Athenian Naval Power in the Peloponnesian War: The Squandering of Advantage or Management of Disadvantage?

 "Already distressed at all points and in all quarters, after what had now happened, they were seized by a fear and consternation quite without example. It was grievous enough for the state and for every man in his proper person to lose so many heavy infantry, cavalry and able bodied troops, and to see none left to replace them; but when they saw also that they had not sufficient ships in their docks, or money in their treasury, or crews for the ships they began to despair of salvation.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Thuc. 8.1.2.] 


Thucydides' resume of the effects felt in Athens when news of their defeat in Sicily reached them, in many ways, encapsulates the essential nature of the Peloponnesian War. The loss of Athenian land forces, whilst a heavy blow, appears by implication to be inconsequential when compared to the number of triremes, and in particular, their highly trained crews, that were lost. At one stroke, the Sicilian Expedition, seen as a combination of imperial expansion and a daring outflanking manoeuvre, had been transformed into a catastrophe for the Athenian Empire. Events in the Great Harbour at Syracuse can be viewed as a turning point, a mortal wound similar to that suffered by the Imperial Japanese Navy at Leyte Gulf in 1944. An examination of the naval strategy of Athens, how it was forged of necessity and opportunity, how it was executed and what part it played in the final victory of Sparta in 404 BC is the key to understanding the true nature of this 27-year conflict between two opposing hegemonies. 

Despite its antiquity and the limitations in the technology employed, the Peloponnesian War has been continually compared with more modern conflicts. In particular, it has been seized upon by various national naval war college historians, often attempting to promote their particular branch of the service. Navies have always sought to be the possessor of the capital weapon, the unique war-winning device. The aircraft carrier, the dreadnought, and, in the case of the Peloponnesian War, the trireme have all been eagerly depicted as such devices. Nash, writing in the Naval War College Review, lamented the fact that the conflict between Athens and Sparta had been seen as primarily a contest between a great land power and a great sea power.[footnoteRef:2] “The effect of viewing it in this way is to give less prominence to the place of sea power in the conduct of the war.”[footnoteRef:3]  Not only was Sparta only able to defeat Athens once it had a navy, Nash argues that sea power was a vital component throughout.[footnoteRef:4]  This was not an aspect that had been lost on Pericles, arguably the preeminent architect of Athenian geopolitical strategy. Within his framework, Nash argues that Athens, from the outset, pursued a military policy that was "conspicuously and unambiguously maritime in nature."[footnoteRef:5]  The constituent basis of Athens's hegemony within the Delian League meant that from the very outset, she was dependent upon sea power for food and silver imports, the avoidance of the insuperable Spartan phalanx and yet able to take the war to the enemy in the shape of amphibious assault. The expansion of what started as the Delian League and later became the de facto Athenian Empire was interdependent with the size and reach of the Athenian fleet. The vast cost of this fleet was supported by the profits from commerce and industry, which were in an exponential accelerator, far exceeding the financial power of other Greek states.[footnoteRef:6] There are obvious parallels here with the strategy envisioned by the Liberal  Government in Great Britain during the First World War. [2:  Nash, 2018, p. 119.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Nash, 2018, p. 120.]  [6:  Charles, 1946, p. 86.] 


Athens’ strategy changed in the second half of the war. From 413-404 BC, the Decelean, or Ionian War, was mostly fought in the eastern Aegean.[footnoteRef:7] By this stage, the war at sea had all the traits of modern naval warfare: trade interdiction, diplomatic pressure, amphibious assault and set-piece naval battles.[footnoteRef:8]  Nash is adamant that this did not simply constitute a “land war afloat.”[footnoteRef:9]  Charles agrees that “few conflicts have been so exclusively naval as the Peloponnesian War,”[footnoteRef:10] however, believes that quintessential naval pedigree was in view before the end of the Achidamian war.[footnoteRef:11]  Seek and destroy was not a worthwhile strategy because Sparta did not have a fleet initially worth the effort, and "the enemy's safety was not dependent on his fleet.”[footnoteRef:12]  It would be like The Royal Navy attempting to hunt down the Grand Fleet at Jutland, shunning the known threat of torpedo attack. Much was at stake with little gain. The successes at Pylos or Cyzicius had not brought victory in the war.[footnoteRef:13] However, the seizing and fortifying of strong points in 425 BC had a considerable effect on Sparta's determination to continue fighting. The Spartans were "forced to tramp futilely about Attica while their foes were burning the coastal towns of Laconia, seizing forts and luring away disaffected helots.”[footnoteRef:14]  This made the Spartans more malleable and led to the Peace of Nicias. [7:  Nash, 2018, p. 120.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Charles, 1946, p. 86.]  [11:  Charles, 1946, p. 88.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid.] 


