the Argonauts',x 
rhc: film framc:s the life: of the mythical hero in a radically diff~rent way to the hc:ro 
as conceptualized by other, mon:: popular representations of the Greek mythY The 
opt'ning scenes depicting Cheiron's instruction to Giasone, for example, hardly 
prefigure a glorious d~stiny: th~ centaur is curiously nonchalanc about the fact that 
ht· brought up Giasone by telling him lies. Cheiron says: 

Today you are five and I w;HH you to know tht• truth about yoursdf. You're nor 
my son ,111d I did not find you in the dt·t·p [st:aJ. I told you a big lie. You are not 
a big liar. but I anl. I low tdling lies. 10 

T his confession is even more peculiar because it is addressed to a five-year-old 
child, who m~rely looks on. apparently oblivious and without compreh~nsion of 
the statement. And when Cheiron tells Giasone what he will need to do to claim 
his inheritance, he makes the point rhat his uncle Pelias will send him on a quest 
to ·a distant land across the- sea', a quest wh ich he explicitly describes as being used 
.1s a 'pre-text'. a strategy to divert a direct claim to the throne from Giasone. To 
l'mphasize thc:ir tired, fo rmulaic nature, thc: very words ust•d by Chc:iron are used 
by Pelias \Vhen the grown Giasone confronts him: Pelias promises to relinquish 
rht· thronc: on condition that Giasone bring back the Golden Flt·ece from 'a distant 
Lllld across the sea'. The narrative's deliber:Hc: use of abstract t()nntlfas in the 
'Pt'c:ches of Cheiron and Pelias and , moreover. tht'ir blase delivery. suggests a lt'vel 
uf , elf-comciousnt'ss of the heroic quest gt'nre, a self- consciousness that rcmit·rs tht' 
11.1rrative of Giasone's quest comri,·ed, hackneyed :'llld ovc·r-dc•termined. 

Taking its cue from Euripides' systc:nutic detlation ofjason's hnoir dlar;lcter
ization, Pasolini's .\/rdl'll subve-rts the t·c:lt·br;Ht•d qut·st narrative of the: Argo nautic:l 
hy recasting it as a highly qm·stionable colon i;llist ;ld\·c·nturt'. P:1soli ni's .\/cdc,, 
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renders the encounter between the Argonauts and Colchis as a violent, exploitative 
and shameless invasion. As Marianne McDonald points out, Giasone resembles 
a bandit. 11 When the Argonauts arrive in Colchis, they quickly proceed to steal 
horses with which they raid and pillage the peasant villages of the area. They are 
depicted as brazen; there is no questioning of their right to take the horses or to raid 
the Colchian houses: their self- assumed superiority licenses these acts. 

The quest of Pasolini's Giasone is hardly a realization of a hero's 'destiny' or a 
politically innocent adventure of discovery of exotic lands - even assuming that 
such a thing is possible. In this respect, Pasolini 's depiction of Giasone's quest is 
radically different from other, more conventional renderings of the story of Jason 
and the Argonauts. For example, the Victorian representations by Charles Kingsley 
and William Morris are, by comparison, breathtakingly conservative in their 
celebration of Jason as a heroic adventurer and their casting of Medea as a two
dimensional figure. Repeating the dominant paradigms of Victorian Era sexism 
and misogyny,' 2 Medea becomes either a caricature of evil or a helpless maiden in 
need of a hero. In The H eroes: or Greek Fairy Tales for my Childrw (r855), Kingsley's 
re-telling of the Greek heroic myths for children, Medea simply becomes Jason's 
wicked wife: regarding the inf.1nticide, the narrator says: ' It stands ever as a warning 
to us not to seek for help from evil persons, or to gain good ends by evil means.'13 

While the narrative paints Medea as the epitome of evil, it is at pains to establish 
that the acquisition of the Golden Fleece is the fulfilment of Jason's birthright: Jason 
even explicitly states to Aeetes that the Argonauts are not pirates. 14 However, while 
the opening passages suggest that there are nobler things than chasing wealth, the 
narrative explicitly advocates the service of Queen and country: 15 as if such service 
might somehow be separated from imperial interests in power, wealth and land
grabbing. While Kingsley may be better known as a progressive Victorian reformist, 
the narrative recalls, and arguably reinforces, imperialist attitudes towards foreign 
and exotic lands. If the narrative is, in part, overtly pedagogical ('don't accept gifts 
from evil people') - an agenda of the text made all the more acute by its intended 
child audience16 

