What makes warfare unfair? A reply to ‘Greek Perspectives on the Justness and Merits of the Trojan War.’
The Trojan War is one of the most popular Greek myths – the success of the Trojan Horse being possibly the most infamous tactical decision in the history of siege warfare. Most notably detailed in Home’s Iliad, the myth has been retold from many perspectives, and provides a complex insight into the ethical intentions surrounding war in Ancient Greece. Roisman uses examples from several ancient sources to explore Greek views on the morality of the Trojan War, and the social and mythological customs behind these views. Considering both the Greek opinions on the war, and the reasonings and motives behind these opinions, the author attempts to compare the various perspectives and evaluate several aspects of these perspectives. Is the war presented as just? What defines ‘just’ warfare in ancient Greece? What faction benefits from the presentation of the Trojan War as either just or unjust? And what is the impact of this presentation? In order to relate the theory behind these questions with the real influence the ancient discussions of the myth had, Roisman discusses two examples in which the Trojan War inspired or influenced real wars in ancient Greek history – the issues of Agesilaus’ pre-battle sacrificial plans in 396 BCE[footnoteRef:1], as discussed by Xenophon, and the dramatic parallels drawn by Alexander the Great during a pilgrimage-style journey in 334 BCE[footnoteRef:2]. The use of Xenophon in this context is interesting, as to many modern scholars ‘Xenophon is often regarded as too much of a moralist to be a good historian’[footnoteRef:3], a perspective Roisman does not acknowledge, despite the relevance to the purpose of the article. The true intentions of ancient sources will be debated by modern scholars indefinitely, and the purpose of this reply will be to consider the other, potentially more likely, interpretations of Roisman’s sources in order to explore the idea that the Trojan War was perceived as a warning, rather than an example, of proper conduct and Greek military ethics.  [1:  Xen. Hell. 3.4.1]  [2:  Hagerman 2009]  [3:  Hau 2016] 

In any discussion relating to the Trojan War, it would be impossible to determine anything without referring to Homer’s contributions to the myth in both the Iliad and the Odyssey. Whilst the actual tale of the war dates back to oral traditions preceding Homer’s works[footnoteRef:4], his account is the most popular in modern scholarship, and the parts he chooses to highlight are significant in themselves, as large swathes of the decade-long conflict are left unmentioned. Roisman suggests that in the context of ethics and morality Homer’s work is not useful, however, as possibly the defining version of the myth, the work actually reveals more than it may appear on the surface. Without explicitly stating an opinion on the justness of the war, when reading Homer’s accounts we must look at the subtext – how is the war presented and why? Whilst throughout the Iliad especially the war is shown to be a brutal, cruel environment, there is a sense when looking at the ‘heroes’ of the Trojan War that the glory to be won in that environment is the most worthy prize[footnoteRef:5]; the price will always be worth the reward as long as glory is achieved, and therefore the moral and ethical debate is only a question when looked at outside of the context of ‘successful warfare’ – success is defined by military trophies won, not moral trophies. Is then, in ancient Greek culture, a war considered ‘just’ as long as enough honour has been won? As Homer depicts the involvement of the gods in the Trojan War, he is in a sense justifying it, as surely if the conflict is important enough to not only interest the gods but to cause a personal appearance from the goddess Isis.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Raaflaub 1998]  [5:  Fuqua 1980]  [6:  Hom. Il. 3.111] 

Throughout the article, emphasis is placed on defining what is meant by ‘justness’ in the context of ancient Greek military custom. In Strabo’s Geography, whilst focusing on Ilium it is noted that there are local sacrifices to several Greek heroes of the Trojan War, despite the part they played in the destruction of Troy, and yet there are no sacrifices to Heracles because in their culture Heracles sacked their city and due to this, they do not celebrate him as a hero. Strabo speculates as to the reasons behind this, and touches on the idea of just and unjust war – the revenge or reclamation motivations behind the Trojan War may appear more justifiable in ancient Greek culture than Heracles’ vengeful motive. This is a good basis for a discussion about warfare morality; the fact that Strabo himself raises the issue is in itself an indication of the contradictory nature of ethical warfare even to ancient sources. 
In order to explore all aspects of morality in warfare, all aspects of the war itself must be explored to some degree. The cyclical epic the Cypria attributes the whole Trojan War to a generous decision by Zeus that the Earth was overpopulated, and therefore a long, and bloody, conflict was necessary in order to combat this, a reason also cited by Euripides[footnoteRef:7]. Is, therefore, the war just regardless of the justification behind it, if the intention was always simply the deaths of as many people as possible? Roisman poses that this was due to dissatisfaction with the other justification of the war – an attempt to make up for the differences between a story of jealousy and vengeance and the deaths of thousands of people. If there was a more cosmic, divine reason to account for the deaths, then the pettier, more personal reasons could be excused as simply part of an omniscient plan. The Greek gods were such a vital part of every aspect of ancient Greek life, and all myths about war inevitably are intertwined with the pantheon in some way, so the Trojan War would by no means be the first to be blamed on the gods, however, in the majority of cases the gods and mankind are usually shown to work hand in hand in the destruction caused.  [7:  Eur. Hel. 31] 

Roisman discusses the deliberate parallels between Agesilaus’ attempted tributes before one of Sparta’s campaigns against Persia and Agamemnon’s sacrifice to Artemis of his own daughter before his campaign against the Trojans[footnoteRef:8], and what this implies about the Greek attitudes to the Trojan War. The idea that later Greek military leaders would seek to emulate Agamemnon suggests that, to the Greeks at least, the war was not only justifiable, but an example set for others to follow. However, was this truly the cause behind Agesilaus’ recreation? Agesilaus offered up no comparable sacrifice; Agamemnon sacrificed his own daughter, and even before the Boiotians denied his sacrifice Agesilaus was offering only a deer. His attempted sacrifice also followed a sequence of similar sacrifices, as was common for Greek military leaders during campaigns in order to curry favour with the gods and ensure their good-will during the coming battles. [8:  Holloway 1980] 

