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Abstract

This paper explores the phenomenon of
female suicide in the tragedies of
Sophocles from a sociological perspective.
Focusing on the plays Antigone, Oedipus
the King, and Women of Trachis (among
all seven extant Sophoclean tragedies), we
analyse the self-inflicted deaths of
Antigone, Jocasta, Deianira, and Eurydice.
Drawing on Emile Durkheim’s theory of
suicide, feminist theory, and structural-
functionalism, the study examines how
these dramatic suicides reflect and
reinforce ancient Greek social values. We
consider the cultural context of 5th-century
BCE Athenian society — including the
restrictive roles of women, the honour-
shame ethos, and religious expectations —
to understand why Sophocles portrays
women choosing death. Across Sophocles’
works, female suicides emerge as
responses to social pressures: acts of
honour and protest, reactions to shame or
anomy, and displays of grief and loyalty.
Rather than subverting the social order,
these tragic deaths often uphold communal
norms (such as ‘“death before dishonour”
or family duty). At the same time, they
provide a rare avenue for female agency
within a patriarchal culture, as women
“through violence, master their own fate”.
The paper concludes that Sophoclean
female suicides are multifaceted events
steeped in social meaning —
simultaneously personal tragedies and
reflections of collective cultural values.
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Introduction

Suicide is a remarkably recurrent motif in
Greek tragedy, and notably so in the plays
of Sophocles. In fact, self-inflicted deaths
occur in four of Sophocles’ seven extant
tragedies. Female characters in particular
are central to several of these tragic
suicides, raising important questions about
gender, society, and meaning in the
ancient Greek context. Why do Sophocles’
heroines — women like Antigone, Jocasta,
Deianira, and Eurydice — take their own
lives, and what social commentary might
these dramatised suicides convey? This
paper examines ‘“the sociology of female
suicide” in Sophoclean tragedy: how the
social circumstances and cultural norms of
ancient Athens, as well as the literary
conventions of tragedy, help explain these
women’s fatal decisions.

From a sociological viewpoint, suicide is
not merely a personal act but often reflects
broader social forces (Durkheim, 1951).
Sophocles’ dramas, performed in a
communal civic setting, amplify these
forces: they portray private despair on a
public stage, transforming individual death
into social narrative. Female suicide in
these plays can be interpreted through
multiple frameworks. First, Durkheim’s
theory of suicide provides a lens to
categorise the motivations (e.g. altruistic
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devotion to family duty versus anomic
despair in the face of normative
breakdown). Second, a  feminist
perspective considers how gender roles
and patriarchal power dynamics contribute
to these women’s tragic ends — are these
suicides acts of resistance, or products of
oppression (or both)? Third, a structural-
functionalist angle asks how these stories
reinforce or challenge the social order of
their time: do the deaths of Sophocles’
women ultimately uphold community
values like honour, loyalty, and divine law,
thereby serving a cohesive function for the
audience?

Understanding the cultural context is
crucial. In classical Athenian society,
women’s lives were highly constrained by
patriarchal norms: they had no political
rights, were expected to remain in the
domestic sphere, and their “greatest glory”
was, as Pericles claimed, not to be talked
about at all — neither praised nor blamed
(Thucydides, 1972, 2.46; see also
Blundell, 1995). Yet paradoxically,
Athenian tragedy often placed women at
the centre of its narratives (Hall, 2006).
Female characters in tragedy step into
public view and crisis, taking actions
(burying the dead, avenging kin, lamenting
or sacrificing themselves) that real-life
Greek women seldom could (Foley, 2001).
This dynamic suggests that tragic
playwrights used women as symbolic
figures to explore social “otherness” and
tensions within the polis (Zeitlin, 1996).
When Sophocles portrays a woman
choosing suicide, it is laden with
significance: it is the ultimate private act
made visible to the community,
implicating values of honour, shame,
loyalty, and piety that were shared by the
culture.

In the sections that follow, we will
first outline our theoretical frameworks —
Durkheim’s typology of suicide and
relevant sociological theory, as well as
insights from feminist scholarship on
Greek tragedy. Next, we will delve into
case studies of Sophoclean female
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suicides: Antigone in Antigone, Jocasta in
Oedipus the King, Deianira in Women of
Trachis, and Eurydice in Antigone. For
each, we consider the narrative context and
the sociocultural factors contributing to her
death, interpreting her suicide in light of
ancient Greek notions of honour and
shame, familial duty, and gender roles. A
summary table of these characters and
their motivations is provided (Table 1) to
ground the discussion. We also include a
brief quantitative overview of suicide in
Sophocles (Figure 1) to illustrate the
prominence of female self-killing relative
to male in his works. Finally, we discuss
common themes and the broader
implications: how these staged deaths
might have functioned for the original
audience, and what they reveal about the
intersection of gender and society in Greek
tragedy. Through this comprehensive
analysis, we aim to show that the suicides
of Sophocles’ women are not isolated
personal tragedies but are deeply
embedded in the social fabric of the drama
— hence, truly a topic for sociological as
well as literary inquiry.

Theoretical Framework: Durkheim’s
Theoryof Suicide and Social Integration
Emile Durkheim’s seminal work Suicide
(1897) provides a foundation for analysing
self-destructive acts as social phenomena
rather than purely individual pathologies.
Durkheim (1951) defines suicide broadly
as “any death resulting directly or
indirectly from a positive or negative act
of the victim, who knows the outcome of
their act” (p. 44). More importantly, he
categorises suicides based on the
individual’s relationship to society. Two
principal types are especially relevant to
Greek tragic contexts (Durkheim, 1951;
Garrison, 1995):

Egoistic suicide- This is a kind of
suicide that results from insufficient social
integration. The individual feels detached
or alienated from the community or group,
lacking support or a sense of belonging. In
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a modern context, this might correspond to
suicides driven by loneliness or
meaninglessness. In tragedy, a character
isolated from all social bonds or who
cannot reconcile personal identity with
community values might fit this pattern.

