
 

 

Functions of Divine and Human Justice in Herodotus' Depiction of the Trojan War 

 Punishment weaves together Herodotus' Histories as it propels events forward through 

wrongs and revenges. Herodotus presents this theme most strikingly in Book 2.112-120, an 

alternate version of the Trojan War story in which King Proteus of Egypt takes Helen away from 

Paris, keeping her in Egypt for the entirety of the war, and in which Herodotus also suggests that 

the war was divinely sanctioned. Previous scholarship has focused on the image of Helen in the 

Histories (Austin, 1994), and in Greek literature generally (Worman, 1997), but she is only part 

of the larger theme of justice within the passage. This paper proposes, instead, to analyze the 

depictions of Paris and Menelaus within Books 1 and 2 in order to highlight the theme of justice 

in Book 2.112-120 and to aid in an interpretation of the divine sanctioning of the war.  

 Desmond (2003) and Boedeker (1988) describe the larger significance of punishment in 

the work, but even more can be drawn from this passage than previous research has attempted. 

This paper uses depictions of Menelaus and Paris as both ἄδικος and ἀνόσιος to clarify the 

relationship between human and divine punishment within the passage. ἄδικος applies to the 

violation of human custom, while ἀνόσιος refers to impiety and the violation of divine law. 

When taken together within the Trojan War passage, the two terms ultimately lend credence to 

Herodotus' closing remark that gods punish wrongdoing and sanctioned the destruction of Troy. 

 In the Proem of the Histories, both the Persians and the Greeks characterize Paris as 

ἄδικος (1.3, 1.5); he has violated human custom by stealing Helen from Menelaus and must be 

punished by the Greeks. However, the Egyptians note that what Paris has done is also ἀνόσιος 

because he has violated the important guest-host relationship with Menelaus (2.114, 2.115) by 

abducting Helen. Herodotus also supports this claim of the violation of hospitality in the 

description of the temple to ξείνης Ἀφροδίτης (2.112) and the priest Thonis of the Temple to 



 

 

Heracles, further aligning the Egyptian sentiment with the gods. Paris has offended the gods, and 

thus they ordain his destruction. 

 Menelaus is depicted in the same way as Paris, both ἄδικος (2.119) and ἀνόσιος (2.119), 

when he sacrifices two Egyptian youths after having been hospitably received by Proteus. The 

gods do not treat Menelaus in the same manner as Paris, though, and instead Menelaus escapes 

Egypt and is not revenged. Herodotus attempts to downplay Menelaus' action by giving him a 

voice which humanizes him and through hyperbolically describing Paris' wrongs. Menelaus' 

escape from retribution suggests a greater level of invincibility for the Greeks. 

 This paper provides a new analysis of Book 2.112-120 by showing the complexity of 

punishment within the Histories. Ultimately, when we look at Paris and Menelaus we see that 

justice is applied asymmetrically in Herodotus' Histories. Though beyond the scope of this paper, 

preferential treatment of the Greeks in the passage may aid in understanding Herodotus' view of 

the Greeks in the entire work. 
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