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PERICLEAN GRAND STRATEGY 

Introduction 

It is customary to regard the Peloponnesian War as a conflict between 

a land power and a sea power.1 However, this is a highly distorting 

view, since the Spartans quickly understood the need to rival Athenian 

naval strength, and eventually did so. It is much more accurate to view 

the war as a contest between two opposing grand strategic designs. 

The use of the ideal types of the strategy of annihilation and exhaus

tion (see Chapter One) will be particularly pertinent in this respect. 

One may recall that the strategy of annihilation aims at the destruction 

of the enemy's armed forces through decisive battle, whereas in the 

strategy of exhaustion the battle goes side by side with the economic 

damage that ensues from territorial occupation, destruction of crops, 

naval blockade, etc. 

In Thucydides' text, one can see both of these grand strategies at 

work: while Sparta employed a grand strategy of annihilation, Athens, 

initially at least, resorted to a grand strategy of exhaustion. The present 

chapter will examine the grand strategy of exhaustion that Athens 

employed against Sparta during the first years of the Peloponnesian 

War (under the direction of the leading statesman and general 

Pericles).2 We shall henceforth refer to this strategy as 'Periclean grand 

strategy' since he not only conceived it but also supervised its imple

mentation. The four dimensions of grand strategic planning presented 

in Chapter One will constitute the conceptual framework through 

which this grand strategy will be analysed. 
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Assessment of the International Environment 

The Greek City-State System: Power Distribution 
and Future Trends 

The Greek city-state system3 in terms of modern international rela
tions theory has been commonly described as 'bipolar', its two opposed 
poles being Sparta and Athens.4 Naturally, everything depends on 
where one sets the boundaries of the system. For instance, the vast 
Persian Empire with its ample resources obviously influenced the 
scene.5 Nonetheless, if the system is confined to mainland Greece or 
the Greek world in general, then it makes sense to talk about a bipolar 
system; this is certainly how contemporaries viewed the situation. 
According to W.R. Connor, at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, 
there existed three additional players of importance in terms of the 
distribution of power: Thebes, Magna Graecia (the Greek colonies of 
southern Italy and Sicily), and Corcyra.6 Although these players tried 
to exploit the conflict between Sparta and Athens to their own advan
tage, each ended up siding with one of the central protagonists of the 
conflict. Hence, the distribution of power was essentially bipolar. 
Nonetheless, one should always keep in mind that the relative position 
of Sparta and Athens vis-a-vis the other Greek states did not remotely 
resemble that of the United States and the Soviet Union vis-a-vis the 
rest of the world during the Cold War.7 

Apart from the static analysis of power distribution within the Greek 
city-state system, the dynamic one, i.e. the identification of the various 
trends in the distribution of power, is of crucial importance as well. 
Thucydides' famous explanation of the cause of the Peloponnesian 
War is that "what made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian 
power and the fear which this caused in Sparta" .8 Thucydides' state
ment reveals that the emerging power of Athens was growing in 
strength at a faster rate than Sparta, the traditional hegemon in Greece. 
Indeed, this seems plausible, given that Athens had founded an exten
sive empire based on naval strength and maritime trade, whereas 
Sparta remained an agrarian economy. 

In the previous chapter it was shown how Athens managed to create 
an extensive and lucrative maritime empire in the Aegean: initially, due 
to its naval power (and following the withdrawal of Sparta), Athens 
assumed leadership of the anti-Persian struggle and gradually increased 
control over its allies, in effect turning them into tributary states. The 
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obvious difference in wealth that this created would eventually become 
apparent. Fully aware of the economic power of Athens, Pericles, while 
outlining the balance of power to his fellow citizens, provided them 
with an extensive account of the economic resources of Athens-ample 
resources indeed .9 Notwithstanding this, Pericles confined his account 

to state funds, and did not mention the immense private wealth that was 
amassed in the city. With trade and allied revenues continually adding 
to this wealth, it was evident that Athenian power would soon reach 
frightening proportions. Since economic power constitutes the enabling 
force behind military power and especially naval power,10 the picture 
that emerged for the opponents of Athens was a highly alarming one. 

In view of these developments, the claim of the distinguished Ameri
can historian Donald Kagan that the "Athenian power did not grow 
between 445 and 435" 11 is hard to understand. Kagan has been led 
astray by the territorial losses the Athenian Empire sustained in the last 
phase of the First Peloponnesian War, and by the fact that Athens did 
not acquire any new allies until the conclusion of the defensive alliance 
with Corcyra in 433 B.C. At the same time, however, he does not 
appear to have taken into account the continuous growth of the Athe

nian economic power during that period. Relative economic power is 

an extremely important dimension of state power.12 Even in the 

absence of territorial acquisitions, changes in the economic power of 

states may bring about profound shifts in the balance of power over 
time. In fact, Thucydides has pointed out precisely this, namely that 
the growth of Athens' economy enabled it to more than counterbalance 
its recent territorial losses: 

Athens [ ... ] had in the course of time taken over the fleets of her allies ( except 
for those of Chios and Lesbos) and had made them pay contribution of money 
instead. Thus the forces available to Athens alone for this war were greater 
than the combined forces had ever been when the alliance was still intact.13 

Thucydides shows an incisive grasp of the link between wealth and 

power.14 In this respect, he must be regarded as the originator of a long 
political realist tradition that paid due attention to the economic 

sources of national power.15 

Athens and Sparta: the Bilateral Balance 

As demonstrated, Sparta and Athens were the two strongest states of 

Ancient Greece and the prospects in terms of distribution of power 
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were clearly balanced in favour of Athens. However, what was the cor

relation of forces between the two combatants at the time of the out

break of the war? It seems that Athens was at worst invulnerable to 

Sparta and its allies, and at best superior to them. Three elements of 

Athenian power accounted for this assessment: the navy, the financial 

power, and the Alliance/Empire. This was highlighted by Pericles and 

acknowledged by the Spartan king Archidamus. Their statements are 

of particular interest and well worth citing. Pericles, trying to persuade 

the Athenians that they did not need to fear the outcome of a war 

_ against the Peloponnesians, stated the following: 

Now, as to the war and to the resources available to each side I should like you 
to listen to a detailed comparison and to realise that we are not the weaker 
party. The Peloponnesians cultivate their own land themselves; they have no 
financial resources either as individuals or as states; then they have no experi
ence of fighting overseas, nor of any fighting that lasts a long time, since the 
wars they fight against each other are, because of their poverty, short affairs. 
Such people are incapable of often manning a fleet or often sending out an 
army, when that means absence from their own land, expense from their own 
funds and, apart from this, when we have control of the sea. And wars are 
paid of by the possession of reserves rather than by a sudden increase in taxa
tion. [ ... ] In a single battle the Peloponnesians and their allies could stand up 
to all the rest of Hellas, but they cannot fight a war against a power unlike 
themselves. [ ... ] But this is the main point: they will be handicapped by lack of 
money and delayed by the time they will have to take in procuring it. But in 
war opportunity waits for no man.[ ... ] And as for seamanship, they will find 
that a difficult lesson to learn. [ ... ] Seamanship, just like anything else, is an 
art. It is not something that can be picked up and studied in one's spare time; 
indeed it allows one no spare time for anything else. [ ... ] If they invade our 
country by land, we will invade theirs by sea, and it will turn out that the 
destruction of a part of the Peloponnese will be worse for them than the 
destruction of the whole of Attica would be for us. For they can get no more 
land without fighting for it, while we have plenty of land both in the islands 
and on the continent. Sea-power is of enormous importance.16 

Pericles' speech reveals his confidence in the outcome of the war. The 
economic and naval power of Athens guaranteed that it would not 

lose, save through errors of its own making.17 Peloponnesian land 

power was largely inadequate against a maritime power, while lack of 
economic resources would impede Peloponnesian operations. 

This was no empty boasting on Pericles' part. A surprisingly similar 

picture emerged on the other side of the hill. Shortly before Pericles 
had made the speech cited above, in an attempt to dissuade his cqmpa-
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triots from voting in favour of war with Athens, the Spartan king 

Archidamus had made an identical outline of Athenian power at the 

Spartan Assembly. According to him: 

When we are engaged with Peloponnesians and neighbours, the forces on both 
sides are of the same type, and we can strike rapidly where we wish to strike. 
With Athens it is different. Here we shall be engaged with people who live far 
off, people also who have the widest experience of the sea and who are 
extremely well equipped in all other directions, very wealthy both as individu
als and as a state, with ships and cavalry and hoplites [heavy infantry], with a 
population bigger than that of any other place in Bellas, and then, too, with 

· numbers of allies who pay tribute to them. How, then, can we irresponsibly
start a war with such a people? What have we to rely upon if we rush into it
unprepared? Our navy? It is inferior to theirs, and if we are to give proper
attention to it and build it up to their strength, that will take time. Or are we
relying on our wealth? Here we are at an even greater disadvantage: we have
no public funds, and it is no easy matter to secure contributions from private
sources. Perhaps there is ground for confidence in the superiority which we
have in heavy infantry and in actual numbers, assets which will enable us to
invade and devastate their land. Athens, however, controls plenty of land out
side Attica and can import what she wants by sea. And if we try to make her
allies revolt from her, we shall have to support them with a fleet, since most of
them are on the islands. What sort of war, then, are we going to fight?18 

The strategic deadlock is apparent in Spartan strategy. To put it 

metaphorically, in a contest between a lion and a shark, the lion can

not force a decision, since it cannot reach the sources of the shark's 
strength. 

Thus, the net assessment of the relative balance of power indicated 

that the situation was not unfavourable to Athens, to say the least. The 

famous motto "we have the ships, we have the men, we have the 
money too" could well have been uttered by the Athenians, twenty five 

centuries before it was coined by the British jingoists. 19 

Policy Objectives 

Policy Objectives and Grand Strategic Designs 

Setting the political objectives is the next important step in the formu

lation of a grand strategy. For Athens, these objectives were simply the 

maintenance of the status quo. The preserved existence of the empire 

guaranteed the prosperity and power of Athens, both in absolute terms 

and in comparison to the other Greek states. Moreover, the Thirty 

Years' Peace of 446/5 B.C. acknowledged the equal status of Athens 
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and Sparta. It was perfectly satisfactory for the Athenians to be placed 
on an equal footing with what had traditionally been the leading Greek 
state.20 This does not necessarily mean that Athens did not aim at 
achieving primacy in Greece. In fact, considering the fast rates of 
growth of the Athenian power, one may well argue that a status quo 
policy on behalf of Athens was the best vehicle for establishing Athe
nian hegemony over the Greek world. Simply put, Athens merely had 
to wait and allow the law of uneven growth to work in its favour.21 
The differential rates of growth would eventually produce significant 
shifts in the balance of power. For Athens, a particularly welcome 
eventual change to the territorial status quo would be the reacquisition 
of Megara; as we saw in Chapter Two, the possession of the Megarid 
conferred enormous strategic advantages to the Athenians. 

In view of the above, it is clear why Sparta did not have any particu
lar reason to be happy with the status quo. Consequently, it resorted 
to preventive war in order to dissolve the Athenian Empire and thus 
cripple Athenian power, precisely as it had unsuccessfully attempted to 
do thirty years earlier. Earlier on, Sparta had revealed its intentions by 
presenting the Athenians with an ultimatum: as war was approaching, 
a Spartan embassy informed the Athenians that "Sparta wants peace. 
Peace is still possible if you will give the Hellenes their freedom. "22 

This amounted to saying that the Spartan aims were unlimited: accept
ance of the Spartan ultimatum would have clearly led to the dissolu
tion of the Athenian Empire. Since the Spartans could not hope to 
achieve their aims by peaceful means, they had obviously decided to 
launch war. 