«Altruistic suicide — results from excessive
integration, where the individual is so
strongly identified with a group or
principle that they sacrifice themselves for
its sake. Classic examples include
martyrdom or ritual self-sacrifice. In
Durkheim’s view, when a person’s ties to
the collective are too strong, they may
willingly die for what they perceive as a
higher cause or duty (Durkheim, 1951, pp.
217-220). Sophocles’ Antigone, who dies
upholding her familial and religious
obligations, is often seen as exemplifying
altruistic motives.

Durkheim also described anomic suicide
(stemming from a breakdown of social
norms or sudden societal upheaval leading
to normlessness) and fatalistic suicide
(resulting from excessive regulation or
oppression), though these are less
commonly applied to tragedy. Some tragic
suicides, however, do resonate with
anomic conditions — for instance, when a
character’s world is suddenly upended by
a revelation that shatters all normalcy (as
with Jocasta learning of the incest in her
marriage). In such cases, the individual
experiences a crisis of meaning due to
“culturally unacceptable” circumstances
(Garrison, 1995, p. 128).

Elise P. Garrison’s sociological study,
Groaning Tears: Ethical and Dramatic
Aspects of Suicide in Greek Tragedy,
applies Durkheim’s framework to ancient
plays. Garrison argues that most tragic
suicides are “socially motivated” and tend
to reinforce normative values rather than
subvert them. In her analysis, Greek
tragedy often depicts suicide in a relatively
positive or sympathetic light — as an
honourable or even noble response under
certain social conditions (Garrison, 1995).
She loosely classifies tragic suicides into
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two Durkheimian-inspired  categories:
those to avoid shame or a loss of honour
(comparable to egoistic, in the sense of
prioritising  personal/household  honour
when societal integration fails) versus
those that are noble sacrifices or responses
to grief (comparable to altruistic, in that
the individual acts for others or for an
ideal). This framework will guide our case
studies. We will ask, for each female
suicide in  Sophocles, whether the
character’s motivations align more with
altruistic ~ self-sacrifice  (duty-bound,
honour-driven) or with despair from social
disintegration (anomic or egoistic factors
like shame, grief, or isolation). As we shall
see, Sophoclean heroines often have one
foot in each realm: their final acts are
intensely personal but also deeply
connected to the values of their society.

FeministandGender-Theoretical
Perspectives

A feminist analysis of female suicide in
Sophoclean tragedy interrogates how
gender roles and patriarchal structures
influence both the character’s decision and
the play’s portrayal of that decision. In
ancient Athens, women were expected to
be passive, obedient, and confined to the
domestic sphere (Just, 1989). Tragic
playwrights, however, frequently put
women in active, even transgressive roles
as a source of dramatic conflict (Zeitlin,
1996). When a woman in tragedy chooses
death, it often reflects the double bind
faced by female figures in a male-
dominated society: they are subject to
patriarchal authority, yet by taking control
of their own death, they exert a form of
agency that was otherwise denied to them.
Scholars like Nicole Loraux (1987) have
examined the gendered patterns of death in
Greek tragedy. Loraux notes that tragic
tradition assigns different “appropriate”
methods of suicide to women versus men:
for example, female characters commonly
die by hanging or noose, a “woman’s
death,” whereas male warriors typically
fall on their swords — a more “manly”
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mode of dying associated with honour in
battle (Loraux, 1987). Indeed, Antigone
and Jocasta both hang themselves offstage,
consistent with this pattern, while a male
hero like Ajax in Sophocles’ Ajax dies by
the sword. Loraux (1987) interprets the
motif of hanging as symbolically tied to
feminine qualities such as the weaving of
the rope or the domestic interior and even
to themes of sexuality and shame. The
rope or braided fabric can suggest the
entanglement of the female in the
household sphere, whereas the sword
signifies the public, martial valour of the
male (Loraux, 1987). Thus, the very
manner of suicide in tragedy encodes
gendered cultural meanings. We will see
these distinctions in our examples, noting,
for instance, how Antigone’s self-hanging
contrasts with Deianira’s reported stabbing
— an unusual case of a woman assuming a
“masculine” mode of death, reflecting her
unique situation in Women of Trachis.
Feminist theorists have also read
characters like Antigone as enduring
symbols of resistance to patriarchal power.
Antigone’s defiance of King Creon — and
her willingness to die rather than submit —
has been interpreted as a radical assertion
of female agency and moral autonomy.
Judith Butler (2000), in Antigone’s Claim,
argues that Antigone challenges the
boundaries of the patriarchal family and
state by privileging divine and familial law
(the oikos, or household) over the law of
the male ruler (polis). From this angle,
Antigone’s suicide can be seen as both a
protest against and a product of the
patriarchal structure: she is condemned
because she is a woman acting outside her
societal role, yet through her martyr-like
death she exposes the injustice and rigidity
of the male authority that oppresses her. A
feminist reading might call Antigone an
early feminist heroine or a tragic martyr
for family and religious rights, though
complicated by the fact that her death also
upholds the very values of family loyalty,
traditional honor that ancient patriarchal
society esteemed.
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In the other Sophoclean cases, a feminist
perspective draws attention to how limited
alternatives drive these women toward
suicide. Jocasta, upon the revelation of
incest, has no socially acceptable path
forward — as a wife and mother irreparably
shamed, her voice and identity are
nullified, and so she silences herself
permanently. Deianira is a dutiful wife
crushed by the unintended harm she
causes; her worth in a patriarchal view is
bound to her success as a loyal wife, and
when that role is destroyed, she sees no
option but self-destruction. Eurydice, the
queen in Antigone, is a virtually voiceless
character until her final act of self-harm —
she steps from silence into speech only
through a death that condemns her
husband. In each instance, the women’s
suicide can be seen as a final grasp at
autonomy: when all other agency is
denied, they control the one thing they can
— their own life or death. As Loraux (1987)
put it, in tragedy “women die violently
and, through violence, master their own
fate” (p. 50). This “mastery” is, of course,
a tragic, desperate kind, but it is a form of
agency nonetheless, one that both satisfies
and troubles the audience’s sense of
gender norms.

