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The History Of The Peloponnesian War

The History Of The Peloponnesian
War: A Conflict That Shaped the
Ancient World

Few conflicts in human history have been as meticulously
recorded, as deeply analyzed, or as profoundly influential as
the Peloponnesian War. Fought between Athens and Sparta,
two of the most powerful city-states of ancient Greece, this
devastating war lasted nearly three decades, from 431 BC to
404 BC. The History Of The Peloponnesian War, primarily
chronicled by the Athenian historian Thucydides, remains
one of the most important works of history ever written. It is
not merely a record of battles and political maneuvering; it
is  a  penetrating  examination  of  human  nature,  power,
ambition,  and  the  catastrophic  consequences  of  hubris.
Understanding  this  war  offers  timeless  insights  into
international relations, military strategy, and the fragility of
democratic institutions. This article explores the origins, key
phases, major figures, and lasting legacy of this monumental
conflict, drawing upon the enduring narrative provided by
Thucydides and subsequent historians.

Origins and Causes of the
Peloponnesian War

The  seeds  of  the  Peloponnesian  War  were  sown  in  the
aftermath of the Persian Wars, a conflict that had united the
Greek city-states against a common enemy. Following the
Greek victory over Persia, Athens emerged as the dominant
naval power in the Aegean, leading the Delian League, an
alliance of city-states originally formed for mutual defense.
However,  over  time,  Athens  transformed  this  voluntary
alliance  into  what  many  contemporaries  and  modern
historians  consider  an  Athenian  empire.  It  moved  the
League's treasury from Delos to Athens, demanded tribute
from member states, and suppressed revolts with force. This
aggressive  expansionism  inevitably  brought  Athens  into
conflict  with  Sparta,  the  leader  of  the  Peloponnesian
League, a rival bloc of states that valued oligarchy, land-
based military power, and autonomy.

The Spark: The Megarian Decree and the
Corinthian Complaint

The immediate triggers for the war were a series of disputes
involving  the  city-states  of  Corinth,  a  Spartan  ally,  and
Megara,  a  former  ally  of  Athens.  Athens  imposed  the
Megarian Decree, a severe economic sanction that barred
Megara from trading in Athenian markets. This was seen by
many as an act of economic warfare. More directly, Athens
interfered  in  a  conflict  between  Corinth  and  its  colony,
Corcyra,  siding  with  Corcyra  and  thereby  challenging
Corinthian naval  interests.  These actions brought intense
pressure upon Sparta from its allies to declare war against
Athens.  In  a  famous  passage,  Thucydides  identifies  the
truest cause of the war: "The growth of the power of Athens,
and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedaemon, made war
inevitable." This fear of shifting power dynamics is a central
theme in the History Of The Peloponnesian War.

The Archidamian War: The First
Phase

The first phase of the conflict, known as the Archidamian
War  (431–421  BC),  was  named  after  the  Spartan  king
Archidamus II.  Sparta's  strategy,  as  a  land-based power,
was to invade Attica and ravage the Athenian countryside,
hoping  to  draw  the  Athenian  army  into  a  decisive  land
battle.  Pericles,  the great Athenian statesman, adopted a
radically different strategy. He ordered the rural population
of Attica to withdraw behind the Long Walls that connected
Athens to its port of Piraeus. Athens would rely on its navy
for  supply  and  attack,  refusing  to  engage  the  superior
Spartan  hoplites  on  land.  This  strategy  was  strategically
sound  but  had  devastating  social  consequences.  The
overcrowding of the city led to a horrific plague that swept
through Athens in 430 BC, killing a large portion of  the
population, including Pericles himself in 429 BC. The loss of
Pericles  was  a  crippling  blow;  his  cautious,  measured
leadership  gave  way  to  more  reckless  and  ambitious
successors,  such  as  Cleon.