In order to discuss morality in this context, there must be some discussion of the causes in order to determine whether the causes balance the cost. Isocrates’ attempts to alleviate the guilt of Helen in Encomium of Helen by emphasizing the heroism of the men that loved her allow for a different perspective on her role to play in the war. Isocrates’ poses that any woman loved by such noble and heroic men could not in herself be a dishonourable woman or be held accountable for the bloodshed and destruction caused by the Trojan War. Helen, comparably to the women depicted in Euripides Trojan Women, was an innocent who was left ultimately with no choice in the events – as a woman in a world ran by men and gods, she had little to no influence over such events. In fact, when placing blame for the war, Isocrates makes sure to highlight the guilt of those with power compared to those without. This does change the position on the justifiability of the war. If not caused by the fickleness of a woman and the various affairs of the heart, then the responsibility of the war falls upon the military men or the gods, and surely if the gods are responsible then the war must, in some way, be just. Roisman concludes that when Helen is exempt of guilt the war must be viewed as unjustified, as the response of the Greeks was out of proportion and unnecessary. 
Euripides’ Trojan Women is one of the most important works to study in order to consider ancient opinions on the war. Clearly showing a strong opposition to the war and the leaders of the war, Trojan Women is an emotional critique exemplifying the victims the war left alive – the women of Troy. Their lack of choices in the world after the deaths of their husbands and fathers, and the theft or destruction of their properties and belongings build sympathy for these women, and as written by a Greek it allows for us to see clearly that at least some part of ancient Greek culture was opposed to the Trojan War, and did see it as unjust, especially to the victims that had no choice in the matter. The play frequently allows for the women to lament the land that they have lost, the emphasis on their homeland and the homeland of their families being taken from them clearly describes the war as unjustifiable, even going so far as to depict Cassandra, eldest daughter of Priam, as joyous when faced with the fact that the future contains her impending death. This source carries extra weight as it comes from ancient Greek popular culture, and therefore reached a far wider audience at the time than writings or other more academic debates. The framing of the issue as a play shows that the question of morality in the context of the Trojan War was being discussed by the ancient Greeks themselves, as well as modern scholarship, and further supports the idea that the Greek peoples disagreed with the ethics of the war. Roisman writes that the purposes of this play was not to demonstrate this, and cannot be reliably used as a source of popular Greek opinion, however this erases the popularity and cultural impact of Euripides works, and dissents from the ideals and clear emotive passion shown in the play.
Alexander the Great frequently sought to associate himself with the Greek military leaders of myth and legend.[footnoteRef:9] Many scholars have discussed his reverence of Homer and the heroism depicted in the Iliad and Odyssey, and as discussed by Roisman he frequently drew parallels by visiting several sites associated with the heroes of the Trojan War. However, glorifying the heroes of the war does not necessarily mean that the war itself was also glorified. Whilst there were many examples of heroic deeds and noble actions that have always been presented as the ideal towards which Greek figures, especially Greek military figures, should strive, the presence of heroism does not mean that the context is justified. When examining Alexander and Agesilaus’ tendencies to promote these heroes, it is vital to illustrate the difference between endorsement of the heroes and endorsement of the war. In fact, according to Arrian, Alexander has been shown to make sacrifices to appease Priam for his death during the Trojan War.[footnoteRef:10] This suggests that Alexander himself may have had reservations about the justification of the war – if, even as a Greek, he viewed the was as just, then surely the death of Priam would also have been justifiable and would not have needed appeasement. Whilst Roisman addresses Alexander’s Trojan-esque desires, he does not explore Alexander’s actual perspectives on the war itself. The motivations to replicate themes of Trojan heroes seem more clearly to be for two main reasons: the search for divine blessings and success in military endeavours, and the attempt to forever associate Alexander’s reputation with that of the Trojan heroes. There are few implications that Alexander endorses the war itself, and as such when questioning Greek opinions on the morality of the war it is important to recognise that the Greek people may also have supported the heroes, yet not the war. [9:  Bosworth 1980]  [10:  Brunt 1976] 

Throughout Roisman’s work, he makes several key points about the Greek perspectives of the morality of the Trojan War. Using several different ancient sources, the author discusses the war in several contexts, from the Iliad and the Odyssey to the influence on military campaigns of Agesilaus and Alexander the Great. Whilst there are many references to records of the Trojan War, Roisman largely discusses the opinions on the heroes, not the war itself, especially in the context of later Greek military endeavours. Roisman suggests that, on the whole, the Greek perspective on the Trojan War was that it was ultimately just; the heroism, the blessings of the gods, and the eventual victory all seem to have given the Trojan War a positive spin in ancient Greek culture. However, when studying the sources and examining the motivations behind them, a different picture appears. The Greeks, whilst idolising the heroes of the myth, seem to have at least a slightly darker perspective of the war itself. The unnecessary loss of life, and the seemingly trivial cause, is not lost on the ancient Greek peoples, and as such the war is also perceived as a warning: the dark and brutal tale of unnecessary vengeance which in itself highlights the greatness of the heroism. As more focus is placed on the individual, rather than the whole, the dubious morality of the war is shown to be not only the opinion of later scholars, or ancient enemies of Greece, but also the Greeks themselves. 
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