From a structural-functional perspective
(inspired by sociologists like Durkheim
and anthropologists who view cultural
practices as serving social needs), one may
ask: What is the function or effect of
depicting female suicide in these tragedies
for the society watching? Greek tragedies
were performed at religious festivals (such
as the Dionysia) before a large civic
audience. They often took myths and
heroic legends and refashioned them to
resonate with contemporary social and
ethical issues. In this sense, the content of
tragedy (including suicides) likely had an
instructive or reinforcing role.

Several scholars have argued that Greek
tragedy tends to reaffirm core values even
as it dramatises their violation (Garrison,
1995; Hall, 2006). Suicide in tragedy, in
particular, is frequently portrayed as an
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honourable resolution aligned with societal
ethics rather than a subversive act.
Garrison (1995) emphasises that tragic
suicides usually “reinforce the normative
values of the group”. For example, a
common thread in these plays is “death
before dishonour” — the idea that it is
better to die by one’s own hand than to
live in shame or moral compromise. This
concept would have been familiar and
even admirable to Greek audiences. When
Deianira or Jocasta cannot bear their
shame, their suicides, while pitiable, also
communicate the importance of honour
and the gravity of violating social/taboo
norms. Antigone’s self-sacrifice highlights
the paramount duty to family and the gods’
laws, implicitly validating those values
even as the play critiques Creon’s harsh
governance. In this way, tragedy uses the
extreme case of suicide to “affirm social
ideals” (Garrison, 1995, p. 112) — the hero
or heroine’s death underscores how serious
those ideals are.

Moreover, one can view the cathartic
function of tragedy (as described by
Aristotle) in sociological terms. By
witnessing the tragic fall of a character
who transgresses or is caught in an
impossible moral dilemma, the audience
experiences catharsis — a purging of
emotions — which can restore a sense of
social equilibrium. The death of the
transgressor (even if sympathetic) often
resolves the disorder in the play’s world
and allows the community (both the play’s
chorus and the real audience) to move
forward with reaffirmed norms. For
instance, Antigone’s and Eurydice’s deaths
ultimately lead to Creon’s realisation of
his hubris and a restoration of divine law
over his edict; the community of Thebes is
presumably cautioned and restored. In
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Oedipus the King, Jocasta’s suicide and
Oecdipus’s self-blinding/exile remove the
pollution of incest and patricide from
Thebes, allowing the civic order to be
cleansed. Thus, structurally, these deaths
contribute to the moral and religious
resolution of the dramas.

It is also noteworthy that Greek culture
distinguished between “honourable” and
“dishonourable” suicides (Garrison, 1995;
Just, 1989). Unlike in later Christianized
contexts, suicide was not categorically
condemned in classical Athens. There
were cases in Greek lore where suicide
was praised — for example, to avoid
enslavement or to uphold one’s virtue —
and cases where it was blamed (cowardly
avoidance of duty). Tragedies reflect this
nuanced view. The fact that Sophocles
often treats the suicides of women like
Antigone or Deianira with dignity and
pathos suggests these were seen as
legitimate, even valorous responses, given
the social circumstances. No stigma of sin
attaches to Antigone for hanging herself in
the cave; rather, she is eulogised by the
chorus as noble. This likely reinforced for
the audience the acceptability of suicide
under certain social conditions (escape
from insupportable shame, protest against
injustice, etc.), thereby confirming their
cultural understanding of honour.

FemaleSuicideinSophocles: Case Studies
and Analysis

Before analyzing each case in depth, it is
helpful to map out the major instances of
female suicide in Sophoclean tragedy and
their narrative motivations. Table 1 below
summarizes the key details of these
characters and circumstances:

Table 1: Major Female Suicides in
Sophocles’ Tragedies
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(Psl,?;gh ocles) Female Character(s) Circumstances and Motivation for Suicide
Antigone hangs herself while imprisoned in a tomb for
defying King Creon’s edict. Motivated by honor and
Antigone (title | religious duty, she chooses death over living with the shame
Antigone © character); also | of abandoning fam_il_y loyalty — an act of protest and
441 BCE) " | Eurydice (Creon’s | “altruistic” self-sacrifice for her principles. Eurydice stabs
wife, a minor | herself upon learning that her son Haemon (Antigone’s
character) fiancé) has committed suicide; driven by overwhelming
maternal grief and anger, her death is a reaction to
personal loss and a curse on Creon for their son’s fate.
Jocasta hangs herself offstage after the horrific revelation
that she has unknowingly married her own son (Oedipus)
Oedipus the | Jocasta (Queen of and borne his chil.dren.. I:|er suicide is prorr.lptfd by inten§e
King (c. 429 | Thebes, wife/mother shame and despair (aidos), as hel: world is re.:defmed in
. Iturally unacceptable terms” (incest) (Garrison, 1995,
BCE) of Oedipus) cu y P - - .
p.128). It represents an anomic collapse of her identity as
wife and mother — unable to live with the dishonor and
violate norms, she takes her own life.
Deianira dies by suicide (in Sophocles’ version, she stabs
herself with a sword on the marriage bed, according to the
Messenger’s report). This occurs after she realizes that the
“love charm” she gave her husband Heracles was actually
Women of - . poisoned and is killing him. Stricken with guilt and fearing
Trachis (c. 425 I[-)|er’a}’:1r(]:||22) (wife  of the shame of having unwittingly caused her husband’s
BCE) agony, Deianira follows the code of ‘“death before
dishonor.” Her suicide is portrayed as the only “socially
appropriate response” to the catastrophe her mistake
created (Garrison, 1995, p.94) — an honorable atonement
for her perceived failure as a wife.
Ajax (c. 445 o (l\_lo female charactgr die_s _by suicide in this play. Notably,
BCE) ' (No female suicide) Ajax (male) commits suicide. Tecmessa, Ajax’s concubine,
contemplates her grim future but survives.)
Electra (c. 410 . (No_ suicide_zs occur; Electra and Orestes en_agt revenge by
BCE) ' (No female suicide) Ellllng) their mother, Clytemnestra — homicide, not self-
arm.
I;kélllzc;ctetes (409 (No female suicide) g;lguff)male characters are present in this play; no suicides
Oedipus at (Antigone and Ismene are present in this play caring for
Colonus (406 | (No female suicide) Oedipus, but neither dies; Oedipus expires of
BCE) natural/supernatural causes.)