An important point emerges here. Thucydides' analysis of the Spar
tan motives and their relation to the outbreak of the war makes it 
evident that he was fully cognizant of the relation between war and 
politics. Obviously, for Thucydides the Peloponnesian War was an act 
of force on behalf of Sparta to compel Athens to comply with its will. 
Sparta's political objectives could not be attained by peaceful means, 
therefore, to use Clausewitzian terms, war came as "the continuation 
of policy by other means". Bernard Brodie has stated that the idea 
expressed in this famous dictum by Clausewitz must really be an old 
one.23 It would seem that the first detailed expression of this idea is to 
be found in Thucydides.24 

The grand strategies of the two competing states were shaped by 
their respective political objectives. Athens, the status quo power, 
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formed a defensive grand strategy whose aim was to dissuade its oppo
nent from attempting to change the status quo. This would be achieved 
by convincing the enemy that Athens was unbeatable militarily and 
that the state possessed ample resources to continue the struggle long 
after the opponent would be exhausted. In other words, Athens formu
_lated a grand strategy of exhaustion, in which non-military dimensions 
such as economic strength played a crucial role.25 

On the other hand, Sparta, the revisionist power, resorted to an offen-
sive, more 'Clausewitzian' grand strategy, based on Spartan military 
-might. Initially the Spartans attempted to persuade the Athenians to
make concessions under the threat of military defeat (viz. compellence).
Following the failure of forceful persuasion, they resorted to actual
warfare attempting to secure victory through a decisive land battle.

The respective grand strategic designs of both Sparta and Athens 
correspond remarkably to the model types that Sir Basil Liddell Hart 
has named the acquisitive and the conservative states. According to 
Liddell Hart: 

The acquisitive State, inherently unsatisfied, needs to gain victory in order to 
gain its object-and must therefore court greater risks in the attempt. The con
servative State can achieve its object by merely inducing the aggressor to drop 
his attempt at conquest-by convincing him that 'the game is not worth the 
candle.' Its victory is, in a real sense, attained by foiling the other side's bid for 
victory.26 

In other words, Athens did not have to beat Sparta in military terms. 
If the Spartans were made to abandon their quest to overthrow the 
Athenian Empire, this would signify the victory of the Athenian grand 
strategy. It is amazing that Liddell Hart's analysis, perceptive though it 
is, has in fact added nothing novel to the one produced by Thucydides 
twenty five centuries earlier. Apart from anticipating Liddell Hart, 
Thucydides may be said to operate on the same wave length as his near 
contemporary, Sun Tzu.27 Simply put, instead of defeating the might of 
Sparta, Athens chose to foil the Spartan plan for victory-what Sun Tzu 
has called the highest form of strategy.28 

To reiterate, Athens was satisfied with the status quo, whereas· 
Sparta was bent on overthrowing it. Consequently, Athens formulated 
a grand strategy of exhaustion, aiming to make Sparta acknowledge 
the futility of trying to change the status quo, while the latter formu
lated a strategy of annihilation, trying to force a land battle where its 
powerful infantry would prove decisive. 
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Athenian Grand Strategy: Two Underlying Principles 

An underlying principle of the Athenian grand strategy was rejection 

of appeasement. Pericles insisted on securing equal status between 
Athens and Sparta. Any unilateral Athenian concessions, no matter 

how trivial they might seem, would erode this status. Thus, immedi

ately before the outbreak of the war, the Spartans stated that peace 

could be preserved, provided the Athenians revoked the famous Meg

arian Decree, which excluded the citizens of Megara from the ports of 

the Athenian Alliance and the Agora (marketplace) of Athens.29 Even 

on this relatively minor issue, Pericles was not prepared to make uni
lateral concessions. For him, this Spartan request was nothing but a 

test of the Athenians' determination and will. If Athens conceded on 

that issue, then Sparta was sure to come up with further demands. As 
Pericles himself put it: 

I am against making any concessions to the Peloponnesians. [ ... ] It was evident 

before that Sparta was plotting against us, and now it is even more evident. 
[ ... ] They come to us with a proclamation that we must give the Hellenes their 
freedom. Let none of you think that we shall be going to war for a trifle if we 
refuse to revoke the Megarian decree. [ ... ] For you this trifle is both the assur
ance and the proof of your determination. If you give in, you will immediately 
be confronted with some greater demand, since they will think that you only 
gave way on this point through fear. But if you take a firm stand you will make 
it clear to them that they have to treat you properly as equals. [ ... ] When one's 
equals, before resorting to arbitration, make claims on their neighbours and 
put those claims in the form of commands, it would still be slavish to give in 
to them, however big or however small such claims may be. 30 

Consequently, Pericles asked the Spartans to offer a quid pro quo 

for the revocation of the Megarian Decree, namely that they would 

abandon their practice of periodic expulsion of foreigners from their 

territory (xenelasia), which was hampering the trading activities of 

Athenians and their allies.31 These terms were rejected by the Spartans 

and thus war became inevitable. Rather than submit to coercive 
demands, Pericles chose war. 

Here we are provided with as good an analysis of the dangers of 

appeasement as any in modern literature. The lessons that the Western 
democracies had to learn painfully while dealing with Hitler in the 

1930s32 had already been understood by Thucydides. Naturally, this 

does not conclude the discussion about appeasement. Appeasement 
has negative connotations in the West because of the Munich Pact of 
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1938, but sometimes it can actually be a very useful instrument. The 
Byzantines, for example, often resorted to appeasement in order to 
close secondary fronts and deal with the primary threat unhindered.33 

However, when a state, especially a hegemonic power, utilises the tool 
of appeasement, it runs two risks. First, that its behavior may invite 
further demands and challenges by its adversary. Second, that it may 
be perceived as a sign of weakness by its own allies and thus jeopardise 
the hegemonic supremacy. It was precisely for these reasons that Peri
cles rejected appeasing the Peloponnesians.34 

Another underlying principle of Periclean strategy was the avoidance 
of overextension. Pericles advised that Athens should not try to expand 
its dominions. During a period of competition with one's principal 
adversary, war with a third party ought to be avoided.35 The fact that 
Pericles rejected the opportunity of further territorial aggrandisement 
is clear evidence that he had grasped what has now become widely 
accepted, namely that the collapse of great powers can be brought 
about by overextension.36 Under this practice, a state sets objectives 
and undertakes commitments beyond the means available to it. Con
sequently, the costs it incurs in pursuing these objectives and sustaining 
these commitments are often greater than the benefits it extracts from 
its endeavours (e.g. a costly war in a far-off place that produces little 
in return) and in the long run its power diminishes. 

We have examined the international situation prior to the outbreak 
of war, the political objectives of Athens and Sparta, and the grand 
strategic plans these objectives generated. Let us now turn our atten
tion to the means employed by the grand strategy of Athens under the 
direction of Pericles. 

The Means of the Periclean Grand Strategy 

Periclean grand strategy made use of a variety of means. Apart from 
the traditional military means, it employed economic, diplomatic, tech
nological, and psychological ones. The particular combination of these 
means (policy mix) was guided by the following principles: 

a. · Balance the power of the enemy.
b. Exploit competitive advantages and negate those of the enemy.
c. Deter the enemy by the denial of his success and by the skilful use

of retaliation.
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d. Erode the international power base of the enemy.
e. Shape the domestic environment of the adversary to your own

benefit.

Balance the Power of the Enemy 

The first aim of the Periclean grand strategy was the balancing of the 
power of Sparta and its allies. Balancing can be done either by utilizing 
power from abroad (external balancing), and/or by mobilizing and 
exploiting domestic resources (internal balancing).37 External balanc
ing is achieved primarily through alliances. 38 Athens drew upon the 
collective resources of its free allies, Chios, Lesbos, and Corcyra. These 
allies provided ships in wartime.39 In one instance, Thucydides men
tions that in the first year of the war, the expedition around the Pelo
ponnese by an Athenian fleet consisting of 100 ships was assisted by a 
powerful squadron of fifty ships from Corcyra.40 

As far as internal balancing is concerned, it has already been dem
onstrated that Athens was drawing support from within its empire. If 
the free allies provided Athens with ships, the subordinate ones or, as 
Thucydides put it, "cities in the tribute-paying class"41 supported Ath
ens financially and provided a pool of trained sailors in addition to 
those possessed by Athens itself. 42 

Athenian internal balancing drew upon the resources of both its 
imperial holdings and the state of Athens itself. Thus, the Athenians 
created a financial and naval reserve to be used only in extreme 
emergency: 

They also decided to set aside and keep intact a special fund of 1,000 talents 
from the money in the Acropolis. The expenses of the war were to be paid out 
of other funds, and the death penalty was laid down for anyone who should 
suggest or should put to the vote any proposal for using this money in any 
other way except to defend the city in the case of their enemies coming to 
attack them with a fleet by sea. To go with this money they set aside a special 
fleet of 100 triremes, the best ones of each year, with their captains. These, too, 
were only to be used in the same way as the money and to meet the same dan
ger, if it should ever arise.43 

One cannot fail to grasp the link between wealth and power, in this 
case naval power. The decision to create this iron reserve is significant 
for it suggests that the Athenians had begun mobilization for a long 
war and wanted to hedge against the possibility of serious depletion of 
their reserves.44 
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Finally, Pericles also paid attention to the ongoing training of the 

Athenians in maritime affairs, which provided the city with a constant 

number of sailors, whose mastery of their craft was superior to that of 

their enemies.45 

In sum, in order to achieve its goals in wartime, balancing within the 
Periclean grand strategy basically consisted of the mobilization and 

deployment of both the Athenian wealth and manpower together with 

that of the free allies and the imperial subjects.46 

Exploit your Competitive Advantages and Minimise those 
of the Enemy 

A second principle of Pericles' grand strategy was to exploit the com

petitive advantage of Athens and to diminish that of Sparta. One such 

advantage was provided by the existence of a comprehensive urban 

fortification complex, namely the walls around Athens. The story of 

the rebuilding of these walls after the Persians withdrew and their sub

sequent expansion to cover the ports of Phalerum and Piraeus was 

mentioned in the previous chapter. These walls were to have a signifi

cant impact on relations between Athens and Sparta in general and 

the conduct of the Peloponnesian War in particular, by neutralizing 

the advantage the Spartans derived from their highly trained land 

forces. As Josiah Ober observed, "Pericles' strategy radically altered 

the use of force in Greek international relations. The physical obstacle 

represented by stone and brick fortifications effectively stymied the 

deployment of military force by human agents who lacked the techno

logical means. to overcome the obstacle. "47 Essentially, these walls 

made Athens a safe haven, an island, which was indeed what Pericles 

himself suggested: 

Suppose we were an island, would we not be absolutely secure from attack? 
As it is we must try to think of ourselves as islanders.48

This brings us to the second source of Athenian competitive advan
tage that the Periclean grand strategy put in good use, namely the navy.49 

In essence, Pericles suggested that, instead of fighting a pitched battle 

with the Spartan infantry, the Athenians should use their navy for 
launching commando raids on enemy territory. Thus, they would make 
the war costlier for the Spartans without suffering serious casualties 
themselves. We have already seen Pericles (and Archidamus) highlighting 
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the importance of the Athenian navy in the forthcoming war. At a later 
stage, Pericles gave his fellow citizens a more general account of the 
importance of sea power. His statement has retained its validity 
throughout history: 

Now, what you think is that your empire consists simply of your allies: but I 
have something else to tell you. The world before our eyes can be divided to 
two parts, the land and the sea, each of which is valuable and useful to man. 
Of the whole of one of these parts you are in control-not only of the area at 
present in your power, but elsewhere too, if you want to go further. With your 
navy as it is today there is no power on earth-not the King of Persia nor any 
people under the sun-which can stop you from sailing where you wish. so

Interesting analogies may be drawn with later eras. For instance, one 
may easily argue that the maritime strategy of Athens is a direct pred
ecessor to the similar and renowned strategy that was used many times 
by Great Britain to such good effect.51 Paul Kennedy has given the fol
lowing definition of naval mastery: 

a situation in which a.country has so developed its maritime strength that it is 
superior to any rival power, and that its predominance is or could be exerted 
far outside its home waters, with the result that it is extremely difficult for 
other, lesser states to undertake maritime operations or trade without at least 
its tacit consent. 52 

Great Britain enjoyed such a fortuitous situation from the end of the 
seventeenth century until the end of the First World War. Athens was 
certainly in such a situation from the end of the Persian Wars until the 
destruction of its expeditionary force at Sicily in 413 B.C. The only 
problem with the Athenian maritime strategy was that the financial 
costs were considerable.53 A strategy that focused upon_ naval warfare 
was much more demanding upon resources than a strategy that was 
reliant upon the traditional methods of a land campaign. Nonetheless, 
Athens proved that it could well sustain the relevant cost. 

