Scholarly Reply: Pericles’ Cavalry Strategy by J. H. Hunter

In this article, Hunter discusses Spence’s argument on Pericles and the defence of Attica during the Peloponnesian War.[footnoteRef:1] Spence argued that Pericles had no general concept of military strategy and that the use of cavalry in the defence of Attica was ‘not part of a detailed battle plan worked out by Pericles in advance but was part of the measures he adopted to ensure his basic strategy actually worked’.[footnoteRef:2] Hunter on the other hand, using primary sources such as Thucydides argues that Pericles was a master of strategy who knew how to effectively use cavalry and that the Greeks who came after Pericles were indebted to him for this strategic insight.[footnoteRef:3] While both scholars have a convincing argument, Hunter ultimately gives Pericles too much praise as a strategist and fails to fully understand the argument Spence has raised. The purpose of this reply is to argue that Hunter’s argument that Pericles had a cavalry strategy and was a skilled cavalry strategist is wrong, which will be done by discussing several points he makes in his argument and arguing how they are incorrect. The first reply to Hunter’s argument will address his whole argument about Pericles’ cavalry strategy, while the following paragraphs will respond to specific parts of Hunter’s argument. [1:  Hunter 2005: 101]  [2:  Spence 1990: 91-109]  [3:  Hunter 2005: 108] 

Hunter starts his article by highlighting the arguments Spence makes in his article against Pericles and begins his response to these arguments. In this, Hunter takes issue with Spence’s argument that the use of cavalry ‘was not part of a detailed battle plan worked out by Pericles’ and argues that Spence offers little evidence for this.[footnoteRef:4] The response to this is that throughout Thucydides 1.140-5, which details Pericles speech and call to war, there is not a single mention of the use of cavalry in the defence of Attica, which puts Hunter’s entire argument into question.[footnoteRef:5] Assuming that Thucydides successfully detailed the speech, it is unlikely that Pericles would not mention the use of cavalry in a speech in which details his strategy for the war. What is discussed in detail is the withdrawal of the Athenian people into the city of Athens. In 431 BC, Pericles calls the Athenian people outside of Athens to abandon their land and stay within the walls of Athens, as Pericles believed that if they could defend Athens from the Spartans and avoid fighting them directly, they could secure victory.[footnoteRef:6] Hunter mentions this part of Pericles’ strategy as the cavalry would defend the land, but fails to discuss it further, which in my opinion is a missed opportunity as there is some debate over whether this was a good idea.[footnoteRef:7] Boardman supports Hunter by stating that the Spartan strategy of invading Attica every year in the hope of making the Athenians submit was bound to fail as with the population in Athens and the harbour town of Piraeus which provided all the provisions Athens needed through its superior navy and trade, there was very little the Spartans could do.[footnoteRef:8] Also, most of the produce of Attica was olives and grapes which are difficult to burn or uproot, and would eventually grow back if not destroyed properly.[footnoteRef:9] As Athens imported most of its grain, this loss of food was minimal to the Athenians and not enough to support the Spartans during their invasions.[footnoteRef:10] However, the first response against this argument is that regardless of how effective the strategy of recalling everyone behind the walls of Athens was, it does not support the argument of Pericles being a skilled cavalry strategist. While this proves that at least part of Pericles strategy had worked, Hunter fails to consider that this does not support his main argument. [4:  Spence 1990: 91-109]  [5:  Thuc 1.140-5]  [6:  Hanson 2005: 35]  [7:  Hunter 2005: 104]  [8:  Boardman, Griffin, Murray 1992: 144]  [9:  Hanson 2005: 35-36]  [10:  Hanson 2005: 35] 

The second response is to look at where this strategy failed, such how the opinion of the Athenian people changed throughout this period. While this may not seem important when looking at Pericles’ strategy, it does show where Pericles failed, such as with the great plague of 430-428 that left a quarter of the cities population dead, as well as Pericles himself.[footnoteRef:11] It would be unreasonable to expect that Pericles could have done anything to against this even if he was aware of the possibility of a pandemic, but ultimately he called the people to Athens as part of his strategy so it’s his fault. The Athenian people were furious with the results of this strategy as can be seen with ‘the common people having been deprived of the little that they ever possessed, while the higher orders had lost fine properties with costly establishments and buildings in the country, and, worst of all, had war instead of peace. In fact, the public feeling against him did not subside until he had been fined’.[footnoteRef:12] As the Spartans had free-reign in wider Attica as the cavalry only defended the area around the city of Athens, many people lost property and possessions when they returned to their land.[footnoteRef:13] This is where Pericles strategy failed, as by only defending the area around Athens and letting wider Attica fall to the Spartans, the cavalry is not really being properly used to defend Attica. Overall, Hunter is correct in that the recall into the city of Athens was an effective strategy in that the Spartans could do little against the Athenians. However, this did result in multiple issues for Athens, such as disease and unrest amongst the people. [11:  Hanson 1999: 111]  [12:  Thuc. 2.65]  [13:  Samons II 2016: 155-156] 