As Table 1 indicates, Sophocles includes a
in at least three of his
tragedies Antigone, Oedipus the King,

female suicide

extant Sophoclean tragedies. In what

suicide narratives. Data based on the seven

follows, we examine each major case

Women of Trachis, with multiple such (Antigone,  Jocasta,  Deianira, and
deaths in Antigone. Indeed, female Eurydice) in depth, applying the
characters account for a significant theoretical lenses discussed. Each sub-

proportion of suicides

dramatic corpus.
The gender

in  Sophocles’

spectrum of suicide
Sophoclean tragic drama is noteworthy.

section will consider the character’s story

in the play, the immediate reasons and

Female characters like Antigone, Jocasta,
Deianira and Eurydice constitute about
two-thirds of the self-inflicted deaths in
Sophocles’ surviving plays, highlighting
the prominence of women in these tragic
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in cultural motivations for her suicide, and
interpretations  from  sociological and
gender-based perspectives.
Antigone: Honor, Resistance, and

Sacrificial Death
Perhaps the most famous example of
female suicide in Greek literature is the
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self-killing of Antigone, the heroine of
Sophocles’ Antigone. Antigone’s death is
the climax of the play’s central conflict
between oikos (family/religious
obligation) and polis (state law). After her
brothers die in a civil war, Antigone defies
King Creon’s edict forbidding the burial of
her rebel brother Polyneices. Caught
performing burial rites, she is condemned
to be entombed alive. Antigone embraces
this fate, ultimately hanging herself in the
burial cave rather than waiting for a slow
death. Her suicide is an act loaded with
honour and principle: she chooses loyalty
to divine law and family honour over
obedience to mortal law, effectively
martyring herself for what she believes is
right.

FromaDurkheimian standpoint, Antigone’s
suicide aligns with altruistic suicide — she
is “too fully integrated” into her family
and religious value system, willingly
giving her life to uphold those collective
ideals (Durkheim, 1951). Garrison (1995)
indeed categorises Antigone as a case of
noble, self-sacrificial suicide: Antigone is
“completely integrated into the familial
structure” because her death reaffirms the
importance of the household and divine
ordinances (Garrison, 1995, p.133). She
dies not out of personal despair, but out of
a sense of duty to others (her dead brother
and the gods). In Durkheim’s terms, her
social integration and adherence to a moral
ideal are so strong that life without
honouring that ideal is not worth living to
her. It is telling that Antigone, in the play,
never wavers in her resolve; she expresses
no regret for her action, only sadness that
she will never marry Haemon or live out
an ordinary life. She even welcomes death
as a form of reunion with her deceased
loved ones and as a way to secure
everlasting honour. This echoes the heroic
ethos more typically applied to male
warriors — dying young for glory — which
Antigone, a young woman, effectively
claims for herself.
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The honour-shame dynamic is critical in
Antigone’s case. In Greek culture, not
burying a family member was a terrible
dishonour and impiety.  Allowing
Polyneices’ corpse to rot would have
disgraced Antigone’s oikos, family name
and violated religious duty. Thus,
Antigone faces a scenario  where
complying with the king’s law would
make her live in shame, whereas defying it
leads to an honourable death. She
explicitly states that she prefers death with
honor to life in disgrace: “I shall lie down
with him [Polyneices] in death, and | shall
be as dear to him as he to me... I have
longer to please the dead than please the
living here: in the kingdom down below
I’ll lie forever” (Sophocles, Antigone, 73—
77, trans. Fagles). This speech shows that
Antigone’s values are anchored in the
traditional and religious — the eternal “laws
of the gods” — and that she perceives her
choice as one of honourable self-sacrifice.
The chorus and other characters in the play
also frame Antigone’s impending death in
terms of honour: they liken her to
legendary figures and speak of her fate as
noble and tragic, not cowardly. In fact,
Antigone can be seen as performing a kind
of sacrificial ritual. Some scholars
compare her to a bride of Hades — going to
her “marriage” with death (the tomb
becomes her bridal chamber). In this light,
her suicide is almost sanctified within the
tragic narrative, reinforcing communal
ideals about piety to the gods and fidelity
to kin.

A feminist analysis of Antigone’s suicide
illuminates the gender politics at play.
Antigone’s very act of defiance is a
challenge to the patriarchal authority of
Creon. She is a woman who steps into the
public/political arena — a space typically
reserved for men in Greek society — by
making a moral stand. Creon perceives her
disobedience as especially threatening
because she is female: at one point, he
scorns that he will not be bested by a
woman. Her punishment of being walled
up alive, rather than executed directly,
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might reflect a desire to control and silence
a rebellious woman in a “feminine” way
(imprisoning her in a space like a tomb,
akin to the inner chamber she, as a woman
“should” have stayed in). Antigone’s
suicide, however, thwarts Creon’s control.
By hanging herself, she acts before Creon
can, asserting agency even in how she
dies. This can be viewed as Antigone’s
final refusal to submit: Creon had decreed
a living death for her, but she chooses the
manner and timing of her end on her own
terms. In doing so, Antigone inverts the
power dynamic — Creon is denied even the
authority to decide her lifespan.

Judith Butler (2000) and other modern
thinkers see Antigone as exposing the
limits of patriarchal power. Butler notes
that Antigone’s position — as a woman and
as a sister/daughter — puts her outside the
recognized sphere of political action, yet
her very outside status becomes a site of
resistance. Antigone “speaks as a woman”
in the public realm, defying the
expectation that women remain silent and
obedient. Her suicide, then, is the
culmination of that resistance; it is
simultaneously a personal act of despair
(she cannot win against the state) and a
political act that brings the state to its
knees (Creon’s rulership is shattered by
the consequences of her death). The
aftermath demonstrates the functional
aspect: Antigone’s sacrifice precipitates a
social lesson. Creon, and by extension the
audience, is forced to acknowledge that
rigid, unjust laws lead to the destruction of
one’s own household and happiness. The
tragedy hence delivers a message about
balancing state authority with familial and
divine obligations — a message reinforcing,
rather than overturning, traditional Greek
values about piety and moderation.

