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,O Jupiter! si je pouvais me taire! Mais mon destin m’accable, et je succombe 2
mon destin“ (Acte IV, scéne 6) (Racine 1999, 26).
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»Jupiter nous a chargé de deux besaces:

I'une, remplie de nos fautes, qu’il a placée sur le dos;

l'autre contenant celles d’autrui, qu’il a pendue devant® (Acte I, scene 1)
(Racine 1999 28).
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»Je ne puis voir sans effroi les traits de mon pere.

Je ne puis voir sans horreur ceux de ma mere.

L’un m’a produite, 'autre m’a donné la vie:

Je dois, hélas! étre a tous deux également funeste“ (Acte II, scéne 5) (Racine
1999, 34).
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AM9303 dyMIoMmgMdTo.

»(Enone. Quel secret vous dévore ? Parlez. Quelque chose vous presse.

Phédre. Un mal sans remede. [...]

(Enone. Quel mal?

Phedre. Le fils de Thésée” (acte 1, scéne 3).

»Thésée. Qu’as-tu?

Pheédre. Un mal qui me dévore. [...]

Thésée. Quel mal?

Pheédre. Un mal dont je suis coupable. [...]

Thésée. Quel crime as-tu commis?

Phedre. J’aime® ( acte IV, scéne 6) ( Racine 1999, 35).
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Literature and Literary Theory
In the Captivity of Passion: The Multilayered World of Racine’s Phaedra

Ia Khachapuridze
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Akaki Tsereteli State University

Kutaisi, Georgia
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The article is dedicated to Jean Racine’s tragedy “Phaedra,” which is considered
a masterpiece of French classicism. The paper explores the concept of the “innocent
criminal” through the example of Phaedra’s character. The article examines how Racine
managed to adapt the ancient plot and humanize the mythological character. It analyzes
Phaedra’s internal conflict between duty and passion, which ultimately leads to her tragic
end. The article pays special attention to the question of whether Phaedra is a slave to her
passion or a victim of fate. The paper investigates the role of social norms, public opinion,

feelings, and destiny in Phaedra’s “crime.”
Keywords: feeling, passion, duty, destiny, crime, tragedy, internal conflict.

Jean Racine’s 1677 tragedy “Phédre” stands as a monumental work within
Frenchliterature, exploring the intricate and often tumultuouslandscape of human
emotions, particularly love, jealousy, and guilt. The play centers around Phedre,
a woman ensnared by her forbidden love for her stepson Hippolyte, leading to
her tragic demise. Racine’s narrative is not merely a retelling of classical themes
but an innovative interpretation that humanizes the mythological character,
making her struggles resonate with contemporary audiences (Rohou 2009, 26).

Literary Context and Innovation.

Racine’s “Pheédre” emerges from the rich tradition of classical literature,
drawing inspiration from both Euripides’ “Hippolytus” and Seneca’s “Phaedra.”
However, Racine opts to follow Seneca’s version while introducing innovative
solutions that transform the narrative into a deeply psychological exploration
of its characters. Unlike the ancient versions, which often emphasize divine
punishment and moral lessons, Racine succeeds in portraying Phédre as a complex
individual whose motivations and emotions reflect those of a 17th-century French
woman rather than merely a mythological figure. This shift in perspective allows
Racine to delve into the nuances of human psychology, creating a character that
embodies both strength and vulnerability (Critchley 2004, 23).
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Classical Foundations and Aesthetic Principles.

At the heart of “Pheédre” lies the tension between personal desires and societal
obligations, a hallmark of French classicism. The play adheres to classical unities—
time, place, and action—crafting a tightly woven narrative that heightens the
emotional stakes involved. The theme of duty versus freedom of choice is central
to understanding Phedre’s character. Duty in this context is multifaceted; it
governs not only Phedre’s actions but also those of other characters who navigate
their own conflicts between personal desires and societal expectations.Pheédre’s
internal struggle arises from her passionate love for Hippolyte, which stands in
stark contrast to her obligations as a wife and stepmother. This dichotomy positions
her as an “innocent criminal,” where her pure intentions are overshadowed by
tragic actions driven by uncontrollable emotions. The complexity of her character
invites audiences to empathize with her plight while grappling with the moral
implications of her choices (Encinas Fons 2018, 44).

