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Introduction

War is ubiquitous in Shakespeare. It may appear in his plays as a war of conquest
as in Henry V, as a defensive war as in Coriolanus, as a civil war as in Julius
Caesar, as a war of defence against rebels as in / and 2 Henry IV and in 2 Henry
VI, as a dynastic war or war of succession as in King John, in Richard II and in
2 and 3 Henry VI, as a war against a tyrant as in Richard III; it may appear as an
absurd and inane enterprise as in Troilus and Cressida; it may appear as the main
and almost sole topic of a play as in Henry V or as background as in King Lear
and Othello; it may appear as a menace, as a scourge or as a desired condition,
down to its innumerable uses as metaphor and image in many of the comedies
and even in Lucrece and in the Sonnets. Shakespeare penned powerful portraits of
military leaders in the problematic and even nervously fragile, or at least unstable,
characters of Othello, Antony, Macbeth, Achilles, Coriolanus; of churchmen that
turn soldiers like York in 2 Henry IV; of ambiguous military counsellors like
the Bastard in King John; of incompetent military counsellors like Volumnia in
Coriolanus, or of biased war counsellors like Canterbury in Henry V. He even
sketched portraits of common soldiers like the thoughtful and thought-provoking
Michael Williams, again in Henry V, or the ‘band of (tragicomic) brothers’ in
the same play and in / and 2 Henry IV, he portrayed the perfect medieval knight
in Talbot and the less than perfect knight in Troilus; he invented the quixotic
war-manual maniac in Fluellen; he staged honour and cowardice, courage and
‘effeminacy’, rashness and prudence, the praise of war and the praise of peace, the
dispraise of war and the dispraise of peace. In short, the range of issues he staged
and the complexity and variety of perspectives and embodiments he imagined is
indeed impressive.

That Shakespeare was deeply interested in war and that he had a good knowledge
of warfare is a fact; indeed he is probably the Renaissance writer who wrote most
intensely on the issue of war. But his representations of war were not born in a
vacuum. Not only did they start to be produced at the outset of his career, in the
1590s, which was probably the most warlike decade in the reign of Queen Elizabeth
and the one in which the highest number of war manuals appeared in England,;
but they also appear to be conscious of a long-standing tradition of discussion
and dispute on the discipline of war; a tradition initiated in the fifth century by
Augustine, who tried to justify war without shaking the bases of Christian morals,
and prosecuted first by the Church Fathers and later on by lay thinkers, who
endeavoured to establish principles both for the ius ad bellum and for the ius in
bello. In particular, the issue which surfaced both in religious and in lay treatises as
paramount in all discussions and which appears to be one of the main concerns in
Shakespeare’s representations of war was that of the ‘just war’, a topic which is still
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today being debated in books of international law and a theory which continues to
dictate the norms for the conduct of iustum bellum in our time.

To discuss Shakespeare’s representations of war, therefore, means not
simply to examine his work from a literary point of view or to historicize those
representations in connection with the discourses (and the practice) of war which
were produced in his time; it may also mean to consider or reconsider present-
day debates for or against war and the kind of war ideology which is trying to
assert itself in our time in light of the tradition which shaped those discourses and
representations and which still substantiates our ‘moral’ view of war.

Indeed Shakespeare’s works have been exploited, and are still being exploited,
in different contexts and with different aims in order to support diverse views of
war. Apologetic readings of Henry V have served the purpose of eulogizing the
heroism of English soldiers both after World War I and after World War II: in
1918 Sir Walter Raleigh’s famous speech at the British Academy (Raleigh, 1918);
in 1944 the film that Sir Laurence Olivier dedicated ‘To the commandoes and
airborne troops of Great Britain’; while in recent times scholars of international
law or teachers of ‘Ethics and Warfare’ have exploited the same text in order
to show the flouting of all the norms obtaining at the time (and still obtaining
today) both as concerns the just cause for waging war (the ius ad bellum) and
the just conduct of hostilities (the ius in bello). Shakespeare’s representations of
war, therefore, pose questions to which the just war doctrine is still trying to give
answers both from the moral and from the juridical point of view.