- its implicit lesson is that the acquisition of cultural treasures 
from exotic lands can fulfil a destiny that should not be construed as a type of 
piracy: a point that surely mirrors the then-booming imperial museum industry and 
its acquisition of material artefacts in ways that may well seem, by today's standards 
at least, ethically questionable.'7 

Like Kingsley's 'Greek Fairy Tales', Morris's epic The Trial and Death ofjason (1867), 
as the title implies, valorizes the heroic narrative of Jason; consequently, instead of 
being a formidable, complex representation of the subaltern, Medea becomes, in 
the words of Margaret Atwood, a 'trembling pre-Raphaelite maiden'.' 8 When she 
first meets Jason, Medea's face reddens, 'sweet with shame ( ... ] and there went and 
came delicious tremors through her.'19 While Medea has exhibited both masculine 
and feminine traits throughout much ofher career in western literary culture, at the 
hands of William Morris she becomes i.iber-feminine. The Fleece, for its part, also 
becomes romanticized: with its ' locks of gold' it becomes fetishized as a 'wonder of 
all lands'.20 Despite the fact that Jason, greedily, plunges towards it to grasp it with 
his 'mighty hold ',21 the treasure hunting is not meant to be an endeavour of greed 
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as much :IS an id~aliz~·d :ld\'~'IHtt rt'. impired by the pre-Rapha~·lit~· im:1gining of :1 

medi~·,·al ~·ra of rhi,·alry. While th~ Goldl.'ll Fk~·n· is rq1resemc-d .lS th~· priz~· to 

be \\'Oil :1ftn meeting the om·rous chalk·nges set by Kin~ Aeetes. the romamicism 
- compk·tc• \\' ith mock-Chaucerian langu.1gc' .md Victorian rhyming couplets -
provides :1 covn and .1 licence tor the appropri.ltion of treasun: tl1.1t strictly spe:1king 
bt·lon~s to another. It~ as Ed\\·ard Said suggests. 1 iter:ny texts play an importallt rok 
in forming i mpaial .mirudes. references and c·xperiences. ~.: the Medcas of K i ngsky 
and Morris \\'Ould sc·em to be produrrs of a historical mome11t that cdebr:ltes 
Empire and the idea of :1n imperial destiny .. 1 cel~br:Hion articulated through their 
privi le~ i ng of th~ questing hero in foreign l.mds i 11 \\·ays tlut occlude or ban ish 
t•thica l questions regarding the right to enter and appropriate the cultural treasures 
of toreign lands in the first instance. 

While the representations of Medea in the works of Kingsley and Morris are 
somewhat t\\'O dimensional. Pasolini 's film re\\'orks that narrati,·e strategy by 
givin~ Giasone comparable treatment: for the first half of the tllm. at least. he 
dtecti,·dy tlattens the repr~sentation of Giasone \\'hil~ d~vdoping that of M~d~a. 
Pasolini's Giasone. and his crew of Argonauts. becom~ symbols of colonialism and 
the traditional Jason story becomes a parable that emphasizes the evil or ethica l 
bankruptcy of cultural imperialism. While difterent to its Victorian coumerparts. 
it, too. has an almost didactic proj~ct: it is as if it says. ' Look how bad it is to raid 
foreign cultur~s - and note how the Jason narrative celebrates a type of cultural 
imperialism.' Pasolini's film, here, echoes Euripides' dissidence to received myths: 
it is as if, like the ccmaur's opening confession about his lies, the film is uncovering 
the shocking truth behind th~ celebrated mythological narrati\'es of acquiring 
treasures from foreign lands. 

Pasolini's film, ironically perhaps, draws upon the powerful and intluemial 
discourses of Victorian cultural evolutionism : the Colchians are represented as a 
'ociety characterized by practices that are recognizably 'prim itive' and 'archaic'. 
Ati:er the op~ning scenes of Giasone's education, long drawn-out sequences depict 
the Colchia n agricu ltural community engaged in sacrificia l ritual practices that 
reca ll James Frazer's classic proto- structuralist sc~n:uio of the 'Dying God'. In 
this ritual a young man is chosen as a representative of the god of vegetation and 
'anificed to ensure the fertility and growth of crops.~3 Th~ corresponding sc~nes 
in the film are gruesome: a seemingly subserv i~nt and wil ling semi-naked figme 
"· ith a crown of whe:~t is painted and strapped to a cross before being ceremonially 
.twd by the high priest. Uody parts ;\nd blood arc then collected by the Colchian 
community to nourish the land and ~nsure the fert ility of crops. M edea is celebrant 
rn this ritual and she is supported by a number of priests. each garbed in the icons 
of primitivism: they are dresst·d in animal furs, sport archaic jewellery and several 
\\'l.·ar animal horns as headdr~ss~s . 

