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THE PELOPONNESI AN WAR, 460- 404 BCE
NOTE: Contents of brackets [] suggest cases of deja vu all over again.

THUCYDI DES: WHAT A GUY!

Many | ater readers, across many centuries, felt that Thucydi des' Pel oponnesi an Wr
evoked their own tinmes and tragedies. Are they right? Does this book identify
general laws of notion in warfare that govern events across time and circunstance?

Yet everyone sees a different central neaning in this book. Sone see an anti-
denocratic Thucydi des warning that publics are folly-prone and popular rule is
msrule. Some see a ruthless celebration of the inexorable cruelties of
international politics. Sone see an anti-war book, warning that force is hard to
use and its results are uncertain; hence force is the worst and | east reliable way
to acconplish any goal

PHASES OF THE WAR

A. 480 BCE G eece v. Persia

B. 460-445 BCE Athens v. Sparta Round #1

C. 431-421 BCE " " Round #2 (the "Archi danean War")
D. 415-404 BCE " " Round #3

M LI TARY PONER: | TS CHARACTER AND DI STRI BUTI ON
A.  Athens and Sparta were the two strongest powers in Greece, each |leading a
I arge alliance/enpire.
B. Athenian power was growing relative to Spartan power.
C. Athens had a MMD-like mlitary strategy. It would send its navy to torch
Spartan coastal cities if Sparta attacked over |and.

THE SECURI TY DI LEMVA | N ANCI ENT GREECE

A.  The Spartan enpire was an oppressive "hunman vol cano," hence easily
conquered--its slaves would help an invader. [Like Austria 1914 and |ike
Htler's 1941 view of the USSR ]

B. The Athenian enpire was dependent on its fleet, which required tribute from
allies. [Like the world inmagined by nercantilists in 1755--enmpire was a
hi ghly cunul ative resource.]

CHRONOLOGY
A.  The Geco-Persian War: Athens acquires an enpire. [Like the rise of USSR
1945. . .]

B. Round #1: the Sparta-Athens war of 460-445--of which we know little.

(Thucydi des has a sketchy account on pp. 87-103.)

C. Round #2 begi nni ngs:

1. The dispute at Epi dammus, 433 BCE. Epidammus was a tiny col ony of
Corcyra, a neutral state in the Athens-Sparta conflict. Corcyra was a
colony of Corinth, a major Spartan ally, but was now hostile to Corinth.
A civil war erupts in Epidamus. The |osers appeal for aid first to
Corcyra, then to Corinth after Corcyra refuses aid. Corinth offers aid
and sends settlers to seize Epi dammus, which Corinth sees as a | ost
possession. Corcyra asks Athens for help against Corinth. Athens
agrees because it fears that Corinth, a najor naval power, may conquer
Corcyra's substantial fleet, and nay thereby tip the naval bal ance-of -
power agai nst Athens. Athens therefore offers Corcyra a defensive
al liance. However, offensive and defensive behavior are hard to
di stinguish at sea; this allows Corinth to later claim (to Sparta) that
At hens has broken the 30-year truce (which ended the war of 460-445 BCE)
by acting offensively. Thus this local dispute is the first trigger to
a vast war. [Sarajevo?]

2. The dispute at Potidaea, 432 BCE. Athens, fearing war with Corinth &
Sparta, tightens control over its colony, Potidaea, by ordering Potidaea



to tear down its city walls and hand over hostages. Potidaea revolts.
Corinth--fearing the | ongtermgrowh of Athenian power, and anxious to
contain it--sends help to Potidaea (thereby violating the 30-year truce
of 445). [Athens toward Potidaea = J.F. Dulles toward Third Wrld: "the
US won't tolerate neutralism.."]

Sparta's decision for war, 431 BCE
1. Sparta noted the rise of Athenian power [Gernmany fears rising Russia,

19147?]; and feared that a stronger Athens coul d destroy Sparta.

2. Corinth lies to Sparta: "Athens is breaking the 30 years truce! They are
starting a war!"--and Athens fails to reply to these lies. [Dinwddie,
Shirley, & Duquesne, 1754...]

3. Sparta's pretexts for war--priests, goddesses, curses. Every reason for
war is trotted out except the real one: Sparta's fear of Athens' rising
power. J[Q@ulf of Tonkin 1964 ...]

The death of Pericles and the rise of the hawki sh deon and Al cibiades in
At hens; the death of Archidanmus and the rise of Brasidas in Sparta. [The
ri se of the Ludendorff/H ndenburg "silent dictatorship" in Germany, 1914-
1918...]

The growmh and | ater contraction of Athenian war ains.

1. Athens wins a bhig victory at Sphacteria, but then refuses to settle on
its original peace terns [Sebastopol 1855...] until it is sobered up by
>

2. The Athenian defeats at Delium and Anphipolis; these finally convince
Athens to nmake a truce--the Peace of N cias, 421-415 BCE.

M/til ene, an Athenian col ony, sees Athens' harsh treatnment of other col onies
and decides to revolt before the same fate befalls it. But Athens believes
the revolt has "no reason"” and is unprovoked; hence it sees need to further
scare its colonies with even harsher treatnent. Athens considers killing
all Mtilenians, but relents.

Round #3 begi nnings: the truce breaks down.

At hens destroys Melos, a rebellious Athenian colony. Athens kills all
mlitary-age Melian men; Melian wonen and children are enslaved. Note:
conpare the Mytilene Debate and the Melian Dialogue ... the latter was
nastier. FEthical concerns disappear fromthe discussion. Regarding
justice, the Athenians sinply declare that "the strong do what the have the
power to do and the weak accept what they have to accept.” (Thuc. p. 402)

The At heni an expedition to Syracuse [CGernman unrestricted subnari ne canpai gn,
1917 ...]