One problem in Hunter’s argument can be seen when he attempts to use the battle at Rheiti during the first invasion of Attica by king Archidamus in 431 BC as proof that Pericles cavalry strategy was effective against the enemy.[footnoteRef:14] During this battle, the Spartans fought ‘keeping Mount Aegaleus on their right’ and were able to defeat the Athenian cavalry.[footnoteRef:15] This detail, according to Hunter is significant as any phalanx was vulnerable on its right flank as the centre and left were protected by shields, so by keeping the unprotected side up-hill, it was harder for the Athenian cavalry to exploit this weakness.[footnoteRef:16] Hunter argues that the reason as to why the Spartans won the battle was because of this strategy which is not a bad argument, however the problem is that Hunter believes that the Spartans only adapted this strategy because of the effectiveness of the Athenian cavalry.[footnoteRef:17] The first response to this argument is that the Spartans were most likely aware of the lack of protection their phalanx had on its left side. Hunter argues that by the time of Thucydides ‘this weakness was common knowledge’ which means that both the Spartans and Athenians were most likely aware of this weakness. Hanson also supports this idea, as he argues that both the Spartans and Athenians learned much from the Persian invasion with the most important lesson being and understanding of ‘how vulnerable and how inadequate the hoplite phalanx might become before any adversary who was not always willing to face it in a single land battle with heavy infantry’.[footnoteRef:18] The Spartans most likely kept the less protected site of their phalanx uphill to make it difficult for any force to take advantage of it, not just specifically the Athenian cavalry.[footnoteRef:19] Continuing from this argument, this adaptation in strategy by the Spartans does not prove that Periclean cavalry strategy was working. If the Spartans were aware of the weakness of the left flank, it is unlikely that they would do nothing to try and protect it. Furthermore, it is difficult to believe that the Spartans would have been able to identify and exploit a weakness in the Athenian cavalry so quickly into the war. This change in strategy by the Spartans was not necessarily forced by the Athenian cavalry, but rather an understanding of the terrain and the weakness of their left flank. [14:  Hunter 2005: 105]  [15:  Thuc. 2.19.2]  [16:  Hunter 2005: 105]  [17:  Hunter 2005: 105]  [18:  Hanson 1999: 106]  [19:  Hunter 2005: 105] 

The second response to this argument is that this was not the first example of an army using the terrain to its advantage. For example, during the battle of Marathon in 490 BC, in which the Athenians defeated a Persian invasion force by utilising the terrain to limit their capability.[footnoteRef:20] The two generals, Miltiades and Callimachus were aware that they could not challenge the Persian force of between 20,000 and 30,000 with only 10,000 so with this smaller force, they blocked access from the plains of Marathon, forcing the battle to take place in an area with marshes and mountainous terrain.[footnoteRef:21] By limiting the terrain for the Persians, they could not use their cavalry in the battle, which was needed to outflank the Athenian Hoplites, which gave the Athenians and their allies an advantage.[footnoteRef:22] With this advantage, the left and right wing of the Athenian army encircled the Persians causing chaos amongst the soldiers and eventual retreat to their ships.[footnoteRef:23] As the Battle of Marathon shows, utilising the terrain in battle was not a new strategy. The Battle of Marathon also shows that the limits of cavalry were understood in 490 BC, which means that it is possible that the Spartans were aware of them as well, which also means that Hunter’s argument that the Spartans used the terrain to their advantage to specifically counter the Athenian cavalry is possible.[footnoteRef:24] However, a response to this is that it still does not prove that Pericles’ cavalry strategy was working, only that the Spartans were aware of the Athenian cavalry and how to effectively counter it. Overall, the response to Hunter’s argument that The Battle at Rheiti shows that Pericles’ cavalry strategy was effective as the Spartans were forced to adapt and change strategy is that while the Spartans may have adapted to specifically counter the Athenian cavalry, it does not prove that the cavalry was effective. Also using the terrain to disadvantage the enemy was not a new strategy and as the weaknesses of cavalry were most likely understood by the Spartans, using the terrain to counter the cavalry would have been obvious to the Spartans. [20:  Wees 2016: 177]  [21:  Hanson 1999: 83-85]  [22:  Holland 2006: 191-195]  [23:  Hdt. 6.113]  [24:  Wees 2016: 177] 