Deter the Enemy by Denial of his Success and by the Skilful 
Use of Retaliation 

The third principle of the Periclean grand strategy envisaged the use of 
what in modern terminology we call deterrence (see Chapter One). 
Athenian deterrence had two dimensions. The first was what would 
nowadays be referred to as deterrence by denial. The formidable walls 
of Athens plus the easy supply of the city by sea ensured that Athens 
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would not be conquered, no matter how powerful Sparta and its allies 
were on land. In the meantime the Athenians would avoid decisive bat
tle with the enemy, irrespective of how much damage an invasion of 
Attica might cause-this later became known as the 'Fabian strategy' .54 

Pericles argued that it would be suicidal for the Athenians to abandon 
their walled defenses and offer battle on land against the invading 
Peloponnesians. To begin with, the Spartans and their allies were more 
numerous.55 In addition, the superior quality of the Spartan infantry 
was only too well known. Simply put, the Peloponnesians were invin
cible (or, as the Spartan defeat at Sphacteria revealed, near-invincible) 
on land a point that Pericles repeatedly emphasised.56 Even if by a 
miracle the Athenians managed to win a land battle, the war would 
still not be over; the following year would once again feature a Pelo

ponnesian invasion. If, alternatively, the outcome was the likely one of 
an Athenian defeat, then Athens would lose both the war and the 
empire at a stroke, since it would be unable to retain control of its 

allies. In Pericles' words: 

We must abandon our land and our houses, and safeguard the sea and the city. 
We must not, through anger at losing land and homes, join battle with the 
greatly superior forces of the Peloponnesians. If we won a victory, we should 
still have to fight them again in just the same numbers, and if we suffered a 
defeat, we should at the same time lose our allies, on whom our strength 
depends, since they will immediately revolt if we are left with insufficient 
troops to send against them. What we should lament is not the loss of houses 
or of land, but the loss of men's lives. Men come first; the rest is the fruit of 
their labour.57 

In Periclean strategy, the distinction between deterrence by denial 
and defense was a clear-cut one. Defense is directed against the enemy's 
hostile actions. Pericles rejected it and suggested instead a strategy 
addressing Sparta's aims-its motivation in undertaking offensive 
action. Defense seeks to prevent harm to one's self; denial seeks to 
prevent enemy gains. While these two strategies are frequently similar, 
they are not synonymous. 58 

With the hindsight of history, Pericles' rationale may appear sound, 
but one has to understand that it ran counter to the prevailing Greek 
ethos from Homer onwards, namely the glory of war.59 Having the 
Spartans outside the walls destroying the land, and suggesting that 
nothing should be done about it, leaves one open to accusations of 
cowardice, an accusation far more potent in Ancient Greece than in 
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our era. In this respect, the post-heroic strategy suggested by Pericles 
was an extremely difficult one to expound. However, Pericles stuck to 
his strategy, for he sincerely believed that it was the only one that 
could bring victory: to avoid critical battle and let time work to the 
detriment of the adversary. In the meantime, the Athenian navy would 
keep the empire together, thus enabling Athens to continue the war 
indefinitely, precisely as Pericles (and Archidamus) envisaged, in con
trast to those in Sparta who were thinking in terms of a short war.60 

There is an interesting psychological aspect in the deterrence by 
denial as encountered in Periclean grand strategy. Since the avoidance 
of battle implicitly consented to the destruction of the Attic mainland, 
it constitutes an interesting variation of the 'scorched earth policy' that 
is generally construed as an indication of determination to continue 
the struggle without sparing any sacrifices. 61 

The second dimension of Athenian deterrence, namely 'deterrence 
by retaliation', is a more familiar one. As Pericles had made clear, any 
Peloponnesian invasion of Attica would provoke reprisal raids on the 
Peloponnesian coast by the Athenian navy. This was of particular 
importance to the credibility of the Athenian deterrence, since it car
ried the threat of imposing costly retribution on Sparta and its allies. 
Such a powerful threat was lacking in the case of pure defense behind 
the walls. For, although such a strategy guaranteed the impregnability 
of Athens, it did so without inflicting any punitive costs on the invad
ing Peloponnesians. This is precisely what Liddell Hart had in mind 
when he rejected static defense as a military strategy for conservative 
states and instead stated that "economy of force and deterrent effect 
are best combined in the defensive-offensive method, based on high 
mobility that carries the power of quick riposte. "62 

As to the retaliatory dimension of Athenian deterrence, it is interest
ing to note that retaliation was of relatively moderate proportions at 
the beginning of the war. As we will see later on, this has led to accusa
tions of weakness and lack of strategic purpose that persist to this day. 
In reality, Athenian retaliation was foreboding and progressively esca
lating. Thus, in the second year of the war (430 B.C.), Pericles, in what 
was an important organizational innovation, transferred about 300 
cavalry to the Peloponnese by sea on special horse-transports. "These 
horsemen had virtually free rein for the Spartans possessed no mounted 
force to impede them. "63 Even more important, that Athenian expedi
tion featured the storming and sack of the Laconian coastal town of 
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Prasiae.64 This escalation threatened-the already fragile stability of 
Sparta's social order, since it encouraged a revolt of the restless helots. 
If Sparta did not comply with the Athenian desire but persisted with 
the war, retaliation was bound to escalate to a further point. 

In this respect, the capture and fortification of Pylos and the subse
quent Spartan defeat at Sphacteria in 425 B.C., far from constituting 
deviations from the Periclean grand strategy,65 were in fact its logical 
corollary. As was demonstrated at Prasiae, Pericles was willing to 
attack and seize anything located on a coast, but does not seem to have 
been bent on permanent conquest and fortification; that could wait 

until later. When the progressive Athenian escalation reached that 
point and Pylos was seized and fortified, the Spartans were thrown out 
of balance and were induced to commit the blunder of sending a force 
to the small island of Sphacteria, opposite Pylos. This presented the 
Athenians with a golden opportunity that they were quick to exploit-to 
blockade and then caHture the Spartan force. As Pericles himself had 
stated: "In war opportunity waits for no man."66 

One might ask why Sparta would ever be compelled by retaliation 
to yield when it had not been deterred by the threat of retaliation in 
the first place. Pericles, however, was determined to demonstrate to the 
Spartans that the marginal benefits of their aggression were bound to 
decline over time, whereas the marginal costs of retaliation were bound 
to increase.over time. This was clearly demonstrated by events at Prasiae, 
Pylos, and Sphacteria-Sparta could not defeat Athens, while continuing 
to hemorrhage losses and incur costs in the war. As a result, the Spar
tans sued for peace-a clear vindication of the Periclean strategy.67 

Erode the International Power Base of the Enemy 

Another principle of the Periclean grand strategy was the erosion of 
the international power base of the enemy. The primary weapon in 
promulgating economic warfare and intimidation was the use of the 
Athenian navy. The damage inflicted by its deployment was twofold; 
first, it inflicted damage on the Peloponnesian coast, second, it ham
pered the trading activities of the Peloponnesians. This was particularly 
damaging for such states as Corinth and Megara, which depended 
considerably on maritime trade.68 Thus, the Peloponnesians were 
forced to cope with the means provided by the agricultural sector of 
their economies, in other words with financial means inferior to those 
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possessed by Athens.69 In addition, the international power base of

Sparta was weakened by intimidating both its actual and potential 

allies. Among the various instances of this policy, the most famous one 
occurred after Pericles' death, namely the Melian Dialogue. Even neu

tral states that were leaning towards Sparta had to be intimidated in 

disproportion to what they were doing. 70 

Shape the Domestic Environment of the Adversary 

to your own Benefit 

Finally, another principle of the Periclean grand strategy was that Ath
ens should try to shape the domestic environment of Sparta in a way 

that would benefit Athenian interests. For this to happen, Athens needed 
to wage psychological warfare on its enemy. Pericles intended to con

vince the Spartans that war against Athens was futile; even though they 

might ravage Attica at will, it would become evident to them that they 

could not force a decision, while in the meantime the Peloponnesian 
coasts would lie at the mercy of the Athenian navy. 71 This situation 

would eventually bring about a shift in the domestic balance of power 

in Sparta; moderate leaders would emerge, who would understand that 

the war did not make any sense, and they would sue for peace. This 
was actually how the two opponents reached peace after the tenth year 
of the war, when King Pleistoanax, the commander of the invading 

force of 446 B.C. and a supporter of peace, became the principal figure 
in Sparta.72 In terms of modern strategic theory, this attempt of Pericles 
to influence the domestic balance of power in Sparta by the controlled 

use of Athenian offensive forces constitutes an example of environ

ment-shaping strategy. Such a strategy enables a state to cope with the 

reality that its decisions affect the political environment. Environmen
tal shaping entails using power to help create security conditions rhat 

render it unnecessary to fight in order to protect one's interests. 73 

These were the principles that governed the policy mix of the vari

ous means (military, economic, diplomatic, technological and psycho

logical) employed by the Periclean grand strategy in order to attain 

Athens' political objectives. Thus, a pretty clear outline of the Periclean 

grand strategy emerges. Aiming at the maintenance of the status quo, 

Periclean grand strategy attempted to dissuade the opponent through 
a strategy of exhaustion. In military terms, this grand strategy rested 

upon the deterrent effect that impregnable fortifications and naval 
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commando raids would have on the enemy (see Table 3.1). It now 
remains for us to deal with the important dimension of legitimacy, 
both domestic and international. 

Table 3.1: The Grand Strategies of Athens and Sparta 

Political Objectives 

Grand Strategy 

Military Strategy 

Athens 

Limited aims-mainte
nance of the status quo 
preservation of the 
Athenian Empire 
Dissuasion by exhaustion 

Deterrence by denial and 
retaliation 

The Issue of Legitimacy 

Sparta 

Unlimited aims-change 
of the status quo 
dissolution of the 
Athenian Empire 
Persuasion by threat
ened or actual military 
annihilation 
Offense, decisive land 
battle 

It is fundamentally important that the grand strategy of a state must be 
perceived to be grounded in legitimacy, both at home and abroad. The 
American experience in Vietnam should suffice to prove this point; the 
loss of domestic l�gitimacy exercised a crippling effect on American 
grand strategy. How, then, did Pericles cope with the problem of ensur
ing domestic legitimacy for his grand strategy? 

Domestic Legitimacy 

One may recall that the Pedclean grand strategy was inherently unpop
ular. The fact that Pericles actually managed to persuade the Athenian 
public to adhere to an unpopular policy speaks volumes for his talent 
as a statesman. It is for this reason that Hans Delbriick has called Peri
cles one of the greatest statesmen and military leaders in history. 74 

Nevertheless, even Pericles himself did not find it easy. The Athenians, 
who had felt that moving behind the walls and thus abandoning their 
property to the mercy of the enemy was difficult enough, were shat
tered to see this property being destroyed: 

Their land was being laid waste in front of their very eyes-a thing that the 
young men had never seen happen and that the old men had seen only at the 
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time of the Persian invasion. Naturally enough, therefore, they felt outraged 
by this and wanted, especially the young, to march out and stop it. 75 

Pericles became a convenient scapegoat and a fine was imposed on 

him-a characteristic example of the erratic decision-making of the 
Athenian polity.76 Nevertheless, the Athenians remained true to the

strategy devised by Pericles and did not seriously depart from it until 
long after his death.77 Therefore, to put the matter differently, domestic
legitimacy is a conditio sine qua non for the success of a grand strat
egy. All strategies, all strategic designs will collapse unless there is 

domestic legitimacy, and this is particularly true for democracies. In 
this respect, Pericles' Epitaph, his speech in memory of those who fell 
during the first year of the war, deserves special attention. This speech 
is a tribute to the Athenian way of life, aiming to persuade the Atheni� 
ans to rally round the war effort of their city.78 

The question of domestic legitimacy also included another dimen
sion in the Athenian grand strategy. This was the attempt to undermine 
the domestic power base of Sparta by efforts to foment a revolt of the 
helots. The raids of the Athenian navy were providing the helots with 

excellent opportunities to wreak havoc on their Spartan masters and 
the visible possibility of achieving liberation.79 

International Legitimacy 

International legitimacy can also be helpful to a cause. Obviously, 
under conditions of international anarchy, i.e. in the absence of a 
supreme authority that regulates interstate antagonism, relations 
between states are fundamentally conflictual.8° Consequently, one can
not expect much good will from the international environment. Nev

ertheless, if the grand strategy of a state is internationally acknowledged 
as legitimate, this might at least spare that state some potential enemies 
and thus enable it to economise on its resources. 

