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COURAGE IN WAR AND THE COURAGE OF THE WAR 
DEAD – ANCIENT AND MODERN REFLECTIONS*

Mirko Canevaro

The coverage of this volume shows how certain key themes are recurrent in the 
commemoration of war and the war dead across time and space, but also how wide 
the range of discursive variation on these themes is – war commemoration is used 
to build identity, cohesion, but also to buttress particular positions on the political 
issues of the moment.1 The UK, for instance, has been now through almost three 
years of commemorations of the First World War. In these commemorations, one 
can discern the survival of a heroic narrative, which is coloured by later events and 
entangled with the political issues of the day – thus the narrative of the heroic re-
sistance of a unified Britain against the forces of evil has strong Unionist under-
tones, which speak to the issue of Scottish independence.2 A key element of such 
narratives is the insistence on the theme of ‘courage’, constructed, negotiated and 
cast in different lights depending on various discursive needs.3 My contention is 
that disentangling the theme of courage, because of its centrality in war commem-
oration, is a key tool for understanding the fault lines of the relevant discourses, and 
the ideological and political dynamics behind them.

My case study is ancient Greece – the discourse of courage in Athenian war 
commemoration in particular – but in order to isolate the most problematic aspects 
of our current conceptualisation of courage, coloured by our normative concerns, I 
want to start far away in time and place, namely from Clint Eastwood’s film Amer-
ican Sniper (2014), based on the autobiography of Chris Kyle, the deadliest marks-
man in U. S. military history, with 255 kills from four tours in the Iraq War.4 In his 

* I would like to thank Elena Franchi, Giorgia Proietti and Maurizio Giangiulio for the invita-
tion to Trento and for their work on the volume, David Konstan for a preliminary conversation, 
for key bibliographical suggestions, and for reading through an advanced draft, and David 
Lewis and Lilah Grace Canevaro for their invaluable feedback. I would like to acknowledge the 
support provided by the Leverhulme Trust, through a Philip Leverhulme Prize, for the prepara-
tion of this chapter.

1 See intr. and passim.
2 E. g. Arnold-de-Simine 2015, and the comments of Simon Jenkins in the Guardian 

(04/08/2014: http://gu.com/p/4vfd6/sbl) on the scale of the commemorations. For commemo-
rations of WWI throughout the twentieth century, in the context of the so-called ‘memory 
boom’, see Winter 2006. On the modern politics of war commemoration see e. g. Ashplant/
Dawson/Roper 2000.

3 For an illuminating cross-temporal and cross-cultural reflection on the cultural construction of 
courage, see Miller 2000.

4 Kyle 2012.
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188 Mirko Canevaro

autobiography, Kyle makes statements of this sort: “Savage, despicable, evil … 
That’s what we were fighting in Iraq … People ask me all the time, “How many 
people have you killed?” … The number is not important to me. I only wish I had 
killed more. Not for bragging rights, but because I believe the world is a better place 
without savages out there taking American lives”. The film caused quite a stir, with 
American pundit and comedian Bill Maher denying Kyle the status of hero and la-
belling him a “psychopath patriot” – what kind of man, he wondered, boasts of 
killing safely from a distance 255 human beings? And does that take real courage?5 
An American blogger, William Grigg, commenting on the book, and as a represent-
ative of a common perspective, entitled a post “The Pseudo-Courage of Chris 
Kyle”, questioning Kyle’s courage on the grounds, first, that it doesn’t take much 
courage to kill people, often women and children, with a sniper rifle safely from a 
distance. Second, “Kyle not only failed to display genuine courage in Iraq, but was 
incapable of recognizing it when it was exhibited by desperate patriots seeking to 
evict the armed foreigners who had invaded and occupied their country”. On the 
other side of the fence, a commentator (summarizing usual arguments on that side), 
maintained that “we (at a safe and almost anonymous distance) are here cussing and 
insulting him and other military who sacrifice their lives … for our country, rights, 
and liberty”.6

This whole debate is a re-edition of that occurred in the U. S. after 9/11. We all 
remember George W. Bush’s words on the day of the attack: “Freedom itself was 
attacked this morning by a faceless coward. And freedom will be defended”. This 
and similar statements were the occasion for Susan Sontag’s famous – for some 
infamous – column of the 24th of September in The New Yorker.7 Sontag contro-
versially claimed that it is intellectually dishonest to label the terrorists as ‘cow-
ards’ – they faced death to complete their mission, for what they believed to be a 
worthy objective. In fact, she argued, pilots who drop bombs on powerless enemies 
from the safety of altitudes might more reasonably be considered ‘cowardly’, and 
are certainly as, or more, ‘faceless’. Sontag’s wider point was not new: against Ar-
istotle, many moral philosophers maintain that ‘courage’ is in fact “a morally neu-
tral virtue”, which can be applied to whatever ends, regardless of whether these 
ends are positive or negative. Therefore, this line of argument goes, ‘courage’ is not 
a moral virtue at all – because “vicious scoundrels, murderers, terrorists may be 
brave” – but rather a faculty, an enabling capacity that does not depend on objective 
facts and positive moral normative contents, as a virtue should. According to this 
line of thought, ‘courage’ and ‘cowardice’ are meaningless concepts – ideological 

5 See the report on the Huffington Post (24/01/2015: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/01/24/
bill-maher-american-sniper_n_6537880.html), with the video.

6 The blog post was published on 05/02/2016: http://freedominourtime.blogspot.co.uk/2012/02/
pseudo-courage-of-chris-kyle.html.

7 “Tuesday, and After”, The New Yorker (24/09/2001: http://www.newyorker.com/maga 
zine/2001/09/24/tuesday-and-after-talk-of-the-town). For other discussions of the Sontag case 
by Greek historians, see Rosen/Sluiter 2003, 1–2; Balot 2004, 74–79.
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189Courage in War and the Courage of the War Dead

weapons to wield against the enemy, applicable to more or less any act, serving 
wider rhetorical concerns.8

The answer of much Western, or at least English-speaking, political science has 
been to counter that there exist radically different kinds of courage, and that a model 
of ‘deliberative’ courage can be delineated that does not depend on primitive no-
tions of violence, honour and shame, but on calm and rational deliberation about 
worthy ends and the correct actions to achieve them. This is a positive form of 
courage, but can be achieved and maintained only in Western, liberal-democratic 
societies in which the individual has room and instruments to deliberate rationally 
about ends and means.9 I shall come back to this position, because it is the posi-
tion of Ryan Balot’s recent book Courage in Democratic Athens, where he attrib-
utes this distinctive form of courage to Athenian democracy. For the time being, it 
suffices to note that what this strategy does, fundamentally, is give intellectual re-
spectability to Kyle’s basic assumption that the enemy, the Iraqis, the others, are 
incapable of true courage because they lack the institutional environment necessary 
to foster rational deliberation. They cannot be courageous because they are ‘sav-
ages’. Moreover, one cannot help but notice that such theories are rather self-serv-
ing: it is hardly a surprise that academics, spending their lives at their desks think-
ing about this or that subject, should conclude that courage is only possible for, and 
available to, those, like them, whose central activity is rational deliberation.10

Upon closer inspection, it is easy to see that what we are discussing are not 
radically different kinds of courage. Take Bush’s famous remark: “Freedom itself 
was attacked this morning by a faceless coward”. Why is the enemy a coward? 
Because we are talking about terrorists, aiming to destroy freedom and democracy, 
of course, but also because they are ‘faceless’. Sontag’s counterclaim, to which we 
may well imagine Al-Qaeda and Daesh militants would subscribe, is that these 
people sacrificed life and limb for what they believed in, while American pilots 
drop bombs from up high, facelessly, without running risks. Both counterclaims 
seem to rely on a shared understanding of ‘courage’ – acting towards what one be-
lieves to be a noble end openly and in defiance of risks for one’s safety. Likewise, 
in the quarrel about Chris Kyle, the irreconcilable differences run along the lines of 
the same shared understanding: Kyle’s defenders argue that he did what he did “for 
our country, rights, and liberty” and to save “American lives” – noble ends indeed. 
His detractors question his ends – his very understanding of what constitutes a no-

 8 See e. g. Von Wright 1963; Wallace 1978; Cunningham 1985; Walton 1986; Kateb 
2004; Pears 2004. The quotes are from Sontag’s article (see previous note).