\Vhilst the Frazeri:1n sacrificial scenario 111:1y be ahistorical and complicit \\'ith 
ninctet·mh-ct'ntury miso~y ny. \\'hich associ.Hed men \\'ith civi lization and \\'omen 
\\' ith the primitive.~~ the representatit)ll of this ritual i 11 the film reproduces 
.1 po\\'erful and intl uential construction of primitin." soc ic·ty in the Western 
lllt.tgination. one that h.1s been po\\'erful and intluentia l since :It k:1st the ag~· of 
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expansion and that has, in whole or in part, supported it. By representing Colchian 
society as one that engages in ritual human sacrifice as part of its religious practice, 
the film exploits a key signifier of 'primitive society', a signifier that surely competes 
only with cannibalism in the colonialist imagination as a defining practice of an 
imagined primitive or archaic culture. 25 IfPasolini 's barbarian culture is deliberately 
symbolic rather than realistic or historical - as he explicitly suggests26

- then the 
film wou ld seem to be reiterating this symbolism, not so much to reify or support 
it, but to depict how it operates: it is precisely by deeming other cultures primitive 
-that is, by reducing them to a symbol - that European imperialists license their 
projects of domination. 

Given the film's emphasis on the colonial encounter, M edea's infatuation with 
Giasone becomes readable not only in terms of a personal passion but as a metaphor 
fo r the seductive power of the colonizer over the colonized, the first world over 
the third world, and - to borrow the terminology of Antonio Gramsci, the 
Italian Marxist, whose ideas informed so much of Pasolini's oeuvre- hegemonic 
structures over the subaltern. ~7 Medea's infatuation with Giasone mirrors the 
persuasive influence or attractiveness of an economic or imperial power. Focalized 
through Medea, the camera lens eroticizes the athletic body of Giasone, played by 
the tanned, muscular O lympic medallist Giuseppe Gent ile, an eroticization that is 
arguably part and parcel of the scene of the colonial encounter. 28 If that is so, the 
film arguably implies it is Giasone's cultural difference that makes him irresistible 
to Medea: the attraction is not only personal but cultural; Medea's heart is won over 
by not only Giasone, but by everything that Giasone represents. 

In wake of this passion, Medea betrays - and soon loses - her Colchian identity. 
Medea betrays Colch is by orchestrating the acquisition of the Golden Fleece for 
Giasone; to do this, she persuades her brother to dismantle it from its sacred stand. 
Medea then rides in a chariot to Giasone w ith the Fleece and her brother, only to 
brutally axe her brother and scatter his body parts to delay her father's pursuit of 
her and the stolen Fleece. Again, Medea's betrayal of her family and culture is not 
simply or solely an expression of her passion for Giasone. R ather, Medea's betrayal 
of her cu lture, her acquisition of the Golden Fleece and her murder of her brother, 
are meant to be suggestive of the extraordinary things the seduced or converted 
colonial subject will do under the spell of the imperialist. To put it in the Gramscian 
Marxist terms that inform these representations, the imperialism here operates like 
consumer capitalism: it co-opts its subjects 'through an erosion of values which 
transforms them into willing participants in their own exploitation'. !y The danger 
of the colonial situation as represented by the film is not just in overt oppression but 
in allurement. Medea, here, is allured to her detriment and to circumstances that 
will result in her oppression: she will become subsumed by the hegemony of which 
she is an only-too-wi lling victim. 

The film represents the cost of Medea's facilitation of Giasone's quest-cum
imperialist-mission as devastating, tragic and violent. As a consequence of leaving 
her homeland, Medea becomes alienated, displaced and disoriented; indeed, in 
losing the relationship with the Colchian 'world' she knew, Medea effectively loses 
her identity. This is most dramatically depicted in the scene when Medea arrives on 
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Greek land and realizes her displacement: she paces the land in despair and screams 
out to the sun, earth, grass and stones to speak to her. She t~1ils to hear their voices 
and she voca lizes her alienation . saying: 'I touch the earth with my feet but I do 
no t recognize it! I look :lt the sun with my eyes but I do not recognize it! ' With 
her alienation, Medea also loses her metaphysical and spiritual faculties, her sacred 
relationship with nature and what the film will later describe as her identity as an 
'authentic' woman - that is , a Colchian woman, a subject of an archaic society. 
In effect, Medea's elopement with Giasone and her cultural displacement amount 
to a type of Faustian deal: in 'selling out' to Giasone, Medea loses her soul. The 
representation may be info rmed by a type of romantic nostalgia for pre-industrial 
peasa nt cultures and its equivalent Marxist nostalgia tor pre-capitalist societies, but 
such narrative fram eworks are necessary to r the film to make its political point: the 
film asks us to acknowledge, and empathize with, the tragic violence of the colonia l 
encounter, the alienation and dislocation that can accompany it and the arrogance 
that licenses it in the first instance. And while the film asks us to acknowledge 
colonial violence via a narrative that may seem overly paradigmatic and schematic 
-and admittedly, the film does not explore other, equally compkx bm less tragic 
o utcomes arising from the situation of colonialism- the ethical project o f the film 
remains dear. 