Unfortunately for Periclean Athens, things were not promising in 

this respect. What had begun as the Delian League, an alliance 

wrought to defend against the Persian threat, had turned into the Athe

nian Empire which, as demonstrated earlier, was primarily a source of 

revenue for Athens. All legitimacy had disappeared, and the coercive 
power of the Athenian navy was the sole factor respcmsible for holding 
the alliance together. The Athenians were well cognizant of this fact. 

Athenian ambassadors visiting Sparta shortly before the outbreak of 
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the war had no trouble acknowledging that the Athenians faced "immo

derate hostility from the Hellenes-especially so far as our empire is 

concerned". 81 Pericles himself went as far as calling the Athenian 

Empire a tyranny, yet a tyranny that it would be unsafe to abandon: 

You cannot continue to enjoy the privileges unless you also shoulder the bur
dens of empire. And do not imagine that what we are fighting for is simply the 
question of freedom or slavery: there is also involved the loss of our empire 
and the dangers arising from the hatred which we have incurred in administer
ing it. Nor is it any longer possible for you to give up this empire. [ ... ] Your 
empire is now like a tyranny: it may have been wrong to take it; it is certainly 
dangerous to let it go. 82 

What was weakness for Athens constituted strength for Sparta. The 

Spartans presented themselves as the liberators of the Greeks from 

Athenian oppression, thus gaining considerable support.83 

This point concludes the examination of the Periclean grand strat

egy. A more or less complete picture of the relative strengths and weak

nesses of each side (see Table 3.2), as well as the way in which Athens 

tried to exploit its strengths and minimise the impact of its weaknesses, 

has been gained. Let us now attempt to evaluate the Periclean grand 

strategy. 

Table 3.2: Athens and Sparta:· Relative Strengths and Weaknesses 

Athenian Strengths 

• Naval Mastery
• Economic Strength
• Overseas Empire
• Impregnable Fortifications

Athenian Weaknesses 

• Weak Land Forces
• Lack of International Legitimacy
• High-Cost Strategy
• Erratic Decision-Making and

Precarious Domestic Legitimacy

Spartan Strengths 

• Powerful Land Forces
• International Legitimacy
• Low-Cost Strategy

Spartan Weaknesses 

• Weak Naval Forces
• Limited Financial Resources
• Danger of Internal Revolt
• Difficulty of Long and Distant

Campaigns

Evaluation of the Periclean Grand Strategy 

In Chapter One it was pointed out that grand strategy, the theory of a 

state about how to produce security, is empirically tested against politi-
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cal outcomes (viz. the survival and well-being of the state). Athens lost 
the Peloponnesian War. How then should the Periclean grand strat
egy be rated? Was it a failure? Literature is divided. We have already 
cited Delbruck's statement about Pericles being one of the greatest 
statesmen and military leaders in history. On the other hand, some 
analysts have called the Periclean strategy "a form of wishful think
ing that failed" 84 and have stated that "as a strategist he [Pericles] 
was a failure, and deserves a share of the blame for Athens' great 
defeat" .85 Clearly, this calls for a more detailed evaluation of the Peri
clean grand strategy. 

As explained in Chapter One, there are five criteria used for the 
evaluation of grand strategies, namely; external fit, relation between 
means and ends, efficiency, internal coherence, and durability to mis
takes and mishaps. Undoubtedly the Periclean grand strategy did 
remarkably well according to these criteria. To start with, it fitted 
properly in with the international environment. T he territorial and 
political status quo was perfectly satisfactory for Athens, while at the 
same time Athenian power was continually growing. Consequently, 
Athens had no need for an offensive strategy; after all, it had already 
alienated many states and there was no reason to increase its consider
able list of enemies.86 If anything, with the Aegean Sea being solidly 
under Athenian control, the targets of an offensive strategy could only 
be directed towards the mainland, and that meant dealing with the 
Spartan infantry. Rather than doing this, the Athenians chose a com
petitive strategy, a strategy where their strengths were applied over the 
enemy's weaknesses (e.g. naval raids directed-against the delicate Spar
tan domestic structure). Pericles explicitly analysed the comparative 
strengths and weaknesses of each side (see Table 3.2) and prepared a 
strategy to exploit them in favour of Athens. As to the domestic politi
cal environment, the Periclean grand strategy did not run counter to 
any of the norms or premises of the Athenian polity per se . 

The Periclean grand strategy also scored well in terms of the relation 
between means and ends. While the important Athenian objectives 
were achieved, overextension was carefully avoided; the resources of 
Athens were certainly considerable, but not unlimited. Pericles under
stood both sides of the link between economic resources and political 
ends: "First, not by downplaying but by accurately emphasizing the 
great expense at war; and second by implying that such expense was 
not unanticipated and that Athens had ample funds to meet it. "87 

54 



PERICLEAN GRAND STRATEGY 

It is obvious that under the leadership of Alcibiades the Athenians 
abandoned the Periclean principle of balancing means and ends in 

order to avoid overextension. 88 The outcome was the costly Sicilian 
expedition that aimed at extending Athenian control to the remote and 
populous lands of Sicily (and even beyond) and ended in an unmiti
gated disaster for Athens. 89 This expedition changed the whole course 
of the war and, according to Thucydides, this great departure from the 

Periclean grand strategy was the very reason for the Athenian defeat.90 

Regarding the criterion of efficiency, one can see that the Periclean 
strategy once again performed well. First, all available means were 

utilised; in other words, the strategy was total. What is striking is that, 
although Athens was in the midst of a great war, the military element 
did not dominate its grand strategy. In addition to military strategy, 
the Athenian grand strategy featured economic strategy, diplomacy, 
psychological pressure, and domestic legitimacy. Second, without_ suf
fering undue casualties, the Athenians were able to beat off the chal
lenge of the Peloponnesians (as well as some of their own allies) and 
retain their empire in Greece, at least until the disaster in Sicily. The 
destruction of Attica was insignificant in comparison. Only in financial 
terms were the costs appreciable. However, this was intrinsic to the 
capital-intensive maritime strategy that Athens had followed since the 
days of the Persian Wars, in contrast to the labour-intensive continen
tal strategy of Sparta . Moreover, Athenian resources were equal to the 
task of sustaining the war effort. 

The Periclean grand strategy also had no difficulty at all in meeting 
the criterion of internal coherence. All the components of this grand 
strategy reinforced each other and none of them restricted the influence 
of another. For instance, the military dimension (naval commando 
raids) was never allowed to interfere with the diplomatic one (tacit 
bargaining with the enemy). 

Finally, the Periclean grand strategy proved startlingly durable to 
mishaps, though these mishaps were uncommonly severe. In 430 B.C. 
Athens was hit by a plague that raged for two years, then subsided, 
and then, in the winter of 427-426 B.C., flared up again for one more 
year. According to modern estimates, the plague wiped out one-third 
of the Athenian population.91 Even though Thucydides finds it impos
sible to ascertain the total number of fatalities, he makes it clear that 
it was a major calamity.92 A disaster of this magnitude would normally 
suffice to undermine any grand strategic design; indeed even coping 
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with such an eventuality seems too much to ask of a grand strategy. 
Nevertheless, Periclean grand strategy proved durable enough to over

come these impediments . 

A grand strategy that scores so well against these criteria can be 

expected to score well when put into operation, and this is indeed what 

happened with the Periclean grand strategy. All its components created 

a grand total which was victory through the exhaustion of the enemy. 

After ten years of war, the Spartans admitted that they had had 

enough, and abandoned their quest for victory. In fact, Athens could 

have achieved even more. According to Arther Ferrill: 

In the first six years of the war (431'-426) Periclean strategy had worked to 
Athens' advantage. To be sure, Platea had fallen to Thebes and Sparta, and 
Attica had been at the mercy of the Spartan army, while the plague took a 
heavy toll; but around Corcyra and the Corinthian Gulf Athens had held its 
own and inflicted losses on the Peloponnesians. [ ... ] Athens remained strong, 
and the Spartans seemed unable to use their land power effectively against the 
naval giant.93 

Then, in 425 B.C. there followed the astonishing Athenian success 

in Sphacteria. Had the Athenians been more astute in exploiting this 
triumph, they would have emerged victorious, since the Spartans were 

clearly willing to make concessions.94 "In the first six years Periclean 

strategy had very nearly worked, but the Athenians refused to 

negotiate. "95 As if this were not enough, the Athenians suffered two 

serious defeats on land; at Delium in 424 B .C. against the Boeotians, 

and at Amphipolis in 422 B .C. against a Peloponnesian expeditionary 

force under the Spartan general Brasidas.96 Nonetheless, even the Peace 

of Nicias in 421 B .C. can be regarded as favourable to Athens.97 Ath

ens retained its profitable empire and discouraged further Spartan 

attacks, until Alcibiades decided upon the Sicilian expedition. 

Critiques of the Periclean Grand Strategy 

Finally, we must examine the specific criticisms directed against the 

Periclean grand strategy. It has been primarily criticised on four 

counts:98 first, that by rejecting even minor concessions to the Pelopon

nesians, Periclean grand strategy brought about war and as such it was 

a high-cost strategy. Second, that it was unforeseen by the enemy; 

hence it lacked credibility and, consequently, its deterrent value was 

low (i.e. it provoked war-high-cost strategy again). Third, that it was 
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too feeble to exploit any opportunities and increase the cost the enemy 

had to bear (misuse of available means). Finally, that it depended on 

Pericles for its execution and thus was bound to be abandoned after 

his death (in fact, this criticism does not question the soundness of the 
strategy itself). Let us deal with each of these criticisms in turn. 

The first criticism, namely that Pericles' rejection of appeasement 

(viz. refusal to revoke the Megarian Decree) brought about the Pelo
ponnesian War,99 brings us once again to the issue of underlying vs. 
proximate causes of the war (see Chapter Two). As far as this criticism 
is concerned, it should be noted that it is unjustified to put all of the 
blame on Pericles. The international situation at the time was very 
tense, and no one can say with confidence that the war could have 
been avoided, one way or another. David Baldwin presents a more bal

anced view: 

Although Pericles' action failed to deter war, the probability of war was fairly 
great to begin with; and perhaps nothing he could have done would have 
avoided it. Given the tense and complex situation, the imposition of economic 
sanctions may well have been the policy option with the highest probability of 
success-even though it was very low. Taking into consideration the difficulty 
of the task, the policy alternatives available, and the complexity of the situa
tion, it seems as plausible to say that the Peloponnesian War occurred despite 
Pericles' prudent-perhaps even ingenious-attempt to head it off via the Megar
ian Decree as it does to say that the decree "precipitated" the war.100 

In addition, refusal by Sparta to give the quid pro quo asked for by 
Pericles, that it stop applying xenelasia to Athenians and their allies, is 
an indication that Pericles' assessment of the true nature of the Spartan 
request may have been correct. It seems that Sparta had unlimited 
objectives, and was essentially impossible to appease; had the Atheni
ans backed down in the face of the Spartan demand, they would prob
ably have faced more pressure from Sparta in the future. 

With regard to the second criticism, namely that the Periclean grand 
strategy was unforeseen by the enemy and thus could not deter him, 
we have seen that the avoidance of battle, a core principle of the Peri
clean strategy, was in sharp contrast to the prevailing Greek ethos of 
the era. Donald Kagan has made much of the contrast between the 
prescriptions of Periclean strategy on the one hand and the predomi
nant Greek culture on the other, arguing that this contrast made it 
unlikely in the eyes of the enemy that the Athenians would actually 
follow such a strategy. Consequently, this strategy, though reasonable, 
lacked credibility as a deterrent.101 
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Nevertheless, Kagan has overstated his case. To start with, Archida
mus had thought it improbable that the Athenians would become "the 
slaves of their own land";102 Spartan policy-ma,kers, therefore, had no 
difficulty in anticipating that the Athenians would avoid battle. In 
addition, there had been an even more striking precedent in the past 
where the Athenians had behaved similarly: in 480 B.C., during the 

Persian invasion, not only did the Athenians avoid battle with the Per

sians, but in fact they abandoned their city and continued the war with 

their navy. It is true that the Periclean graµd strategy was a difficult 
one to envisage let alone implement. However, this is a long way from 
saying that it was completely unanticipated by the enemy and therefore 

of limited deterrent value. Furthermore, the strategy of avoiding battle 
in Attica was never seriously questioned, even after the death of Peri
cles. Clearly, it had been endorsed by the Athenians, precisely as Archi

damus had predicted. 
In order to counter the third criticism, namely that the Periclean 

grand strategy was too feeble to exploit any opportunities and inflict 

additional costs on the enemy, 103 one needs to elaborate upon the deter

rent dimension of the Periclean grand strategy, which, for all its impor
tance, has often been misunderstood. Deterrence is a form of coercion 

that attempts to influence the enemy's behavior in a manner conducive 
to the interests of the coercer.104 Coercion involves affecting the relative

attractiveness of the various courses of action open to an opponent. 
This is precisely what the Athenians under Pericles did: they manipu
lated the threat of negative sanctions (retaliation) that Athens could 
impose on Sparta. The threat of retaliation is the threat to inflict pain 
unrelated to the non-desirable activity of the opponent, until the oppo
nent complies.105 Recall Pericles:

If they invade our country by land, we will invade theirs by sea, and it will 
turn out that the destruction of a part of the Peloponnese will be worse for 
them than the destruction of the whole of Attica would be for us.106 

The strategy of Pericles threatened Sparta with the certain prospect 
of greater pain in the event of Spartan invasion. The infliction of this 

pain, however, was not a once and for all administration; instead, it was 
part of an ongoing bargaining process (gradual turning of the screw). 

