Would you identify the Athenian or the Spartan strategy as more successful in the Peloponnesian war?
The Peloponnesian war was a war fought between the Delian league, led by Athens and the Peloponnesian league headed by Sparta and it was fought in the years 431-404 BC. One of the causes for the war, and the one which is recorded by Thucydides is that Sparta was alarmed by increasing Athenian power[footnoteRef:1] however this has been greatly debated by modern academics. The war raged on for many years until it was eventually won by the Spartans in the year 404 after destroying the Athenian navy and starving out the city.  However up until the end of the war it was uncertain who the victor would be and it could be argued that the peace of Nicias in 421 BC suggested an Athenian victory as the “Athenian empire”, as the Spartans saw it, was still intact and Athenian power had barely been dented. This essay examines the strategies used by both the Athenians and the Spartans in the Peloponnesian war and analyses how successful the respective strategies were. The three aspects which the essay looks at are, the diplomatic strategies employed by both Athens and Sparta, their battle for naval supremacy and their strategy regarding attrition warfare. [1:  Thuc 1.23] 

Firstly this essay looks at the diplomatic and foreign strategy employed by both sides in the war. Sparta portrayed themselves as the “liberators of the Greeks” from Athenian tyranny. Forrest argues that this was an attempt to win over allies who were currently neutral or were Athenian subjects[footnoteRef:2] however Forrest also argues ultimately this strategy was unsuccessful and it took shows of force and threats to secure Athenian allies, such as Amphipolis, this seems to go against Thucydides who states that the majority of young men in the Greek cities were eager for Sparta to win as they were fearful of the Athenian power[footnoteRef:3]. I personally would question how much enthusiasm there was for Spartan victory as there were no major desertion from Athenian subjects to Sparta therefore clearly at least the ruling classes of these cities did not favour Sparta. [2:  Forrest 1995]  [3:  Thuc 2.8] 

When the Spartans realised that they needed a stronger Navy than Athens if they were to break the stalemate and win the war they were forced to accept Persian financial aid,[footnoteRef:4] although this diplomatic strategy greatly benefitted Sparta, it severely damaged their image as “liberator of the Greeks” as they were now seen to be accepting help from Greece’s traditional enemy, Persia. [4:  Xen. Hellen. 1.1.24] 

On the other hand Athens had greater success with diplomatic strategy, as their strategy appears to have been to maintain their current allies whilst attempting to gain others such as Argos, who were traditionally hostile to Sparta however had not currently been persuaded to join the war due to a 50 year truce that was signed with Sparta. During the first part of the war, prior to the peace of Nicias Athens also had limited success in dislodging Spartan allies however the signing of the peace of Nicias left certain Spartan allies resentful of Sparta for signing it such as the Beotians and the Corinthians who refused to vote on whether to sign the treaty[footnoteRef:5]. Furthermore other Spartan allies had grievances of their own such as Elis and Mantinea who Carpreedy argues were unhappy due to Sparta being too involved in their affairs[footnoteRef:6]. Athens attempted to exploit this discontent within the Peloponnesian league and was successful to some extent as although Corinth and Boeotia were unable to be persuaded to abandon Sparta. Athens was successful in securing alliances with Mantinea and Elis who had previously been allied with Sparta as we as an Alliance with Argos, who although a traditional rival of Sparta had been in talks for an alliance[footnoteRef:7]. Securing these alliances was very important to the Athenian strategy due to the geographical position of these new allies in the Peloponnese and their close proximity to Sparta itself, this put pressure on Sparta and also restricted the access which the Spartan army had to northern Greece and Attika. However this was short lived as after the 2nd battle of Mantinea Thucydides reports that the Argives were forced to abandon their alliance with the Athenians and join the Spartans, even though this alliance was short lived, it can still be considered a diplomatic victory for the Athenian diplomatic strategy as it secured Argos, even temporarily and the alliance with Elis and Mantinea appears to have continued for some time after and the fact that they secured alliances with Spartan allies shows that their, diplomatic strategy was more effective than the Spartan one. [5:  Thuc 5.44]  [6:  Carpreedy 2014]  [7:  Thuc 5.44] 