The Nature of Infanticide 

Pasolini's Medea is an alienated subject because she can not negotiate the shift 
into the Greek world , a world the film represents as absolutely, and irreconcilably, 
different to the world of Colchis. That difference was pivotal to the director's 
vision of the film: in relation to the oppositions in .'vlcdca, Pasolini said: ' I am not 
a Hegelian: there is indeed a thesis , the sacred, and an antithesis, the profane, but 
there is no synthesis, only juxtaposition.'30 While Euripides' narrative may have 
rl'presented Medea's cultural difference in ways that underscored her alterity to the 
social order, Pasolini 's film develops Medea's foreignness, thus extending an aspect 
of her chJracterization that seems to have become emphasized since the production 
of Euripides play.31 

V:1rious post- Euripidean representations of Medea emphasize her foreignness . 
A well-known southern Italian vase, dated to the end of the fourth century BC, 

t(Jr example, depicts the final scene of Euripides' l'v/cdca and represents Medea 
in iconic Persian cap and dress escaping Corinth in the sun chariot:l.! M edea's 
explicitly marked foreignness is suggestive: it can be read , for exa mple , in relation 
to the discourses of xenophobia that arguably have demonized the OrientJI subject 
since antiquity, a demonization in part based o n historical threats to Athens from 
Persia.33 Certainly, the depiction is appropriate in so far as it accentuates her alien 
characterization as a site o f anxiety, her embodiment of cultural anxieties about 
toreig ncrs. 

However, the Medea of antiquity is ' to reign ' in mo re ways than one: she is not 
on ly culturally different but. as the depiction o n the Italian vase reminds us, she 
is also of another order of being. Medea is from an other world as well as from the 
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Otherworld. The depiction on the vase :tlludes to Mede:t's m:tgic:tl and supan:ttura 
powers to command the sun, her d ivim: ancestry and her affili:ttion with the gods 
These signifiers of Medea's otherness - some cu ltural, some metaphysic:tl -
intersect and reinforce each other. Pasolini's .\Idea, like certain other :tnti-colonia 
Medc:as, finds in representations of metaphysical and spi ritual tradi tions a powerfu 
way to depict cultural difference. Such traditions are typically represented as bein! 
at odds with the types of rational secubrism that have become hegemonic in the 
West.H And the episode that usually makes this point most clear is that for whicl 
the Medea narr:tt ive .is best known: the infanticide. 

What this essay would like to suggest is that cultural difference provides a contex 
for raising the possibility of sanctioned inf.1ntic ide, a possibility - inherent i1 
Euripides's play -which, first, challenges and problematizes the contention that i 
is an unnatural or o therwise gratuitous, evil act; and, second, politicizes the w:ty 
in which subjectivity is defined. Read within the context of cultural differenc• 
provided by Pasolini 's film, infanticide becomes a dramatic provocation tha 
questions who determines what is natural and unnatur:tl, as wdl as who counts as 
rights- bearing subject and, its corollary question, what counts as crimin:tl murder 
In other words, the represent:ttion of sanctioned inf:tnticide opens up the ideologica 
nature of subjectivity: the contention that if a subject does not enjoy rights-bearin 
subjectivity - for example, if they do not enjoy the right to live - then thei 
murder ca n hardly constitute a crime or transgression. 