 9 See e. g. Yearley 1990, 127; cf. Wallace 1978; Casey 1990; Walton 1986; Bauhn 2003. 
This is the line of thought that underpins Balot’s (2004a; 2004b; 2014) discussion of Athenian 
democratic courage (see below). Avramenko 2011 criticises the “modern, Western obsession 
with autonomy and rationality” and surveys different kinds of courage, from a radically histor-
icist perspective (his interpretation of Periclean courage sees it as “courage that aims at demo-
cratic leisure”, p. 91), advocating finally a non belligerent kind of courage founded on commu-
nities of care, which he considers more appropriate for our age – the implication is still that a 
modern democratic society requires a distinctive kind of courage.

10 For incisive criticism of this line of thought see Miller 2000, 10 (cf. pp. 155–67).
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190 Mirko Canevaro

ble end – and maintain that whatever may demand one to kill singlehandedly 255 
people does not qualify as a noble end. They moreover question the amount of risk 
he actually run – he was a sniper, firing safely from afar, ‘faceless’ to his victims. 
Again, the counterargument runs along the same lines: “we (at a safe and almost 
anonymous distance)” have no right to criticize. Like Laches in the homonymous 
Platonic dialogue (180A7–B4, 188C6–D2, 188E5–189A1), this commentator feels 
that only those who have proven themselves to be courageous can talk about cour-
age. These views, which theorists would describe as radically different, seem in fact 
to be based on a common basic understanding of courage, which appears to be 
shared by people with different and even antithetical conceptions, and despite dif-
ferent assessments of particular acts. Psychological research in this area is not ex-
tensive, but a recent study in the Journal of Positive Psychology on “Implicit theo-
ries of courage” confirms the contention that some fundamental features compose 
an ‘implicit theory of courage’ common to most people and conceptions, and that 
people show an uncanny ability to assess acts according to these criteria: 1) inten-
tionality/deliberation, 2) noble good, 3) known substantial risk, 4) fear.11 The dis-
agreements are not really about what courage actually is (or about whether it is a 
good thing), but about whether a particular goal is a noble good, whether the delib-
eration that led to the choice of that goal and of the means to achieve it was satis-
factory, whether the risk incurred was substantial, and whether the agent was aware 
of the risk (s)he was taking. It also appears that (rational) deliberation is not a spe-
cific feature of a distinctive form of courage, typical of democracies, but rather a 
fundamental feature of a shared conceptualization of the complex psychological 
process that we call ‘courage’.

Similar dynamics are at play in the ancient Greek material, as early as the Ho-
meric poems. Courage in all its semantic manifestations – ἀρετή, ἀλκή, incitations to 
be an ἀνήρ in Homer, later ἀνδρεία and εὐψυχία – has for the most part a martial 
setting, and normally involves αἰδώς or αἰσχύνη, ‘shame’ before oneself, one’s peers, 
family, and ancestors.12 Famously, Hector addresses Andromache with the words:13

[…] yet I would feel deep shame before the Trojans, and the Trojan women with trailing gar-
ments, if like a coward I were to shrink aside from the fighting; and the spirit will not let me, 
since I have learned to be valiant and to fight always among the foremost ranks of the Trojans, 
winning for my own self great glory, and for my father. (Hom. Il. 6.441–446; trans. Lattimore)

Cowardice is staying away from battle, and the opposite, the ‘noble’ and coura-
geous behaviour, is to fight in the first line with one’s peers. The emotional motor 

11 Rate et al. 2007. For other recent investigations of courage in psychology, see e. g. Lopez/
O’Byrne/Peterson 2003; Peterson/Seligman 2004; Peterson 2006; Snyder/Lopez 
2007; Pury/Lopez 2010.

12 For the terminology of courage, see Bassi 2003; Balot 2004a, 407–408; Pritchard 2013, 183 
n. 113.

13 Cf. Hom. Il. 22.300–305. See Graziosi/Haubold 2010, 44–47, 205–207 for the encounter 
between Hector and Andromache. These lines have been read as a statement of what scholars 
term ‘the heroic code’. For good recent discussions see van Wees 1992, 69–72; Cairns 1993, 
48–146; 2011, 29–38; Scodel 2008, 1–32.
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191Courage in War and the Courage of the War Dead

of such courageous behaviour is αἰδώς, which underpins the community’s expecta-
tions on Hector, as well as Hector’s own expectations, to live up to the standards of 
behaviour for such a man as he is, with such an ancestry and such an education.14 
Hector expresses this more fully when he blames Paris for shirking his duty:15

But Hektor saw him, and in words of shame he rebuked him: ‘Strange man! It is not fair to 
keep in your heart this coldness. The people are dying around the city and around the steep 
wall they fight hard; and it is for you that this war with its clamour flared up about our city. 
You yourself would fight with another whom you saw anywhere hanging back from the hateful 
encounter. Up then, to keep our town from burning at once in the hot fire.’ (Hom. Il. 6.325–31; 
trans. Lattimore)

Paris should be ashamed of his behaviour, which is cowardly because it involves 
staying away from the battle and the first line. And shame should move him to do 
what is right – fight together with those that are dying defending Troy – because 
Paris knows his duty, that the goal of saving Troy is worthwhile, and normally he 
himself applies these same standards when judging others. These examples clarify 
what the meaning is when a Homeric hero like Nestor shouts to the Achaeans: 
“Dear friends, be men; let shame be in your hearts and discipline in the sight of 
other men, and each one of you remember his children and his wife, his property 
and his parents, whether a man’s father and mother live or have died” (15.661, 
trans. Lattimore; cf. 5.529–32, 6.111–5). He is asking them to feel αἰδώς and be 
moved by it to abide by a ‘courageous’ code of conduct that is socially enforced (“in 
the sight of other men”) but also fully internalized and required of them given their 
families, property, position and status.16 αἰδώς is not simply external sanction – it 
involves deliberation about one’s duties, goals and means in the light of the inter-
nalized code of conduct, which can, if necessary, be rationally justified: fighting in 
the first line is right because the city, obviously, must not burn, and therefore must 
be defended.17 The ‘courage’ we find in Homer has to do with facing danger by 
fighting side by side with one’s peers, but already includes strong elements of de-
liberation (Hector is after all discussing with Andromache what is the best course of 
action, and Paris with Hector – αἰδώς itself involves deliberation on what is shame-
ful and honourable) as well as a requirement that the end towards which one acts 
courageously be a worthy one.

There is no reason to deny a deliberative component to Homeric courage, and 
this model is shared, with the same features, by most archaic and Classical ac-
counts. Alcaeus, for example, states: “Let us not shame through our cowardice [καὶ 
μὴ καταισχύνωμεν [ἀνανδρίᾳ]] our noble fathers lying under the earth” (fr. 6.13–4), 

14 Graziosi/Haubold 2010, 205 stress that “these are all conventional motivations for fighting”, 
but that Hector’s presentation is characteristic of his sense of duty and responsibility towards 
the community (cf. Redfield 1994, 119 who describes him as the “hero of αἰδώς”). He is the 
quintessential honourable man, who feels αἰδώς and has fully internalised its demands (Cairns 
1993, 79–83).

15 See for this exchange, and Hector’s neikos, Cairns 1993, 76–77; Graziosi/Haubold 2010, 
41–44, 169–71.

16 Cairns 1993, 69–70.
17 IbId. 139–46; 2011, 30–31.
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192 Mirko Canevaro

and Callinus blames the young men of his polis with the words: “How long will you 
lie there? When will you take a spirit [θυμός] of courage, young men? Have you no 
shame [οὐδ᾿ αἰδεῖσθ᾿] before your neighbours to hold back so? You think you are at 
peace, but war holds the entire country” (fr. 1.1–4). For the young men, to do their 
duty is the right and rational thing – “war grips the whole land”! – and their cow-
ardice is due to bad thinking, which should be corrected by ‘shame’.18

This rational, cognitive and deliberative dimension of courage is therefore un-
derpinned, already in Homer and in archaic poetry, by the explicitly recognised 
cognitive and deliberative dimension of shame. No simple opposition can be drawn 
between courage allegedly founded on fear of external sanction, emerging therefore 
out of concern with honour and shame (interpreted as primitive values typical of 
‘Mediterranean’ societies),19 and democratic courage that is independent of honour 
and shame, built on different values and emotional drives, be it rational delibera-
tion, as in contemporary self-congratulatory accounts20 or particular ‘cares’, 
founded on specific “communities of care”, as in Avramenko’s account.21 In fact, 
pioneering studies on shame (and emotions in general) show that the Homeric rep-
resentation of shame is not idiosyncratic – emotions (and shame specifically) have 
in all times and places a strong cognitive and evaluative component, they involve 
judgements, convictions and their instinctive negotiation.22 And the few Homeric 
passages discussed are sufficient to show that in the Homeric poems shame, as a 
motivation for courage, is not antithetical to rational deliberation, but is understood 
as introducing a strong deliberative component to courageous behaviour.

