
Shakespeare and the Just War Tradition: A
Comprehensive Guide to the Bard's Views on
War and Peace
William Shakespeare, the renowned English playwright and poet, left
behind a legacy of literary works that have captivated audiences for
centuries. Among his vast collection of plays, several delve into the
complexities of war and peace, offering profound insights into the ethics
and morality of warfare.

In this comprehensive guide, we will explore Shakespeare's evolving views
on just war theory, a body of ethical and legal principles that guide the
conduct of war. Through an analysis of his major plays, we will uncover the
Bard's nuanced understanding of the causes and consequences of conflict,
the role of justice and morality in wartime, and the search for peace amidst
the chaos of battle.
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The concept of just war has its roots in ancient Greek and Roman
philosophy, particularly the writings of Aristotle and Cicero. These
philosophers argued that war could be justified under certain conditions,
such as self-defense or the protection of innocent civilians.

Over time, Christian theologians further developed just war theory,
introducing principles such as the distinction between combatants and non-
combatants, the proportionality of force, and the need for a legitimate
authority to declare war.

Shakespeare's Early Plays: The Glorification of War

In his early plays, such as Henry V and Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare
presents a more traditional view of war as a heroic and glorious enterprise.
His characters embrace battle with enthusiasm, seeking honor and glory on
the battlefield.

In Henry V, the title character delivers a rousing speech to his troops before
the Battle of Agincourt, invoking the language of chivalry and national pride.
He portrays war as a necessary evil, a trial by fire that will test their mettle
and bring them victory.

The Middle Period: Questioning the Justness of War

As Shakespeare's career progressed, his views on war became more
complex and nuanced. In plays such as Troilus and Cressida and Hamlet,
he began to question the traditional justifications for war and explore its
devastating consequences.

In Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare depicts the Trojan War as a
senseless and destructive conflict, driven by pride, ambition, and lust. The



play exposes the hypocrisy of those who wage war in the name of honor
and justice, while their actions lead to suffering and chaos.

The Late Plays: A Search for Peace

In his late plays, Shakespeare's focus shifted towards the search for peace
and reconciliation. In The Tempest, Prospero, the deposed Duke of Milan,
uses his magical powers to create a utopian island where conflicts are
resolved through forgiveness and understanding.

The Winter's Tale, another late play, explores the themes of redemption
and reconciliation. The play follows the story of Leontes, a king who is
consumed by jealousy and suspicion. Through a series of events, Leontes
is forced to confront his own wrongng and seek redemption for his past
actions.

Shakespeare's plays offer a rich and multifaceted exploration of the nature
of war, justice, and morality. Through his characters and their experiences,
he provides profound insights into the complexities of human conflict and
the search for peace.

Whether he is glorifying the heroism of soldiers or questioning the
justifications for war, Shakespeare's works continue to resonate with
audiences today, reminding us of the enduring human struggle to balance
the pursuit of justice with the desire for peace.

For those seeking a deeper understanding of Shakespeare's views on war
and the just war tradition, this comprehensive guide provides an invaluable
resource. Through the analysis of his major plays, we gain a profound



appreciation for the Bard's timeless wisdom on one of the most enduring
and complex aspects of the human experience.

To delve further into the world of Shakespeare and the just war tradition,
consider reading the following works:

Shakespeare and the Just War Tradition by Jonathan Bate

War and Peace in Shakespeare's Plays by Brian Vickers

Shakespeare's Ethics by Stephen Greenblatt
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