A subject's rights, including a subject's right- to-life, are never immediate! 
obvious or natural: they are determined by so<:ial structures.35 T hat is wh~ 
for example, infanticide has been tolerated in certain historical and cultur: 
circumstances. Indeed, it seems that infanticide has been practised in most culture: 
Western or otherwise, at some point in their history, as the work of anthropologist: 
historians and commentators such as Larry Milner makes clear.36 T hat may seer 
surprising or shocking: after all, it is difficult to think about infanticide outside th 
dominant paradigms of Humanism, and indeed R omanticism, that in form liber; 
democracy, or outside an increasing and culturally pervasive sentimentalization c 
the child. However, childn:n, like all subjects, are defined and construed with righ1 
in varying ways at different historical moments.37 

It is precisely the question of how society determ ines subjectivity that is und< 
investigation in Pasolini's film, an investigation that becomes most provocative i 
its representation of infantic ide. The religious context ofPasolini 's film complicat< 
the re:1ding of Medea's infanticide :1s the result of, for example, excessive passim 
it escapes this interpretativt: closure through the narrative framework of cultur: 
difference and ritual sacrifice as painstakingly represented in the first half of tl: 
film. In the manner of so many of the works in Pasolini's oeuvre, Medea attt:mp 
to provoke us: here, Medea's inf.mticide is represented as if it were in alignmer 
with :1 Colchi:1n conception of world order :tnd pr:tctices of ritual human sacrific· 
The ' murder' of Medea's children, like that of the represemative of the god c 
vegetation in the earlier scenes of the fi lm , is portrayed :1s a ritualized, religim 
murder: a s:tcrifice. The: washing of the children in a cauldron before their murdc 
recalls the ritualistic practice of cleaning the sacrifici:1l subject; similarly, whc 
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Mt>d~a l:lys rh~ir bodies our on their bed, she drt>sses rh t>m in whitt'. a classic colour 
t(>r sacrificial victims. The distinctive music which sc.:rv~d as the soundtrack to the 

scenes of human sacrifice is repeated and, as noted by Naomi Gre~me, the knife 

that Medea used to k ill tht' childrt'n inevitably recalls tht' sacritici.1l \H'apon of 
the ritual sacritice in th~ firsr secrion of the film.3~ The murda' ,1re also fr.uned 
by cosmolo~;ical references: they are preceded by a silent prayer to tht' moon and 
the 'cene of sacrifice clast's with a shot of the sun, a scene which recalls earlier 
ones in which Medea directly converSt'S with the sun god. Furrha, the repetition 
of Medea's actions upon each child and the timing of their murder at their ' bed
rime' also have connotations of ritual: what \V:lS the childrt>n's bed-ti me ritual now 
becomes their death ritual, enacted under the presidency of Medea, their mother 
.1s well as the representative of the Great Mother. Pasolin i 's M t>dea. then, I ike the 
.m:haic goddess she serves, wields the power of life and death in accordance with a 
particular cosmological order that is meant to be fundamt'ntally Other and cyclical 
r:Hher than linear.JIJ M t>dea enacts a ritual outside the ambit of the cultura l practict's 
ami social order of Corinth but possibly allowable, justified or sanction~d within th~ 

rype of c ultural traditions and religious practices attributt'd to Colchis. 
The significance! ofPasolini 's reprt>sentation of the infanticide! as a type of religious 

ritua l lies in its implicit commentary on the ways in w hich powt'r becomes organized 
in society. Medea's power over her children recalls her powers over life and death 
in the Colchi:m religion, the point being that this power is socially inscribed: the 

~tructure ofColchian socit>ty provides tor the royal family, and particularly Medea. 
ro preside over the ritual of human sacrifice. As a member of the royal fami ly and 
a~ :1 priestess of the Great Mother, Medea has an institut ional role in that particular 
rdigious rite. By virtue of belonging to the royal house, Medea belongs to an elite 
cbss, a point emphasized in the fi lm by several distinctive representations of the 

royal fami ly in which they appear hieratic, static and framed, as if they were the 
~.1crt>d icons of a state cult. Such representations contrast with those of the peasants, 
who were usually depicted as humble and mt'ek. The representations illustrate!, 
l'~~entially, a Marxist idea about how power is organized in a society by struc tures of 
ci.JSS; the implicit logic of the Gramscian Marxism informing these representations 
is that the royal family, as the dominant class, establishes its authority by e ither 
rallying consensus or othawise imposing authority through coercive measures: that 
i~. by its hegemony. 

If the rt>presentation of the royal fami ly of Cole his suggests the brutal possibilities 
ot' hegt'mony, its potentia l to impose violence on victims who are som~times only 
roo wi ll ing (as is the case w ith the sacrificial victim), then the representation of 
rhe operntions of power in the Greek city stntes of lolcus and Corinth invitt's 
comparison. When Giasone returns to the court of Pelias with the Golden Fleece. 
Pdias asserts his rights as the ki ng, the supreme head of power in lolcus. He tells 
Giasone: 'You are f.1ced roday with a surprise, the most ~vident proof that no king 
i' obliged to maimain his promises.' Pelias thus exercises his sovereign right to wield 
power arbitrarily, a naturalized right that arises by virtue of his office. Similarly. 
King Creon e1tioys rht' sovereign right to banish a subaltern subject likt' Medea; 
indeed, following Eunpides, he presumably also enjoys th~ right to threaten her with 
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punishment and death if she disobeys him - a type of arbitrary and discretionary 
power whose brutality is not diminished by Creon's mock-generous grant of 
allowing Medea to stay another day in his kingdom. Medea's encounter with King 
Creon, like Giasone's encounter with King Pelias, illustrates and emphasizes the 
Marxist contention that social structures always serve the ruling elite, defining and 
determining the rights of kings and subjects as if they were natural and, moreover, 
defined by them in the first instance. 