Balot is aware of this, and therefore avoids drawing naïve distinctions between 
Homeric, Archaic and Spartan courage (based on shame and honour) and Athenian, 
democratic courage, concerned exclusively with rational deliberation.23 Using the 
funeral speeches as his primary evidence, he admits that “at first glance, at least, the 
shame evoked by [the Athenian] epitaphic speeches is similar to the shame utilized 
by many non-democratic states in order to inspire courage”. He knows that he cannot 
isolate a distinctive kind of democratic courage on the basis on the absence of shame. 
But he reintroduces the usual distinction, as it were, by the backdoor, by postulating 
different forms of shame, underpinning different forms of courage. He identifies in 
the Athenian authors a distinctive view of shame as “an intellectually complex emo-

18 Cairns 1993, 160–61.
19 Cairns 2011, 23 outlines this outdated and flawed conception of honour allegedly typical of 

Mediterrenean ‘honour societies’. Notable examples of this understanding are Peristiany 
1965; Bourdieu 1965; Gilmore 1987; Walcot 1970; Miller 1990, 29–34; Bowman 2006.

20 See above n. 9. Cf. for such approaches applied to Athens vis-à-vis Sparta e. g. Forsdyke 2001, 
348 and Millender 2002. Saïd 1980–1981, 109 also stresses the continuity between the cour-
age of epic poetry and the courage of Marathon and Thermopylae, which are not ‘intellectual’ 
forms. Contra Miller 2000, 178–84.

21 According to Avramenko 2011, 23–98 Athenian courage was focused on the pursuit of pleas-
ure, and rejected the traditional focus on honour.

22 See Cairns 1993, 5–14; 2008; 2013; Konstan 2006, 7–40; Nussbaum 2001, 64, 22; Cairns/
Fulkerson 2015, 1–22.

23 Balot 2014, 245–49 and passim.
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193Courage in War and the Courage of the War Dead

tion shot through with self-chosen commitments and aspirations” and opposed to a 
“simpler, less self-aware emotion that embodied the traditional views of one’s cul-
ture and one’s authority figures, taken over more or less without any criticism or 
self-consciousness”.24 This simpler emotion is typical of Homer, of the Archaic po-
ets and particularly of Sparta – he calls it the “Standard Model of Greek Courage”, 
founded on shame in a distinctly primitive, un-reflective form, as opposed to the 
more sophisticated, rational and deliberative forms of shame that motivate Athenian 
“democratic” courage.25 The “Standard Model of Greek Courage”, founded on this 
form of un-reflective shame, relies exclusively on fear of external sanctions, on obe-
dience to the law or to one’s social superiors, on fear of punishment. Rational delib-
eration is unnecessary and discouraged – people obey orders, laws, respond to the 
fear of social sanction, but do not deliberate on ends and means, or on what courage 
actually involves.26 Like many political scientists isolating distinctive rational, not 
primarily martial, forms of democratic courage, Balot, despite his recognition of the 
importance of shame even in Athenian ‘democratic courage’, ultimately presents a 
caricature of how courage works and is conceptualised in other societies, character-
ized as ‘honour’ or ‘shame cultures’, in accordance with a discredited but tenacious 
model of ‘Mediterranean’ honour and masculinity.27

His analysis relies however almost exclusively on Athenian self-representa-
tions and representations of Sparta, and in order to prove that collective reflection 
on role models and the determinants of shame and courage was less marked in so-
cieties like Homeric Greece and Sparta, he contents himself with observing that 
“there was no Spartan funeral oration, no Spartan tradition of cherishing free 
speech, no Spartan comic or tragic theater, no Spartan discursive democracy, and so 
on”.28 There is in fact no reason to believe that courage in Sparta (or Homeric 
Greece) was not the object of sustained reflection and collective negotiation of role 
models and standards of conduct. First, the Homeric poems, as much scholarship on 
the ‘heroic code’ has shown, show sophisticated reflection on heroic standards, 
communal standards and obligations, shame and courage – as we have seen, Ho-
meric heroes deliberate about courage and courageous action all the time, and the 
example of the ancestors, the expectations of the community as well as one’s own, 
and shame, are factors in these deliberations.29 Second, the evidence contradicts 
the contention that Spartan courage and αἰδώς were distinctive in resulting from 
fear and not from active engagement with the standards of behaviour required: on 
the one hand, the Thucydidean Pericles of the Funeral Speech also insists that the 
Athenians respect their laws and magistrates out of fear (Th. 2.37.3); on the other, 
some Spartan sayings in Plutarch’s Moralia (217A; 231E-F) show that far from 
conflating αἰδώς and φόβος, the Spartans entertained a distinction between the two 

24 IbId. 244.
25 IbId. 199–211, 245–49.
26 See also Forsdyke 2001; Millender 2002.
27 See above n. 20 on this model.
28 Balot 2014, 245–46.
29 See the references above n. 13.
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194 Mirko Canevaro

and, when life was at stake (and courage required), prided themselves in being in-
spired by αἰδώς, and not by φόβος – they even accused others of being moved by 
φόβος.30 Third, there is evidence that in city-states long considered traditional, 
even primitive, and significantly similar to Sparta, such as the Cretan cities, com-
munal reflection on standards of courage was institutionalized: a fragment of Dosi-
adas’ Cretica (FGrHist 458 F 2.6–7) informs us that in the Lyctian common messes, 
after the meal, first it was their custom (εἰώθασι) to discuss public matters, and then 
“they recall exploits in war and praise the men who showed themselves valiant, to 
encourage younger men to be brave” (trans. Bertelli). Collective reflection on role 
models and standards of courageous behaviour was a fundamental part of the edu-
cation of the young, and a key occupation for the men. Passages such as Plu. Lyc. 
12.4 show that the common messes performed a similar role in Sparta. Likewise, 
episodes such as the award of a prize to the most courageous fighter in the aftermath 
of the Battle of Plataea (Hdt. 7.231–232) are also evidence of public and institution-
alised reflection on models of courageous behaviour, and the existence of cults of 
παθήματα, including αἰδώς, investigated by Richer,31 witnesses the ritualised en-
gagement with and reflection on these determinants of civic behaviour. The institu-
tional spaces in which such public deliberation took place were different from those 
typical of Athens – the household, the Trojan court, the public messes rather than 
the Council, the Assembly or the theatre – but courage, αἰδώς, the appropriate role 
models and standards of behaviour, were as continually debated in Homeric Greece, 
in Crete, in Sparta, as they were in Athens. And what are epic and saga, the huge 
number of stories recounting and investigating subtle variations on standard coura-
geous feats, if not “aspirational manuals”, to use Miller’s words – reflections on 
courage that, through education and cultural memory, contributed to and guided 
both the individual’s and the community’s deliberation on courageous behaviour?32

If we look out for contradictory programmatic statements about what courage 
involves, marking contradictory models of courage, what we find is instead un-
canny similarity. Thucydides is a good place to look, because his speeches capture 
ideological stances, fault lines and contradictions at their most sophisticated.33 
This is not the place for a systematic examination of the treatment of courage in 
Thucydides, but a few examples will allow us to draw some provisional conclu-
sions. It is interesting to compare what Archidamus, king of Sparta, says about 

30 See Richer 1999, 97–99 for a discussion of these passages. Richer also suggests that, in the 
episode with Leotychides and Demaratus at Hdt. 6.67, the question of Leotychides’ messenger 
to Demaratus implied Demaratus’ fear of being ridiculed, but Demaratus’ reply is instead char-
acterised by αἰδώς (as shown by κατακαλυψάμενος ἤιε, the act of covering his head out of 
αἰδώς, see Cairns 1996; 2002).

