The Conflict of East and West as Propaganda during the Antiochene War


The conflict of East and West has a distinguished pedigree in Greek literature. The notion of interminable strife between Europe and Asia first appears in Aeschylus’ Persae and Herodotus’ Histories in the aftermath of the Persian War (480-479 B.C.). This confrontation with the Persian “Other” laid one of the cornerstones for the construction of Greek identity during the fifth century and beyond. The archetypical wars against the Asiatic Trojans and Persians became a strong component in the geopolitical thought of Isocrates which was realized, in part, in the victory of Alexander the Great over Darius III.


The theme did not, however, enter oblivion with the destruction of the Achaemenid Empire. It remained a latent, yet potent, idea throughout the Hellenistic period. The entry of Rome into the affairs of the eastern Mediterranean, and above all the war against the Seleucid king Antiochus III, led to its revival.


This paper will explore three bodies of evidence for the use of this theme in the context of the Antiochene War (192-188 B.C.). The three bodies of evidence are the historiographical tradition as represented by Polybius and Livy; the Alexandra attributed (falsely) to Lycophron of Chalcis; and a collection of oracles made by a certain Antisthenes and preserved in the Mirabilia of Phlegon of Tralles.


All that remains of Polybius’ lost account of the war are excerpts concerning some of the many embassies that passed back and forth between Rome and the Greeks. Even these few precious fragments, however, are useful for establishing the reliability on this point of Livy’s much fuller account of the war. From Livy’s account, supplemented by the Polybian fragments, it becomes clear that the separation of Europe and Asia formed a major part of the conception of the war, especially from the Greek point of view. The Romans picked up on this and placed significant emphasis on their Trojan origins as part of their bid to win support against Antiochus.


Antisthenes’ text provides a valuable insight into the ways in which supporters of Antiochus used oracles in the propaganda war against Rome. The oracles are replete with images of the carnage that a future, prophesied, king of Asia would inflict on Italy when he brings war to Europe. There is an interesting subtext in some of the oracles that seems to suggest that Rome lies outside of the dichotomy of Europe and Asia and is merely an interloper in the age-old conflict between them. The oracles in Antisthenes bear a strong resemblance to parts of the Sibylline Oracle tradition as it was adapted by Jews and Christians in the Roman period.


The Alexandra also makes use of the theme in a striking way. The poem presents itself as a messenger’s report of a lengthy prophecy delivered by Cassandra (Alexandra). The final third of the poem traces the development of the conflict between East and West. Beginning with the familiar incidents from Herodotus’ proem, the poet adds numerous other examples drawn from both history and mythology. The penultimate entry is Alexander’s victory over the Persians. There follows an obscure passage describing a final conflict that will pit Cassandra’s kinsmen (the Romans) against an unnamed foe. While many have placed the composition of this poem in the context of the Pyrrhic or Second Macedonian wars, it makes most sense as a reflection on the Antiochene War. The poem offers a Greek response to Rome’s Trojan propaganda, in which Rome is hailed as a champion of Asia against the European Seleucids. The poet displays a great deal of ingenuity in the final section of the poem as he explores the mixing of Asia and Europe by highlighting the Argive ancestry of the Persians, the Trojan and Greek ancestry of Alexander, the Macedonian ancestry of the Syrian Seleucids, and the Trojan ancestry of Rome.
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