This explains Athenian relative moderation in inflicting damage dur

ing the first year of the war and its escalation thereafter. 107 In modern

strategic jargon, Pericles was using a strategy of graduated escalation 

in inflicting pain as a bargaining tool. 108 
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Obviously, badly designed, impulsive retaliation (e.g. massive raids 
and immediate occupation of outposts, as various critics of Pericles 
have suggested) might have had the exact reverse impact: moving the 
Spartan political leadership from a cool and rational calculation of 
marginal costs and benefits to impulsive conduct permeated by revan

chism. As an author otherwise critical of Pericles admits: 

The offensive actions were deliberately unimpressive, for they were intended 
only as evidence that an extended war would be damaging to the Peloponne
sians. To engage in offensive actions which were more vigorous would, in fact, 
conflict with the plan. Offensive actions, while unable to bring about victory, 
might enrage the enemy.109 

As to the fourth criticism, namely that the Periclean grand strategy 
depended solely on Pericles for its execution;110 one must recall that 
Athenian reliance on fortifications and naval power existed long before 
Pericles.111 In formulating his grand strategy, Pericles built upon past 
experience and took into account the geopolitical realities (structural 
imperatives). Consequently, it is wrong to attribute this particular ele
ment of Athenian strategy solely to his influence and thus reach the 
conclusion that with Pericles gone this strategy would necessarily be 
abandoned. In contemporary parlance, Athens' maritime strategy was 
a core strategy, viz. a state strategy consisting of all elements of policy 
that remain constant regardless of the international environment in 
which the state finds itself .112 

To reiterate, the Periclean grand strategy cannot be blamed for the 
outbreak of the war; it was not at all unforeseen, and consequently 
constituted a sound strategy of deterrence; it coerced the enemy with 
escalating retaliation as a part of a bargaining process, and therefore it 
was neither weak nor lacking in strategic intent; finally, to a large 
extent it reflected structural imperatives that coexisted with or without 
the presence of Pericles. 

Why Athens Lost 

In evaluating the Periclean grand strategy, it might be pertinent to 
quote the opinion of Thucydides, who would have been well posi
tioned to make an accurate judgment. Thucydides asserts that Athens 
lost the war because it abandoned the strategy devised by Pericles. He 
goes on to say that had Athens kept following that strategy, it could 
have beaten the Peloponnesians. 
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Pericles had said that Athens would be victorious if she bided her time and 
took care of her navy, if she avoided trying to add to the empire during the 
course of the war, and if she did nothing to risk the safety of the city itself. But 
his successors did the exact opposite. [ ... ] So overwhelmingly great were the 
resources which Pericles had in mind at the time when he prophesied an easy 
victory for Athens over the Peloponnesians alone. m 

Colin Gray has summarised the anatomy of the Athenian failure in 

the Peloponnesian War as follows: 

For Sparta to succeed, Athens had to be weakened by plague, had to suffer 
irreparable losses in men and prestige in the expedition to Sicily ( 415-413 
B.C.) and, having effected a partial recovery from these calamities, then had to
commit major errors in lack of vigilance in the naval campaign for control of
the Dardanelles. No less important, massive financial subsidies from Persia
were required for Sparta to acquire the naval power that it needed.114 

Persia, it must be said, did not dare subsidise Sparta's naval buildup 
against the powerful state of Athens before the Athenians ruined them

selves by overextension in Sicily (see next chapter). 

It therefore becomes evident that the Athenians lost the war only 

when they dramatically reversed the Periclean grand strategy that 

explicitly disdained further conquests. Pericles had not only outlined a 

theory of victory to his fellow citizens, but had also laid down the con

ditions under which his grand strategy was not expected to work: 

I could give you many other reasons why you should feel confident in ultimate 
victory, if only you will make up your minds not to add to the empire while 
the war is in progress, and not to go out of your way to involve yourselves in 
new perils. What I fear is not the enemy's strategy, but our own mistakes. 115 

The fact that the Athenians chose to bring about these very condi

tions is not Pericles' fault. 
We have seen that in Thucydides' opinion the Periclean grand strat

egy would have brought victory to Athens if meticulously followed. 

This is an important tribute to the author of this strategy, Pericles, who 

not only devised it, but made sure that it was followed, if less than 

wholeheartedly, by the Athenian public. The present study is in com
plete agreement with Thucydides' praise of Pericles. 
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SPARTAN GRAND STRATEGY 

Introduction 

As repeatedly illustrated, strategy is never conducted in a vacuum; it is 
always directed against one or more opponents who in turn formulate 

their own strategy. Consequently, no strategic analysis of the Pelopon
nesian War-or in fact any other war-can be complete without examin
ing the interaction between the strategic designs of both belligerents, 
i.e. the 'horizontal' dimension of strategy. Therefore, it is necessary to
examine not only the grand strategy of Pericles and Athens in general,
but also the grand strategy of Sparta. 1 As was pointed out in the previ
ous chapter, Sparta followed a grand strategy of annihilation whereas

Athens initially, under the direction of Pericles, followed one of
exhaustion. However, the Sicilian expedition (415-413 B.C.) marked
Athens' turn to a grand strategy of annihilation, which it would con
tinue until the end of the war.

The analysis in the previous chapter ended with the Peace of Nicias 
(421 B.C.), which represented the victory of Periclean grand strategy. 
In this chapter, our examination will span the whole duration of the war. 

Naturally, bearing in mind what has been mentioned above, we will not 
be confined to a static analysis of the Spartan grand strategy, but we will 
also analyze its constant interaction with the grand strategy of Athens. 

Sparta and Athens: The Bilateral Balance of Power 

The bilateral balance of power between Sparta and Athens has been 
extensively analyzed in the previous chapter. The case presented was 
that Sparta and Athens were the two most powerful states in Greece, 
that the power of Athens was growing faster than that of Sparta 
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(chiefly because of its more developed economic system) and that at 

the time of the outbreak of war, the economic power, the navy and the 

empire of Athens made it at worst immune to Sparta and its allies and 
at best superior to them. As made evident by Archidamus' speech to 

the Spartan Assembly, Spartan grand strategy had reached a deadlock: 
whereas Athenian power was growing and Athe.ns was encroaching 
upon Sparta's allies,2 undermining in this way a basic element of Spar
tan security, Sparta lacked the means to strike at the centre of gravity 
of Athenian power, namely the navy. 

For Archidamus, the problem of the growth of Athenian power and 
the threat that this created for Spartan security could not be immedi
ately solved. Sparta needed to redress the balance with Athens first. 
Apart from internal mobilization (marshalling their domestic resour

ces), Sparta and its allies needed to resort to external balancing, namely 

securing allies, Greeks or Persians, that could provide the two things 
the Peloponnesian League lacked-navy and money: 

What I do suggest is that we should not take up arms at the present moment; 
instead we should send to them [the Athenians] and put our grievances before 
them; we should not threaten war too openly, though at the same time we 
should make it clear that we are not going to let them have their own way. In 
the meantime we should be making our own preparations by winning over 
new allies both among Hellenes and among foreigners-from any quarter, in 
fact, where we can increase our naval and financial resources. No one can 
blame us for securing our own safety by taking foreigners as well as Greeks 
into our alliance when we are, as is the fact, having our position undermined 
by the Athenians. At the same time we must put our own affairs in order. If 
they pay attention to our diplomatic protests, so much the better. If they do 
not, then after two or three years have passed, we shall be in a much sounder 
position and can attack them, if we decide to do so .3 

Unfortunately for Sparta, it was not Archidamus' counsel, but the 
belligerent speech of ephor Sthenelaidas that carried the day with the 
Assembly. Sthenelaidas did not counter any of Archidamus' arguments. 
Instead, he concentrated on the injuries that the Athenians had inflicted 
on the Peloponnesian League. The closing sentences of his speech are 
characteristic: 

Therefore, Spartans, cast your votes for the honour of Sparta and for war! Do 
not allow the Athenians to grow still stronger! Do not entirely betray your allies! 
Instead let us, with the help of heaven, go forward to meet the aggressor!4 

This shows that, although both Archidamus and Sthenelaidas agreed 

that Athens' power was growing in relation to Sparta's, they differed 
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in their assessment of the existing balance of power. While Archidamus 
considered Athens to be stronger, Sthenelaidas and, as it turned out, 
the majority of the Spartans, considered Sparta to be stronger.5 This 
misperception was to remain evident in Spartan grand strategy for the 
next ten years. It seems that Sthenelaidas and his followers expected a 
short war, believing that a Spartan invasion of Attica would lead to a 

quick victory,6 while also thinking that Sparta could wage a low-cost 
war without suffering much itself . Events were to prove them wrong 
on both counts: the destruction of Attica did not bring about the 
capitulation of Athens, whereas Sparta was far more vulnerable to 
Athenian sea power than previously thought. 

Thus, the net assessment of the relative balance of power indicated 
that the situation was, to say the least, not unfavourable to Athens. 
However, the majority of Spartans thought otherwise. The enormous 
disparity between the (unlimited) political objectives assigned to it and 
the (inadequate) means available was to the serious detriment of the 
Spartan grand strategy. 

A change in the balance of power occurred only after the destruction 
of the Athenian expeditionary force in Sicily in 413 B.C. At that point, 
apart from its traditional advantage on land, Sparta had also obtained 
parity at sea, whereas the Athenian Empire was collapsing. Further
more, the Persians had started giving financial aid to Sparta.7 The only 
hope for Athens was a change in Persian policy. As the Athenian states
man Pisander put it to his fellow citizens in 411 B.C.: 

Now that the Peloponnesians have as many ships as we have ready to fight us 
at sea, now that they have more cities as their allies, and now that the King 
and Tissaphernes are supplying them with money, while ours is all gone, have 
you any hope that Athens can survive unless someone can persuade the King 
to change sides and come over to us?8 

As we shall see; the Persians, far from changing policy, in fact intensi
fied their aid to the Spartans. The massive Persian support had dramati
cally tilted the balance in favour of Sparta. With the continuation of 
this support, Sparta's victory was, essentially, a matter of time. 

