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THE PELOPONNESI AN WAR, 460-404 BCE
Contents of brackets [] suggest analogies to |ater events.

.  THUCYDI DES: WHAT A GUY!
Many readers across many centuries felt that Thucydi des
Pel oponnesi an War evoked their own tinmes and tragedi es.
Yet readers often see different central argunents in this
book. Sone see an anti-denocratic Thucydi des warni ng that

publics are folly-prone and popular rule is msrule. Sonme see

a ruthl ess celebration of the inexorable cruelties of
international politics and the use of force. Some see an

anti-war book, warning that force often produces unforeseen or

unwanted results, and should only be used as a |l ast resort.
VWho is right?

Does this book identify general |aws of notion that govern

events across tine and circunstance?

1. PHASES OF THE CONFLI CT

480 BCE: Greece vs. Persia \War

460- 445 BCE: Athens vs. Sparta War Round #1
431-421 BCE: Athens vs. Sparta War Round #2--the
" Ar chi danean War"

421-415 BCE: Truce--the Peace of N cias

415-404 BCE: Athens vs. Sparta War Round #3--the
Expedition to Syracuse

Rounds #2 and #3 are the focus of Thucydi des' book.
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I11. MLITARY POAER: CHARACTER AND DI STRI BUTI ON

A. Athens and Sparta were the two strongest powers in
Greece. Each led a large alliance/enpire.

B. Athenian power was growing relative to Spartan power.

C. Athens had a MAD-like mlitary strategy. |If Sparta
attacked it by land Athens would leave its farn and
undef ended, instead withdrawing its population within
At hens' strong walls while sending its navy to torch
Spartan coastal cities.

V. SPARTAN AND ATHENI AN SCCI ETY
A. Sparta: an oligarchic slave state--an oppressive "human

volcano."” A small Spartan population ruled a | arge sl ave

popul ation. The Spartans thenselves were ruled by a
Spartan ol i garchy.



V.

VI .

At hens: a quasi-denocracy. Al male Athenian citizens
could vote. But half of Athens' subjects were

di senfranchi sed sl aves, and wonen could not vote. Public
guestions were decided by direct denocracy at popul ar
assenblies of male voters.

THE SECURI TY DI LEMVA | N ANCI ENT GREECE

A

The Spartan enpire feared that its |arge slave popul ation
woul d hel p an invader, hence it feared it could easily be
conquered if an eneny force penetrated its territory.
[Li ke Austria 1914 and like Htler's 1941 view of the
USSR ]

The At heni an enpire depended on its fleet, which required
tribute from"allies" (really inperial vassals). So it
had to keep its vassals in line and it did so by harsh
measures. [Like the world inmagined by nmercantilists in
1755--enpire was a highly cumul ati ve resource. ]

Hence both states believed they were vul nerable to conquest
and had to maintain enpires for their own safety.

A

CHRONOLOGY

The Greco-Persian War: Athens acquired an enpire as a
side-effect of war. [Like the USSR s conquest of Eastern
Eur ope, 1944-45.]

Round #1: the Sparta-Athens war of 460-445--of which we

know little. Thucydi des has a sketchy account on pp. 87-

103.

Round #2 begi nni ngs:

1. The dispute at Epi dammus, 433 BCE. Epi danmus was a
tiny colony of Corcyra, which in turn was a col ony of
Corinth. Corcyra was now hostile to its progenitor
Corinth, and was neutral in the Athens-Sparta
conflict. Corinth was a nmajor Spartan ally.

A civil war erupted in Epidammus. The |osers
appealed for aid to Corcyra. It refused aid. The
| osers then appeal ed to Corinth.

Corinth agreed and sent settlers to seize
Epi dammus, which Corinth saw as a | ost possession.

Corcyra objected to Corinth taking a Corcyran
col ony and asked Athens to help defend it agai nst
Corinth. Athens agreed because it feared that
Corinth, a major naval power, m ght conquer Corcyra's
substantial fleet and thereby tip the naval bal ance of
power agai nst Athens. Hence Athens offered Corcyra a
defensive alliance.

