Review of “The Laws of War in Ancient Greece”

	In Adriaan Lanni’s article, “The Laws of War in Ancient Greece,” she attempts to analyze the effectiveness of international law in ancient Greek warfare. By looking at evidence provided in various ancient sources such as Thucydides, Plutarch, and Herodotus, she deducts that international law did serve as a reasonable check upon poleis’ behaviour.[footnoteRef:1] She also mentions that while the laws of war may have been at least fairly effective, their effects almost definitely derived from religion, honour, and reputation.[footnoteRef:2] Lanni explains that while it was not likely to be possible for a third party to intervene and provide punishment when a polis broke the understood laws of war, it was in the best interest of the poleis involved to comply.[footnoteRef:3] Failure to observe the laws could label a polis as untrustworthy, dishonourable, and uncooperative. Not only this, but the fear of divine intervention was a suitable deterrent for any Greek in times of war.[footnoteRef:4] Contrary to Lanni’s belief that international law was broadly successful, Josiah Ober suggests that certain poleis such as Athens did not need to adhere to the laws due to their standing in the Greek world. Lanni does a good job at outlining these differences in interpretations and attempts to understand their methods with which they came to their conclusions. Additionally, this article is very “beginner friendly” as she allows the space to explain certain aspects of the ancient world to paint a picture for the readers that may not study this field.[footnoteRef:5] It is important to study these laws of war to further understand the mind-set of Greeks not only during war, but in daily life.  [1:  Lanni 2008: 470]  [2:  Lanni 2008: 470-474]  [3:  Lanni 2008: 473-475]  [4:  Holladay and Goodman 1986: 152]  [5:  Lanni 2008: 470-471] 

	Lanni outlines multiple reasons why varying Greek poleis would be more keen to comply with the widely-known laws of war. The most prominent reason, which many authors[footnoteRef:6] agree upon, is fear of divine sanctions which drove armies to behave in certain ways. Summarized in The Laws of War in Ancient Greece, the laws were as follows: sacred sites, people, and events were to be respected and undisturbed[footnoteRef:7]; heralds and ambassadors were to be unharmed in enemy land for they are under the protection of Zeus[footnoteRef:8]; enemy dead may be claimed so they can have proper funerary rites[footnoteRef:9]; mercy was not required to be shown to captives, soldiers, or citizens of captured territories.[footnoteRef:10] It is clear to see that most, if not all, of these laws have religious connotations or consequences attached to them. In a society where religion is all-encompassing,[footnoteRef:11] it is not surprising that their laws would largely reflect this.  [6:  Holladay and Goodman 1986: 151, von Dornum 1997: 1510, Parker 1983: 126-130]  [7:  Thuc. 4.97.3-4.]  [8:  Hom. Il. 1.330.]  [9:  Hdt. 9.79.2.]  [10:  Xe. Cyrop. 7.5.73.]  [11:  Lanni 2008: 470] 

	In addition to the widely accepted religious repercussions of acting against these laws, Lanni expresses honour and status within the Greek world to be huge contributing factors to their compliance. When thinking of the Greek world, it is important to view each poleis as its own autonomous individuality which works inside a larger scheme of Greek identity. Because of this, and because many poleis and islands are so small, it was crucial that these states had allies and trading partners. In the event that a polis acted dishonourably or uncooperatively, it would have negatively affected their standing within the Greek world. Lanni details that damage to the reputation of a polis would have been an extremely effective means of punishment to anyone who would break the laws of war. She mentions Thucydides, “you are held up as an example of faith and honour… we, the defendants, are not without reputation, beware lest the public opinion condemns you” (3.57.). Lanni also expands and explains that the very security and economic success relied upon relationships in the Greek world, and losing one’s reputation could be damning.[footnoteRef:12] Personally, I prefer this argument due to the fact that it gives us good insight to what status meant to citizens of Greek poleis and how significant it was in daily life. This viewpoint appears largely ignored by many authors writing prior to 1998.  [12:  Lanni 2008: 474-475] 