Political Objectives 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, under Pericles' direction, Athens 
had limited political objectives, merely aiming at the preservation of 
the status quo, in contrast to Sparta that had unlimited objectives, i.e. 
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the dissolution of the Athenian Empire. Nevertheless, bearing in mind 

the strategic culture of Sparta, resorting to a war with unlimited objec

tives must have been a novel experience for the Spartans. As already 

pointed out, Athens, the status quo power, formed a defensive grand 

strategy of exhaustion aiming to convince the enemy that Athens was 

an unbeatable military power and thus make the enemy abandon the 

effort of overthrowing the Athenian Empire. On the other hand, 

Sparta, the revisionist power, resorted to an offensive grand strategy of 

annihilation, based on Spartan military might. The Spartans initially 

attempted to achieve their policy objectives through compellence and, 

failing that, through actual warfare in which they attempted to secure 

victory through a decisive land battle.9 

Archidamus favoured a strategy of annihilation-of complete annihi

lation both on land and at sea.10 Nevertheless, he believed that Sparta 

lacked the means to pursue such a strategy, and therefore recom

mended that it make preparations and secure allies. Sthenelaidas too 

favoured annihilation, but, in contrast to Archidamus, he thought that 

Sparta did have the means to implement it, at least on land.11 However, 

a grand strategy of this kind was highly demanding: whereas Athens 

had merely to make the Spartans abandon their quest for overthrowing 

the Athenian Empire, nothing short of a complete victory would suffice 

for Sparta in order to achieve its policy objectives.12 

The political objectives of the Athenian grand strategy underwent a 

dramatic change in 415 B.C. when the Athenians at the instigation of 

Alcibiades undertook the Sicilian expedition. All of a sudden, Athens 

had set unlimited aims, domination of the entire Hellenic world plus 

the western Mediterranean. Alcibiades himself, after defecting to Sparta, 

gave the Spartans the following account of the Athenian war aims: 

We sailed to Sicily to conquer first, if possible, the Sicilians, and after them the 
Hellenes· in Italy; next we intended to attack the Carthaginian Empire and 
Carthage itself. Finally, if all or most of these plans were successful, we were 
going to make our assault on the Peloponnese, bringing with us all the addi
tional Hellenic forces which we should have acquired in the west and hiring as 
mercenaries great numbers of native troops [ ... ]. In addition to our existing 
fleet we should have built many more triremes, since Italy is rich in timber and 
with all of them we should have blockaded the coast of the Peloponnese, while 
at the same time our army would be operating on land against your cities, tak
ing some by assault, and others by siege. In this way we hoped that the war 
would easily be brought to a successful conclusion and after that we should be 
the masters of the entire Hellenic world. 13 
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As a result, Athenian grand strategy was readjusted based on the 
revised objectives set by policy. To achieve these objectives, Athens had 

to revert to a grand strategy of annihilation: crushing its enemies on 

the battlefield and then conquering them. In addition, Athens followed 

a direct grand strategic approach by turning against Syracuse, the 

strongest city in Sicily. 

However, the Sicilian expedition ended in complete disaster for Ath

ens (see next chapter). Its expeditionary force was totally annihilated 

in 413 B.C. At the same time in Greece, the Spartans had reopened 

hostilities and some of the Athenian allies had revolted. In its attempt 

first to retain what had not been lost from its empire and then to 

recover what had been, Athens relied on the strategy of annihilation. 

Since Sparta's.challenge of the Athenian maritime empire had to be 

repelled, the Athenians were seeking decisive encounters at sea. Con

sequently, a war that had started as a clash between a status quo and 

a revisionist power employing a grand strategy of exhaustion and one 

of annihilation respectively, ended with both combatants pursuing 

unlimited objectives and employing grand strategies of annihilation . 

Nonetheless, the approach of both sides continued to be direct: since 

the navy was the enemy's chief asset, it was the navy that had to be 

sought and destroyed. 

The Means of Spartan Grand Strategy 

In the previous chapter we mentioned that the grand strategy of Ath

ens employed a variety of means in addition to the traditional military 

ones. The same was true for Spartan grand strategy, although in Spar

ta's case the military means played a relatively greater role. There was 

constant interaction between the means employed by one side and 

those employed by the other. Using the means at one's disposal in order 

to achieve one's political objectives entailed to a considerable degree 

countering the means at the enemy's disposal. The analysis that follows 

will try to capture the interaction between those strategic designs, i.e. 

the horizontal dimension of strategy. 

Spartan grand strategy did not presuppose the actual outbreak of 

hostilities; the Spartans would have been perfectly happy if they could 

have achieved their objectives by the mere threat of war. Archidamus, 

especially, had a masterly understanding of the workings of coercive 

diplomacy and consistently tried to achieve Spartan objectives through 
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the threat of force, holding the actual use of force in reserve. As he 

urged his fellow citizens: 

You must think of their land [the Athenians'] as though it was a hostage in 
your possession, and all the more valuable the better it is looked after. You 
should spare it up to the last possible moment, and avoid driving them to a 
state of desperation in which you will find them much harder to deal with .14 

Spartan coercive diplomacy featured the issuing of a series of 
demands to the Athenians. The revocation of the Megarian Decree was 
one of these, whereas the final Spartan ultimatum asking the Athenians 

to "give the Hellenes their freedom" was nothing but a blunt demand 

for the dissolution of the Athenian Empire. 
What made the Spartans so confident that they could achieve their 

aims through ultimata? As already mentioned, the majority of Spartans 
believed that they were holding a trump card, namely that of their abil
ity, through their superiority in land forces, to invade Attica at will. 
This ability entailed two potential evils for Athens. The first was a crush
ing defeat in a major land battle, were the Athenians to take the cus
tomary step of marching to oppose the invading Peloponnesians. The 
second was the devastation of Attica. Spartan conventional wisdom 
had it that these two threats would be enough to cow the Athenians 
into submission. In fact, as was seen in Chapter Two, there had been a 
precedent in the First Peloponnesian War, when a similar advance of a 
Peloponnesian army to Attica in 446 B.C. had quickly made the Athe
nians sue for peace.15 

The aforementioned incident and the lessons the Spartans drew from 
it are extremely interesting. To start with, it illustrates that the past 
behavior of a state determines to a very great extent the other states' 
expectations about its future behavior. Thus, the majority of the Spar
tans expected that the Athenians would be cowed by the threat of a 
Peloponnesian invasion of Attica, in exactly the same way as they had 
been previously. This clearly shows how important it is for a state to 
possess a 'good face', namely to have a reputation for displaying deter
mination and behaving uncompromisingly over any issue of vital impor
tance.16 It is precisely in a failure to retain such a reputation that we can 
trace the greatest danger of appeasement. If the adversaries get accus
tomed to securing concessions from our side, they will not believe that 
at some point we will be determined not to back down and such a 
miscalculation may result in war.17 It is highly probable that Sthenelai
das and the majority of the Spartans made this error of judgment. 
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The flawed analysis of the Spartans also illustrates the difficulty of 
extracting 'lessons from the past'. It is true that in 446 B.C. Athens 
sought a compromise in light of the Peloponnesian invasion, but the 
international situation in 432 B .C. was different. In 446 B.C. Athens 
had suffered a serious military defeat in Boeotia, had lost Megara and 
was faced with a revolt in Euboea. Athens' attempt to create a land 
empire on the Greek mainland had failed and the compromise reached 
in 446-445 acknowledged the fact that the Athenian Empire would 
from then on be exclusively confined to the Aegean.18 In 432 B.C. 
however, Athens had no reason at all to back down, since its imperial 
territories were immune to Spartan land power. This important change 
of the situation was overlooked by the majority of the Spartans. 

Consequently, as shown in the previous chapter, Pericles, rejecting 
appeasement, did not submit to the Spartan demands and thus did not 
allow the Spartans to gain any advantage from their powerful land 
forces. No such advantage was to be gained in wartime either, since 
the walls of Athens completely neutralised the Peloponnesian infantry, 
and the Athenians did not come out to offer battle. At the same time, 
Athens was drawing freely upon the resources of the empire and the 
rest of its allies, while continually escalating its reprisals against Sparta, 
culminating in the incidents of Pylos, Sphacteria and Cythera. As a 
result, Sparta sued for peace. 

This makes it evident that the Spartan compellent military strategy 
could only work in peacetime, i.e. by threatening devastation of Attica 
and thus cowing the Athenians into submission without resorting to 
actual hostilities. If the Athenians chose to disregard the Spartan com
pellent threat, then the execution of that threat, although undoubtedly 
damaging to the Athenians, could not bring about victory in war. In 
other words, the Spartan military strategy constitutes another example 
of a military strategy suitable for compellence in peacetime but unsuit
able for victory in war (see Chapter One). 

The adoption of such a strategy does not mean that Sparta had 
merely stood and watched the Athenian naval and financial power 
increasing. Sparta kept conscientiously trying to thwart the effective 
employment of these means possessed by Athens. One may recall that 
Archidamus advised the Spartans that they needed to restore the bal
ance of power with Athens before attempting to go to war by seeking 
allies that could provide the Peloponnesians with money and a navy. 
He also pointed out that the Peloponnesians would have to tap into 
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their own resources as well, but that alone would be inadequate.19 

Archidamus had just provided the universal theory of victory over a 
maritime power: creating an economic unit that can afford to build a 
navy equal or superior to that of this power.20 

However, the premature start of the war by Sparta rendered that 
plan unlikely to succeed. Simply put, Sparta's chances at sea were not 
rated particularly highly; consequently, few third parties were prepared 
to risk their naval. and financial assets by backing a Peloponnesian 
navy. For instance, the Spartans tried to secure naval and financial aid 
from the Greek colonies in southern Italy and Sicily.21 No help came 
from that quarter.22 The Persians, who alone could tilt the balance, 
were also unhelpful.23 Even worse, the Persians concluded a treaty of 
friendship with Athens in 424-423 B.C. This treaty acknowledged the 
bilateral status quo as it stood following the Peace of Callias. The 
Athenians, true to the Periclean grand strategy, avoided war with a 
third party while the Peloponnesian War was raging. At the same time, 
the recently established Persian King Darius II had more pressing prob
lems at home, where he faced a series of revolts, and thus had no taste 
for hostilities with an evidently unbeatable Athens.24 Only rebel subjects 
of the Athenian Empire were willing to provide resources for the Pelo
ponnesian navy.25 Clearly, Sparta's attempt to match Athens' sources 
of strength in terms of naval strength and financial wealth, had failed. 

However, this was not the only way that Sparta used the various 
means at its disposal. A central element of Spartan grand strategy was 
to try and make the war as costly as possible for the Athenians. In the 
previous chapter it was pointed out that the Athenian maritime strat
egy cost a lot in terms of finances. In contrast, the Peloponnesian land 
forces were relatively cheap to maintain. Spartan society being con
tinually prepared for war, actual warfare made but little difference. 26 

For the rest of the Peloponnesian allies, sending their armed contin
gents to an excursion in Attica for some two to six weeks a year, also 
implied little cost.27 

The aim, however, was to increase the cost Athens had to incur. This 
attempt had three dimensions: a) destruction of Attica; b) dissolution 
of the Athenian Empire; c) exploitation of every secondary front opened 
by the Athenians. The destruction of the Attic land, apart from the 
immediate financial cost, would also inflict some social cost to the 
Athenians; the whole social fabric of Athens would be upset, as the 
farmers and the social strata associated with the land would be dis
placed and forced to seek refuge behind the walls.28 
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The second dimension of Sparta's cost-raising strategy was the 
attempt to cause the dissolution of the Athenian Empire. This would 
be done through either encouraging defection or aiding revolts of the 
Athenian allies. The Spartans had beep. working towards this long 
before the outbreak of the war.29 

The revolt of Mytilene, an island allied to Athens, in 428-427 B.C. 
provides an excellent example of Sparta's attempt to raise the cost of 
war for Athens and exploit the situation. After the Mytilenians 
revolted, the Spartans prepared to attack Athens both by land and by 
sea, whilst also preparing a fleet to help the rebels. They obviously 
believed that the Athenians could not simultaneously sustain the block
ade of Mytilene, the costly siege of the city of Potidaea, the raids on 
the Peloponnesian coast, and at the same time be able to take care of 
the defense of their city. According to Thucydides: 

The Athenians were aware that these [Sparta's] preparations were being made 
on the theory that they themselves were weak, and wished to make it clear that 
the theory was a mistaken one and that they could easily beat off any attack 
from the Peloponnesian fleet without recalling their own fleet from Lesbos. 
They therefore manned 100 ships with their own citizens (excluding the 
knights and the Pentacosiomedimni) and with their resident aliens, sailed out 
to the Isthmus, where they made a demonstration of their power and carried 
out landings just as they pleased on the Peloponnesian coast.30 

Obviously, Athens' resources were yet to be depleted. Nevertheless, 
a Peloponnesian fleet did eventually sail for Mytilene. Although the 
island had capitulated before the fleet arrived, there were still plenty of 
opportunities either to recapture it or to spread revolt all around the 
Ionian coast. However, Alcidas, the Spartan commander of the fleet, 
must have been extremely ill-at-ease at sea and declined to exploit 
these opportunities.31 Nonetheless, the message was obvious: Sparta 
was keen on undermining the Athenian Empire. 