Key Battles and Events of the First Phase

Despite the overall stalemate, the Archidamian War featured
several significant engagements. The Athenian navy raided
the Peloponnesian coast, establishing bases and disrupting
Spartan trade. Athens also suppressed a revolt in Mytilene,
a pivotal event that sparked a fierce debate in the Athenian
assembly about the nature of imperial justice. On the other
side, Sparta sought to foment a revolt among Athens's allies.
The war saw the rise of new military tactics, including the
use  of  light  infantry  and  mercenaries,  challenges  to  the
idealized hoplite battle. A turning point came at the Battle of
Pylos in 425 BC, where the Athenians captured a force of
Spartan hoplites stranded on the island of Sphacteria. This
was a shocking humiliation for Sparta, which sued for peace.
However, the Athenians, emboldened by success and led by
Cleon,  refused.  The  war  dragged  on  until  the  Spartan
general Brasidas mounted a brilliant campaign in northern
Greece, capturing the crucial Athenian colony of Amphipolis.
In the same battle,  both Brasidas and Cleon were killed,
removing two of the leading advocates for continuing the
war.

The Peace of Nicias and the Sicilian
Expedition

Exhausted and leaderless, Athens and Sparta agreed to the
Peace of Nicias in 421 BC, a truce intended to last for fifty
years. The peace was precarious from the start. Many of
Sparta's allies, particularly Corinth and Thebes, refused to
accept it, seeing it as a betrayal. The peace lasted only six
years,  punctuated by skirmishes and the maneuvering of
smaller  states.  This  uneasy  period  is  crucial  for
understanding the hubris that would soon doom Athens. The
most charismatic and controversial figure of this era was
Alcibiades, a brilliant, ambitious, and unscrupulous Athenian
nobleman. It was Alcibiades who persuaded the Athenian
assembly to launch an ambitious and reckless invasion of
Sicily in 415 BC.



The Disaster in Sicily

The Sicilian Expedition is  one of  the most  dramatic  and
tragic episodes in the History Of The Peloponnesian War.
The Athenians sent a massive fleet and army to conquer
Syracuse, the most powerful city in Sicily.  The campaign
was  plagued  by  poor  planning  and  indecisive  leadership
from the start.  Even before the expedition sailed, Athens
was rocked by a religious scandal involving the mutilation of
the Hermae statues, and Alcibiades, accused of involvement,
was recalled to stand trial. He defected to Sparta instead.
The  subsequent  Athenian  campaign,  led  by  the  cautious
Nicias, was a catastrophe. The Syracusans, aided by Spartan
reinforcements  and  the  strategic  advice  of  Alcibiades,
trapped the Athenian fleet in the Great Harbor of Syracuse
and annihilated it. The Athenian army was destroyed during
a  desperate  retreat,  with  thousands  of  soldiers  killed  or
enslaved.  The  failure  of  the  Sicilian  Expedition  was  an
absolute disaster for Athens, wiping out its finest troops, a
huge portion of its fleet, and its treasury.

The Decelean War: The Final Phase

The last phase of the war, known as the Decelean War or the
Ionian War (413–404 BC), began after the Sicilian disaster.
Athens  was  reeling  but  not  yet  defeated,  fighting  with
remarkable  resilience.  Sparta  adopted  a  new  strategy,
fortifying  a  permanent  base  at  Decelea  in  Attica  on  the
advice  of  Alcibiades.  This  base  allowed  the  Spartans  to
harass  Athens  year-round,  disrupting  silver  mining  and
preventing  the  use  of  farmland.  Crucially,  Sparta  also
entered into an alliance with the Persian Empire, securing
Persian gold in exchange for promising to return the Greek
cities of Asia Minor to Persian control. This Persian funding
allowed Sparta to build a powerful navy to challenge Athens
at sea.

Alcibiades, the Oligarchic Coup, and Final
Defeat

The  political  landscape  in  Athens  became  increasingly
unstable.  In  411  BC,  an  oligarchic  coup  overthrew  the
radical democracy, establishing a short-lived regime known
as the Four  Hundred.  The coup,  fueled by  fear  and the
desire for a more efficient war effort, was deeply unpopular
and collapsed after a few months, restoring the democracy.
Alcibiades, who had managed to return to Athenian service,
led the navy to a series of victories, including the pivotal
Battle of Cyzicus in 410 BC, where the Athenians destroyed
the Spartan fleet.  For a brief  moment,  it  seemed Athens
might recover. However, Alcibiades was again sidelined by
political enemies and eventually murdered. The final blow
came at the Battle of Aegospotami in 405 BC, where the
Spartan commander Lysander, with Persian support, caught
the Athenian fleet beached and destroyed it almost without
a fight. With no navy, no food, and no hope of relief, Athens
was blockaded and starved into surrender.

