
Shakespeare and the Just War Tradition
William Shakespeare's plays are renowned for their exploration of timeless
themes and human nature. Among these themes, the concept of just war
has a significant presence throughout his works. Shakespeare's treatment
of war is complex and multifaceted, reflecting the prevailing ideas and
debates of his time. This article examines Shakespeare's engagement with
the just war tradition, exploring how his plays explore the nature,
justification, and consequences of war.

The Just War Tradition

The just war tradition is a centuries-old framework that provides ethical
guidelines for the conduct of war. Its origins can be traced back to ancient
Greek and Roman philosophers, such as Aristotle and Cicero, who argued
that war could sometimes be justified as a necessary evil to achieve a
greater good. The just war tradition was further developed by Christian
theologians during the Middle Ages, who sought to reconcile the concept of
war with the principles of Christian morality.
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According to the just war tradition, war can only be justified if it meets
certain criteria. These criteria, known as the jus ad bellum ("justice of
war"),include the following:

* Just cause: War must be waged for a just cause, such as defending
against aggression or protecting innocent lives. * Rightful authority: War
must be authorized by a legitimate authority, such as a sovereign state. *
Last resort: War should be considered only when all other options for
resolving the conflict have been exhausted. * Right intention: War must be
fought with the intention of achieving a just outcome and restoring peace.

In addition to the jus ad bellum, the just war tradition also includes a set of
guidelines for the conduct of war, known as the jus in bello ("justice in
war"). These guidelines include:

* Proportionality: The force used in war must be proportional to the threat
posed by the enemy. * Discrimination: Combatants must distinguish
between military targets and civilians, and they must avoid unnecessary
suffering. * Non-combatant immunity: Civilians and non-combatants
should be protected from harm.

Shakespeare's Plays and the Just War Tradition

Shakespeare's plays engage with the just war tradition in various ways.
While some of his works, such as Henry V, present a more idealized and
heroic view of war, others, such as Troilus and Cressida, offer a more
critical and skeptical perspective.

Henry V



Henry V, one of Shakespeare's most famous history plays, depicts a
largely positive portrayal of war. The play celebrates Henry V's military
prowess and his victory at the Battle of Agincourt. However, the play also
raises questions about the morality of war and the cost of victory. Henry's
famous "St. Crispin's Day" speech, in which he exhorts his troops to fight
bravely, is a powerful example of the heroic rhetoric that has been used to
justify war throughout history. Yet the play also depicts the horrors of war,
including the death of innocent civilians and the suffering of the wounded.

Troilus and Cressida

Troilus and Cressida is a more complex and ambiguous treatment of war.
The play is set during the Trojan War and focuses on the love story
between the Trojan prince Troilus and the Greek princess Cressida.
However, the play also explores the political and ethical dimensions of war,
revealing the corruption and futility that can accompany it. The play's
characters are often cynical and disillusioned, and they question the
traditional justifications for war.

Hamlet

Hamlet, one of Shakespeare's most famous tragedies, also grapples with
the theme of just war. The play's central character, Hamlet, is a young
prince who is called upon to avenge the murder of his father. Hamlet's
dilemma is whether or not to take up arms against his uncle, Claudius, who
has killed his father and seized the throne. Hamlet's soliloquy "To be or not
to be" is a profound meditation on the nature of death and the moral
implications of violence.

Othello



Othello, another of Shakespeare's great tragedies, explores the theme of
war through the character of Othello, a Moorish general in the Venetian
army. Othello is a skilled and respected warrior, but he is also a victim of
racism and prejudice. The play depicts the destructive effects of war on
Othello's character and his relationships.

Shakespeare's plays provide a rich and nuanced exploration of the just war
tradition. Through his complex and multifaceted characters, Shakespeare
examines the moral dilemmas, ethical questions, and psychological
consequences of war. His plays offer a timeless meditation on the nature of
human conflict and the search for justice in a world often marred by
violence.
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