31 Richer 1998, 217–33; 1999.
32 Miller 2000, 128–29.
33 The literature on these speeches is immense. See the summaries in Jebb 1973 and Pelling 

2009. On whether the speeches are faithful representations of what was said, see e. g. Yunis 
1996; Rengakos 1996, who argue, sensibly, that they are not neutral transcripts – they are 
Thucydides’ creation, and respond to Thucydides’ authorial intention. In defence of their histo-
ricity see e. g. Kagan 1975; Garrity 1998; Bosworth 2000.
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195Courage in War and the Courage of the War Dead

courage in Book 1 with what Pericles says in his Funeral Speech. Archidamus 
states:

Our discipline (τὸ εὔκοσμον) makes us both brave in war and sensible in policy (εὔβουλοι): 
brave, because moderation (σωφροσύνη) is the greater part of shame (αἰδὼς), and shame 
(αἰσχύνη) the greater part of courage (εὐψυχία); sensible, because our tough training leaves 
us too naïve (ἀμαθέστερον) to question the laws and too controlled to disobey them. […] It is 
always our principle to make practical plans on the assumption of an intelligent enemy, and not 
to let our hopes reside in the likelihood of his mistakes, but in the security of our own precau-
tions. (Th. 1.84; trans. Hammond)

Archidamus emphasises that moderation (σωφροσύνη) and courage (εὐψυχία) are 
the main reasons for the Spartans’ martial prowess, and these are prompted by 
αἰδὼς and αἰσχύνη, as respect for others and for the values and rules of conduct that 
underpin the community, and the shame felt if one fails to behave accordingly.34 
That all this has a strong deliberative component is stressed by the complementary 
focus on εὐβουλία, which is prompted by education and the Spartans’ respect for 
the laws. Commentators have noticed that the Thucydidean speeches answer one 
another, pick up themes and arguments across different episodes, and develop com-
plex ideological polemics.35 This is what the references to obeying the laws and 
ἀμαθία are doing here: they are implicit criticisms of Athenian democracy, in which, 
according to oligarchic critics such as the Old Oligarch ([Xen.] Ath. Pol. 1–8, cf. 
[Arist.] Ath. Pol. 41; Arist. Pol. 1292A1–7, 1298B13–15), the people in the Assem-
bly have more authority than the laws, and excessive ‘cleverness’ and refinement 
make the citizens question the laws, doubt their duties and responsibilities, make 
them unruly, soft and cowardly. This conceptualisation of Spartan military courage 
implicitly denies Athens’ claim to courage.

Thucydides provides the Athenian answer to this stance in the context of war 
commemoration, with which the Athenians defined communal standards of courage. 
Pericles’ Funeral Speech answers this criticism with counter criticisms that deny the 
Spartans’ claim to courage.36 But the underlying criteria and idea of courage are the 
same. First of all, even Th. 2.37, the paragraph usually singled out by historians (and 
politicians) as a celebration of the democratic political institutions of deliberation, 
starts with a reference to the laws and ends with the claim that the Athenians respect 
their laws out of fear – precisely like the Spartans.37 It even states that the Athenians 
absolutely respect, in particular, those unwritten laws that bring universal shame in 

34 See Hussey 1985, 123–29 on this speech.
35 See e. g. Rengakos 1996 for the connections between speeches.
36 See Harris 2006, 29–39 for the polarity in this speech between Athenians and Spartans. On the 

genre of the funeral speech see Proietti in this volume, Loraux 1986 and, as a selection of 
recent discussions, Ziolkowski 1981; Thomas 1989, 196–237; Parker 1996, 131–41; Mills 
1997, 58–78; Herrman 2009, 3–26; Low 2010; Shear 2013. On Pericles’ speech see at least 
Hornblower 1987, 45–65; Harris 2006, 29–39; Bosworth 2000. Longo 2000 provides a 
commentary with extensive bibliography at pp. 101–111. Cf. Avramenko 2011, 87–98 and 
Balot 2014, 25–46. For Pericles the orator see Azoulay 2014, 40–51.

37 See Canfora 2006, 7–35 and Hansen 2008 for a diatribe on this passage, and Harris 2006, 
29–39 for a sensible exegesis. Canfora 2011, 4–15 reads Pericles’ statement as a demystifying 
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the community to those that violate them. Good behaviour is due to formal and in-
formal social sanction. Thucydides’ Pericles does not delineate here alternative val-
ues and ideas – he endorses the values and ideas that the Spartans (and all Greeks) 
hold dear. His is a reaction to the accusations that such values and ideas do not apply 
to Athens because of its democracy. At Th. 2.39 Pericles moves to discussing war, 
and vindicates Athenian courage (εὐψυχία, the term used by Archidamus).

We differ too from our enemies in our approach to military matters. The difference is this. 
We maintain an open city, and never expel foreigners or prevent anyone from finding out or 
observing what they will – we do not hide things when sight of them might benefit an enemy: 
our reliance is not so much on preparation and concealment as on our own innate spirit for cou-
rageous action. In education also they follow an arduous regime, training for manliness right 
from childhood, whereas we have a relaxed lifestyle but are still just as ready as they to go out 
and face our equivalent dangers. […] If then we choose to approach dangers in an easy frame of 
mind, not with constant practice in hardship, and to meet them with the courage which is born 
of character rather than compulsion, the result is that we do not have to suffer in advance the 
pain which we shall face later, and when we do face it we show ourselves just as courageous as 
those who have spent a lifetime of labour. (Th. 2.39; trans. Hammond)

The argument is constructed as an implicit answer to the kind of criticism that adver-
saries levy against Athens. Spartans may claim that, by allowing the city to be en-
tirely open to external influence, the Athenians allow their ἦθος to be corrupted and 
undermine the civic cohesion that underpins courage. That makes the Athenians soft 
and cowardly. Pericles counters that the Athenians do not need strategies and tricks 
to keep themselves courageous. They just are, and can rely on it – unlike the Spar-
tans, who are implicitly accused of being cowardly, and needing ruses to force them-
selves to be courageous. Spartan courage is described as inferior because it is not 
‘native’, but forced.38 The Spartans argue that the Athenians do not adequately train 
for war, and are therefore soft and cowardly. Pericles counters that the Spartans need 
to be trained and coerced into courageous action, whereas the Athenians do not need 
to – they just are, and their courage is all the more impressive for this.

Are these different conceptualisations of courage?39 Not really. The Spartans 
paint a picture of the Athenian ἦθος that disqualifies the Athenians from courage – 
they are unprepared, cowardly, unwilling to run risks for the polis, whereas the 
Spartans are courageous because they are trained, civically minded and practice 
εὐβουλία. Pericles counters that the Athenians do behave courageously and run 
risks for the good of the city, and do it willingly and deliberately, not as a result of 
training and coercion – training and coercion are for him a replacement for the de-
liberate will to act courageously. The same conceptualisation of courage (not differ-

account of democracy, and so does Giangiulio 2015, 58–61. Harris 2006, 29–39 stresses the 
polemical and ‘oppositional’ nature of the account.

38 On this aspect see Hornblower 2010, 250–74.
39 I should state that my analysis here of the (lack of) difference between Spartan and Athenian 

(and indeed more widely Greek) values of courage and shame is in line with non ‘exceptionalist’ 
views of Sparta fostered particularly by Stephen Hodkinson and the Nottingham’s Centre for 
Spartan and Peloponnesian Studies. For the important debate about Spartan exceptionalism see 
in particular the exchange between Hodkinson and Hansen in Hodkinson 2009 (pp. 385–498).
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197Courage in War and the Courage of the War Dead

ent conceptualisations) underpins differing assessments, but the discourse is possi-
ble because ultimately the Athenians and the Spartans agree on what courage is – it 
has to do with will and deliberation (εὐβουλία) to run risks for a greater good, that 
of the city. The passage most often used to argue for a distinctive rational view of 
courage typical of democratic Athens, taken once again from Pericles Funeral 
Speech, and therefore from the context of war commemoration, should be read, in-
stead, once again polemically:

We are all involved in either the proper formulation or at least the proper review of policy, 
thinking that what cripples action (τοῖς ἔργοις) is not talk (τοὺς λόγους), but rather the fail-
ure to talk through the policy (λόγῳ) before proceeding to the required action (ἔργῳ). This 
is another difference between us and others, which gives us our exceptional combination of 
daring (τολμᾶν) and deliberation (ἐκλογίζεσθαι) about the objective – whereas with others their 
courage relies on ignorance (ἀμαθία), and for them to deliberate (λογισμὸς) is to hesitate. True 
strength of spirit would rightly be attributed to those who have the sharpest perception of both 
terrors and pleasures and through that knowledge do not shrink from danger. (Th. 2.40.2–3; 
trans. Hammond)

A common criticism of Athenian democracy was that the Athenians discuss too 
much, at the expense of action – democratic deliberation makes them cowardly and 
indecisive, as Demosthenes loves to tell them (e. g. D. 4.36–7). Pericles counters that 
this is not the case, and the repetition of the logos/ergon antithesis in the passage is 
exploited to signal and neutralize this problem: the Athenians talk, yes, but then they 
act. They have the εὐβουλία necessary for true courage. Otherwise you have men 
that are bold because they do not understand the risks, and cowardly when they do. 
This is implicit criticism of the Spartans: they don’t deliberate enough, are coura-
geous only out of ignorance, and when they do deliberate they become cowardly. But 
this criticism is not in the name of an alternative idea of courage. It stings precisely 
because the Spartans also believe that εὐβουλία is essential to courage.

