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Abstract

The Peloponnesian War pitted two of the great powers in the classical Greek world against one another. The city states of Athens and Sparta were at the zenith of their power when the war began in 431 BCE. Athens led the Delian League and Sparta, the Peloponnesian League, but by 401 BCE, when the war ended, both city states were exhausted and far weaker than they had been previously, ultimately paving the way for the Hellenic League, under the hegemonic rule of Macedonia. The aim of this study is to discuss the events that led to the war and determine where culpability lies for the outbreak of the conflict that ravaged the Greek world at that time. To this end, the overarching research question for this study is as follows: To what extent can Athenian imperialism be held responsible for the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War? Also, the nature of Athenian imperialism will be considered. Was this a desire to control the economies of allied (and rival) Greek city states for self-enrichment or was it something more ideological than that? Was there an idea of Athenian cultural supremacy and sense of entitlement after the Athenian successes in the Persian Wars? By conducting analysis of the available primary source material, such as ‘The History of the Peloponnesian War’ by Thucydides and Xenophon’s ‘Hellenica’ as well as the extensive academic scholarship on the subject, I will first attempt to create a reliable chronology of events that occurred in the Greek world and beyond in the early to mid-5th Century BCE. Through further investigation of source material I will attempt to ascertain how these events were viewed by contemporaries, and also how causation could have played a role in the developing tensions in Greece at that time. An understanding of the events, their cause, effects and contemporary reception will provide the requisite level of context to then conclude to what extent the individual event or series of events may have contributed to the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War in the year 431 BCE.  My research will outline the very complex diplomatic setting of 5th Century BCE Greece, the alliances and nuanced relationships between the city states. Ultimately, my research will argue that neither party in this conflict were to blame entirely, neither were they blameless and that both the Athens and Sparta were motivated by self-interest or at the very least a reaction to an opponent’s self-interested actions and that the power that both city states possessed in the 5th Century BCE ultimately led them to fall in to what political scientist Graham Allison has coined the ‘Thucydides Trap’, named so after this very situation. 
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