Overall I would argue that the Athenians had a more successful diplomatic strategy than the Spartans as they successfully persuaded a number of Spartan allies to join them as this gave the Athenians allies and bases in the Peloponnese, also the alliance with Elis allowed Athens to resupply their navy on the west coast of the Peloponnese, whereas Sparta managed to cause discontent amongst many of its allies, especially with the peace of Nicias and although they secured financial aid from Persia, the overall diplomatic strategy of Sparta was a failure as they alienated their allies and although this did not lose them the Peloponnesian war it had a profound effect post war and was fundamental in the rapid decline of Spartan hegemony after the war.
The next aspect which the essay examines is the Spartan strategy of attempting to starve out the Athenians and defeat them through attrition. The Spartan strategy for the war before the peace of Nicias was to invade Attica yearly and to destroy Athenian crops in an attempt to starve them out, although this was ultimately unsuccessful due to Athenian naval power and wealth the strategy did cause the great plague in 430 BC in Athens to be far more deadly as there were a great number of people confined in the city of Athens in close proximity. Forrest argues that the purpose of these raids into Attica was to either starve the Athenians into surrender or force them to fight in a hoplite battle, as Sparta knew that they were the stronger power[footnoteRef:8] I would agree with Forrest however I would also add that the invasions may have been intended at least partly to damage confidence in the strength of the Athenians.  [8:  Forrest 1995] 

Once it became clear that this strategy of yearly invasions was not working Sparta had to adapt their strategy and they did this firstly by targeting areas vital to the Athenian import of resources to starve them of trade coming in, one way in which Sparta did that was Brasidas’ taking of Amphipolis[footnoteRef:9]. Amphipolis was very important for Athens as it secured a trade route with Macedon which carried timber used in ship building, therefore without the import of Timber this reduced the ability of the Athenians to repair and expand their fleet. Another adaptation was the fortification of Declea by the Spartans which gave the Spartans a permanent, all year round, presence in Attica this was very significant as it meant that the Athenians were forced to stay in their city all year round therefore completely preventing them from gathering any resources, the most significant of which was the silver as this was used to mint coins and the fact that the Athenians could no longer mint coins impacted on their wealth further pressuring Athens. [9:  Forrest 1995] 

The Athenians however also had a relatively effective strategy for defending against Spartan yearly raids. The strategy was introduced by Pericles and it involved all of the Athenians staying within the walls of the city of Athens and relying on their naval supremacy to secure trade into Athens as well as using the navy to harass the Peloponnesians along the coast at places such as Pylos. This was a very effective strategy for the start of the war however it was not designed to last for a war which lasted as long as the Peloponnesian war. The Periclean strategy was flawed as it meant that the Athenians sacrificed their access to natural resources as they were unable to defend their land and it also meant that the Athenians started to rely too heavily on their navy for everything, meaning that when the Navy was destroyed at Aegospotami Athens was in real trouble and had to surrender less than a year later.
I would argue that the Spartan strategy was more successful than the Athenian when it came to a war of attrition however the Athenian strategy did allow Athens to play to their strengths of their navy whilst avoiding a land battle with Sparta. In the end the Spartan strategy was successful because they won the war as they exploited the weakness caused by the Athenian strategy in their reliance on their navy for everything, meaning that when Sparta defeated the Athenian navy they had very little chance at recovery. 
The final aspect of strategy which this essay looks at is the strategy to do with naval supremacy, at the start of the Peloponnesian war Athens was the undisputed naval super power in Greece and they used this to their advantage. As has been previously shown the Periclean strategy was dependant on naval supremacy and on top of this the majority of cities in the Delian league could only be accessed by sea as they were either islands or were on the coast of Asia Minor this meant that the Athenians could avoid major land battles with Sparta and solely rely on their navy. 
The naval supremacy of Athens meant their strategy revolved around their navy, therefore to win the war, Sparta had to break Athenian naval supremacy. At the start of the war Thucydides reports that the Peloponnesian league had a few allies who supplied them with ships, the most notable being the Corinthians[footnoteRef:10] however their navy will have been significantly weaker than the navy of the Athenians. At the start of the war, with the yearly invasions into Attica and Brasidas’ campaign into Thrace, Sparta appears to have attempted to cause maximum damage to Athens whilst avoiding any sort of naval confrontation, this lead to a stalemate as Athens was acting unchecked with their navy and Sparta was also unstoppable with their army, this meant that someone had to adapt to win the war and that is what Sparta did. Xenophon reports that Persia agreed to supply Sparta with timber and finance a fleet, this combined with Athenian losses in Sicily[footnoteRef:11] meant that Sparta could now effectively challenge Athenian naval supremacy. This meant that Sparta now started winning naval battles such as that at Notion and later at Aegospotami, this signals the beginning of the end of the war for Athens as their strategy had been entirely dependent on their naval power and with Spartan victories at sea now crippling that power this allowed Sparta to defeat the Athenians in the Peloponnesian war. [10:  Thuc 2.9]  [11:  Thuc 8.2] 

In conclusion, although Athens’ diplomatic strategy was more successful than Sparta’s’ its Periclean strategy relied too heavily on its navy. Sparta on the other hand was able to adapt their strategy to allow them to defeat the Athenians at sea and therefore overall, in my opinion the Spartan strategy was the most successful because it adapted with the creation of a large fleet to counter the Athenian strategy whereas the Athenians stuck with the Periclean strategy throughout the war which caused issues for them when Sparta began to counter it.
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