Thejust war doctrine has affected Christian morals more deeply and dramatically
than any other ethical dilemma. How is it that, inside a Christian framework of
thought, acts which should have been considered unchristian could be justified
as unavoidable or even praiseworthy? Is the just war theory mainly intended to
restrain those acts or was (and is) it, on the contrary, meant to legitimize them? How
far did Augustine’s writings — and the writings which followed that first step — play
in favour of war while apparently marking the boundaries between what form of
violence was ‘acceptable’ and what form was not? As Ros King says, ‘The terrible
irony of all attempts to control war, to codify it and make it “just”, is that it puts
a civilised or righteous gloss on pre-civilised behaviour.” (King, 2008, p. 25) And
indeed, the very fact that a theory of the ‘just war’ could be elaborated and that its
way was first paved by the crucial contribution of Christian thinkers gave currency
to the idea that there are certain forms of violence which can be considered ‘just’ in
terms of Christian ethics, that is, not only justifiable on the basis of shared juridical
principles but also approvable in terms of moral behaviour.

The dilemma is more easily solved in terms of realism and expediency than of
theology and dogma. As J.T. Johnson suggests, it is important, when discussing
the just war doctrine, to consider, on the one hand, its effects ‘on the society to
which it was preached and on which it was imposed as a moral guide’ and, on the
other, ‘the input of secular forces into the very making’ of that doctrine. (Johnson,
1975, pp. 6, 5) As we shall see, there were significant secular forces at the basis of
Augustine’s elaboration of the category of iustum bellum.
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In spite of the omnipresence of war in the Elizabethan theatre of the 1590s
and especially in Shakespeare’s works, very few studies have been devoted to it
or have discussed the interrelation of the theatrical representations of war and the
warlike spirit of the Elizabethan era. Surprisingly, Paul A. Jorgensen’s articles and
his seminal book (1956) were not followed by other substantial reflections until the
1990s and the early 2000s, when a book by Nick de Somogyi (1998) and one by
Nina Taunton (2001) appeared. Somogyi’s book examines and discusses, with the
help of an impressive bibliography, a wide range of often very little known texts and
some of Shakespeare’s plays with the aim of exploring the relations existing between
what was presented on the stage and England’s involvement in war activities from
1585 until 1604; Taunton’s book focuses on the 1590s and is especially interested in
discussing the interrelation between the prescriptive discourse of war in contemporary
war manuals and the discourse of war which developed in the drama of the decade.
Further examples of the revival of interest in these issues are a book by Alan Shepard
(2002) and one by Simon Barker (2007). The first examines the representation of
masculinity and militarism in Marlowe’s plays, reading them in a sequence which
goes from Tamburlaine to Doctor Faustus which, according to the author, represents
a parable which goes ‘from apparent endorsement of [hypermilitarism] to apparent
repudiation of it.” (p. 15) In Barker’s book, the themes (and the ideology) developed
in the war manuals are contrasted with the critique which, according to the author,
came from the stage. In addition, a rich and variegated collection of essays edited
by Ros King and Paul Franssen appeared in 2008 (for a review of this volume see
Pugliatti, 2009). The revival of interest in the topic of war in literary works is also
witnessed by a research which has recently engaged three different Departments of
the University of Cassino. The volume in which the outcome of this joint enterprise
has been published (Magrelli, ed., 2009) explores the representation of war in
various cultural and historical contexts and devotes the first chapter to Shakespeare;
(Valentini, 2009) another Italian contribution on Shakespeare and war, this time
devoted to performance, is Soncini, 2005.

Going back to the 1960s, extremely interesting are the articles and books written
by J.R. Hale between 1961, when he published The Art of War in Renaissance
England and 1990, when he published Artists and Warfare in the Renaissance. Apart
from the perspicuity and lucidity of his reflections on war and the Renaissance,
Hale’s comments on Shakespeare (as in ‘Shakespeare and Warfare’, 1985b, and
passim in other of his works) offer a precious source of inspiration.