	These varying opinions seem to be a question of interpretation of text and choosing which points to focus on, seeing as most authors are using the same ancient texts – Thucydides, Xenophon, Polybius, and Herodotus. Neither viewpoint or area of focus is incorrect, but I applaud Lanni for placing further focus on honour and status, rather than simply honing in on religion for every explanation. In fact, honour was so hugely idolized that suicide in order to preserve it was commended.[footnoteRef:13] Bearing this in mind, huge honour-driven motives would have made just as much sense as religiously driven motives during the Archaic and Classical Greek periods.  [13:  Garrison 1991: 4] 

	To delve into differing opinions, we will look at an author who argues that the laws of war would have had little to no effect on the actions of Greek poleis. Josiah Ober contradicts Lanni’s opinions and instead implies that certain poleis would not have needed to worry about following or breaking laws. Notably, he states that Athens “could afford to break the rules of war” (Ober 1994: 21). He explains that their ability to do this stems from the stability of their political system and, quite literally, their financial state in 450 B.C. which allowed them to disregard normal Greek standards of compliance to the laws of war.[footnoteRef:14] These facts are not to say that this was a common occurrence within the ancient world, as Athens had a unique financial system set in place which provided them the freedom to act accordingly.[footnoteRef:15] Ober fails to mention any religious sanctions due to Athens’ breaking of the laws of war, however that coincides with Peter Krentz’s suggestion that the laws, or rules, of war existed only to serve as methodology and tactics during wartime.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Ober 1994: 21]  [15:  Kaiser 2007: 456]  [16:  Krentz 2002: 25] 

	Laws of war merely serving as tools for military tactics is something that Lanni touches on as well. She mentions that it is likely that these rules only served as a way to keep casualties as low as possible, something that was seen as problematic earlier in her text.[footnoteRef:17] This differing in views seems common in this subject area, as it is more a matter of interpretation than anything, even within one’s own research.  [17:  Lanni 2008: 485-486 vs. 480] 

	Delving more into the fact that many poleis would have seen divine intervention as a proper deterrent for breaking the laws of war, Lanni does a great job at cementing this fact into our minds as readers. As mentioned earlier, religion was weaved into the culture of Greek society, and therefore it is easy to see the relation to laws in warfare. Divine sanctions were to be feared, as Greeks interpreted events taking place even decades later as interference from the gods.[footnoteRef:18] It was accepted that sacred places such as temples or any place of worship were to be untouched, as were their priests and riches. This law was among the most respected, with mutual understanding coming into play. In the event of Athens invading the Boeotians, they were sure to allow their holy sites to remain as unharmed as possible, only drinking sacred water out of necessity to survive.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Lanni 2008: 475]  [19:  Thuc. 4.98] 

	Adriaan Lanni does a fantastic job overall outlining the laws of warfare in ancient Greece and why they would or would not have been respected. Each Greek poleis is different and therefore has different needs and standards of operation to succeed. A polis such as Athens has the liberty to choose whether or not to fully go along with these laws. Religion in ancient Greece was a huge contributing factor to every aspect of life, including warfare as their fear of divine intervention followed them onto the battlefield. Not only this, but Lanni makes it abundantly clear that honour, status, and reputation were essentially currency in the Greek world, allowing poleis to work with each other with as much trust and confidence as possible. Lanni’s ability to outline the varying viewpoints as well as attempting to see where they came to their conclusions is impressive, as it is easy to be swept up in one’s own opinions. In my research, I found that authors prior to 1998 seemed to rely more on religious reasons to comply with the laws of war, though each were perfectly capable of answering the question of whether international law was actually able to truly restrain poleis in times of war. Overall, the consensus appears to be that Greek poleis largely attempted to comply, except in times where survival required differently, such as in the event between Athens and Boeotia. This subject allows us to fully understand what was important to Greeks in the ancient world and what may have drove them to act in whatever ways they did in the archaic and classical periods. Each author studying the laws of war seem to have worked off of each other in some way, vaguely agreeing, despite differing reasons why. Due to this, the subject of law in ancient Greek warfare is incredibly interesting, and Lanni helps to aid the effort of exploring the details more closely as to why Greek war practices were the way they were. 
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