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The Peloponnesian War ravaged the ancient world from 431-404 B.C.E. It was a war between a radical democracy and an old-fashioned oligarchy. The Peloponnesian War was fought between Athens and Sparta over fear of influence and interference in trade affairs. Both sides are responsible for the conflict that left many parents to bury their own sons at an early age. But was this war really justified? Some say it was, others say it wasn’t. But before we go into the justifications of the war, let’s first see a brief history of the Peloponnesian War.

The war’s fighting raged all of the Mediterranean; from Sicily, to Greece, and even to Byzantium. Most of the information we have today of the war comes from Herodotus, an ancient historian, preserved legal documents, and archaeological excavations. But still the exact reasons for fighting are a bit hazy. The two sides were Sparta and Athens. Each had allies that had joined their sides and it ended up that all of Greece was going to fight in this war. Under a treaty that had been decreed, Athens was not to interfere in any trade related problems. But they did interfere, and this angered the Corinthians. A small undeclared war was started between the two which lasted only a year. Eager to crush the Athenians, the Corinthians asked their long time ally, Sparta, to aide in their war. (Sacks, 1995) Sparta had always been fearful of Athenian influence, so they saw this as the perfect time to crush their rivals. War was declared in 431 B.C.E., and the great Peloponnesian War started.


Both sides then began taking turns attacking each other and storming fortified cities. At first the Athenians were claiming more victories until the Spartans called for a peace in 421 B.C.E. The Peace of Nicias was supposed to last fifty years, but lasted just a mere three. Jealousy grew and both sides were at war yet again. (www.wsu.org) Unfortunately for Athens, two disasters occurred that led to their defeat. The first was the failed invasion of Syracuse, which ended up in the loss of their entire navy, and the second being Sparta’s alliance with Darius II of Persia. (Thucydides, 1959) The Spartan axis besieged Athens and it fell in 404 B.C.E. Athens would never again be a military power or an influential ally. 

The Peloponnesian War marked the end of Athens’ reign over Greece. They would never have another golden age or influence the ancient world. But was all this destruction and changed justified, or not? Various sources from then and now say both. Some say that war was expected and couldn’t have been prevented, as if it were in their blood. Others say it could have been prevented by the two sides talking their problems out. No matter what they say though, the war did happen and it changed history.


Thucydides, an Athenian general, witnessed the war firsthand and wrote several books on his experiences. In his eyes the war was justified. The Greeks had legalized war and made a code of regulations that limited confrontations, so an all out war was not a rarity. In fact, the Great Boetian Plain near Thebes saw over ten different major battles on it. (Kagan, 1987) The Greeks were used to carrying arms more than the Huns of the northern Steppes. Fathers were even expected to bury their sons instead of vice versa. (www.ancientgreece.com)  The cultured city of Athens was at war two out of every three years of its existence. So armed conflict was usually the way the Greeks solved problems, and the way we solve problems today.


Athens had always been a very luxurious city, full of culture and prestige. They had a steady income of food supplies and a strong military. Trade and tribute brought in funds beyond imagination. The city was the utopia of any Greek citizen. (Greek Heritage) Sparta, on the other hand, was a brutal and militaristic city that had limited culture. They focused on the military, which was their pride and joy. Spartan armies were feared all over and stood up against impossible odds, such as at the Battle of Thermopylae, where they stood up against the Persian army that outnumbered them by over ten to one. (Sacks, 1995) So any city in Greece that wanted to become wealthy and known, made allies with Athens and were influenced by them. Sparta, being ignored, became jealous and envious of Athens, down to the point that they’d declare war against them.

So on one hand, the war was justified. Athens was influencing Greece to the point that they threatened the security of some cities. Sparta then used the confrontation between Corinth and Athens as a means of weakening their opponent. And according to Greek law, Sparta had the right to declare war and attack Athens. When your security is threatened, you tend to act violently, as many psychologists say today. Sparta felt the need to get rid of their fears, so they combated them and eventually won.


Many other people feel the war wasn’t justified. The threat to Sparta wasn’t a realistic threat, but a perceived threat, and many people say this is not a good enough basis to declare war. Also according to Greek law, Athens had the right to succeed and become wealthy. There wasn’t anything or anyone to stop them from becoming a world power. Sparta could have talked the problem out and probably solved it peacefully without killing as many innocent lives. The main reasons behind the wrongness of the war rely heavily on the supposed threat to Sparta. Athens had not attacked Sparta or threatened verbally, but historians still say it that they were threatened. This may be because the Greeks were very prideful people and not being the most influential city lowered their pride, something that was looked down upon. (Sacks, 1995)

I felt that most of the other responses to the question that whether the war was justified or not said that it was justified. I think this is true because of the lack of evidence. We have a limited amount of written documents so we are mostly relying on military journals and excavations. So we don’t really know what they thought of each other or what the real reasons were for going to war. I think though that of the responses, all are backed up by solid information and facts that are hard to prove wrong. 


I feel that the war was justified and that there was little that negotiations could have solved. Athens wasn’t following the rules of the decree set forth before the war and they only brought it all down upon themselves. Sparta used the Corinthian War as an excuse to penalize Athens for their disobedience. Following rules was very important in Greek politics and Athens took one step too many and paid for it. If they had only stayed out of trade affairs and didn’t become so greedy, than they probably could have stopped the war from occurring.

Athens had taken most of the land suitable for farming and colonized most of the Mediterranean as well. So Sparta had much to fear. They required that food supplies be shipped in from Sicily, so Athens’ invincible navy was a great threat to Sparta. The fear wasn’t perceived in my mind, but real. Athens could have taken over all of Greece if it wanted too, and Sparta knew that. So instead of waiting for their eventual takeover, Sparta acted and declared war on Athens.       
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