The Marxist preoccupation with the social organization of power was prefigured 
to some extent by Euripides' play, most obviously in Medea's opening speech to 
the women of Corinth . In it, Medea offers a systematic critique of the subjugated 
position of women in ancient Greek society through, amongst other things, 
the institutions of dowry and marriage. While the speech is certainly open to a 
Marxist-inflected feminist interpretation - particularly in the ways in which it 
construes woman as a subordinate or subaltern class- Euripides' opening speech 
also alludes to the ways in which foreigners are positioned. Medea complains that 
she is a refugee without family ties upon which to draw and 'thought nothing ofby 
(her) husband - something he won in a foreign land.'~0 Her comment alludes to 
the trafficking of women in the ancient Mediterranean world;~ 1 and Medea seems 
to see herself as some kind of exotic trophy wife. The point, however, is that Medea 
occupies a subjugated position and that particularly organized social structures, 
institutions and widely held values and beliefs (ideologies) construct her subjectivity 
in this way: she is obliged to submit to the hegemon ic structures of a society that 
systematically disempowers both women and foreigners. 

In Marxist analyses of society, the order of things - the ways in wh ich power 
is organ ized amongst social groups or classes - is supported by ideology. In this 
respect, it is no accident that Pasolini 's film is concerned with distinguishing between 
'nature' and 'the natural', concepts which are typically read as agents of ideology in 
Marxist analyses. In the final moments of Giasone's education, Cheiron makes the 
cryptic and ominous comment: 'There is nothing natural in nature [ ... 1 n:member 
that! The day nature seems natural to you, it means the end , and the beginning of 
someth ing else. Goodbye sky, goodbye sea!' While the statement may seem like an 
insoluble riddle, the comment foreshadows the problematics of Medea's infanticide 
in the way it disrupts certain discourses of nature and the natural in regards to how 
a mother should act and feel as well as to how the 'natural world' operates. That 
Medea's murders go against conventional ideas of what it means to be a parent -
and, moreover, a mother- is precisely the point. The representation of infanticide, 
placed within the film's philosophizing over the distinction between 'nature' and 
'the natural', invites interpretation : most notably, it invites a questioning of ideas 
concerning inf.·111ticide that have been taken as natural, obvious and given: ideas 
that are, in fact, ideologies. 

The representation in the film of Medea's archaic religion frames her inf.1nticide 
in a way that allows it to be read along the lines of two conflicting paradigms 
regarding nature: one concerns the natural world, the other concerns mothers. 
While Medea's murder of her children may be considered 'unnatural' by virtue of 
Medea being a mother (the commonplace but unmistakably ideological contention 



CULTU UJ\ L IMPERI A LISM AND I NfANT IC I DE IN PASOI.IN I 's ,\/t:DE.-1 2..B 

that no mother would do such a th ing). her int:lnticide is represenr~:·d :lS being 
cominuous w ith another, competing idea about nature. As a human mother. Metk a 
is 'naturally' expected to nurtm e her childre n; but because Medea is also a priestess 
of the- Great Mother ('Mother N :uure '). the authority of Nat m e orda ins her to in tl in 
death. M ede-a's murda of her ch ildrc:n becomes, in eftect, akin to the agricttltm.ll 
sacr ifice of the vegetation god shown in the opening shots ofCokhis: they are not 
so much 'u nnatural' as IM ll<lfllr.tl. In Pasolini's fi lm . then , Medea's int:mricidt· is 
shocki ng not only because it is an act of murder upon ostensibly innocent subjects: 
Medea's int:uuicide is also shocking because it seem s to be sanctioned by its religious 
context, in which Medea legitimately wields the powers of the Great M other in 
bringing life w mt·et its 'n:ltu ra l' destiny. death . The link between MedeJ as a 
human mother and Medea as a representative of the Great Mother thus enables an 
inversion and displaceme nt of the discourses that construct both the maternal and 
the natural. The fi lm d isplaces the idea of the 'n<ltural' mother who rdi·ains from 
murdering her children with a fi gure of ·Mother Nature' that periodically sacrifices 
her 'child ren'. Indeed, it could be argued that the 'meanings' :utached to nature, 
the natural and the maternal effectively become 'deconstructed ' in Pasolini's 1\tlcdca: 
the fi lm foregro unds the paradoxical and discontinuous meanings attached to each 
of these ideas. To put it in the terms of Derridean deconstruction, the idea of the 
'natural' mother defers to and is contradicted by the idea of 'mother nature', a 
deference and contradiction which reca 11 poststructuralist ideas about the instability 
or indeterminacy of meaning in language.~~ 