A much more vigorous attempt at this was undertaken by the Spar
tans in 424 B.C., when they sent a force under the_ valiant general 
Brasidas to Macedonia and Thrace. Brasidas, using a blend of military 
prowess and diplomatic skill, proceeded to dismantle the Athenian 
Empire in that area. The Spartans embarked upon this horizontal esca
lation of the war in order to create a diversion that would make the 
Athenians more amenable to peace proposals. Not only was this suc
cessful, but it also created the preconditions for the eventual ousting of 
the Athenians from Macedonia and Thrace. 32 
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Finally, the third dimension of the Spartan cost-raising strategy was 
the exploitation of every secondary front the Athenians had opened. 
True to the adventurous and sometimes reckless spirit that their politi
cal organization promoted, the Athenians were eager to exploit oppor
tunities, actual or perceived, i� various places. However, wherever the 
Athenians appeared, the Spartans would soon follow; they would sim
ply not let the Athenians claim easy gains. 33 

The greatest of these Athenian ventures was the expedition in Sicily. 
In this expedition Athens was using its financial and naval power not 
only to deter the enemy as it had been doing until that point, but also 
to expand territorially. This expedition also involved, for the first and 
last time during the Peloponnesian War, a major Athenian commitment 
of land forces. 

Sparta's attempt to counter this aggressive employment of Athenian 
means did not take long. The Spartans once again resumed their efforts 
to make the war costlier for the Athenians, albeit in a more systematic 
fashion. Thus, instead of periodically invading Attica, they established 
a permanent garrison there by fortifying Decelea in 413 B.C. This had 
disastrous consequences for Athens. 

Ever since Decelea had been first fortified[ ... ] Athens had suffered a great deal. 
Indeed, the occupation of Decelea, resulting, as it did, in so much devastation 
of property and loss of manpower, was one of the chief reasons for the decline 
of Athenian power. The previous invasions had not lasted for long and had not 
prevented the Athenians from enjoying the use of their land for the rest of the 
time; now, however, the enemy were on top of them throughout the year; 
sometimes there were extra troops sent in to invade the country; sometimes it 
was only the normal garrison overrunning the land and making raids to secure 
supplies; and the Spartan King Agis was there in person, treating the whole 
operation as a major campaign. The Athenians therefore suffered great losses. 
They were deprived of the whole of their country; more than 20,000 slaves, 
the majority of whom were skilled workmen, deserted, and all the sheep and 
farm animals were lost. [ ... ] Then the supplies of food from Euboea, which 
previously had been brought in by the quicker route overland from Oropus 
through Decelea, now, at great expense, had to go by sea round Sunium. Every 
single thing that the city needed had to be imported, so that instead of a city it 
became-a fortress.34 

A frequently asked question is why it took the Spartans so long to 
establish a permanent fort in Attica. The fortification of Decelea is 
often attributed solely to the advice of Alcibiades,35 whereas some 
scholars go so far as to claim that this delay in the creation of a perma
nent fort proves that Sparta did not have a strategy during the Pelo-
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ponnesian War. 36 We consider both these claims to be wrong. The idea 

of establishing a permanent fort in Attica pre-existed in Spartan strat
egy. The Corinthians had mentioned it in their speech at the Assembly 

of the Peloponnesian League in 432 B.C., that is, before the outbreak 

of hostilities. Moreover, the Spartans during the negotiations that led 
to the Peace of Nicias threatened the Athenians with the creation of a 
permanent fort in their territory.37 The Spartans did not embark upon 
this scheme earlier simply because they had not felt the need for it. As 
mentioned, the majority of them believed that the war would be short. 

In contrast to the annual invasions that lasted only a few weeks, the 
establishment of a fort in Athens and its manning on a permanent foot

ing was an action entailing serious costs. The commitment of a sub

stantial part of their workforce had important consequences for the 
economies of the Peloponnesian states (with the exception of Sparta), 

whereas the logistic support of a multitudinous army permanently 
stationed on enemy territory was impossible with the means of fifth 

century B.C. It was precisely for this reason that the Peloponnesians 
were forced to "overrun the land and make raids to secure supplies." 
The fortification of Decelea was a highly costly measure, suitable for a 

long war; since the majority of Spartans expected the war to be short, 
they did not initially feel the need to undertake it.38 

Furthermore, the Spartans counterbalanced the Athenians in Sicily 

by offering aid to the city of Syracuse, Athens' chief enemy on the island. 
According to Thucydides, this aid was instrumental in preventing Athe

nian victory and allowing Syracuse to recover from its initial reverses.39 

From then on, the Athenians were forced to conduct a strategy of 'two
and-a-half wars'; one war against Syracuse, another against Sparta, 
plus a possible allied revolt. As a result, they were soon faced with 
spiraling financial costs.40 

The disaster in Sicily put an end to Athenian ventures and, conse
quently, to Spartan countermoves. However, the other two dimensions 
of Sparta's cost-raising strategy were working at full force. Decelea 
was depleting Athenian strength, while the empire was all but liqui
dated. Athens had reached the limit of its resources; it only had to 
sustain a single great defeat at sea for the final collapse to come. 

However, that was not all. The Athenian disaster in Sicily enabled the 
Spartans to put in practice the Archidamian theory of victory that called 
for securing allies who could help them match Athenian naval and 
economic strength. All of a sudden, everybody rushed to help Sparta.41 
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Ships and money were finally forthcoming. The Peloponnesian League 

embarked on an ambitious shipbuilding program; a powerful contin
gent of fifty-five ships came from Sicily to assist the Peloponnesians, 

while the Spartans forcibly collected money from various states of 

Central Greece.42 

The real coup though was Persia. The Spartans entered into profitable 
agreements with the Persian satraps Tissaphernes and Pharnabazus. 
Although the relationship with them, especially Tissaphernes, was not 
strewn with roses, it marked an important turning point in the war.43 

Finally, in 407 B.C. the Spartans found a staunch ally in the Persian 
court, i.e. Cyrus, son of the Persian king, who was given an extensive 
command in Asia Minor.44 Persian money started flowing freely, ena
bling Sparta to make up for various naval reverses.45 Archidamus' 
scheme was, after all, implemented, and the battle of Aegospotami set
tled the issue . 

The Athenians did try to hang onto their empire after the defeat in 
Sicily, by rebuilding a fleet and reducing public expenses.46 In addition to 
these traditional means of Athenian grand strategy they also utilised 

diplomacy, attempting to win the .Persians over to their side.47 Thucy
dides points out that both sides tried to enlist Persian support, even 
before the outbreak of the hostilities.48 However, although initially the 
Persians were willing to reach a compromise with the Athenians (viz. 
the Treaty of Epilycus), following the Sicilian expedition a Persian alli
ance could be secured-either by Sparta or by Athens-only at the price 
of abandoning the Greek cities of Asia Minor to Persian control. Since 
most of these cities were part of the Athenian Empire, it was easier for 
Sparta and more difficult for Athens to pay this price. Athenian and 
Persian interests were clearly conflicting and, as a result, Athens' attempt 
to coax the Persians was doomed. The continuation of Persian support 
for Sparta ensured that ultimately Athens could not avoid defeat. 

Here we conclude the examination of the means utilised by the two 
competing grand strategies. One realises that the employment of the 
various means was not a static process set in stone within one's grand 
strategy. Interaction with the opponent was continuous, influencing 
and shaping the means employed. 

The Issue of Legitimacy 

Both Athens and Sparta tried to ensure the legitimacy of their grand 

strategies. Interestingly enough, the horizontal dimension of strategy is 
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evident here as well. Once again, there was continuous interaction 

between the two opponents, each of them trying to ensure the legitimacy 

of their own grand strategy while undermining that of the opponent's. 

International legitimacy played a central role in Sparta's grand strat
egy during the Peloponnesian War. It has already been demonstrated 
that the one-time allies of Athens had become tributary states and were 

looking forward to an opportunity to revolt. Athens' considerable 

weakness, as far as international legitimacy was concerned, constituted 
one of the advantages of Spartan grand strategy. Sparta had built a 

reputation of being an enemy of tyranny and had often overthrown 

tyrants of Greek cities, Athens included.49 In addition, Sparta had been 

the leader of the Greeks against the Persians during the crucial, defen

sive phase of the Persian Wars. Consequently, at the outbreak of the 

Peloponnesian War it was easy for the Spartans to present themselves 
as the liberators of the Greeks from Athenian oppression, thus gaining 

widespread support. According to Thucydides: 

People's feelings were very much on the side of the Spartans, especially as they 
proclaimed that their aim was the liberation of Hellas. States and individuals 
alike were enthusiastic to support them in every possible way, both in speech 
and action. 50 

One may recall that the Spartans had presented the Athenians with 
an ultimatum demanding that they give the Hellenes their freedom. 
Apart from a statement revealing Sparta's unlimited aims, this was also 

a shrewd propaganda ploy; Sparta had just gone on record demanding 
the liberation of Hellas and, most importantly, was willing to fight for 

that cause. This was a ploy the Spartans would skillfully use through
out the war. Brasidas, for instance, during his brilliant campaign in 
northern Greece, repeatedly emphasised his role as a liberator; this, 

coupled with his just and moderate behavior, created a most favoura
ble attitude towards Sparta in that area. 

The chief factor in creating a pro-Spartan feeling among the allies of Athens 
was the gallantry of Brasidas and the wisdom which he showed at this time
qualities which some knew from experience of them and others assumed 
because they had bee!) told of them. He was the first [Spartan] to be sent out 
in this way, and by the excellent reputation which he won for himself on all 
sides he left behind a rooted conviction that the rest also were like him.51 

Besides exploiting the lack of international legitimacy of the Athe

nian grand strategy, Sparta also tried to undermine Athens' domestic 

legitimacy. Apart from (or even in contrast to) the direct approach 
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favoured by Archidamus, namely that of matching Athenian financial 

and naval strength, the Spartans also adopted an indirect approach to 

further their political objectives. Ravaging Attica constituted this indi

rect approach, which was aimed-apart from the economic and social 
cost that has already been mentioned-primarily against Athenian 

morale. Archidamus, showing a remarkable knowledge of the domestic 

structure of the enemy, tried during his expedition in Attica to exploit 
the internal divisions of the Athenians so as to undermine the internal 

legitimacy of the Athenian grand strategy.52 His conduct during the 

first invasion is characteristic: 

They say that Archidamus had a planned policy in remaining at Acharnae with 
his army all ready for battle, and not on this invasion descending into the 
plain. [ ... ] When they [the Athenians] had made no move against him at Eleu
sis or in the Thriasian Plain, he wanted to see whether they would come out 
against him if he made a camp at Acharnae. Acharnae itself seemed to him a 
good position for a camp, and at the same time he thought it likely that the 
Acharnians, who, with their 3,000 hoplites, were an important element in the 
state, would not allow their own property to be destroyed, but would force all 
the others as well to come out and fight for it. If, on the other hand, the Athe
nians did not come out and fight during this invasion, the Peloponnesians 
would in future invasions have all the more confiderice in laying waste the 
plain and advancing right up to the walls of Athens. By that time the Achar
nians would have lost their own property and would be much less willing to 
risk their lives for the property of other people; consequently there would be a 
lack of unity in the counsels of Athens. This was the policy of Archidamus 
which accounted for his remaining at Acharnae. 53 

The blow to Athenian morale was tremendous. Given the erratic 

decision-making of the democratic Athenian polity, where everything 

depended on the shifting attitudes in the Ecclesia, the indirect approach 

of the Spartans might indeed have been successful. In fact, Thucydides 

mentions that after the second Peloponnesian invasion and the total 

devastation of Attica, the Athenians sent ambassadors to Sparta to sue 

for peace. Spartan demands must have been excessive, or so they must 

have appeared to the Athenians, because the ambassadors did not 

achieve anything. 54 

However, Pericles did manage to persuade the Athenian public to 

stand by the unpopular strategy of withdrawing behind the walls. The 

Athenians remained true to this strategy and neither attempted to offer 

battle to the Peloponnesians55 nor sued for peace again. Moreover, as 

shown in the previous chapter, Pericles counterattacked and tried to 
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shape the domestic environment of Sparta in a way compatible with 
the Athenian interests: if the Spartans could be convinced that war 
against Athens was futile, the grand strategy that prescribed war with 
Athens would lose its domestic legitimacy and moderate leaders would 
emerge. This was in fact the way the two opponents reached peace 
after the tenth year of the war, when Pleistoanax became the key figure 
in Sparta.56 

The two opponents, apart from attempting to shape each other's 
domestic environments to serve their own interests, also tried to exploit 
the divisions that existed between democrats and oligarchs in most 
Greek cities.57 Howeve�, Sparta was in the unique position of being 
able to exploit such divisions in Athens itself, while Athens enjoyed no 
similar opportunity.58 The Spartans tried to capitalise on the oligarchic 
sentiments of some prominent circles in Athens. When an oligarchic 
coup took place in Athens in 411 B.C. the Athenian oligarchs tried to 
reach an agreement with Sparta, and it is even possible that they might 
have conspired to lead the Peloponnesian army into the city.59 This 
internal strife aggravated an already difficult strategic situation and, 
according to Thucydides, drove the final nail into Athens' coffin.60 

To summarise, Sparta formulated a grand strategy of annihilation,61 

aiming at the destruction of the Athenian power and the dissolution of 
the Athenian Empire. The threat of a decisive land battle was central 
to the Spartan grand strategy, while at the same time there was a con
tinuous effort to make the war as costly as possible for Athens. Great 
importance was placed on international legitimacy, with Sparta appear
ing as the liberator of the Greeks from Athenian oppression, while at 
the same time the Spartans attempted to undermine the domestic legiti
macy of the enemy's grand strategy. Finally, diplomacy played a deci
sive role enabling Sparta to conclude an alliance with the Persians and 
thus balance the naval and financial power of Athens. Although the 
military dimension was clearly central to the Spartan grand strategy, 
none of the other dimensions were ignored. What remains to do is 
examine how this grand strategy actually worked in practice. 