However, offensive and defensive behavi or proved
hard to distinguish at sea. This allowed Corinth to
later claim(to Sparta) that Athens had broken the 30-



year truce, which had ended the war of 460-445 BCE, by
acting offensively. Thus this |ocal dispute was the
first trigger to a vast war. [ Sarajevo]

Background causes of the clash over Epidamus:

a. Security fears in Athens caused it to care who
controlled Corcyra.

b. Greeks had no agreed rules to determ ne
ownership of rebel colonies. Hence ownership of
rebel Epi dammus was undefined. Did it belong to
Corcyra or Corinth? The matter was unsettl ed.

The di spute at Potidaea, 432 BCE. Athens, fearing war
with Corinth and Sparta, tightened control over its
col ony Potidaea by ordering Potidaea to tear down its
city walls and hand over hostages. Potidaea rebelled
instead. Corinth--fearing the |ong-term growh of

At heni an power and anxious to contain it--sent help to
Potidaea. It thereby violated the 30-year truce of
445. [Athens toward Potidaea = GW Bush to others:
"You are with us or wwth the terrorists."]

Background causes of the clash over Potidea:

a. Security fears in Athens caused it to care who
controll ed Potidea, hence to take harsh nmeasures
to enforce Athenian control of Potidea.

b. These harsh neasures provoked Potidea to rebel,
not conply. The spiral nodel in action?

c. Security fears in Corinth then caused Corinth to
break the truce with Athens by supporting
Potidea' s rebellion

Sparta's decision for war, 431 BCE

1

Sparta saw the rise of Athenian power and feared that
a stronger Athens could destroy Sparta. [Cernmany
feared rising Russia, 1914]

Corinth lied to Sparta--"Athens is breaking the 30
years truce! They are starting a war!"--and At hens
failed to reply to these lies. [Dinwddie, Shirley
and Duquesne, 1754]

Sparta offered pretexts for war--priests, goddesses,
curses. Every reason for war was trotted out except
the real one: Sparta's fear of Athens' rising power.
[Vietnam Qulf of Tonkin 1964]

The noderate Pericles died and the violent C eon and
Al ci bi ades rose to power in Athens. The noderate

Ar chi danus di ed and Brasidas rose to power in Sparta.
[ The rise of the Ludendorff/H ndenburg ultra-hawkish
"silent dictatorship” in Germany, 1914-1918.]

The growt h and | ater contraction of Athenian war ains.

1

At hens won a big victory at Sphacteria. It then
refused to settle on its original peace ternms. [US in



Korea 1950, Sebastopol 1855]. Was war causing war?

At hens was then sobered up by ...

2. Athenian defeats at Delium and Anphipolis. These
defeats finally convinced Athens to nake a truce--the
Peace of Nicias, 421-415 BCE

Mytil ene, an Athenian col ony, saw Athens' harsh treatnent

of other col onies and decided to revolt before the sane

fate befell it. But Athens believed the revolt had "no
reason” and was unprovoked. Hence Athens saw need to
further scare its colonies with even harsher treatnent.

At hens considered killing all Mtilenians (O eon pushed

for this) but relented.

Round #3 begi nnings: the truce broke down.

At hens destroyed Mel os, a rebellious Athenian col ony.

Athens killed all mlitary-age Melian nmen and sent the

Mel i an wonen and children into slavery.

Conpare the Mytil ene Debate and the Melian Di al ogue:
the latter was nastier. Ethical concerns disappeared
fromthe discussion. Regarding justice, the Athenians
sinply declared that "the strong do what they have the
power to do and the weak accept what they have to
accept." (Thucydi des, p. 402)

Did Thucydides' think ethics mattered? Yes. "Those
who really deserve praise are the people who, while human
enough to enjoy power, nevertheless pay nore attention to
justice than they are conpelled to do by their
situation."” (Thucydides, p. 80.)

The At henian expedition to Syracuse [ Germany's

unrestricted submarine warfare canpaign, 1917]

1. Athenians did little research before |aunching the
expedition. They were ignorant of basic facts such as
Sicily's size and popul ati on.