Another problem with Hunter’s argument can be seen when discussing how the Athenian people abandoned their land and moved into the city of Athens.[footnoteRef:25] When discussing this, he references an argument made by Ober which states that Pericles went as far to say that if the people left their land in his care it would be protected by the cavalry, which is entirely plausible according to Hunter if one believed that Pericles planned this strategy before the battle began.[footnoteRef:26] Spence rightfully objects to this and states that there is no way Pericles could have known his strategy would have been able to offer protection to the people and land.[footnoteRef:27] Ober and Hunter attempt to counter this by stating that Pericles could have lied for the greater good that could be achieved by implementing his plan.[footnoteRef:28] Needless to say, there are several issues with this argument. The first response to this is that this a bold statement to make without offering any evidence to support it. While it is entirely possible that Pericles could have lied to implement his strategy, Thucydides mentions nothing of this possibility, so it cannot properly support Hunter’s argument without a degree of controversy. The second response to this is that he wouldn’t have had to lie if he knew the strategy would work. It seems more plausible that he would only have to of lied if he had doubts about the effectiveness of using the cavalry to defend Attica. So, while it is possible that Pericles did lie so he implement his strategy for the good of the people, this would also mean that he had doubts about the effectiveness of his own strategy and was not certain whether it would be able to defend the property of the people. [25:  Hunter 2005: 104]  [26:  Hunter 2005: 104]  [27:  Spence 1990: 100-102]  [28:  Hunter 2005: 104-105] 

Another flaw in Hunter’s argument can be seen when he further attempts to validate the effectiveness of cavalry under Pericles by discussing the construction of horse transports in 430 BC.[footnoteRef:29] Thucydides shows this by stating that ‘On board the ships he took four thousand Athenian heavy infantry, and three hundred cavalry in horse transport’.[footnoteRef:30] The response to this argument from Hunter is that this does not prove that the cavalry under Pericles was effective in defending Attica or that Pericles was a skilled cavalry strategist, but rather leads to the question as to why part of this defensive force was being shipped to fight somewhere else. Considering that cavalry is fast-moving it would be impractical to ship it from one side of Attica to another as it would be quicker for it to move across land. Hunter explains that it would be used to ‘take the cavalry to the enemy’ in numerous coastal raids by the Athenian navy and argues this in Pericles favour as it shows that Pericles was adapting his strategy.[footnoteRef:31] However, it still does not prove that Pericles’ cavalry strategy was effective in the defence of Attica, but leads to another issue, being that why is an already small defensive force being sent to take part in raids against the Spartans.[footnoteRef:32] Thucydides details that the Athenian cavalry numbered 1,200 including mounted archers, with 1,600 unmounted archers and 300 galleys fit for service.[footnoteRef:33] It seems careless that Pericles would divide an already small defensive force and use it on offensive operations, especially when the size of the Spartan forces are considered. At this time in the war, the Spartan forces numbered somewhere between 30,000 and 60,000 strong, while the Athenians only had less than 20,000 hoplites.[footnoteRef:34] While the number of amphibious raids which took place during 425 and 424 BC show that they must have been some success for the Athenians to repeatedly do them, it does not prove that Pericles was an effective cavalry strategist, or that they were successful in the defence of Attica.[footnoteRef:35] [29:  Hunter 2005: 106]  [30:  Thuc. 2.56.2]  [31:  Hunter 2005: 106]  [32:  Hunter 2005: 106]  [33:  Thuc. 2.13.8]  [34:  Hanson 1999: 109]  [35:  Hunter 2005: 106] 

Overall, I would say that Hunter is wrong with his argument that Pericles was a skilled cavalry strategist or that he had a cavalry strategist. He fails to consider possible contradictions or counters to his arguments such as his claim that the Spartans kept Mount Aegaleus on their right only because of the effect of the Athenian cavalry and proved that Pericles’ cavalry strategy was working.[footnoteRef:36] Some of his arguments are poorly argued and there is a lack of research such as when looking at Pericles speech where he lists his reasons and strategy for war. However, while Hunter does give too much praise to Pericles as a master strategist, I would agree with the claim that Spence does not give Pericles enough credit as a strategist. While the retreat of the people into the city of Athens was costly in public opinion and in the deaths caused by the plague, the Spartans were incapable of doing anything against Athens other than destruction in Attica which, as already discussed, proved difficult. Ultimately, Pericles cavalry strategy was poor throughout the war, but despite this, his overall strategy was not given enough credit by Spence. [36:  Hunter 2005: 105] 
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