The Aftermath and the Legacy of
Thucydides

Sparta imposed harsh terms on Athens: the Long Walls were
torn down, the empire was dissolved, the fleet was reduced
to a dozen ships, and a pro-Spartan oligarchy, the Thirty
Tyrants,  was  installed.  The  war  left  Greece  shattered,
impoverished,  and  demoralized.  The  bitter  rivalries  and
hatreds ignited by the conflict continued to fester, paving
the way for the rise of Macedon under Philip II and his son,
Alexander the Great, just a few decades later. The History
Of The Peloponnesian War is far more than a narrative of

events. Thucydides did not see his role as simply recording
facts. He aimed to create a "possession for all time," a work
of political philosophy that would help future generations
understand the dynamics of power. He analyzed speeches,
debated  the  causes  of  events,  and  explored  moral  and
ethical dilemmas with surgical precision.

The Melian Dialogue: A Lesson in Realpolitik

One of the most famous passages in Thucydides' history is
the Melian Dialogue, in which the Athenians, during a lull in
the main war, demand the surrender of the neutral island of
Melos. The Melians appeal to justice and the gods, while the
Athenians respond with cold logic: "The strong do what they
can and the weak suffer what they must." After the Melians
refuse to surrender, the Athenians conquer the island, kill
all  the  men,  and  enslave  the  women and  children.  This
episode serves as a chilling case study in the brutal logic of
power  politics,  a  theme that  runs  throughout  the  entire
narrative.  It  demonstrates the core thesis  of  Thucydides:
that in a state of war, the restraints of morality and law are
often cast aside in the struggle for survival and dominance.

Key Figures Who Shaped the War

Pericles: The visionary leader of Athens at the start of the
war,  Pericles  articulated  a  strategy  of  defensive  land
warfare and offensive naval raiding. His Funeral Oration, a
speech recorded by Thucydides, is a timeless celebration of
Athenian democracy and civic virtue. His death from the
plague left Athens without a steady hand, a loss from which
the city never fully recovered.

Alcibiades:  A figure of immense talent and even greater
controversy, Alcibiades was a general,  a politician, and a
traitor. He switched sides multiple times, serving Athens,
Sparta,  and  Persia  during  the  course  of  the  war.  His
charisma and strategic brilliance were matched only by his
ambition and lack of loyalty, making him one of the most
fascinating and destructive figures of the conflict.

Brasidas: The Spartan general who brought the war to the
north of Greece, Brasidas was a rare Spartan leader who
combined military skill with diplomatic charm. His capture
of Amphipolis was a major blow to Athens, but his death in
the same battle  removed a  key obstacle  to  the eventual
peace.  He  represented  a  more  flexible  and  proactive
Spartan  approach  to  warfare.

Lysander: The Spartan admiral who finally crushed Athens
at  Aegospotami.  Lysander  was  a  ruthless  and  effective
commander  who skillfully  cultivated  Persian  support  and
built  the  fleet  that  defeated  Athens.  His  victory  was
absolute,  and he was instrumental  in dictating the harsh
terms of Athens' surrender.

The Enduring Lessons of the
Peloponnesian War

The History Of The Peloponnesian War remains one of the
most  relevant  works  of  classical  literature  for  modern
readers.  It  is  regularly  studied  in  military  academies,
political science departments, and business schools for its
lessons on strategy, leadership, and the dynamics of conflict.
The  war  demonstrates  the  dangers  of  overreach  and
imperial  hubris,  as  exemplified by the disastrous Sicilian
Expedition.  It  shows  how  democratic  assemblies,  while
valuable,  can be swayed by charismatic demagogues and
make  catastrophic  decisions  in  the  heat  of  passion.  The
fragility of peace treaties, the corrosive influence of foreign



The History Of The Peloponnesian War

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Osborn & Watts • Books are a uniquely portable magic. • Page 3

intervention, and the economic toll of prolonged warfare are
all  themes  that  resonate  powerfully  today.  The  war  also
highlights the collapse of traditional moral codes under the
pressure of conflict, as seen in the Corcyrean civil war and

the Melian Dialogue, where words like justice and honor
became meaningless, replaced by fear and self-interest.

Conclusion: A Possession for All