2. Athens' ains were vast; Syracuse's ains soon becane
vast [Britain and France in 1755, US in 1941, US and
China in 1950.]

3. Athens expected easy victory, believing the expedition
was "an absolutely safe thing." This grew from
a. Athenian ignorance of Syracuse's power.

b. Fal se expectation that others--Sparta and the

Sicilian states--wuld bandwagon with At hens,
woul dn't bal ance against it. [Hitler and the Axis
Al li ance. ]
c. False expectations of help from Egesta (see
bel ow) .

4. Athens expected a fun, cheap war. Alcibiades told
At heni ans that the Syracusan Expedition was an
opportunity for "gaining new experience" and to avert
the "ruin" that comes with being "idle." [1914.]



5. Athenians wongly thought their decision for war was
reversible. Alcibiades told Athenians that if things
went poorly the Athenian forces could sinply "cone
back again."

6. Athenian strategy was disintegrated. Athenians said
Syracuse was so strong it was a serious threat, and so
weak it could be easily conquered.

7. Egestaean blue snoke and mrrors--Egesta mani pul at ed
At heni an perceptions. Egesta told Athens:

a. "Beware the transnational Dorian conspiracy
agai nst Athens! Syracuse, being Dorian, is part
of it!"

b. "If you fight Syracuse others in Sicily will join
your side!"

c. "W Egesteans have huge financial resources and

can help a lot!"

8. Wen the Expedition | ater faced disaster N cias (the
commander) feared nmaki ng a necessary and prudent peace
because he feared being pilloried for it by Athens'
hawki sh public. So he fought on to ruin.

K. Catastrophe for Athens. The Syracusan expedition was
destroyed in 413 BCE. But Athens survived anyway for
nine nore years (413-404 BCE)! [Germany 1914-1918. ]

VI1. VWHAT CAUSED THE PELOPONNESI AN WAR? VWHY DI D | T ESCALATE AND
CONTI NUE? POSSI BLE CAUSES
A, W ndows:

1. Preventive war by Sparta, 431 BCE: a wi ndow of
vul nerability.
2. Preventive escalation by Sparta, 414 BCE: a w ndow of
opportunity.
B. O fense and Def ense:
1. Security was a nmajor goal on all sides:

a. Athens' goal: to maintain the political division
of maritime Greece, since a unity of non-Athenian
maritime Geece could threaten Athens.

b. Sparta's goal: to ease its vulnerability to
i nvaders that arose fromits oppressive soci al
structure.

c. Sparta's and Corinth's goal: to avert the threat
posed by rising Athenian power.

2. "Chain gang" dynam cs in the Spartan and Atheni an

al i ances:

a. Corinth could drag Sparta to war because Sparta
feared that otherw se Corinth m ght defect;
causi ng Megara to defect; causing Sparta's
downfal I .

b. Athens was dragged into war by Corcyra for simlar



reasons. |[Serbia and Austria dragged Europe to
war in 1914]

3. Ofensive and defensive conduct proved to be
i ndi stingui shabl e. [1914]

4. O fense was believed easy mlitarily. Canpaign after
canpai gn-- by Thebes, Corinth, Sparta, and Athens--was
| aunched am d assurances that "it's a sure thing."

5. Bandwagon beliefs prevailed on both sides.

Conflict spirals:

1. Athens vs. Potidaea: Potidaea revolted in response to
At hens' efforts to tighten control. These efforts
triggered nore rebellion, not |ess.

2. Athens vs. Wtilene: Athens provoked the Mtilene
revolt but failed to see this, instead thinking the
revolt was unprovoked. Hence it inferred that even
harsher policies toward its colonies were called for

3. Athens vs. Syracuse: Athens exaggerated Syracusan
hostility by imagining that Syracuse was part of a
fal se Dorian hostile conspiracy; then it nade Syracuse
hostile by attacking it. Athens also expected that
Sparta and the Sicilian states woul d bandwagon with
Athens if Athens sent an inposing expedition with
Syracuse; in fact they bal anced against it. (Thuc VI J
3b.)