Pericles finally summarizes what this courage that the war dead have so re-
markably embodied really looks like: “And when you realize [Athens’] greatness, 
reflect that it was men who made her great, by their daring (τολμῶντες), by their 
recognition of what they had to do (γιγνώσκοντες τὰ δέοντα), and by their shame 
(αἰσχυνόμενοι)” (Th. 2.43.1). There is no real difference between this definition of 
courage and that provided by Archidamus: courage has to do with having the daring 
to run risks, and with deliberating and understanding what is right and what is ex-
pected (τὰ δέοντα), moved by shame as a socially enforced as well as internalized 
check on one’s behaviour, out of respect for the values of the community.

If we move to other texts, also from the context of war commemoration, but 
ones that affirm what the Athenians believe courage to be outside of a direct ideo-
logical polemic with Sparta, the statements are even more striking. Demosthenes, 
in his Funeral Speech after the Athenian defeat at Chaeronea, makes the virtue and 
courage of the war dead depend on their upbringing, on their belonging to a com-
munity of relatives, friends and fellow-citizens.40

40 On Demosthenes’ Funeral Speech see Worthington 2006, 21–25 and MacDowell 2009, 
372–77.
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From the beginning, these men excelled in all aspects of their upbringing; at each stage of life, 
they had the appropriate training, and they pleased all those whom they should have – parents, 
friends, relatives. […] And when they arrived at manhood, they made their character known. 
[…] For the beginning of all virtue is wisdom – indeed it is – and the end is courage: with the 
one a person understands what should be done; with the other he carries it out. These men ex-
celled by far in both. For if any danger threatened all the Greeks in common, these men were 
first to recognize it, and so often they exhorted everyone to save the situation, which is an illus-
tration of purpose and right thinking. […] Coming forward and eagerly offering everything – 
bodies, money, and allies – they marched to the test of the battle, in which they spared nothing, 
not even their lives. (D. 60.16–18; trans. Worthington)

Recognition of danger is necessary to make courageous action willing and deliber-
ate. The war dead had the training and upbringing that granted them this euboulia,41 
and their courageous disposition was anticipated by their ability to conform to so-
cial standards and identify the correct course of action – to conform to the Athenian 
ethos. In war, they showed that they were willing to risk everything – even their 
lives – for the polis. This ability to identify what is right and honourable (what is 
best for the city) – the essential ‘noble end’ towards which courageous action must 
tend – is due to a code of conduct that is both internalized and enforced by social 
sanction, that is by shame: “All these men feared such criticisms, quite rightly, and 
to avoid the shame of future reprimands, they stalwartly faced the danger coming 
from our enemies, and chose a noble death rather than a disgraceful life” (D. 60.26; 
trans. Worthington). Likewise, Brasidas at Th. 5.9 urges the Spartan allies to re-
member “that in order to have success in war a soldier needs determination, shame, 
and obedience to his commanders”.

All this ultimately converged towards courageous action: marching to the test 
of battle, standing side-by-side with one’s fellow citizens, not abandoning one’s 
place (e. g. A. Pers. 1025; Ar. Pax 1177–8; E. El. 388–90). It involved overcoming 
fear (Lys. 14.15), and deliberately accepting the possibility of being wounded (E. 
HF 159–164) or killed (Ph. 999–1002; Lys. 2.14–15; Th. 2.42.4).42 This under-
standing of courage was enshrined in the laws of the city: the Athenian law on 
δειλία gave a representative but not exhaustive list of ‘cowardly’ actions, and the 
most prominent entries in the list were λιποτάξιον – leaving one’s place in the line – 
and ἀστρατεία – not showing up for duty. Other entries, variations on the theme, 
were ἀναυμαχίου (desertion from the fleet) and throwing away one’s shield.43 Not 
to leave one’s place in battle in any circumstance is the fundamental understanding 
of Spartan courage too – that is what the famous epigram of the Thermopylae im-
plies: “Go tell the Spartans, stranger, / that here, obedient to their laws, we lie” (Hdt. 
7.228.2). This standard was so important that Aristodemus, despite Herodotus’ as-
sessment of his performance at Plataea as the most impressive, was not deemed by 
the Spartans to have acquitted himself as well as others because he left his position 

41 Courage (and αἰδώς) are connected with upbringing already by Hector (Hom. Il. 6.441–6), see 
above.

42 See e. g. Pritchard 2013, 183.
43 See Harris 2013, 217–22 and Hamel 1998, who shows correctly that ἀστρατεία and λιποτάξιον 

are different offences, but fails to see that they are subcategories of δειλία.

This material is under copyright. Any use outside of the narrow boundaries 
of copyright law is illegal and may be prosecuted.  

This applies in particular to copies, translations, microfilming  
as well as storage and processing in electronic systems. 

© Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart 2019



199Courage in War and the Courage of the War Dead

and rushed forward like a madman (Hdt. 9.71.2–3). If a Spartan failed to live up to 
this standard, his status became that of a ‘trembler’, dishonoured, with no rights and 
standing, shunned by his fellow citizens, forbidden from marrying women of Spar-
tiate status, liable to be hit by anyone, and forced to go about unkempt, dressed in 
rags, with the beard half shaven (Plu. Ages. 30.3).44 Significantly, the Athenian 
penalty for cowardice was, likewise, ἀτιμία – dishonour and disenfranchisement 
(D. 15.32; [D.] 59.27; D. 21.103; Aeschin. 3.176). When Socrates asks Laches, in 
the homonymous dialogue, what courage is, Laches first answers that courage is 
sticking to your post in battle (190e). Socrates does not disagree – he just suggests 
that this is perhaps too narrow (191a–192b).45 But Aristotle (EN III 7.1115b11–
1117b22) also concludes that true courage is possible only in hoplitic warfare – 
sticking to one’s post in defence of the city.46 This general understanding of cour-
age, common to all Greeks, finds an exceptional formulation in the Athenian 
Ephebic Oath,47 which young Athenian men pronounced when they entered the 
ephebic service, and which stresses the centrality of hoplitic courage, and of the 
cohesion on which hoplitic warfare depends:

I shall not bring shame upon the sacred weapons nor shall I desert the man beside me, wherever 
I stand in the line. I shall fight in defence of things sacred and profane and I shall not hand the 
fatherland on lessened, but greater and better both as far as I am able and with all. And I shall 
be obedient to whoever exercise power reasonably on any occasion and to the laws currently 
in force and any reasonably put into force in future. If anyone destroys these I shall not give 
them allegiance both as far as is in my own power and in union with all, and I shall honour the 
ancestral religion. (RO 88; trans. Rhodes and Osborne)

I started this chapter by pointing out that the fans and the critics of Chris Kyle do 
not really disagree on what courage is, or on whether it is a good thing. Their under-
standing of this psychological process is more or less identical: choosing deliber-
ately to perform actions towards a noble end in defiance of overwhelming risks for 
life and limb. This shared understanding is the basis for contrasting assessments of 
Kyle’s actions, which diverge according to one’s beliefs on whether theirs was re-
ally a ‘noble end’, whether they ran sufficient risk, and whether they were aware of 
the risk. But they do not disagree on what courage is, or on whether it is a virtue 
(pace Sontag and many moral philosophers). They disagree on whether one’s ac-
tions qualify. This shared understanding is also the reason for which the debate can 
happen at all. Otherwise the parties would be speaking at cross-purposes.