Characterization of Phédre: The Innocent Criminal Paradox.

Pheédre exemplifies the concept of the “innocent criminal,” a term that
describes individuals whose transgressions arise from circumstances beyond
their control. Her love for Hippolyte is not only taboo but compels her to engage
in deceitful acts to protect herself and maintain her reputation. Despite being
acutely aware of the potential consequences of her feelings, Phédre succumbs
to an overwhelming force that drives her toward actions she ultimately regrets.
Racine’s portrayal emphasizes Phedre’s psychological complexity; she is aware
of her desires yet feels powerless against them. This internal struggle culminates
in her tragic downfall as she grapples with guilt and remorse for her actions.
Her poignant declaration, “J’ai pris le plus grand de mes maux, j’ai pris 'amour,”
encapsulates her helplessness in the face of passion, illustrating how love can
become a debilitating affliction (Delmas, Forestier 1995, 13).

Societal Norms and Their Impact on Phedre’s Actions.

The societal context of ancient Greece significantly influences Phedre’s fate.
The rigid expectations surrounding honor and reputation compel her to act
against her desires. Her love for Hippolyte not only defies social conventions
but also leads to catastrophic consequences that illustrate how societal pressures
can dictate personal choices. Phedre’s predicament raises critical questions
about individual agency within the constraints imposed by society.The
interplay between personal desire and social obligation creates fertile ground for
tragedy. Phédre’s struggle reflects broader themes of autonomy versus societal
expectations, revealing how external norms can stifle individual expression. The
tragic irony lies in her inability to control her feelings while being acutely aware
of their implications (Niderst 2001, 27).
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The Role of Emotions: A Double-Edged Sword.

Emotions serve as both a driving force and a source of torment for Phédre. Her
passionate love becomes a catalyst for destructive behavior, propelling her toward
actions that lead to guilt and regret. Throughout the play, Racine captures Phedre’s
internal turmoil as she grapples with conflicting feelings while acknowledging
their potentially devastating outcomes.Phedre’s emotional state illustrates the
psychological depth Racine imbues in his characters. Her love is depicted as
an uncontrollable force that blinds her judgment and compels her toward fatal
decisions. This emotional complexity enhances the tragedy as audiences witness
a character torn between desire and moral obligation (Starobinski 1961, 34).

Fate and External Forces: The Role of Divine Intervention.

The theme of fate is intricately woven into “Phedre.” Scholars such as Delmas
and Forestier argue that external forces—including divine intervention—play
crucial roles in shaping the characters’ destinies. Phédre perceives herself as a
victim of fate, unable to resist the pull of her passions. This fatalism reflects broader
philosophical questions regarding free will versus determinism within human
behavior. Racine’s exploration introduces ambiguity regarding responsibility for
one’s actions. The tension between being an agent of one’s choices and succumbing
to external forces complicates the moral landscape within which Phedre operates.
As she grapples with her feelings for Hippolyte, she simultaneously confronts the
inevitability of divine retribution (Gambelli 2022, 32).

Conclusion: Innocent Criminality in Tragedy. In conclusion, Phaedra’s tragic
figure represents a unique psychological portrait of an innocent criminal. She is
guilty as a person who is fully aware of her transgression, yet continues down this
path. Simultaneously, she is innocent because her actions are determined not by
personal choice, but by external forces, divine intervention, and predetermined
fate. Racine’s “Phedre” emerges as a profound psychological tragedy, where the
protagonist struggles with herself in the complex triangle of love, duty, and
societal expectations. This work remains an essential reflection on the complexity
of human nature, where personal desires collide with moral obligations, while the
inevitable force of fate controls human actions. It is this complex psychological
portrait and dramatic intensity that makes “Phédre” a masterpiece of French
literature.
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