Conversely, like the Kriegsmarine in 1939, Sparta could operate effectively in the commerce raiding role. Like Britain in 1939, Athens had considerable and vital maritime trade at risk. Despite this, there was precious little activity in this area, although at one point, the Athenians had to send forces to stop attacks in the Levant.[footnoteRef:15]  However, there were many surprise attacks until the Spartan defeat at Pylos, such as at Zacynthus, but none were a great success.[footnoteRef:16]  Despite the technical limitations of the trireme as a patrol vessel, the Peloponnesians were simply afraid to risk direct action against the Athenian navy in the Archidamian war. They had just cause. At Rhium in 429 BC, 22 Athenian triremes commanded by Phormio first defeated 47 and then 77 Peloponnesian vessels.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Charles, 1946, p. 89.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Ibid.] 


Notwithstanding the competing naval strengths, was the Athenian model destined to lose? Were there systemic flaws in its ability to defeat a land power occupying the central ground? When war was declared, Athens had an army of 13,000 of fighting age and a further 16,000 in reserve.[footnoteRef:18] The army that Sparta deployed in Attica in 431 BC was considerably larger.[footnoteRef:19]   “Pericles, however, looked upon it as a terrible thing to join battle with sixty thousand Peloponnesian and Beotian hoplites, and stake the city itself upon the issue.”[footnoteRef:20]  Giving allowance for exaggeration, the in-balance in land forces was considerable and estimated to be at least two to one in favour of the Peloponnese.[footnoteRef:21]  However, in terms of naval power, Athens clearly had the advantage. Kagan estimates that the Athenians alone possessed 300 triremes, and her allies, such as Lesbos, Chios and Corcyra, would be able to field another 100.[footnoteRef:22] In contrast, the Peloponnesians only had 100 ships at their disposal.[footnoteRef:23]  Furthermore, the perceived invincibility of the Spartan phalanx on land was mirrored by that of the Athenian navy. Neither side was anxious to deploy their military's weaker wing against their opponent's stronger. The two opposing militaries were ideally adapted to the established leadership roles that each held within their respective power blocks, and yet they were mutually exclusive. Forming two Venn diagrams, the military apparati of each had a limited intersection point, and one, which at the start of the war was not sufficiently strong to constitute a war winner.  [18:  Kagan, 2003, p. 60.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Plut. Per. 33.4.]  [21:  Kagan, 2003, p. 60.]  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Ibid.] 