Jocasta: Maternal Shame and Anomic
Despair

Jocasta, the queen of Thebes in Oedipus
the King, also known as Oedipus Rex and
Oedipus Tyrannus, represents a very
different scenario of female suicide.
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Unlike Antigone’s overtly principled
martyrdom, Jocasta’s suicide is born of
horror and shame within the domestic
sphere. Over the course of the play,
Jocasta, who is both Oedipus’s wife and
his mother, gradually realizes the truth of
their incestuous relationship and the tragic
fulfilment of prophecy. The realisation is
too appalling for her to bear: in the
climactic moment when Oedipus learns the
truth, Jocasta rushes into the palace.
Shortly after, a messenger reports that
Jocasta has hanged herself, unable to live
with the “intolerable” knowledge of her
polluted marriage.

Sociologically, Jocasta’s suicide can be
interpreted as an extreme reaction to an
anomic situation. Her entire social and
moral order collapses in an instant. The
roles that defined her — wife, mother,
queen — are all rendered nightmarishly
invalidated by the truth that she is both
wife and mother to the same man, her
children are also her grandchildren, and
the gods’ oracle has come true despite all
attempts to avoid it. Durkheim (1951)
noted that anomic suicide often occurs
when a person’s life circumstances change
so drastically that the usual norms no
longer apply, leaving them adrift and
despairing. Jocasta’s case fits this: the
cultural norms against incest are among
the strongest taboos in Greek (and most
human) society. To find herself at the very
centre of such a transgression, even
unwittingly, effectively isolates her from
the community — she is now a source of
miasma (ritual pollution) for the city and
an object of potential horror to her
surviving family. Garrison (1995) observes
that Jocasta dies “because her world has
been completely redefined in culturally
unacceptable terms” (p.128). In other
words, her suicide is a response to
irreversible norm violation and the
concomitant shame. It is not done out of
duty to others (indeed, her death arguably
hurts Oedipus even more) but out of an
egoistic inability to cope with the self in
this new definition — a self that society
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would view as abhorrent, even though she
had no malicious intent.

The honour-shame framework is very
evident here. Jocasta’s shame upon
realising the incest is overwhelming. In
classical Greek culture, a noble woman’s
honour was tied to her sexual propriety
and her family’s legitimacy. Though
Jocasta could not have known the truth,
the shame is nonetheless real to her, and
likely she anticipates the judgment or
horror of others if the truth were to get out.
By taking her life, she perhaps also
attempts to protect some dignity -
removing herself from public view and
from having to face her father/brother
(Creon) or her subjects once the scandal is
revealed. There is also a sense of self-
punishment. In some interpretations,
Jocasta’s suicide is the fulfilment of a
sense of guilt, however undeserved: she
had earlier tried to dismiss prophets and
oracles, inadvertently encouraging
Oedipus to ignore signs of the truth. When
the prophecy is realised, Jocasta might feel
that her scepticism and her past actions
(like the attempt to kill baby Oedipus long
ago) all contributed to this cursed
outcome. Her suicide, then, is the ultimate
admission of defeat and guilt in the face of
fate — a way of taking responsibility by
removing the polluted element herself
from the world.

From a feminist perspective, Jocasta’s
story highlights the vulnerability and lack
of control women had over their lives and
bodies. Jocasta’s fate was largely
determined by male decisions and societal
structures: as a young woman, she was
given in marriage to King Laius, who then
attempted to thwart a prophecy by
abandoning their infant (a decision she
likely had little say in); later, as a widow,
she was given to Oedipus as a prize for his
heroism in saving Thebes (again a political
move). She navigates these roles as
dutifully as she can. Yet in the end, she is
horrifically punished by destiny for
circumstances beyond her control. The
patriarchal framework offers her no
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escape: once her roles become incestuous,
she cannot continue existing within the
social fabric of Thebes. Her final act —
hanging herself — is a grim exercise of
agency. Unlike Antigone, Jocasta is not
trying to prove a point or uphold a law; she
is simply seeking to erase herself from an
insupportable reality. In that sense, her
suicide could be seen as a tragic
commentary on how women bear the brunt
of patriarchal tragedies. The play’s focus
quickly shifts to Oedipus’s suffering after
Jocasta’s death; she is, in a way, silenced
permanently just as her voice of realisation
was rising. Notably, in Sophocles’ play,
Jocasta begs Oedipus to stop pursuing the
truth once she suspects it, showing more
wisdom about the limits of knowledge.
But Oedipus — the male hero/detective —
charges ahead, leading to the revelation
that undoes Jocasta. When she can no
longer influence events, she exits the scene
of life entirely.

Deianira: Guilt, Honor, and the Good
Wife’s Dilemma

Deianira, the protagonist of Women of
Trachis (also known as Trachiniae), offers
yet another angle on female suicide in
Sophocles: that of a faithful wife driven to
suicide by unintentional wrongdoing and
the resultant guilt/shame. Deianira’s story
revolves around her marriage to the hero
Heracles. Living in Trachis while Heracles
is away on his labours and amorous
adventures, Deianira attempts to win back
her husband’s love when she suspects he
has taken a new lover (the princess lole).
She remembers the blood of the centaur
Nessus, who, as he was dying by Heracles’
arrow, claimed his blood would serve as a
love charm. In desperation, Deianira
anoints a robe with Nessus’s blood and
sends it to Heracles. Tragically, the blood
is a poison (Nessus lied to kill his slayer
posthumously); the robe clings to
Heracles’ skin and begins to burn him
alive with an incurable caustic pain. When
Deianira learns of the agonising effect on
her husband and realises her fatal mistake,
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she is devastated by guilt and horror. She
quietly slips away inside the house and
takes her own life with a sword.

Deianira’s suicide is a textbook case of
what Garrison (1995) calls shame-
motivated suicide to avoid dishonour.
Although Deianira’s intentions were pure
to restore her husband’s affection, the
outcome is that she has effectively killed
the greatest hero of Greece — an act loaded
with hybris (outrage) in Greek eyes, even
if accidental. In her value system, there is
no coming back from this. Rather than
face Heracles (who, dying in torment,
initially reacts with anger and curses
toward her) or live with the infamy of this
deed, Deianira chooses death. The Nurse
in the play describes how Deianira was
found “with a two-edged sword wedged in
her side, near the liver” — indicating she
died by a masculine method (stabbing
herself, a somewhat atypical choice for a
woman). Some accounts outside Sophocles
say she hanged herself (the more
“feminine” method), but the Sophoclean
text implies the sword. Either way, the act
is unequivocally portrayed as suicide out
of unbearable shame.