It is significant that in Pasolini's fi lm Medea's inf.·lll ticide becomes embedded in 
a web of comradictory meanings •Htached to the ideas of nature, the natural and 
the maternal: this is not j ust a curious but irrelevant web of deferred meanings 
or significations. If Derridean deconstruction is at risk of promoting quietism, as 
certain detractors of his work suggest.~3 the deconstruction invited by Pasolini 's 
rt·presentation of maternal infilllticide invites a politicized reading about the 
discourses that constitute and inform the social o rder. Medea's intimticide is not 
only embedded in a mean ing-making yet contradictory web of d!l]Z.rtwcc, it is also 
embedded in discourses of alterity and cultur:.~ l difterence that are represented 
.ls socially determined and w hich , moreover, have serious political implications. 
Placed within this fra mework. the idea of maternal inf.1nticide as (for example) an 
unnatural act becomes not so much a natural assumption as a naturalized assumption 
brought about by institutiona lized discourses concerning subjectivity. It is, in the 
t:nd, society that nawralizes ami g ives credence to the idea of the abnormality (or 
otherwise) of maternal inf.1nticide,H just as it may naturalize and give credence to 

other forms of violence: wht'ther that be the banishmellt of foreigners o r indeed 
their execution. These are all forms of violence that the Medea narrative exploits to 
not on ly propel its drama but :dso ro construct its comment:~ry on the sanctioned 
violence of hegemonic social structures. 

Pasolini 's film underscores t he violence tint socia l institutions and d iscourses ran 
~·n :lct by virtue of the 'naturalness' \\'ith \\'hich tht'y constitute the o rder of things. 
The idea of tht' implicit violence of the soc i:-~1 onkr was prdlgured by Euripides' 
pl.ty. most obviously in its fl' presentation of the symbolic violence inflicted 0 11 
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Medea as a foreign woman, and thus as a subject who has ostensibly been subjected 
to a type of 'double colonization'. More provocatively - and problematically -
Euripides' play alludes to the idea of sanctioned violence through its depiction of 
Medea's inf.·mticide as if it were sanctioned by, or at least symbolically contained 
within, religious expiation rituals.+5 This representation, as suggested in this essay's 
interpretation ofPasolini's film, is not simply a perverse representation or a reversal 
of accepted beliefs: it is also a provocation. To be sure, in both Euripides' and 
Pasolini's rendering of the Medea narrative, the in£:1nticide is in part an aesthetic 
and dramatic provocation; but, as argued here - and particularly when placed 
within the type of Marxism informing Pasolini's oeuvre - the infanticide also 
operates as a political provocation. Pasolini's Medea takes up the cue from Euripides' 
play and, in emphasizing Medea's cultural difference, not only politicizes the 
colonialist politics to which the narrative speaks, but also gestures towards a type of 
cultural relativism which politicizes the discourses that define subjectivity, locating 
them within particular social structures and contexts. So, just as Creon can threaten 
banishment and, indeed, murder by virtue of his sovereign right, Medea, by virtue 
of her Colchian status, can preside over rituals of human sacrifice, including, it 
seems, the sacrifice of her children. 

T hus, in the end, the representation of Medea's infanticide in Pasolini 's film is 
not simply a glib affirmation of cultural difference or cultural relativism; rather, 
it is a high ly politicized warning, a frightening affirmation of the possibilities of 
sanctioned violence. Its point is that the violence inflicted by Medea on others 
should not overshadow the types of violence that are inflicted on the sexual and 
cultural underdog, as typified by Medea's predicament: this is, admittedly, a risk in 
casting Medea as the perpetrator of inf.·mticide. That risk is, however, also at the 
heart of the dramatic tension ofEuripides' play and the complex representation ofits 
heroine and her predicament: a complexity that makes the ancient play and modern 
adaptations by the likes of Pasolini all the more compelling. 
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l'.:n~uin. 1')7J). c·sp. pp. ]')5-')IJ. (Origin :tl: L'Er!/;1111 l't /,1 ••it·Juui/i,l/c J<lll.< /',lllrim n:~illl<' (P 
11)(10)). On th,· Enl i!'h t.:n m,·nr notion of th.: ri~hrs-hc:.1ring subjc:ct. a lbc:it in rd.nion to 

