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'Pericles' Cavalry Strategy': Article Reply
The article that is the focus of this reply is: Hunter, J. H. 2005. 'Pericles' Cavalry Strategy', Quaderni Urbinati di Cultura Classica, 81, 3, 101-108

The purpose of this response will be to address the issue of what was the actual strategy imposed by that of the Athenian leader Pericles during the early stages of the Peloponnesian War. This work will also address the argument presented by Hunter in his work 'Pericles' Cavalry Strategy', and to what extent this view is an accurate assessment of Pericles’ war strategy. Hunter in his work on Pericles’ strategy proposes that Pericles planned a cavalry based defence of Attica, pulling back to the safety of the walls of Athens and using cavalry to fight the enemy. This view holds that the cavalry was aimed to hold and fight the enemy as the main aim of Pericles’ defence strategy and that it was meant to protect Athenian property in Attica [footnoteRef:1]. This view however, raises many issues that need to be addressed, such as, whether a cavalry based defence really was the aim of Pericles, or was it merely a supportive policy to his main strategy. The other views that contend with this cavalry defence strategy are firstly, that of the naval supremacy argument where Pericles is advocating retreat to the walls of Athens, and then using the navy to supply food to the city and raid the enemy’s coastal areas. The other view is that of Pericles lacking a coherent strategy due to the fact that his initial policies proved unpopular and thus he had to readdress the overall Athenian War strategy.  [1:  Hunter 2005: 101-104 ] 

The first area that will be focused on, will be that of the notion that Pericles was attempting to use the cavalry as the main means of defence of Attica and thereby Athens. Contradictory to Hunter’s view, this response’s perspective is that Pericles’ actual strategy was to use his naval supremacy and to force his enemies to make terms. Martin in his work on the Peloponnesian War, makes note of what he terms the ‘Periclean Strategy’, he attests that Pericles’ plan was to invest in the fortifications of the city and the navy so as to ensure that the city could not be taken and out last any attempt at starvation. Martin asserts that Pericles had begun formulating this strategy as early as the 450’s BC, when he used public funds to complete the work of the Long Walls [footnoteRef:2].  This alone does not dispute the theory of a cavalry based defence of Attica, as Pericles could have invested in both the defence of the city to protect the citizenry, and used cavalry to protect the property outside of the city’s walls. However, Pericles’ decision to start on the fortification of Athens as early as he did, clearly demonstrated that his main strategy was to adopt a defence policy and avoid engagement with the enemy.   [2:  Martin 2013: 125 ] 

This unwillingness to engage the enemy in battle is seen in Thucydides work The Peloponnesian War, where Thucydides states that Pericles had to convince the population not to send a force out against the enemy [footnoteRef:3].  Also, Thucydides clearly states Pericles’ policy within his work, where Pericles apparently states that the enemy does not have the resources the Athenians possess, and specifically references that the enemy does not have command of the sea [footnoteRef:4]. This clearly demonstrates that Pericles’ policy was one of dual aims, the first was that of avoiding any engagement with the enemy as the passage suggests. The cavalry based defence as proposed by Hunter would be in opposition to this as it is based on the principle of cavalry engagements with the enemy [footnoteRef:5]. If this were the case then why does Pericles tell the people of Athens they should not go out and fight the enemy, instead of telling them they are already fighting the enemy with their cavalry and look to that for reassurance. The other aim of Pericles’ supposed strategy, is that of a reliance on the naval supremacy Athens possesses and the resources the Athenian possess so that they simply outlast their enemies.  Hornblower on his work on the Peloponnesian war and Pericles’ strategy was that of an endurance policy with Pericles relying on the ‘Long Walls’ and Athenian navy to insure that the city was fed, and could out last the Spartans and their allies in terms of resources [footnoteRef:6].  [3:  Thuc. 2.65.2]  [4:  Thuc. 1.141.4]  [5:  Hunter 2005: 101-104]  [6:  Hornblower 2011: 157-158] 

This naval supremacy policy would have been the true basis of any strategy Pericles would have conceived off, and any land based strategy defence would have been costly and futile. According to a passage in Thucydides, Pericles states that by using their navy, which is superior to their enemies, the Athenians would sail into their enemies’ country, erect fortifications and make reprisals for losses incurred by the Athenians in Attica [footnoteRef:7]. Hanson in his work on ancient strategists, states that Pericles’ plan was to commit to a ‘hit-and-run’ style type of warfare, using the Athenian naval power to bypass the enemy and attack them at home whilst the enemy were in Attica. This view holds that the Athenians using their financial reserves and empire could feed Athens and thus be victorious by simply out lasting their enemies [footnoteRef:8].  [7:  Thuc. 1.142.3-4]  [8:  Hanson 2010: 50-51] 