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

2. Athens' aims were vast, Syracuse's ainms soon becane vast [GB & Fr in
1755, US in 1941, US & China 1950.]

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

b. Fal se expectation that others--Sparta and Sicilian states--would
bandwagon wi th Athens, wouldn't bal ance against it. [Htler & the
Axis Alliance...]

c. False expectations of help from Egesta (see bel ow).

4. Athens expected a fun, cheap war. [1914...] Alcibiades told Athenians:

a. The Expedition was an opportunity for "gaining new experi ence" and
to avert the "ruin" that comes with being "idle."

b. If things went poorly the Athenian forces could sinply "conme back
again."

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

6. Egestaean bl ue snoke & mirrors--Egesta mani pul ates Atheni an perceptions.
Egesta tells 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!l"

c. "W Egesteans have huge financial resources and can help a lot!"



7. When the Expedition | ater faces disaster, N cias (the commander) fears
maki ng a necessary and prudent peace because he fears being pilloried
for it by Athens' hawkish public.

K. Catastrophe for Athens. The Syracusan expedition is destroyed (413 BCE).

But At hens survives anyway for nine nore years (413-404 BCE)! [ Germany

1914-1918. ]

VI. PCSSIBLE CAUSES OF THE WAR, | TS ESCALATI ON & CONTI NUATI ON
A Wndows:
1. Preventive war by Sparta, 431 BCE: a wi ndow of vulnerability.
2. Preventive escal ation by Sparta, 414 BCE: a w ndow of opportunity.
B. Ofense & Defense:
1. Security is a major goal on all sides:
a. Athens' goal: to maintain the political division of maritine G eece,
since a unity of non-Athenian maritime Greece could threaten
At hens.
b. Sparta's goal: to ease the vulnerability to invaders that arose from
its oppressive social structure.
c. Sparta & Corinth's goal: to avert the threat posed by rising
At heni an power.

2. "Chain gang" dynamics in the Spartan and At henian alliances:

a. Corinth can drag Sparta to war because Sparta fears that otherw se
Corinth mght defect; causing Megara to defect; causing Sparta's
downfal | .

b. Athens is dragged into war by Corcyra for simlar reasons. [Serbia
& Austria drag Europe to war in 1914...]

3. Ofensive and defensive conduct prove to be indistinguishable. [1914]

4. Ofense is believed easy mlitarily; canpaign after canpaign--by Thebes,
Corinth, Sparta, and Athens--is |aunched anid assurances that "it's a
sure thing."

5. Bandwagon beliefs prevail on both sides.

C. Both sides fight to control resources believed cunulative, and to maintain

credibility.

D. Fal se optimsm about war outcones.
E. Cheap war, fun war expectations.
F. Conflict spirals:

1. Sparta opts for war in 431 partly because it fal sely thought Athens had
broken the 30 year truce. A clear case of "exaggerate the hostility of
ot hers' conduct."

2. Athens v. Potidaea: Potidaea revolts in response to Athens' efforts to
tighten control. These trigger nore rebellion, not |ess.

3. Athens v. M/tilene: Athens provokes the M/tilene revolt but fails to see
this, instead thinking the revolt is unprovoked; hence it infers that
even harsher policies toward its colonies are called for.

4. Athens v. Syracuse: Athens exaggerates Syracusan hostility (by inagining
a false Dorian hostile conspiracy), then makes Syracuse hostile by
attacking it.

G Lack of clear strategy ---> Forgetting of original ainms & purposes in Athens.

For exanple, Athens continues the Syracusan expedition even after the
i nportant prem ses that underlay it (e.g., that Sparta wouldn't enter the
fray on Syracuse's side) are disproven.
H.  Chauvi ni st nyt hnaki ng.
I. Poor evaluation of policy ideas, especially in wartine.
J. Pericles' hubris: "I can handl e everything--1 needn't train successors."
[ Li ke Bi smarck?]
K. Manipulation by Allies (Corinth manipul ates Sparta; Egesta mani pul at es
At hens) .
L. War ----> War
1. Reciprocal growth of war ains.
2. Rise of the superhawks in wartine.
3. The tyranny of sunk costs. Al cibiades: "After having sailed out in such
forces (the Athenians) ought not to disgrace thensel ves by goi ng hone
with nothing to show for it." (Thuc. p. 440.)
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4. Fear that negotiation will be taken as a sign of weakness. Pericles
warns: "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 are shouted down or worse. See Thucydi des, pp.
242-243: during the war G eeks canme to believe that "anyone who held
vi ol ent opinions could always be trusted, and anyone who objected to
t hem becanme suspect.” And "fanatical enthusiasmwas the mark of a real
man." And "to think of the future and wait was nerely anot her way of
sayi ng one was a coward; any idea of noderation was just an attenpt to
di sgui se one's unnmanly character; ability to understand a question from
all sides nmeant that one was totally unfitted for action." Not a
climate conducive to cal meval uation of options.

6. G owing barbarismon both sides as the war proceeds.

MORAL OF THE STORY: NEVER USE FORCE?
Consider first history's many successful uses of force: the
Spani sh/ French/British/U S. "lIndian Wars" against native Anericans; the U S. war
agai nst Mexi co, 1846-1848, a nost profitable escapade; the U S. Persian Qulf war,
1991; Israel's 1967 war against the Arabs; the Arabs' 1973 war agai nst |srael;
the U.S. invasion of Haiti, 1994; the British war to recover the Fal kl ands from
Argentina, 1982; etc. Al wars are not quagmres. The question is: how can you
tell which is which?