Of particular importance, in my perspective, is the fact that scholars not
professionally engaged in the study of literature have discussed the issue of war
starting from Shakespeare’s works. Theodor Meron is professor of international
law and, among other activities in this field, he has served as counsellor to the
U.S Department of State and to the Israeli Foreign Ministry; his scholarly activity
has been mainly devoted to the study of international criminal law and to that of
human rights in an international perspective; although he is not a professional
Shakespeare scholar, Meron is probably the academic who has written most about
Shakespeare and war. His books (Meron, 1993 and 1998) display a surprising
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insight into, and knowledge of, Shakespeare’s texts and constitute a necessary
reading experience for anyone reflecting on Shakespeare in connection with war.

In the Introduction to his book on the Renaissance pacifists (1987), Philip Dust
writes that the essays which compose the volume were begun in 1973, when the
Vietnam war was drawing to a close and that at that time they were meant as a form
of protest against that war. Similarly, my book was born from a deep uneasiness
about the wars we are witnessing and waging and draws one of its motivations
from the controversial justificatory discourse which has been developing especially
since the military intervention in Kosovo. Unlike what happened in Shakespeare’s
time, when the principal vehicle of ideology and consensus was the theatre, the
representations of our wars are now staged on television and commentaries on them
are to be found in newspaper articles and on the internet. Not unlike what happened
then, however, the accident of war, thus represented, is imposing itself on our
consciousness and conscience in such a way as to normalize those representations
and consequently that accident. Furthermore, in addition to the news and views
which are spread among the general public by means of acquiescent mass media,
a great part of the specialized debate is arguing for the necessity of establishing
new, more ample and flexible boundaries in international law as to what is right
and what is wrong about war-making. For the first time, therefore, the principles
of the just war tradition are being shaken and substituted by a practice which tends
to ignore existing international agreements. The violation of state sovereignty and
the justification of the use of force as dictated by ‘humanitarian reasons’ which
are being affirmed and practised have inaugurated the idea that the defence of
human rights must be considered ius cogens, following what Michael Walzer has
called ‘emergency ethics’; (see Walzer, 2005, pp. 33-50)' therefore, in cases in
which human rights are patently violated, a war may (and should) be waged also
outside the norms of international law: the relevant legislation, it has been argued,
will follow. Obviously, no one knows what in the future will be deemed, even
unilaterally, a cogens cause for waging wars.

Although my book covers the same ground explored in the works on
Shakespeare and war mentioned above, and although reading them has revealed
to me many stimulating aspects of the general topic as well as a number of fine
analyses of the texts examined, my main interest lies in discussing the ways in
which wars have been and still are justified; and the ways in which, especially in
the Christian world, acts of violence and of aggression have acquired the status of
‘just’ actions, even indispensable deeds for the peaceful perpetuation of the human
species. The ‘just war tradition” which appears in the book’s title, therefore, is both
my point of departure and my point of arrival. In this perspective, Shakespeare
and some of his contemporaries are at the same time, so to speak, the conscious

1" On the issue of ‘humanitarian war’ and the subversion of international law which

it has determined, see Zolo, 2000. These issues have produced an intense debate among
scholars in the field of international law.
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cultural ‘retainers’ of that doctrine and — in some cases — its most eloquent and
farsighted cultural interpreters.

The general framework of my study concerns the influence of the just war
doctrine on a particular social phenomenon (the theatre) and, more specifically,
on the work of a particular playwright (Shakespeare); and, consequently, the
perspective which, on the issue of war, was communicated to the contemporary
audience, thereby shaping the public opinion of the time. After all, in Elizabethan
England the theatre represented for many, from court to commoners, a crucial
opinion-making medium, intimately interwoven with the social, economic and
political features of the age and therefore a phenomenon whose impact on the
construction, or enforcement, of ideology cannot be overlooked. Indeed, as N.
de Somogyi says, ‘There is some evidence that Elizabethans learned much of
(what we might call) their current affairs from the theatres ... .” (Somogyi, 1998,
p. 137) It is in the theatre, therefore, that we may expect to find reverberations of
the dialogue between contemporary (and previous) statements about war and the
social, political and cultural forces which nourished that dialogue and the revival
of the just war doctrine at that particular time and in that particular place. Is this
reading Shakespeare historically? It probably is.