A War Like No Other, the title Hanson gave his book on the Peloponnesian War, highlights the unprecedented nature of this 27-year-long conflict. However, in characterising it in this way, he is guilty of a syllogism because he sees the defining nature only in terms of the enormous cost involved and its essential internecine struggle.[footnoteRef:24]  It may have been better named “The Great Ancient Greek War,”[footnoteRef:25] nevertheless, the unique and unprecedented element was that it became a World War, albeit confined to the Ancient Greek world. The traditional pattern of resolving conflicts by highly choreographed meetings of small hoplite forces disappeared. It was replaced by a multi-theatre, multi-dimensional conflict involving a true force mix more akin to the World Wars of the twentieth century. At the start of the war, neither side had a way of effectively combating the other; the inevitable result was to be one of attrition. To conduct such a war required resources, and Athens had a clear advantage in this respect. Athens had an annual income of 1,000 talents, of which 600 talents was available for military expenditure.[footnoteRef:26]  This would not be sufficient and would necessitate tapping into reserves, of which Athens had a considerable quantity, amounting, Kagan says, to 6,000 talents of coined silver and 500 in uncoined gold and silver.[footnoteRef:27]  We have no fiscal evidence for Sparta save that provided by Pericles in his evaluation of his adversary's strength. He concluded, "The Peloponnesians are men that live by their labour and without money either in particular and in common stock.”[footnoteRef:28] Pericles' strategy was to wage a war of attrition against what he almost describes as a primitive economy with a war-fighting capacity that was severely limited. "Besides in long wars and by sea they are without experience, for the wars that they have had one against another have been but short through poverty.”[footnoteRef:29]   [24:  Hanson, 2005, p. xiv-xv.]  [25:  Hanson, 2005, p. xv.]  [26:  Kagan, 2003, p. 61.]  [27:  Ibid.]  [28:  Thuc. 1.141.3.]  [29:  Ibid.] 


According to Thucydides, King Archidamus of Sparta fully recognised his dilemma. The Athenians were unlike the Peloponnesian states that were within their hegemony. Archidamus saw the Athenians in much the same light as Admiral Yamamoto viewed possible conflict with America in 1941.

“For though in respect of the Peloponnesians and our neighbour states we have equal strength and can quickly be upon them , yet against men whose territory is remote and are also expert seamen and with all otherthings excellently furnished, as money, both private and public, shipping , horses, arms and number, more than any one part of Greece.”[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Thuc. 1.80.4.] 


Therefore, the geopolitical situation was tightly balanced from the start, with both sides recognising their strengths and weaknesses and their inability to bring the war to a swift conclusion. Pericles' War plan was to fight a war of attrition, secure within the safety of the Long Walls - a policy of blockade and raid.[footnoteRef:31]   According to Thucydides, Pericles summarised their predicament precisely “for I am afraid of our own errors more than of their designs.”[footnoteRef:32]  “But with the death of Pericles, Athenian sea power as he had conceived it began its decline.”[footnoteRef:33]  The disastrous Syracusian Expedition was a graphic manifestation of that decline.  [31:  Thibault, 1973, p.33.]  [32:  Thuc. 1.144.]  [33:  Thibault, 1973, p.34.] 


Indeed, the fate of the Sicilian Expedition was a heavy blow but were the Athenians so grievously affected as Thucydides implied? Whilst acknowledging that this was a turning point in the war, Charles, for example, argued that this did not make defeat inevitable. Sicily, although a significant setback, did not appear to affect Athens's ability to source and deploy naval material.[footnoteRef:34]   At Arginusae, seven years after the debacle at Syracuse, Athens employed 150 triremes. At  Aegospotami, the climactic battle two years later, 180 triremes were deployed.[footnoteRef:35]  Athens did not retreat into reclusive inactivity after Sicily. From 413 BC until Aegospotami, she still dominated the war at sea, losing only 135 ships, whilst the Peloponnese, in contrast, suffered 245 hull losses.[footnoteRef:36]  Initially, the Peloponnesians seemed slow to capitalise on the force deficit they had been gifted. To start with, the combined forces of the Beotians, Corinthians, Phocians, Arcadians, Megarians and Spartans could only deploy 100 triremes.[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  Charles, 1946, p. 90.]  [35:  Ibid.]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  Hanson, 2005, p. 273.] 