Thucydides’ reliability also needs to be addressed because the theories of the policy of Pericles strategy presented by Hunter and the other modern scholars are based on the information and details that he provides. Thucydides was alive during the fourth century BC, he was Athenian and actively participated in the early period of the Peloponnesian War as a general before being exiled [footnoteRef:9]. This means that the events and information that Thucydides is providing in his work are most likely a first-hand account with him either being present or being informed of the events as they were happening or shortly afterwards. Therefore, the information that Thucydides is providing is most likely correct regarding Pericles and his plans at the onset of the Peloponnesian war. However, we must consider that there are areas that could be of concern to us when using Thucydides as a source. The primary concern that we must consider is the fact that Thucydides’ banishment by Cleon may have affected his work, by distorting certain facts of the time, and present a version of history that is different from that which actually occurred [footnoteRef:10]. Thucydides’ banishment by Cleon, [who was an opponent of Pericles] may have meant that Thucydides presents Pericles and his strategy as better or more coherent then they actually were. Furthermore, Thucydides could have portrayed Pericles as possessing a completely coherent and planed strategy, but in reality his strategy was most likely more flexible. The purpose of this would be to against Cleon whom Thucydides portrays as a demagogue, and not a true leader like Pericles, who had a plan that was unpopular but would win the war. Therefore, we must be critical of using Thucydides or any proposal that is based on his work when presenting the idea that Pericles possessed a coherent or planned strategy. However, that his account of the war may have been altered for certain reasons, the main events within them, and the actions undertaken by individuals for the most part there is little to no doubt that they occurred.  [9:  Wolfgang and HO. 2006]  [10:  Wolfgang and HO. 2006] 

To further assess the view that the Pericles held a defence and naval supremacy strategy over that of Hunter’s cavalry based defence strategy, we must consider the factors that would have lead Pericles to choose the former over the latter.  The first is the military prowess of the Spartan state and that the marital ability of the Spartans would have caused Pericles to avoid a land based confrontation. Bloedow in his work on Pericles’ strategy for the Peloponnesian War, attests that Pericles chose a defence strategy, knowing that engaging the Spartans in a pitched battle would almost certainly mean a Spartan victory [footnoteRef:11]. This evaluation of Bloedow on the outcome of pitched battle would mean that Pericles would have suggested avoidance of fighting the Spartans and suggested they defeat them by other means which he does [footnoteRef:12]. Therefore, in questioning the purpose achieved by committing to a defensive strategy which would have relied on engaging the enemy constantly in skirmishes. This type of policy would have cost men and resources in attempting to defend property that Pericles had already convinced the population to abandon. The other issue, is that it could have increased the Athenian population’s desire to go out and fight the Spartans because of the success of the cavalry and thus lose the Athenians the war.  [11:  Bloedow 1987: 9 ]  [12:  Thuc. 1.142.3-4] 

The Spartan’s position within the war must also be assessed to determine what type of defensive strategy Pericles would have employed. The principle source on the Spartans and their society is that of Xenophon, and can be found within his work Hellenica, which details aspects of Spartan society. Xenophon attests that the major issue that faced the Spartans was that of the Helots, a subjugated people that Spartans had to maintain control over. The example he provides is that the people subjugated by Spartan law, mostly the Helots, would gladly eat the Spartans raw [footnoteRef:13]. This dangerous faction that existed within Spartan society and had to be watched, would have most likely influenced the strategy of Pericles in how to wage the war. This danger imposed by the Helots would have meant that the strategy proposed by Hanson in his work can be seen in a new perspective. Hanson attests that it was Pericles’ plan to use the navy to conduct ‘hit-and-run’ style attacks on enemy territories and leave before the enemy could muster a proper defence [footnoteRef:14]. Therefore, if the Athenian utilised their navy in this way and were successful, it could have inspired the Helots to revolt. [13:  Xen. Hell. 3.3.6]  [14:  Hanson 2010: 51] 