44 See Ducat 2006.
45 See e. g. Schmid 1992, 100–105, and, in general, on courage in the Laches Hobbs 2000, 76–

112. For overviews of scholarship on this dialogue see Woodruff 1987, 111–13 and Balot 
2014, 130–31.

46 See especially Deslauriers 2003 and Rabbås 2015, 637–38.
47 The oath is preserved in a fourth century inscription from Acharnae (RO 88), and in slightly 

modernised versions in Poll. 8.105–6A and Stob. 43.48. See Siewert 1972, 1977; Rhodes/Os-
borne 2003, 440–49; Sommerstein/Bayliss 2013, 13–22. For a recent treatment of hoplite war-
fare and its focus on cohesion see Echeverria 2012, with a discussion of previous scholarship 
and a review of the debate. See also for general discussions van Wees 2004 and Kagan/Vig-
giano 2013, and Crowley 2012 for an innovative discussion of the psychology of the hoplite.
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The same happened in ancient Greece: fierce debates about courage, in war 
commemoration and public discourse, across geographical, ethnic and political 
boundaries, were not really debates on what courage is. Most Greeks agreed that 
courage is a virtue and a psychological process whose chief features can be safely 
identified through the prototypical image of the hoplite sticking to his post in de-
fence of the polis.48 That is the baseline on which disagreements, ideological bat-
tles, and debates across political and constitutional divides were built. The question 
was, fundamentally: what regime is best at fostering this courage that everyone 
finds so desirable? There was no distinctive democratic conceptualisation of cour-
age – it was precisely because the baseline was shared that this debate was so fierce 
and compelling.49

My last question is: why is this debate still so compelling to us? On the one 
hand, it seems clear that, across cultures and millennia, we are still talking, recog-
nizably, of the same psychological process, conceptualised in a comparable man-
ner:50 choosing consciously and deliberately to do what one (and one’s community) 
believes to be the right thing in the face of danger for life and limb. But, “as ever, it 
is only once one has established the extent to which the concepts of another culture 
resemble those of one’s own that one can begin to pursue the question of how they 
differ”.51 And the difference seems to be in a more explicit conceptualisation of the 
role of honour, shame, externally enforced and internalized standards of conduct, 
functioning as both the emotional triggers and the deliberative grounds for courage. 
We like to believe that such features are typical of more primitive ‘shame societies’, 
and have little place in a democratic society, founded on individual freedom and 
free speech.52 Demosthenes, talking about the war dead of Chaeronea, disagreed:

Many factors undoubtedly contributed to their character, not least of which was our constitu-
tion, which inspired them. […] democracies have many noble and just qualities, to which sensi-
ble people must be loyal, and in particular freedom of speech, which cannot be prevented from 
showing the truth because it is based on speaking the truth. Those who do something wrong 

48 See Rosen/Sluiter 2003, 5–8, 13–20 for a discussion of Greek prototypical courage. Recent 
developments in the theory of concept-formation and categorization show that conceptual cat-
egories have an internal structure, and that particular instances of the category have special 
status as ‘best examples’ or prototypes, see e. g. Lakoff 1987, especially pp. 39–68; Kleiber 
1990, building on Rosch 1978.

49 Contra Bassi 2003, 46, 56, who believes that courage was a contested concept marked by con-
ceptual uncertainty. Roisman 2003 stresses rightly that courage was a negotiable concept, and 
Balot 2004a, 407 n. 3 that courage was a “non-arbitrary, as well as a negotiable, abstraction”. 
I agree that there was plenty of rhetorical negotiation about courage, but I am unconvinced that 
this negotiation was about what courage is, but rather about who concretely qualifies as coura-
geous.

50 This fundamental similarity emerges starkly from the investigation carried out in Miller 2000. 
This is also the conclusion of the investigation of Rate et al. 2007. Contra Avramenko 2011, 
20, who paints a radically historicist picture of courage.

51 I take this formulation from Cairns 2013, 97.
52 See e. g. Pitt-Rivers 1965; Skinner 1978, 101; Kinner 1978, 101; Berger 1984; and the 

philosophical positions criticised in Rabbås 2015. Miller 2000, 178–84 shows how difficult 
it is to find examples of courage independent from shame.
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cannot possibly win over everyone; and a single man voicing the appropriate reprimand does 
not cause the offender pain. And those who themselves would never speak a slanderous word 
are pleased to hear it spoken by another. All these men feared such criticisms, quite rightly, and 
to avoid the shame of future reprimands, they stalwartly faced the danger coming from our en-
emies, and chose a noble death rather than a disgraceful life. (D. 60.25–26; trans. Worthington)

In his account – once in again in the context of war commemoration, which puts the 
relevant ideological dynamics into sharp focus – freedom of speech (parrhesia) 
does indeed, as scholars have claimed, distinguish Athens from cities like Sparta.53 
But it distinguishes it inasmuch as it makes the mechanism of honour/shame more 
comprehensive and effective, not because it replaces them: social sanction is read-
ier and surer, and therefore fear of shame and the feeling of honour have more 
purchase on the individual, who therefore behaves more courageously.54 The moti-
vational forces that underpin courageous behaviour are not conceptualised as dif-
ferent from those at work in Sparta and in primitive “shame societies” – shame and 
honour are fundamental components of courage (as its emotional and deliberative 
groundings), and are explicitly recognised as such. Demosthenes’s argument is in-
stead that Athens’s constitutional system is the most effective at enabling these 
mechanisms to do their job – fostering courageous behaviour. Paradoxically, in De-
mosthenes’ account, Athens’ democratic constitutional system is superior because it 
makes the mechanisms of shame and honour more central to its workings, enlisting 
them more effectively for the good of the city.55
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53 See the essays in Rosen/Sluiter 2003, with previous bibliography.
54 In this sense, I am unconvinced by the claim in Balot 2014, 15 that “the orators’ discussions 

of free speech as supportive of […] courage further the case for the distinctiveness of demo-
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INTRODUCTIVE SECTION

Maurizio Giangiulio (University of Trento), Do Societies Remember?  
The Notion of ‘Collective Memory’: Paradigms and Problems  

(from Maurice Halbwachs on)

The notion of ‘collective memory’ was introduced by Maurice Halbwachs in the 
first half of the 20th century. Nowadays, on the one hand the expression ‘collective 
memory’ resonates everywhere, from the field of historiography to the public use of 
history, from political discourse to scholastic and journalistic language. On the 
other hand, it is criticized according to arguments which seem to ignore decades of 
theoretical reflection, as well as historiographic and anthropologic practice. This 
paper deals with the most basic criticism of Halbwachs’ concept of ‘collective 
memory’, that he attributes a typically individual function – memory – to an alleged 
collective subject, and moves it too far out of the individual sphere. I first discuss 
the scholarly reception of Halbwachs’ ideas; then, through an in-depth analysis of 
Halbwachs’ three major works (Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire [1925]; La to-
pographie légendaire des Évangiles en Terre Sainte [1941]; La mémoire collective 
[1950]), I show both the inconsistency of the abovementioned criticism, and the 
pivotal role of Halbwachs’ theorization in the field of the sociology of memory, 
anthropology and historiography.

collective memory – social frames of memory – mnemotechnics –  
sociology of memory – cultural memory

Elena Franchi (University of Trento), Memories of Winners and Losers.  
Historical Remarks on Why Societies Remember and Commemorate Wars 

Why do societies remember, and even commemorate, wars? Why do they insist on 
remembering instead of forgetting an event which is highly traumatic? In fact, our 
insistence on remembering wars goes against one of the basic tendencies outlined 
by polemology, according to which forgetting the suffering of war is structural and 
periodical. The question becomes even more puzzling when we think that the losers 
as well as the winners remember war, and not just in commemoration rituals for the 
dead, where the relevance of commemoration seems self-evident, since it ensures 
that the fallen are remembered and mourned (although, in fact, much more is actu-
ally going on), but in almost every figure of memory. This paper tries to solve this 
problem by investigating some historical case-studies. Issues such as post-war 
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trauma, collective memories, theories of nationalism, ways of expressing a sense of 
belonging, military reputation, future expectations and the sacred dimension of 
wars are addressed. The last part of the paper investigates some challenges facing 
scholars engaged with ancient sources, such as lack of evidence, remediation, inter-
mediality, the risks of dealing with allegedly gendered narratives.

collective war memories – polemology – remediation – intermediality – 
gendered narratives

Giorgia Proietti (University of Trento), Can an Ancient Truth Become an  
Old Lie? A Few Methodological Remarks Concerning Current Comparative 

Research on War and its Aftermath

Explicitly comparative studies which analyse aspects of ancient history with refer-
ence to comparanda from the modern world are becoming more and more frequent 
in historical research. War and its aftermath have always been a favourite topic of 
comparative historical research, in the political, military and socio-economic 
spheres, and, more recently, in relation to collective emotions, psychological reac-
tions and forms of commemoration. Serving, to some extent, as an introduction to 
the whole book, this essay discusses several case studies concerning the experience 
of war and post-war (commemoration of war and war dead in public discourse and 
monumentality; the multimedia representation of war; post-war trauma), which 
scholars have already approached from a relatively consistent comparative stand-
point. Its aim is not to treat each case study in detail, but to comment on them from 
a methodological perspective, in order to show, through a few relevant examples, 
the need to avoid perfunctory comparisons between ancient and modern phenom-
ena, and instead to pursue a coherent historical contextualization.

war memorials – war trauma – public discourse – commemoration –  
historical contextualization

SECTION I
WAR MEMORIALS: OBJECTS IN PERFORMANCE

Lilah Grace Canevaro (University of Edinburgh), Commemoration through 
Objects? Homer on the Limitations of Material Memory

