CLAH5003 – Sparta: An Extraordinary City
Would you identify the Athenian or the Spartan strategy as more successful in the Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE)?
Within the Peloponnesian War, Sparta and Athens had very different strategies that they used to play toward their strengths. The Athenians avoided fighting the Spartans in open battle due to the superiority of the Spartan hoplites and instead relied heavily on naval power and defence. Where the Spartans used the tactic of attacking territories belonging to the Athenian league. At least this was the strategies at the beginning of the Peloponnesian war in 431 BCE. Within this essay I will discuss some of both of the sides strategies and then once both have been explored, decide which of the two armies’ tactics that they used within the Peloponnesian War was the more successful.
The Athenian strategy was to wait out the war and protect themselves behind their great wall that surrounded Athens, leaving the lands of Attica open to attack from the Spartans and focusing efforts on defence and attack by the sea(Walling,2013). Walling argues that this strategy can be traced back to Themistocles rather than Pericles. The people who lived on these lands, moved into the city due to it being a strong defensive holding point (Thuc, 2.14). They would not run out of food due to being able to import grain from the Black Sea and receive it at the port of Piraeus (Rahe, 2012). While their strategy formulated by Pericles had merit it was harder to implement in practice. While Athens had more money, men and resources than Sparta they lacked the military finesse. Therefore, Pericles put forward as the best form of attack was to defend. When the war started in 431 BCE, the Athenians did have more men, but this number was drastically reduced by a plague that occurred between 430 and 426 BCE. Which would have impacted the strategy of attacking by sea rather than land due to Athens being known for the might of their navy (Schmitz, 2006). The strategy worked until the plague when the people fled from the city to avoid the disease. After the Archidamian War, to achieve victory the Athenians changed their strategy to the complete opposite of the strategy that Pericles had proposed and prevented ultimate failure within the first ten years of the 27 year war (Knight, 1970) due to victories over the Spartans. This change in strategy at the time would have been thought to be the best plan, however, I believe that their original strategy of not defending the lands of Attica but instead defending the walls of Athens and having grain imported was the better strategy and if they had stuck to this strategy the could have possibly won the war as Pericles had predicted. One of Athens’ other strategies was to try and take Sicily, which was a disaster due to the annihilation of the Athenian fleet at the harbour of Syracuse (Thuc. 7.6- 8.1). The defeat was due to the incompatibility of the generals, including the death of one and the fleeing of another, leaving the Athenian fleet in the hands of one man. (Schmitz, 2006) Therefore, while Athens had some successful strategies they also had some strategies that spelt disaster and caused long term problems for them during the Peloponnesian War against Sparta.
On the other hand, the Spartan strategy was to invade Attica each year destroying the crops they found with the idea to force the Athenians to surrender due to lack of food for their people. The Spartans exploited the Athenians weakness, the Athenian army, by doing this as they were not a match for the Spartan Hoplites. They thought these actions would end the war in a few years (Kelly, 1982) much like the Athenians thought about their strategy. This strategy would have worked if it was not for the fortifications the poleis had made such as building a wall around Athens in 450s BCE. It also failed due to the vast wealth that Athens held due to previous wars and conquering that they had achieved as well as subduing other Poleis. This strategy would have worked if the Spartan enemy was not Athens. This strategy is described by Cawkwell as ‘conventional’ which Kelly agrees with. This shows that the Spartans did not just have one strategy as they had an ‘adventurous’ strategy, in the form of convincing Athens’ allies to rebel against them, thus making the Athenians fight battles on more than one front (Kelly, 1982). This strategy I believe has more merit as the Spartans would have been able to cut Athens from their allies, preventing reinforcements. Also, it would have caused problems with the supply of grain from the Black Sea. Another strategy of Sparta that was successful was the fact that they were able to convince Persia to change allegiance, which historically was a success as, it seemed that if Persia was on side then, they would most likely be the winners due to Persia’s military power. Therefore, Sparta had mostly successful strategies some of which worked better than others due to the nature of their enemy.
In conclusion, both poleis had in their own way successful strategies and if they were not battling one another would have ensured victories, but with strong military leaders on both sides it made this rather difficult. However, I believe that Sparta had the most success due to the fact they had multiple strategies compared to Athens defensive strategy. The most successful in my opinion was the ‘adventurous’ strategy of turning Athens’ allies against them, thus to divide and conquer. 
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