Garrison (1995) notes that Deianira acts on
the principle of “death before dishonour,”
seeing suicide as the only socially
appropriate response to the disaster she
unwittingly caused. This is telling: in the
context of Greek ethics, a woman who has
brought ruin to her household (even by
accident)  “should” remove herself.
Deianira’s reasoning can be inferred from
her last scene before she exits: she hears
how Heracles is in excruciating pain
because of the robe she sent. Her son,
Hyllus, in shock and grief, rebukes her
harshly (even though she had no malicious
intent). Deianira remains silent and slips
away. The silence implies that she has
accepted what she must do; she offers no
defense or excuses, which is itself
indicative of a normative expectation that
there is no justification for her error and
that atonement can only be through her
own life. We might compare her to a
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figure in a samurai story committing
seppuku after a shameful deed — the
cultural logic is similar.

From a  Durkheimian  perspective,
Deianira’s suicide borders on altruistic and
fatalistic. It is altruistic in that she truly
believes her death is for the greater good —
to atone and perhaps appease the
household gods or Heracles’ spirit. It
might also alleviate the family’s
dishonour; she possibly fears being
labelled a murderess. There is also an
element of fatalistic suicide (excessive
regulation/oppression) in that Deianira’s
life is tightly bound by her role as
Heracles’ wife; her value and identity are
defined by him. When that identity turns
disastrous, she may feel utterly controlled
by that fate — with no freedom left except
to choose death. Unlike egoistic suicide
which would imply isolation, Deianira is
actually very much integrated in her oikos
and concerned with its integrity — so her
suicide is not from alienation but from an
over-commitment to her role and the
corresponding code of honour.

The gender dimension in Deianira’s case is
striking. Throughout Women of Trachis,
Sophocles  paints Deianira as a
sympathetic, “ideal” woman in many
respects: dutiful, modest, concerned for
her husband and children, accepting of her
secondary status (she even contemplates
tolerating Heracles’ taking of Iole as a
second wife/concubine, which shows how
women were expected to endure such
slights). Her one attempt at agency — using
a love charm — is done out of anxiety over
losing her husband’s love, a very relatable
and traditionally feminine concern. Yet, in
tragedy’s cruel twist, this attempt flips her
into the role of an unintended Killer of her
husband. For a Greek wife, there could
hardly be a worse nightmare — it violates
the core of wifely duty (to safeguard one’s
husband and household). As a woman,
Deianira has limited means to “make
things right.” She cannot heal Heracles or
fight fate. The only realm where she has
autonomy is over her own body/life. By
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committing suicide, she fulfils the
unwritten expectation that a wife who
causes her husband’s death should not
outlive him. In fact, we see similar motifs
in later literature and history: the idea of
the devoted wife who Kills herself when
her husband dies, though here she caused
the death, raising the stakes.

From a feminist angle, one could argue
that Deianira is a victim of the narrow
definitions of female honour. She is
arguably not at fault in a moral sense — she
was deceived by Nessus and did not know
the potion was poison — yet the narrative
and cultural context push her toward self-
blame. Hyllus’s initial reaction, cursing
her (though he later regrets it), reflects the
instinct to hold the woman responsible for
“domestic” misfortunes. Deianira
internalises this blame. There is an element
of critique here: the play evokes the
unfairness of her situation. Some scholars
have pointed out the pathos in Deianira’s
portrayal — she is kind and gentle, yet fate
makes her an instrument of doom.
Sophocles might be subtly criticising the
pressures on women to uphold family
unity at all costs, and how those pressures
can destroy them.

It’s also worth noting how Sophocles
stages Deianira’s death. True to tragic
form, it occurs offstage and is reported by
a messenger. The messenger describes her
final moments without dramatic fanfare:
she slipped away unnoticed in her shame.
The offstage suicide, especially one done
in silence, often signifies a kind of mute
protest or testament. Deianira cannot argue
her case in words, so her death becomes
her last “statement.”” What 1is that
statement? Possibly repentance — showing
she accepted moral responsibility. But one
could also see it as a protest against her
predicament — she literally could not live
in a world, where doing her best led to
such horrible results. When Hyllus finds
out his mother Kkilled herself, he is
heartbroken and realises he had wronged
her with his harsh words. In this sense,
Deianira’s suicide brings about a moment
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of remorse and enlightenment for her son.
It also prefigures Heracles’ own end:
Heracles, in unbearable pain, will soon
demand to be euthanised (burned on a
pyre) — effectively another kind of suicide
or assisted suicide. The parallel suggests
that even the greatest hero cannot endure
certain suffering; likewise, Deianira could
not endure the spiritual agony of causing
her beloved’s suffering. Both husband and
wife, each in their own way, seek death as
release, which tragically highlights the
extremity of their situation.

Discussion: Themes and Sociological
Implications

Examining these four cases together, we
can identify several common themes in the
sociology of female suicide in Sophoclean
tragedy:

Honor and Social Sanction:

All of the suicides are framed as socially
intelligible (even commendable) responses
to extreme circumstances. Antigone and
Deianira explicitly operate under the
“death before dishonour” ethos, sacrificing
themselves when faced with violating core
values  (Antigone  would  violate
religious/familial duty by obeying Creon;
Deianira has violated wifely duty by
harming her husband). In both instances,
the plays portray their  choice
empathetically, even nobly. Garrison
(1995) notes that shame-motivated
suicides in tragedy are depicted as “noble,
virtuous, courageous and liberating” (p.78)
— a strong statement that tragic suicide, far
from being taboo, often affirms communal
ideals. This suggests that the original
Greek audience, operating in an honour-
shame culture, saw a logic to these
suicides. They reinforce the idea that
maintaining honour and virtue can be more
important than life itself.