rq>r<'St: lll.1 tinn' of the· hum.1n till·tm. sc•c: Nath.111 Stormc:r. 'l' rt·n.tra l Space:'. S(~w: )<lllfll• 
I I ilium iu Culture .111d S,>rict)•. ~r.. 1 (~ooo). JO')-.J4 . 

J:l. (;r,·c:n.:. p. 100. 
J'). A, wdl .1s lwi ng inspired hy rhL' work ofJ.um·s Fr.1zc·r. p~,n l ini w.1< int1uc·n.;,•d by the: i· 

of i\lin·,·.l Eli.1dc: r,·g.trding the· t:\·cl ir.al rime: th.H suppn.;,·tlly in tt)J'lll< pr in1iriv,· soci,·ti <'<. 
l'vlirLL'.1 EliadL·. Tile .\/)'til ,.(tile ntcm.rl Rl'li/1'11.' Or. C.tSI/hiS ''"" 1-/i;t,>l')' (Nc'\\' y,,rk: l'r inr• 
U nin ·r,ily l'r<'"· 11)7 1). p. I I~. For .1 'l'<'clll.niw 'rudy of thl' rd.niolhhip hctW<'L'n Me• 
int:,mirid.: and the figure: 11f thc: c;,.,· .nl'vlotha. S<'<' N.n lc)' Tu.111.1. 'r'vkdc:.1: \Virh the Eye:< ol 
l11<t CnddL'«·. S,•u11tlill~.o·. o:l.::. ( I<J<J)). ~53-7::.. 

+0. ll.,·x \V,tmt:r. 'The: M.:dc:.,·. in E11ripide.< 1: /',1111' Tr~~~··di,·.< . ,.,1, hy 1),1\·id (; r,·n.: .tnd Ri,·hn: 
L.minwr<· (Ch i.-.1,_:<1. I L: Un iwro;ity of Chic'.1~o. 1'))5). p. 67. 
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.p . For a g.:n\:ral ana ly\is ofEuripid.:s' plays and the trafficking o f women, sec R abinowitz . .-!uxifl)' 
ll·ilrtl. H ow\:vcr, it should be noted that Rabinowitz reads Euripide~· .\ft-dt•cr as \U(lporrin~ or 
'r\:inforcing' the traffic in women; sec p. 125 . 

. p . See Jacques Dcrrida, !Vritiu.l/ <llltf D!(frrrucr. tr:ms. by Alan Uass (Chica~;o. IL: Univcr~ity of 
Chil-ago Press, 197!1) for the Derridcan practice: of 'deconstruction' as .1 critical pranice o f 
identifying .md mapping out ddi:rrals of signification. (First published as L'Ecritun•t•t/,J ti!Ocn•uce 
(Paris: Scuil, 1967)). 

43· For example. S\:c: Terry Eagleton. 'Marxism without Marxism: j.1cqucs Dc:rrida and the Spcct\:rs 
of Marx' (1995). in T/Jr E<~.~lct••u Rt'adcr, cd. by Stephen Regen (Oxford: 131ackwcll, 1998), pp. 
246-59· 

H · lnf.1nricide. here, is an ideal vehicle for exposing such sexual ideologies along feminist lines: 
after Jll, it JS pr<·risdy the ideologies of sexuality constructing the: ma ternal subj\:Ct that have 
b<·cn <'XPOS<.'d by feminist c riticism with its rccoguition chat women genera lly, and mochas 
in particular, do not nccc~sarily 'naturally nurrure'. See, for example:, Patrin.• DiQuinzio. The 
lmpossiiJility •!f Mtllhfrlwotl (London: Routledge. 1'.1'.1'.1): the classic Adrienne Rich. Of 111\•mau 
8,,, (New Yo rk: N o rrou, 19&6); Ann Dally. flll'cutiug Mt>tlterlro,>d (London: Durnctt, l')llz); and 
Elisabeth Bad inter, Tltc Myr/1 ·~f M.Jiball<•••d (London: Souvenir, 191! 1). 

-IS· Sec the pas~agc in which M.:d.:a refers ro the expiation rites in the Temple of Hera Akraia. See 
Rex Warner, 'The Medea ·, p. 106. 
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