Homeric women use objects to negotiate their agency, to express themselves and, 
as not conventionally spotlighted protagonists, to contribute to the action. Objects 
used by women in Homer can be symbolically significant and powerfully character-
ising. They can be tools of recognition and identification. They can pause narrative 
and be used agonistically. They can send messages and be vessels for memory. 
However, they are not infallible. This chapter considers the limitations of both 
women as objects and women and objects, in terms of the commemoration of the 
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Trojan War and its heroes. It looks at how Homer reflects on the limitations of ob-
jects; how the memories encased in objects are presented as transient; the gendered 
aspect of this transience; and how objects as commemorators of war are consist-
ently presented as inferior to the medium of poetry. More generally, this chapter 
propagates what Vital Materialist Jane Bennett has called “attentiveness to things”. 
It constitutes a case study in a methodology: that of reading Homeric epic not pri-
marily through narrative or character, but through the objects which punctuate the 
poems.

epic – materiality – memory – gender – entanglement

Birgit Bergmann (Universität Regensburg), Beyond Victory and Defeat.  
Commemorating Battles Prior to the Persian Wars

With the emergence of the polis in early Greece war with its potential for victory, 
land and booty or defeat, loss and even annihilation became one of the most vital 
common tasks. Commemorating battles, burying the war dead, and honouring the 
gods, therefore became a common task, too. The paper focuses on the question what 
was done in this respect in the time before the beginning of the Persian Wars in 500 
B. C. First and foremost, the different activities of a commemorative nature that 
could follow a military conflict will be discussed for an overview of the variety of 
forms which the commemoration of battles could take in pre-classical times, namely 
the tropaia, the graves, the honours, the ritual acts, festivals, cults, cult statues and 
cult places, and – last but not least – the dedications. Next this paper will address 
the question of whether there are any observable changes in practice over time and, 
if this is the case, how these could be explained.

commemoration of battles – archaic times – tropaIa – dedications –  
dedicatory inscriptions

Holger Baitinger (Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum Mainz),  
Commemoration of War in Archaic and Classical Greece. Battlefields,  

Tombs and Sanctuaries

In Archaic and Classical Greece (late 8th – 4th centuries B. C.) war and commemora-
tion of war were virtually omnipresent. Burial mounds and other grave monuments 
both in regular cemeteries and on battlefields remembered fallen soldiers. On the 
battlefields, the victors usually erected victory monuments (tropaia), in earlier times 
made of wood and captured weapons, since the Classical period more and more built 
of stone and therefore persistent. Besides that, arms and armour were dedicated to 
the gods in important sanctuaries of the city-states or in ‘international’ Panhellenic 
cult places like Olympia, Delphi or Isthmia, especially between the second half of 
the 8th and the second half of the 5th century B. C. Since about 500 B. C., spoils of 
war were increasingly replaced in sanctuaries by other long-living monuments like 
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statues (or groups of statues), treasuries, temples or other buildings financed by 
booty of war. In the 5th century B. C., captured arms and armour seem to have lost 
more and more their religious significance and to have gained an increased political 
meaning. Spoils and buildings financed by booty of war moved from sanctuaries to 
the political and administrative centre of the city-states, the agora.

archaic and classical greece – mass burials (polyandrIa) – victory  
monuments (tropaIa) – greek sanctuaries – dedication of arms and armour

James Roy (University of Nottingham), Memorials of War in Pausanias

Pausanias offers extensive coverage of memorials and memories of war in the many 
communities of central and southern Greece, and clearly believed that war was a 
major and important element of the Greek past. Though his account of memorials 
at Olympia, Delphi, and Athens is rich, this paper concentrates on other communi-
ties. The wars concerned were, with rare exceptions, remote in Pausanias’ day, and 
the time elapsed had allowed memories to be reshaped. Pausanias was well-read in 
Greek history, but took much of his information from local people in the communi-
ties visited, especially the local elite. In rare cases mistakes by Pausanias himself 
can be identified, but much more often the local tradition which he generally fol-
lows had reshaped events, frequently attaching the preferred version of history to 
visible monuments: some specific examples are considered in detail.

pausanias – war – local history – memorials – memory

Nina Fehrlen-Weiss (Universität Tübingen), The Thirty Years’ War in German 
Commemorative Culture from the Beginning of the Holy Roman Empire to  

the Present – An Overview

Germany now has quite a diverse and lively commemorative culture in relation to 
the Thirty Years᾿ War, originating, on the one hand, in a long tradition and, on the 
other, in new initiatives: both are tied to the denominational ῾heroes᾿, to great bat-
tles and – inevitably – to the Peace of Westphalia. The emphasis of these commem-
orations has evolved over time, as when, for example, after the Coalition Wars and 
the subsequent end of the Holy Roman Empire, the Peace of Westphalia was no 
longer a constitutional reality. After World War II, the memorial landscape was di-
vided, with West and East Germany making different commemorative choices. Eu-
ropean politicians moved the Peace of Westphalia into the center of the shared 
memory. There is also, however, a rich, ῾unofficial᾿, commemorative culture sur-
rounding the Thirty Years᾿ War, which is mostly upheld by non-historians. The 
motives of those who cultivate the recollection of this war on the regional and local 
level have changed only slightly, if at all; their commemoration is primarily an ex-
pression of love for their native country. On the other hand, since the 19th century, 
commemorative forms have also aimed to attract tourism. Overall, the first half of 
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the 17th century was an important chapter in German history, which continues to 
reverberate now.

historical culture – commemorative culture – memorial landscape – 
peace of westphalia – remembering peace

Simone Bellezza (University of Naples “Federico II”), Nation Building  
through Commemoration: Stalinism, WW II, and Holocaust Memorials  

in post-Soviet Ukraine

This essay illustrates the development of the politics of memory in post-Soviet 
Ukraine through an analysis of the building and/or adaptation of the main four me-
morials in the country: the Museum of the History of Ukraine in the Second World 
War, the Memorial of the Holocaust in Babyn Yar, the Memorial of the Victims of 
Stalinist Repressions in Bykivnia, and the Memorial of the Holodomor. Starting 
with a description of the univocal Soviet politics of memory of WWII (called the 
Great Patriotic War), I then describe the changes that occurred after 1991: the 
post-Soviet state was not able to elaborate a clear politics of memory in its first 
decade of existence and therefore followed the lead of the Ukrainian dissidents 
who, during the Soviet period, had commemorated Stalin’s purges as the nation’s 
greatest tragedy. A real turning point occurred in the Jushchenko presidency, which 
elevated the 1932/1933 famine to the status of national holocaust, promoting a spe-
cific memorialization both in Ukraine and abroad. The essay concludes by underlin-
ing the importance of building and exploiting victim memorials in the construction 
of an effective politics of memory.

politics of memory – memorial – post-soviet ukraine – holodomor –  
holocaust

SECTION II
WAR DEAD: FROM CITIZENS TO SYMBOLS

Mirko Canevaro (University of Edinburgh), Courage in War and the Courage of 
the War Dead – Ancient and Modern Reflections

Recent approaches to ‘courage’ in Athenian democracy and more widely in demo-
cratic thought have isolated a notion of ‘democratic’ courage involving rational 
deliberation and opposed it to more primitive forms of ‘courage’ fueled by shame 
and typical of ‘honor’ or ‘shame’ cultures. This chapter questions these approaches 
by stressing the cognitive elements of Homeric and archaic courage and, indeed, 
shame, and focusing then on Athenian representations of courage, particularly in 
funeral speeches for the war dead. It stresses the relevance of honor and shame in 
these representations, isolates the prototypicality of hoplitic courage, and ultimately 
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stresses that far from being primitive, notions of honor and shame were understood 
as fundamental to values of parrhesia, lawfulness and democratic courage.

courage – democracy – athens – shame – war dead

Blanka Misic (Champlain Lennoxville College - Bishop’s University, Canada), 
Cognitive Aspects of Funerary Commemoration of Soldiers and Veterans in 

Roman Poetovio

The present paper employs cognitive theory, specifically Harvey Whitehouse’s 
Modes of Religiosity theory, in order to examine funerary and commemorative 
practices among Roman soldiers and veterans during the first two centuries A. D. in 
the colonia of Poetovio (Pannonia Superior). By relying on inscribed funerary mon-
uments in stone as primary evidence, the paper draws similarities between the 
transfer of religious and funerary ritual practices, arguing that funerary rituals were 
transmitted, learned, and kept alive through frequent repetition as well as through 
the close emotional connections between the participants. Since the funerary mon-
ument acted as a mnemonic device, it therefore became the primary medium 
through which the deceased’s identity and memory were negotiated, constructed, 
preserved, and transferred. The funerary monuments of soldiers and veterans at 
Poetovio display how they navigated between the military and civilian spheres, 
helping to create a new imperial provincial culture.

pannonia – poetovio – funerary commemoration – ritual – army

Johannes Birgfeld (Universität des Saarlandes), Commemorating  
War and War Dead in the 18th Century German Speaking World

This paper presents a synopsis of the different strategies and practices of commem-
orating war and war dead employed in 18th century Germany. These acts of com-
memoration assumed very different forms, ranging from celebrations on the battle 
field, holding a Te deum laudamus, celebratory canon fire, and public displays of 
military trophies to honorary portals, equestrian statues, triumphal arches, armour-
ies, tombs, paintings, vivat ribbons, medals, poems, epics, prose texts, and pam-
phlets. The paper also demonstrates how, although the courts had the greatest inter-
est in, and funds for, staging and shaping the ways in which military events and 
victims of war were commemorated, the middle classes successfully managed to 
take part in, develop their own, and sometimes subvert, forms of public commem-
oration of war and war dead. However, those who suffered most on the battle fields, 
the lowest classes and ranks, hardly ever had the means to record their ‘sacrifice’ 
and commemorate it for posterity.

war monuments – commemoration – prayers –subversion – literary 
memorials

This material is under copyright. Any use outside of the narrow boundaries 
of copyright law is illegal and may be prosecuted.  