Turning back to the ancient sources, Xenophon was not the only one to note the apparent unstable nature of the Spartan’s system of living, and its effect on the ability of the Spartans to wage a war away from home. Aristotle noted in his work ‘Politics’ the nature of the relationship between the Helots and the Spartans. Aristotle attests that the Helots were like an enemy just waiting for some disaster to befall the Spartans so they could take advantage of it and become free [footnoteRef:15]. This dangerous element that existed within Spartan society would have most likely factored in Pericles’ considerations for a coherent strategy in order to defeat the Spartans and their allies. The proposed defensive strategy of Pericles’ avoidance of a battle in Attica and using its navy to harass the enemy would have utilised the inherent weakness of the Spartan system [footnoteRef:16]. The defensive strategy would have meant that a significant force would have to leave Sparta to invade Attica on a yearly basis. These repeated absences of the Spartans from Sparta would have meant that the Helot population might have been in a better position to successfully revolt against the Spartans which would have greatly aided the Athenians in winning the war.  [15:  Aristot. Pol. 2.1269a]  [16:  Thuc. 1.142.3-4] 

This view of using the inherent danger of the Helots to the Spartans can be observed in certain areas of Thucydides’ work The Peloponnesian War. The first of these areas; when the Spartans sent the Athenian force home, after having been sent to help defeat the Helot uprising [footnoteRef:17]. The reason why they were sent away, according to Thucydides, this was because the Spartans were afraid of the Athenians after listening to the Helots, who would change sides and support them against the Spartans. This shows that even before the war the Spartans were afraid of the Athenians supporting the Helots in a revolt against them, even when they were still allies. The second area that potentially shows that it was Pericles’ strategy to inspire a revolt amongst the Helots is shown when he suggested they use their navy to land in enemy territories, erect fortifications and attack the enemy from those positions [footnoteRef:18].  These points coupled together the fear the Spartans had of the Athenians supporting the Helots, and Pericles’ suggestion they build fortifications in enemy territory, suggests a strategic plan. The strategy here is a defence of Attica by causing trouble and conflict for the Spartans at home and that they either, leave Attica to deal with it, or they stay in Attica and risk losing to the Helots in a revolt.  [17:  Thuc. 1.102]  [18:  Thuc. 1.142.3-4] 

Kagan in his work on the Peloponnesian War suggests that the Athenian plan at the start of war under Pericles was to use Sparta’s own inherent dangers against them. Kagan attests that the Spartan system although was constitutionally stable. The Spartans lived in constant vigilance against a Helot uprising and this potential uprising meant that they were reluctant to send a large force away from Sparta for any length time [footnoteRef:19]. This proposed strategy utilises the inherent dangers of the Spartan system and achieves dual objectives for the Athenians if it had worked. Pericles would have avoided a military defeat of the Athenians on land by insuring that his people would not have to engage the Spartans in a pitched battle. The proposal that Pericles was presenting was that of utilising their naval supremacy and engaging the enemy in their own territories but on terms favourable to the Athenians, which was shown by Pericles’ speech to Athenians on how best to use their naval strength [footnoteRef:20]. Therefore, the argument for Pericles’ defensive strategy is not that of a cavalry based defence as Hunter suggests, but instead of drawing the enemy into Attica so that the Athenians could strike directly at their enemy’s home and perhaps cause a revolt.  [19:  Kagan 2005: 7 ]  [20:  Thuc. 1.142.3-4] 

The arguments presented within this work represents a range of views on the potential strategies that Pericles might have had during the early stages of the Peloponnesian War, and in truth we will never be certain which of these, if any, are correct. However, that being the case, the argument for a cavalry based defence of Attica as presented by Hunter is possibly the least likely strategy that Pericles would have chosen [footnoteRef:21]. The argument for the use of Athenian navy and attacking the Spartans in weakened positons is much stronger. Firstly, according to Thucydides, Pericles states that the Athenians should utilise their naval power and make reprisals against their enemies from fortified positions erected in their enemy’s territory [footnoteRef:22]. Secondly, the inherent danger of the Helots as Kagan states, meant that the Spartans could not spend long periods of time away from home in the fear of the Helots revolting against them [footnoteRef:23]. Therefore, it is much more likely that Pericles’ strategy would be one that utilised the strength of the Athenians namely; their navy, and the inherent danger of the Spartan system, namely Helots, over a cavalry strategy, that could possibly defend Attica but not win the war.  [21:  Hunter 2005: 101-104]  [22:  Thuc. 1.142.3-4]  [23:  Kagan 2005: 7] 
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