But another dimension imposes itself with a particular aura of necessity.
On the one hand, this necessity is determined by what has recently been called
‘the anachronism of Shakespeare’s imagination’, (Ryan, 2008, p. 29) that is,
‘an alternative conception of Shakespeare’s universality’; (ibid., p. 31) not ‘the
complacent conservative cliché that Shakespeare’s drama depicts the abiding truths
of the human predicament’ (ibid., p. 25) or even, one may add, the extravagant idea
that he was ‘the inventor of the human’; but the largely demonstrated fact that his
work expresses a ‘refusal to stay tied to its time’, that it invites appropriation, that
‘his drama allows us to perceive his world, and our world, through the eyes of a
world which human beings are still struggling to create.’ (ibid., p. 35) On the other
hand, the paradoxical tension between the local and the universal (can we say
‘universal’ without blushing?) is also relevant to the topic with which Shakespeare
is confronted in the following pages. Invention or biological necessity, (Mead, 1940)
war is the most constantly and stubbornly practised of collective human activities
in all kinds of human communities, whatever their cultural, social, political and
psychological imprint. As such, it is a fundamental which Shakespeare himself
‘appropriated’ in his texts, sometimes establishing a strong link with the wars of
his time and place: with what intent — whether conformist or critical — his texts
do not tell us, nor should we care to decree. Is this ‘appropriating’ Shakespeare
(and Shakespeare’s appropriations)? It probably is; but it is mainly an attempt
at reconstructing and revising a theological and moral Christian tradition which
is the first and foremost source which for centuries has given currency to war,
justifying it and even popularizing violence as within certain limits commendable;
a tradition which we are still trying to cope with.

In Part One of the book I found it indispensable to discuss at some length the
European sources of the just war tradition starting from its Christian roots in the
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thought of Augustine and then to show the way in which the moral principles
expressed in his works were transposed into a lay framework in the work of jurists,
essayists or pamphleteers. I then take into consideration the work of those humanists
(mainly Erasmus, More and Vives) who expressed, more or less systematically,
what is today described as a ‘pacifist’ position. This part of my book is obviously
deeply indebted to those scholars who have discussed the just war tradition both
from the historical and from the doctrinal point of view. Indeed, the bibliography
on this issue is immense and, when the authors are experts in international law,
highly specialistic. My treatment of the subject, therefore, is not meant to provide
a fresh theoretical elaboration of these issues but simply to outline a framework
and a viewpoint for the discussion of Shakespeare’s work. Where my ideas diverge
from those of most commentators is in the general evaluation of the doctrine,
which is usually interpreted as a tool devised to set limits to violence but which,
in my opinion, constituted, from the start, a means to authorize war and make it
morally acceptable.

In Part Two I first describe briefly the political context in which Shakespeare’s
major plays on war were produced, outlining the general atmosphere of the 1590s.
I then discuss other theatrical representations of war in the context of the debate on
the art of war which developed in England during the last decade of the sixteenth
century.

In Part Three I discuss Shakespeare’s many representations of war, trying to
take into consideration the whole of his theatrical work and shaping the discussion
on the basis of categories which are relevant both to the ius ad bellum and to the
ius in bello.

Part Four is devoted to Henry V, the play which presents the most heroic image
of war yet which draws at the same time a most ambiguous picture of it and of
its hero. I decided to isolate the story of Agincourt and of Henry’s conquest of
France with the special purpose of drawing an explicit parallel between the issues
developed in Henry V and certain doctrines which are being developed in our time
and which in many ways are reshaping the view of what for centuries has been
thought to be a ‘just war’.

There is a tendency today to dismiss the just war doctrine as obsolete and
inadequate to reflect the political, social and economic structures of our time. It
is thought that the landscape of the globalized world imposes a rethinking of the
whole issue and a rewriting of certain principles of international law which until
a few decades ago appeared to be universally accepted. To speak of war today,
therefore, implies taking into consideration many more issues and perspectives
than it did even in the recent past; issues and perspectives which concern all
of us and which therefore urge us to take a stand even when we are speaking
of Shakespeare. War is indeed an argument which allows neither reticence nor
neutrality: as Michael Walzer put it, ‘we are doomed to continue arguing about
war; it is a necessary activity of democratic citizens.” (Walzer, 2004, p. xiv)

This book represents my way of performing that task.
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