The effect of the Sicilian Expedition was not immediate, but from then on, the Spartan strategy started to evolve. As well as her efforts on land, Sparta embarked upon an increasingly more aggressive and adventurous naval policy. Despite their defeat at Cyzicus in 410 BC, the Persian satrap, Pharnabazus, embarked on a policy of tacit support for an increased effort at sea, pledging supplies of timber and stores to the cause.[footnoteRef:38]  This accelerated after 407 BC when Lysander, a Nelson–like figure, began to work in concert with the Achaemid prince, Cyrus.[footnoteRef:39]  The events in the Great Harbour in 413 BC had emboldened the Peloponnese, who thought Athens was at the point of collapse. The destruction of 216 Delian triremes and 45,000 men was the impetus required, together with the injection of Persian money for Sparta to close the gap and challenge the Athenians at sea.[footnoteRef:40]  War at sea had now become a more professional contest, and the loss of so many trained crews had reduced Athens' qualitative advantage to dangerous levels. Increasing demand for extra crews led to the employment of mercenaries who would serve the highest bidder. Athens was at a severe disadvantage against Sparta, which now enjoyed the benefits of Persian 'lend-lease'.[footnoteRef:41]  In many ways, the Sicilian Expedition, irrespective of its outcome, provided Sparta with an outstanding strategic opportunity.[footnoteRef:42]  Athens would have to contend with a war on two fronts, and this would further drain the Athenian treasury. Already suffering from being cut off from the farms and mines in Attica, it would be forced to demand higher tributes from its various client states, fostering dissatisfaction within them and rendering a further leverage point to the Peloponnesians.[footnoteRef:43] Now with virtually an inexhaustible supply of capital, Sparta could achieve and maintain numerical superiority in triremes. Qualitative superiority was unimportant because they could afford to sustain losses in the knowledge that they could be swiftly replaced.[footnoteRef:44]  The Spartans had changed tactics and transformed the Peloponnesian war into one that was truly multi-theatre. They had taken the principle that had worked so well in hoplite warfare, attrition, and applied it to naval warfare. [38:  Ibid.]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Hanson, 2005, p. 271.]  [41:  Hanson, 2005, p. 272.]  [42:  Walling, 2013, p. 79.]  [43:  Ibid.]  [44:  Hanson, 2005, p. 273.] 


“With a length six or seven times its width and a massive ram, the sleek trireme in one sense was a floating spear.”[footnoteRef:45]  Hanson's somewhat disparaging remarks almost imply that the Spartans were reactionary and simply taking the principle of the phalanx to sea. However, in many ways, the Spartans sought to revolutionise naval warfare. Far from being content simply to wage a war of naval attrition, they evolved new tactics explicitly designed to negate the Athenian advantage. The inherent instability and lack of space imposed by the large number of oarsmen required to give the trireme its hitting power prevented the Peloponnesians from using hoplites effectively as marines. The emotive power of the trireme remained the battering ram. The qualitative advantage possessed by the Athenians rested primarily in their ability to manoeuvre their ships at speed and with agility to bring the ram to bear. Their two standard manoeuvres, the diekplous, which involved either encircling or breaking through the enemy, and the periplous, which was a rapid reversal of direction, were used to good effect at Arginusae in 406 BC.[footnoteRef:46]  The Spartans countered this tactical problem by the use of a strengthened epotis.[footnoteRef:47]  They had an innovator, the Corinthian admiral Polyanthes, who looked for an easier and less skilful way to disable the enemy’s ships because they had little skill themselves.[footnoteRef:48]  The reinforced epotis, used to crush the bow or destroy the oars of the ramming ship, represented a significant departure from the established pattern of broadside ramming.[footnoteRef:49]  It is ironic that the innovative Athenians were defeated by the conservative Peloponnese.[footnoteRef:50]  [45:  Hanson, 2005, p. 240.]  [46:  Laycock, 2020, p. 145.]  [47:  Thibault, 1973, p. 34.]  [48:  Ibid.]  [49:  Ibid.]  [50:  Ibid.] 