The Role of Shame and Guilt:

Shame is a powerful trigger in these
narratives. Jocasta’s and Deianira’s deaths
are direct results of overwhelming
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shame/guilt — Jocasta’s rooted in a
social/moral violation (incest), Deianira’s
in a personal moral failure (unwittingly
killing her husband). In a collectivist
society like ancient Greece, shame is not
merely personal embarrassment; it is a
profound social emotion reflecting one’s
standing in the community. These
women’s suicides indicate that living with
shame is untenable in their social world.
It’s worth noting the difference between
shame and guilt in modern terms: Jocasta’s
shame is largely societal (what she is, in
relation to norms), whereas Deianira’s
guilt is more personal (what she has done,
albeit unknowingly). Yet both translate to
the same end, underlining how, in the
tragic ethos, there is no meaningful life
outside one’s social-ethical framework.
When that framework is shattered — by
either exposure as a polluted figure or by
self-condemnation — the individual sees no
way to reintegrate, echoing Durkheim’s
concept of the egoistic/anomic suicide.

FemaleAgencythrough Self-Destruction:
Paradoxically, these tragedies grant their
female characters agency primarily in the
realm of death. As Loraux (1987)
observed, in a society that denied women
many forms of public agency, tragedy
allows women to take dramatic action in
the context of death — whether it’s
performing funeral rites, lamenting, or
indeed, deciding to die. Antigone’s entire
agency is channelled into her act of
defiance and her resolve to face death.
Deianira’s last act of agency is ending her
life (she cannot undo the poison, but she
can at least take responsibility through
suicide). Jocasta exercises a grim agency
in choosing the noose rather than facing a
life of infamy. Eurydice’s only agency in
the play is her suicide and curse, which is
a pointed political act in its own right. In
all cases, suicide becomes a means of
asserting control when other avenues are
closed — a phenomenon noted in some
modern sociological studies of suicide as
well (Stack, 2004). Feminist scholars
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might see this as a commentary on how
oppressive structures leave oppressed
individuals little choice but self-harm to
reclaim some sense of self. However,
Greek tragedy doesn’t frame it as a protest
in a modern sense (except perhaps
Antigone’s case); it frames it as tragically
necessary  given  the  constraints.
Nonetheless, the fact that Sophocles gives
these women the spotlight in death
suggests an acknowledgement of their
inner strength and conviction, even if one
might question the societal norms that
limited them so severely.

Gendered Portrayals and the Public-
Private Divide:

Sophoclean tragedies tend to Kkeep
women’s deaths offstage (in accordance
with theatrical convention — violent acts
usually occur offstage). The aftermath is
described in vivid detail by messengers,
highlighting certain imagery: Antigone
hanging by a woven noose of her dress,
Jocasta swinging from a rope, Deianira
pierced by a sword on the bed, Eurydice
bleeding out at the household altar. These
images reinforce gender norms and
inversions. Hanging is described with a
kind of poignant femininity (Antigone uses
her fine linen veil — an item of her female
attire — to fashion the noose). This links
her suicide to her feminine identity.
Jocasta’s hanging, similarly, is in her
marital chamber, using presumably bed-
sheets or rope — an intensely domestic
scene turned horrific. By contrast,
Deianira’s stabbing with a sword is jarring
because it’s a “man’s death” — it signals
that she crossed into a more heroic (or
desperate) mode typically reserved for
males, perhaps to equate her seriousness
with that of a warrior. Eurydice’s stabbing
at an altar merges feminine piety with
violence, suggesting a sacrifice. Thus, the
tragic stage uses these gendered tropes to
amplify the meaning of each death: each is
not random but symbolically resonant.
Additionally, the public vs private aspect
is crucial. Women’s suicides mostly occur
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in the private sphere (inside the palace or
house), befitting their usual domain. But
the effects spill into the public sphere (the
king’s edict fails, the city is saved, or the
family curse is lifted, etc.). This crossover
reflects how Greek tragedy often brings
private family matters into the public eye
of the polis (Hall, 2006). The deaths of
these women, while happening “offstage”
(behind the scenes), are of immense public
significance in the narrative. They serve as
catalysts for public outcomes: Creon’s rule
is broken, Oedipus’s kingship ends,
Heracles’s fate is sealed, etc. This
underlines a somewhat progressive insight
for its time: the fates of women (in the
household) are inextricably tied to the fate
of the state/community. Sophocles shows
that ignoring or mishandling the
private/domestic realm (which includes the
well-being of women and family) can lead
to public catastrophe. Creon learns this the
hard way. This is a structural-functional
message: the polis must respect the oikos
and the unwritten laws, or social harmony
collapses.

Reinforcement of Norms vs. Critique:

A central sociological question is whether
these tragedies are reinforcing the status
quo or quietly challenging it. The evidence
suggests a bit of both. On one hand, as
Garrison argues, tragic suicides reinforce
normative values. Antigone’s glorification
reinforces divine law and familial piety.
Deianira’s and Jocasta’s grim fates
reinforce the seriousness of wifely loyalty
and sexual purity norms (incest being the
ultimate impurity). Eurydice’s curse
reinforces the notion that a ruler must not
violate the natural order (including
family). In that sense, the plays don’t seek
to overturn any social norm — rather, they
dramatise the consequences of upholding
vs violating them. On the other hand, there
is a subtle critigue of rigid patriarchy
visible: Creon’s patriarchal
authoritarianism is condemned; Heracles’s
philandering and negligence of his family
leads to disaster (a theme in Women of
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Trachis is arguably the destructiveness of
Heracles’s appetites on the women around
him); Oedipus’s parents’ attempt to defy
fate causes greater ruin. Sophocles gives
voice (albeit through tragedy, not didactic
preaching) to the suffering of women
under these conditions. The very empathy
elicited for characters like Antigone and
Deianira can plant a seed of questioning:
was there not another path if society were
different? For example, could Antigone
have been heeded if women’s counsel was
valued? Could Deianira have sought help
openly if women were allowed to speak of
their marital anxieties? These are questions
not explicitly asked in the plays but which
a modern sociological reading might pose.
Ancient audiences likely did not envision
altering gender roles, but they would take
to heart the plays’ clear admonitions about
pride and the need for balance between
male  authority and  female-related
obligations like proper burial and domestic
oikos harmony.