Athenian and Spartan Grand Strategies: Results 

An evaluation of the Spartan grand strategy during the first phase of 
the Peloponnesian War, the so-called Archidamian War (431-421 
B.C.), would reveal glaring weaknesses. We have repeatedly pointed
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out that, as far as the relation between means and ends was concerned, 
the Spartan grand strategy was highly problematic: the ends pursued 
were unattainable with the means at hand. Additionally, there was 
remarkable inefficiency in the use of the available resources. The Spar
tans neglected establishing a permanent fort in Attica, resorting to the 
comparatively ineffectual annual invasions instead, while their 
attempts to stir trouble within the Athenian Empire were either belated 
(Brasidas' expedition) or half-hearted (Alcidas' Mytilenean adventure). 
Finally, the mistake/mishap at Sphacteria was enough to deliver a 
crushing blow to Spartan grand strategy. 

However, turning to its positive elements, the Spartan grand strategy 
possessed internal coherence, and performed well in terms of the exter
nal fit criterion: since Sparta could not conceivably be content with the 
status quo, it would sooner or later have to resort to compellence and, 
failing that, preventive war. In fact, the difference between the policy 
recommendations of Sthenelaidas and Archidamus was specifically in 
the timing of the preventive war. The Spartan grand strategy also fitted 
well with Sparta's domestic political environment; the idea of preven
tive war may nowadays be ethically unacceptable in quite a few 
countries,62 but fifth-century-B.C. Spartans found nothing wrong with 
it.63 Be that as it may, the positive aspects of the Spartan grand strategy 
were unable to salvage it; its weaknesses were so prominent, that it 
was bound to fail. 

This was indeed what happened. The Spartans did invade Attica and 
wreak havoc, but the Athenians did not submit. In the meantime, 
Athenian retaliation progressively escalated, culminating in the events 
of Pylos, Sphacteria, and then Cythera. These events were enough to 
throw the conservative Spartan leadership off balance, make it aban
don its bid for victory, and try to obtain peace at almost any cost. By 
turning against their primary opponent, the Athenians achieved deci
sive results. However, as was pointed out in the previous chapter, the 
Athenians misused their successes and refused to negotiate, thus miss
ing the chance to extract substantial profits. 

The Athenian refusal to negotiate made the Spartans embark upon 
two ploys they had not felt the need to use up to that point: a) the 
attempt to dismantle the Athenian Empire in northern Greece (viz. 
Brasidas' expedition); and b) the threat to establish a fort in Attica.64 

These developments did temper the Athenian attitude and bring about 
peace, albeit a favourable one to Athens.65 The Spartans failed to achieve 
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their war aim of overthrowing the status quo, did not dare resume 
aggression against Athens, and by and large ignored the grievances of 
their allies.66 Ten years of futile war, accompanied by terrible setbacks 
both in terms of morale and material losses was the price Sparta paid 
for the mismatch between means and ends in its grand strategy. 

During the Peace of Nicias (421-415 B.C.) the most important 
development was the re-emergence of Argos as a player in the interna
tional arena after the expiration in 421 B.C. of the Thirty Years' Treaty 
with Sparta. According to Thucydides, "Argos was very well off in 
every direction, having taken no part in the Attic war, indeed having 
profited greatly from her position of neutrality. "67 Since Sparta had 
been forced to ignore the grievances of its allies during the conclusion 
of peace with Athens, a great number of these allies defected and 
sought security through an alliance with the Argives. Obviously, Argive 
power was on the rise. Moreover, Athens seized the opportunity to 
develop a 'continental strategy' by aiding Argos and its allies against 
Sparta. This represented an increase in the efficiency of the Athenian 
grand strategy; Sparta could be harmed with limited impact on Athe
man resources. 

All of a sudden the situation became critical for the Spartans, who 
found themselves in danger of losing control of the Peloponnese. To 
counter this threat, they once again resorted to the combination of the 
strategy of annihilation and direct approach. In a truly Napoleonic/ 
Clausewitzian fashion, Sparta crushed the Argive army in the Battle of 
Mantinea in 418 B.C., regaining its pre-eminence in the Peloponnese. 

By this one action they [the Spartans] did away with all the reproaches that 
had been levelled against them by the Hellenes at this time, whether for cow
ardice, because of the disaster in the island, or for incompetence and lack of 
resolution on other occasions. It was now thought that, though they might 
have been cast down by fortune, they were still in their own selves the same as 
they always had been.68 

The Battle of Mantinea provides us with the opportunity to further 
elaborate on the concept of the decisive battle, which occupies a cen
tral position in the Napoleonic/Clausewitzian concept of war. It has 
been persuasively argued that this concept has its origins in Ancient 
Greece. An offensive campaign in Ancient Greece, in order to cause the 
greatest possible damage to the enemy, had to be conducted during the 
limited period of the year when the wheat crops were vulnerable to 
arson. This, comb1ned with the fact that the armies of the Greek city-
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states consisted of farmers that would soon have to return to their 
fields, made the Ancient Greeks seek a quick settlement of the issue in 
a single, decisive battle.69 Probably the most important of the decisive 

battles of the Ancient Greeks was the Battle of Plataea, already dis
cussed in Chapter One. 

However, one great problem with battles of this kind is that their 
outcome is often determined by minor details or unforeseen develop
ments, thus exponentially increasing the risk incurred by those who 
resort to them.70 Hence, many of history's decisive battles could have 

had different outcomes from the actual ones.71 This could have hap
pened in Mantinea, provided the Athenians and the Eleans had inter
vened at the right moment on the Argives' side. In general, decisive 
battles are 'high-risk ventures' .72 

The year 415 B.C. proved to be the turning point of the war, since 
Athens embarked on an attempt to conquer Sicily. The Spartans were 
quick to perceive this window of opportunity; it was clear to them that 
Athens had overextended.73 Consequently, they abandoned their earlier 
caution and renewed hostilities in Greece while sending aid to Athens' 
enemies in Sicily. These actions contributed to a great extent to the 
Athenian disaster in Sicily, which changed the whole course of the war. 
Sparta shown its ability to exploit the enemy's mistakes. 

An evaluation of the Spartan grand strategy during the final phase 
of the war, the so-called Decelean War (413-404 B.C.), shows that the 
Spartans had learned their lesson. Without doubt the new grand stra
tegic design satisfied the external fit criterion, as indeed the previous 
one had done. However, marked improvements can be noted regarding 

the relation between means and ends. It was clear that after Sicily the 
balance of power had shifted. This new balance made it possible for 

the Spartans to successfully pursue their initial aim of overthrowing 
the status quo.74 Now, for the first time, the means at their disposal 
matched their policy objectives. It is interesting to note that the final 
phase of the war was chiefly naval, conducted in the eastern Aegean. 
In other words, the Spartans were now capable of challenging Athens 
in its own element and striking at the centre of Athenian power, namely 

its navy. Thus, the indecisive clash between the 'lion' and the 'shark', 
turned into a clash between two 'sharks', where decisive results could 
be obtained. 

In addition, the Spartans came to display ruthless efficiency in using 
their assets. The fortification of Decelea showed that this time they 
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meant business, while their very willingness to turn against the Athe
nian navy, made it evident that they would not squander their 
resources in 'sideshows'. 

A particular problem that arose in the Spartan grand strategy was 
that there was a fundamental incoherence between Sparta's proclaimed 
role as liberator of Greece and the Persian alliance, which effectively 
meant abandonment of the Greeks of Asia Minor to Persian control. 
This could and did lead to friction between the Spartans and the Asian 
Minor Greeks, but the Spartans somehow managed to keep the issue 
subdued until the end of the war.75 

Finally Spartan grand strategy displayed remarkable durability to 
mistakes/mishaps. The Peloponnesian navy sustained severe defeats at 
Cyzicus (410 B.C.) and Arginusae (406 B.C.)-actually, at Cyzicus it 
was completely annihilated.76 However, Persian aid enabled the Spar
tans to make good these losses. Consequently, the situation augured 
weU for Sparta. 

The Athenians, on their own part, immediately understood that they 
had to cut down on spending, maintain a decent navy, and secure the 
allegiance of their allies.77 In all this they did quite well. Thus, the 
Athenian post-Sicily grand strategy performed well in terms of effi
ciency. It also fitted well with the highly threatening international 
political environment, was not contrary to the domestic one, while at 
the same time being internally coherent. As a result, though the greater 
part of the empire had gone for good, Athens managed to preserve 
some important places like Samos and Euboea, while inflicting severe 
defeats on the Peloponnesian navy at Cyzicus and Arginusae. 

These naval battles provide an illuminating insight on the interaction 
between the various levels of strategy. Although the situation at the 
levels of grand and military strategy was clearly favourable to Sparta, 
nevertheless the Spartans could not achieve their objectives due to per
sistent failure at lower levels. This becomes even more striking if one 
considers that the Peloponnesian navy had come to enjoy an advantage 
at the tactical level. High pay, provided by Persian funds, had attracted 
the best seamen to the Peloponnesian navy, while the Athenians, hav
ing lost the elite of their naval personnel in Sicily, were increasingly 
dependent on raw recruits. Therefore, the Peloponnesian ships "were 
sailing better" than the Athenian ones.78 Nevertheless, until the arrival 
of Lysander, the Spartan admirals were plainly incompetent in the han
dling of fleets. Thus, ineptitude at the operational level blunted both 
grand strategic dexterity and tactical excellence. 
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What the Spartan admirals could not achieve, the Athenian strategic 
culture handed over to Sparta on a silver plate. It seems that, in spite 
of the difficult strategic situation, the Athenian aims were once again 
unlimited. This is evident since Athens twice rejected Spartan peace 
proposals. The story of these proposals is highly interesting. They came 
after Cyzicus and Arginusae respectively. Both called for recognition of 
the status quo as it stood at the time, i.e. Athenian recognition of the 
losses their empire had sustained, and abandonment of the forts each 
combatant had on the other's territory, namely Pylos and Decelea. 79 In 
.fact, at the time of the second peace proposal the Athenians had aban
doned their fort in Pylos; in other words, the Spartans were unilater
ally willing to abandon Decelea, something that is highly indicative of 
the conservatism of the Spartan political leadership. In the same vein, 
Athens' rejection of the Spartan proposals speaks volumes about Athe
nian adventurism. 

Actually, as far as Athens was concerned, everything was hanging by 
a thread; one major defeat of the Athenian navy would spell the end. 
In other words, Athenian grand strategy had extremely low durability to 
mistakes/mishaps. The day of reckoning came when the Spartan admi
ral Lysander captured the Athenian fleet at Aegospotami in 405 B.C.80 

Athens was now blockaded by sea as well as by land. It capitulated the 
following year, signifying the final triumph of Spartan grand strategy. 

The terms imposed on Athens were relatively generous: the long 
walls and the Piraeus fortifications would be destroyed, Athens would 
retain no more than twelve ships, receive back the oligarchic fugitives 
and join the Peloponnesian League. Interestingly enough, despite Cor
inthian and Theban demands for the total destruction of Athens, the 
Spartans did nothing of the sort. Clearly, with the Athenian threat 
eliminated, Athens could be a useful tool in Spartan hands for manipu
lating the balance of power in Greece.81 
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