The Royal Navy had been unpleasantly surprised in World War One by the German Empire's use of a new weapon, the U-Boat. It is not unreasonable to conclude that the Athenian Navy was equally surprised by the emergence of the reinforced epotis and the new tactical approach that their enemy was able to adopt. Like the Royal navy in 1914, dominance had led to arrogance. At Rhium, for example, Phormio told his crews that the superior numbers of the enemy were inconsequential because of their poor seamanship.[footnoteRef:51] This may be construed as an excellent motivational tactic, but there is evidence of poor leadership by the Athenians. Whilst this may not have been at a tactical level it was certainly true at the staff level. Through this poor leadership, the Athenians squandered their naval superiority. The Athenian commander, Antiochus, disobeyed  Alcibiades's deliberate order not to engage the enemy and suffered a heavy defeat in 407 BC. However, it was Alcibiades, an exceptionally gifted commander, who was dismissed from his post.[footnoteRef:52]  The ten new generals sent to replace him, and that won so convincingly at Arginusae, were sentenced to death for leaving shipwrecked crew to their fate, even though they were prevented from safely doing so by a storm.[footnoteRef:53]  The relative modernity of the Athenian democracy was becoming a hindrance in times of war. It is unlikely that the oligarchic government of Sparta would have contemplated such action. [51:  Hanson, 2005, p. 250.]  [52:  Laycock, 2020, p. 7-8.]  [53:  Laycock, 2020, p. 8.] 


It has been argued that Athens was not a true thalassocracy because she was not an island and was, therefore, vulnerable to land attack. In fact, the Long Walls rendered Athens no less a thalassocracy than the British Empire, which used twenty miles of the English Channel to protect its splendid isolation. This shaped the nature of the Athenian hegemony and conveyed upon it enormous advantages. It both constrained and enhanced Athenian military potential. The Peloponnesian War began as a conflict between sea power and land power, and it did so, as most wars do, with the intent on both sides to utilise the tactics they had previously employed. Despite the protestations of Archidamus, the Spartans deployed their phalanx to Attica hoping to draw out and crush the Athenian hoplites. Pericles, like the state he represented, was determined to embark upon a more sophisticated strategy and one that made the Peloponnesian War an application of strategic geopolitics. Thucydides himself was a believer in this policy. He was resolute in “his belief that money, walls and ships represented a new horizon in warfare, one not envisioned until the rise of powerful modern states.”[footnoteRef:54]  Properly handled Pericles’ strategy of power projection and encirclement of the Peloponnesian league was entirely feasible. “The Piraeus and the Long walls that linked it to the city, became almost a secular religious entity in Athenian thinking.”[footnoteRef:55] In doing so, the Athenians could chip away at the Peloponnesian league and jeopardise Sparta's land dominance. The key to this strategy was the strength and intelligent deployment of the Athenian Navy. If the navy were to be emasculated, Athens would fall because she could no longer guarantee her vital imports of food and silver. This was not the case for her enemy. At Arginusae, the Spartan fleet had been virtually annihilated; they were forced to sue for peace and yet remained intact as a power.[footnoteRef:56]  But when the Athenians lost the remains of their navy at Aegospotami they lost the war and forfeited their hegemony.[footnoteRef:57]  Athens, for a time at least, ceased to exist as a great power. [54:  Hanson, 2005, p. 265.]  [55:  Hanson, 2005. P. 266.]  [56:  Ibid.]  [57:  Ibid.] 


The very opportunity of victory through encirclement led to the disaster in Sicily. Gambling with the asset that guaranteed their freedom, the Athenians lost the initiative in the naval struggle. The mismanagement and misfortunes so common in war created a vacuum of opportunity, which the Spartans readily filled with a mixture of Lysander’s inspired leadership, evolving tactics and the financial might of the Achaedenid Empire. The Athenians not only squandered their own advantage, but they also failed to realise their potential in land warfare. The Spartans had adapted to a new form of warfare, and the Athenians could have done the same. The Spartan phalanx, manned by an elite, was an outdated mode of land warfare. Using their naval model of mass participation, the Athenians might have adapted their land army to include the force mix so successfully employed by Alexander the Great. Pericles' strategy had been to fight a largely proxy war. Ironically it was the Spartans that ultimately fought that proxy war with mercenary seamen and Persian money. It was this strategy that forced the irrevocable defeat at Aegospotomi and ended the war as a battle of sea powers.

(Word count: 3256, excluding titles and citations).
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