4. Sparta opted for war in 431 partly because (Thucydi des
inplies) it falsely thought Athens had broken the 30
year truce. A case of "exaggerate the hostility of
ot hers' conduct."

Lack of clear strategy ---> Forgetting of original ains

and purposes in Athens. For exanple, Athens continued

the Syracusan expedition even after the inportant

prem ses that underlay it (e.g., that Sparta woul dn't

enter the fray on Syracuse's side) were di sproven.

Poor eval uation of policy ideas, especially in wartine.

Thucydi des is disnmayed by the quality of public

di scourse. See, for exanple, above on Athenian m s-

estimates of Syracuse's power and bel ow on eval uators

bei ng shouted down in wartinme and on the destructive
actions that N cias took because he feared the Athenian
nob.

Pericles' hubris: "I can handl e everything--I needn't

train successors." [Like Bismarck?]

O her war causes fromthis course found in the

Pel oponnesi an war :

1. False optimsmabout war outcones.

2. Cheap war, fun war expectations. (Alcibiades: the

Syracusan Expedition was an opportunity for "gaining
new experience" and to avert the "ruin" that cones



with being "idle. ")

3. Chauvini st nythmaki ng. Athenians indulged in this.

4. Both sides fought to control resources believed

cunmul ative, and to maintain credibility.

5. Manipulation by Allies: Corinth manipul ated Spart a;

Egesta mani pul at ed At hens.
H War ----> Wr

1. Reciprocal growth of war ains.

2. Rise of superhawks in wartine.

3. The tyranny of sunk costs. Alcibiades: "After having
sailed out in such forces [the Athenians] ought not to
di sgrace thensel ves by going hone with nothing to show
for it." (Thuc. p. 440.)

4. Fear that negotiation will be taken as a sign of
weakness. Pericles warned: "Do not send enbassies to
Sparta: do not give the inpression that you are bowed
down under your present sufferings!”™ (Thuc. pp. 162-
163.)

5. McCarthyism evaluators were shouted down or worse.
See Thucydi des, pp. 242-243. During the war G eeks
came to believe that "anyone who held viol ent opinions
coul d al ways be trusted, and anyone who objected to
t hem becanme suspect.” And "fanatical enthusiasm was
the mark of a real man." And "to think of the future
and wait was nerely another way of saying one was a
coward; any idea of nobderation was just an attenpt to
di sgui se one's unmanly character; ability to
understand a question fromall sides neant that one
was totally unfitted for action.™ Not a climate
conduci ve to cal meval uati on of options.

6. G- ow ng barbarismon both sides as the war proceeds.

VIIl. MRAL OF THE STORY: NEVER USE FORCE?

Thucydi des warns of the over-use of force. Does this
war ni ng apply universally? Does history also offer instances
when force brought good results? Does it offer instances of
t he under-uses of force?

Consi der history's many successful uses of force: the
Spani sh/ French/British/U S. "Indi an Wars" agai nst native
Anericans--a cruel but successful land grab; the U S. war
agai nst Mexi co, 1846-1848--a profitable escapade; the U S
wars on Germany and Japan in Wrld War I1; Bismarck's wars of
German unification; the 1989 U.S. invasion of Panama; and the
British war to recover the Fal kl ands from Argentina, 1982.
Sonme mght also list the U S. Persian Gulf war, 1991;
| srael's 1948 and 1967 wars agai nst the Arabs; the Arabs’
1973 war agai nst Israel; and the G eeks' defensive war
agai nst Persia before 480 BCE. In these cases war ains were



achieved without falling into a quagmre. How can quagnmres
be distinguished frominstances when force wll succeed?

Consi der al so under-uses of force. Should the Wanpanoag
and Narragansett nations have w ped out the New Engl and
English settlers when they could, in 1620-21? Should Britain
and France have attacked Germany in 19367

Were contenporary U S. wars with Afghani stan (2001-) and
Irag (2003-2011) a good or a bad use of force?
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