Catharsis and Social Learning:

Finally, it’s important to note how these
depictions serve as catharsis (as per
Aristotle) and possibly as social education.
The intense emotions around these
suicides — Antigone’s resolute bravery,
Jocasta’s horrifying shame, Deianira’s
despair, Eurydice’s grief — would evoke
pity and fear. In purging those emotions,
the audience ideally comes to a clearer
understanding of their social world. The
tragedies hold up a mirror to the
audience’s own values, magnifying them
to the point of life and death decisions.
The lesson from Sophocles seems to be
one of moderation and respect for
unwritten laws. His female characters who
die do so when those unwritten codes like
family duty, marital fidelity, and maternal
bond come into irreconcilable conflict with
external circumstances. The plays thus
emphasize preventing such conflicts in real
life: a king must not override
divine/familial rights (as Creon did),
people must not try to cheat oracles (as
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Laius/Jocasta did), husbands must be
truthful and considerate to their wives
(Heracles’s  deceptions are arguably
critiqued), and power must be exercised
with wisdom or innocent lives will be lost.
In short, the sociological function of these
tragedies is to reinforce a vision of social
order where divine law, civic duty, and
family roles are all kept in balance. When
that balance breaks, the plays show the
tragic human toll — often borne by the
women.

Conclusion

In Sophocles’ tragedies, the suicides of
female characters are far more than
personal tragedies; they are laden with
social, moral, and symbolic significance.
Through the fates of Antigone, Jocasta,
Deianira, Eurydice, and others, Sophocles
presents a nuanced exploration of how
individuals — particularly women -
respond to insupportable social pressures.
Each of these women reaches a point
where living on would mean a
fundamental compromise of their values or
identity within their society: Antigone
cannot live dishonoured and disobedient to
divine law, Jocasta cannot live as an
incestuous mother-turned-wife, Deianira
cannot live as the shamed slayer of her
husband, and Eurydice will not live bereft
of her children. In choosing death, they
each in effect “say No to fate and its
arbitrary conditions”, asserting a final
measure of control.

The sociological analysis reveals that these
acts of self-destruction, while extreme, are
portrayed as meaningful and even
honourable within their cultural context.
Sophocles does not suggest these women
“give up” in weakness; rather, their society
has given them no viable life to live under
the catastrophic circumstances, and suicide
becomes the culturally recognised escape
hatch. As Durkheim would later theorize,
their suicides can be classified — most are
“altruistic” in the sense of being tied to
strong integration into familial or moral
communities  (Antigone’s  martyrdom,
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Eurydice’s maternal grief), or
“anomic”/“egoistic” in cases of normative
breakdown and isolation (Jocasta’s
collapse of social reality, Deianira’s
personal guilt cutting her off from her
loved ones). In all cases, societal norms
and values are the key drivers.We also see
that Sophocles uses these deaths to reflect
on the role of women and the functioning
of the oikos and polis. Women in these
plays are the barometers of social disorder:
when the patriarchal or civic system fails,
it is women who perish, dramatically
showcasing the human cost of those
failures. For instance, Antigone can be
read as a drama of a woman caught
between patriarchal law and divine law —
her death signals the untenability of a state
that silences feminine (family/religious)
principles. Oedipus the King shows a
woman (Jocasta) destroyed by the collapse
of the social order (incest taboo breached
by fate), illustrating the fragility of human
systems under divine will. Women of
Trachis portrays a woman destroyed by
the very marital institution she upholds,
pointing to tensions between male heroism
and female suffering. In these ways,
Sophoclean tragedy, while certainly not
feminist by modern standards, highlights
the normalised suffering of women and
suggests that a just society must heed the
voices and needs of the household as well
as the polis.

These plays likely reinforced to Athenian
audiences the importance of maintaining
balance between various social
obligations. The catastrophes on stage
served as warnings: excessive pride,
neglect of religious/familial  duties,
unbridled passions — all can lead to ruin,
and often the innocent (like dutiful
women) will pay the price. The collective
experience of pity and fear would
strengthen resolve to uphold societal
norms more conscientiously, but also
perhaps to avoid the extremes that
characters like Creon or Heracles
embodied.
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In conclusion, “the sociology of female
suicide in Sophoclean tragedy” reveals a
complex interplay of cultural forces.
Sophocles’ heroines who take their lives
do so for reasons deeply embedded in
ancient Greek social values — honour,
shame, piety, loyalty, and love. Their
suicides are not portrayed as senseless
acts; rather, they are given a kind of tragic
dignity, aligning with what the audience
might recognise as idealised (if extreme)
enactments of virtue or emotional truth. By
preserving this dignity and meaning,
Sophocles invites the audience to
empathise with these women and to reflect
on the societal conditions that led to their
demise.

For the modern reader, these stories might
prompt critical questions: What does it say
about a society that the only agency a
woman finds is in ending her life? How do
concepts of honour and shame still
influence behaviour today, perhaps in
different  guises? Can we find
contemporary parallels in how
marginalised individuals sometimes resort
to self-harm when they see no place for
themselves in the social structure —
recalling Antigone’s feeling of being
“uprooted” and hopeless? While separated
from us by millennia, Sophocles’ tragedies
resonate as powerful case studies in social
psychology and ethics. They demonstrate
that personal acts of desperation are often
entwined with the fabric of society’s
values and failures. In the deaths of
Antigone, Jocasta, Deianira, and Eurydice,
we witness how gender and social norms
can collide violently, and we are reminded
of the timeless human need to belong, to
uphold one’s sense of honour, and to find
meaning — or, if all meaning is lost, to seek
a final escape.

Sophocles, through the empathy he evokes
for these women, ultimately humanises
them and their decisions. Their voices —
whether outspoken like Antigone’s or
mostly silent like Eurydice’s — echo on the
stage of history, testifying to a truth that
transcends the particulars of ancient Greek
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culture:  when society and self are
irreconcilably at odds, the results are
heartbreakingly tragic, and it is incumbent
on society to heed those tragedies as
lessons for its own betterment.
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