This applies in particular to copies, translations, microfilming  
as well as storage and processing in electronic systems. 

© Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart 2019



Abstracts and keywords

Marco Mondini (Fondazione Bruno Kessler, Trento – University of Padua), 
Brothers and Heroes. Literary Sources on Death in First World War  

(the Italian Case)

In Italy, from the 1920s, soldiers’ autobiographical writings of the First World War 
represented the ‘theatre of memory’ to the next generation: they handed down their 
meanings of intervention, mobilization and sacrifice. These writings are character-
ized by two elements in particular. The first is the recurring theme of self-sacrifice. 
At the core of all war stories lies the experience of fighting and death; this is a lim-
inal experience that fixes one’s relation to war. The second characteristic is the au-
thor’s profile. The narrator of the ‘warrior phenomenon’ is almost invariably a 
young reserve officer, which usually means a twenty-year old middle-class man, 
often a high-school graduate or university student, reasonably well-versed in the 
Classics. Thus, the wartime testimony of Italian writing is centered on a heroic 
collectivity. However, unlike the Classical prototype of Achilles, the Homeric tri-
umphant hero who willingly accepts war and death in order to achieve eternal glory, 
the sacrifice of the modest Italian brother in arms is principally for his small com-
munity of fellow soldiers. They too, however, are to be remembered as great heroes 
within the context of this understated epic.

soldiers’ autobiographical writings – first world war – self-sacrifice – 
homeric heroes – brothers in arms

SECTION III
NARRATIVES OF WAR:  

HISTORIOGRAPHY, PUBLIC DISCOURSE, AND CULTURAL MEMORY

Roel Konijnendijk (University of Leiden), A Terrifying Name:  
The Spartan Reputation as a Weapon of War

Part of the commemoration of war is the way the military achievements of an army 
or people are remembered by others. For the Classical Spartans, this form of com-
memoration proved a distinct advantage. Their famous ideal never to retreat or 
surrender, along with their reputation for military skill, made other Greeks afraid to 
face them in battle. Aware of the terror they inspired, the Spartans did their best to 
enhance the effect, introducing intimidating dress and drill to make their advance 
into battle a uniquely unnerving spectacle. Their efforts paid off; in several key 
engagements, their enemies refused to fight them, and fled before a blow was struck. 
This allowed the Spartans to gain victories at minimal risk, and to retain their he-
gemony against the odds. Two parallel narratives found in Thucydides and Xeno-
phon reveal Spartan efforts to restore their reputation when it was tarnished, first on 
Sphakteria, and then at Leuktra – proof of their desire to protect their dreaded name 
as a potent weapon of war.

classical greece – sparta – tactics – military history – historiography
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Elena Franchi (University of Trento), The Memory of the Sacred Wars and  
Some Origin Stories

According to a reconstruction that is partly ancient and partly modern, the First 
Sacred War broke out in the nineties of the 6th century BC, as Thessaly, Athens and 
Sycion, with the blessing of the Amphictyony of Anthela, attacked the impious 
(asebeis) Cirrhaians, who had cultivated the sacred land surrounding the sanctuary 
of Apollo in Delphi. In fact, different archaic and classical reports of attacks on 
Delphi were merged – at the time of the Third Sacred War and in the following 
decades – into one war, probably the first. However, this first war was not invented 
ex novo, as Robertson assumed. A reconsideration of the literary sources linked to 
the archaeological remains suggests that the archaeological case for locating a ma-
jor horizon of violence and destruction in the years around and after the 580s is 
getting stronger and stronger, especially if one takes into account the dating of the 
first peribolos to the end of the 570s (at the earliest) and the destruction of the Mai-
son Rouge c. 585–575. It was – in fact – the image of the First Sacred War which 
was heavily reinvented. The reinvention of this image shaped, in turn, the origin 
stories about peoples living in Central Greece: the origin of Phlegyans, Dryopes 
and Kragalidai was some way connected to places playing a key role in the Third 
and the Fourth Sacred Wars.

first sacred war – phocians – phlegyans – dryopes – kragalidai

Mark Thorne (Brigham Young University),  
Caesar and the Challenge of Commemorating the Battle of Pharsalia

While it was customary for successful Roman generals to commemorate their vic-
tories through statues or other building projects, the most crucial victory in Caesar’s 
entire career, his defeat of Pompey at the Battle of Pharsalia in 48 BC, strikingly 
saw the least official commemoration of all his campaigns. The chief reason was 
that Pharsalia was specifically a victory in civil war, which made commemoration 
at the time by traditional means too controversial. The war’s continuation for four 
more years also meant that by the end of the conflict other victories could be cele-
brated, leading to a series of triumphs and victory monuments which commemo-
rated Caesar’s victorious status generally but largely overlooked the key victory at 
Pharsalia that made everything else possible. Nevertheless, Caesar did succeed in 
commemorating Pharsalia in other ways: his Temple to Venus Victrix indirectly 
recalled its origin as having been vowed on the eve of that battle, the date of his 
victory there (9 August) was directly commemorated in the fasti, and finally his 
own written account of Pharsalia commemorated this decisive turning point in his 
career for future generations to a degree that no building program could equal.

caesar – memory –roman victory – roman calendar – bEllum cIvIlE
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Giuseppe Albertoni (University of Trento), Heroes in aula Dei: 
Commemorating Wars and the Fallen in the Time of Charlemagne

The age of Charlemagne was defined by war, and yet these wars never led to any 
particular forms of celebration: to celebrate would have meant to allow the possi-
bility of something other than victory, and – since the actions of the King of the 
Franks and the will of God had become indistinguishable – this could not be done. 
For the Franks, therefore, the time before a war, or battle, was more important than 
the aftermath: it was before fighting that the sacred alliance with God had to be re-
affirmed, through prayer, fasting and penitence. This meant that there was no space 
for a cult of the fallen because a victorious army had to be shown to be an army 
whose ranks included no fatalities. Losses could only be admitted off the actual 
battlefield, inflicted by ‘perfidious’ enemies. Anyone – of high rank – who died thus 
could be publicly remembered, but their achievements in battle were not commem-
orated: these men were celebrated as Christian heroes, figures in whom the bellic 
and moral virtues united. The Duke, Eric; the Prefect, Gerold and the seneschal, 
Eggihard: all three fell, all three were heroes in aula Dei.

avars – carolingian warfare – charlemagne – franks – pippin of italy

Alessandro Salvador (University of Trento – Herder Institut Marburg),  
Nationalism, the Politics of Memory, and Revisionism in  

the Transnational Relations of German WWI Veterans

At the end of World War I, Germany was humiliated and punished by the post-war 
settlements. The country was considered solely responsible for the war that devas-
tated Europe and was sanctioned accordingly. This narrative, however, was utterly 
rejected by political organizations, associations and pressure groups in Germany. 
The nationalist veterans, in particular, organized in the Stahlhelm Bund der Front-
soldaten, became political subjects and, throughout the inter-war period, fought for 
a politics of memory which rejected the premises of the post-war agreements. This 
paper analyzes this politics of memory in relation to the German veterans’ transna-
tional activities and meetings with former enemies of the Entente. It also considers 
the German nationalists’ attempts to have the post-war agreements and order re-
vised, both before and after Hitler’s rise to power. The ‘informal’ diplomacy of the 
war veterans is analysed in the context of Germany’s international relations in the 
inter-war period.

veterans – politics of war – memory of war – revisionism – weimar republic
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