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Peloponnesian War: Athens versus Sparta, 431-404 BC

After the Persian Wars ended with a Greek victory in 479 BC, the city-states of Greece experienced their “Golden Age” and the next 47 years were some of the richest in wealth and new ideas at any place or time in the history of the Ancient World.  This Golden Age was the age Pericles, Phidias, Sophocles, Aeschylus, Euripides, Pindar, Myron, and so many other inventors.

However, peace in the Golden Age of Greece began to crumble in 432 BC.  It all started when a tiny peninsula in northern Greece called Potidaea declared its independence from the powerful Delian League dominated by the city-state of Athens.  Simply, Potidaea refused to pay the high taxes that the city-state of Athens had been collecting for “protection” since the end of the wars against Persia 47 years before.  
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Once peace broke down, conflict between the rival city-states of Athens and Sparta was inevitable.  Athens always had the best navy and Sparta always had the best army.  Athens dominated the Delian League.  Sparta’s allies were called the Peloponnesian League.  The two strongest city-states were destined to fight, but the interesting question was who would win?  In 431 BC, Sparta declared war on Athens and modern historians label this war the “Peloponnesian War.”  At the beginning of the war, Sparta marched its army directly to the city of Athens but the farmers and people of the country retreated to the safety of the huge stone walls of the city.  The city was safe from the Spartan army but disaster struck Athens in the form of a plague.  It lasted three years and killed a quarter of the soldiers and countless civilians.  Pericles was blamed for the war and the plague, and the democratically elected Assembly of Athens fired him from his job as “archon” or leader of Athens.  
Though he was forgiven and resumed power again, Pericles, too, fell victim to the plague in 429 BC.  So, the first years of the long war between Athens and Sparta were a disaster for Athens.  

The war dragged on for years and both cities were desperate to win.  Athens won battles at sea and Sparta won battles on land, but neither side could force the other to surrender.  War with Sparta was expensive so the desperate people of Athens melted down gold and silver from their statues to raise money for a powerful new fleet of ships to fight the war at sea.  After 25 years of fighting, in 406 BC, Sparta’s small navy was finally completely destroyed.   However, the people of Athens did not celebrate!  The crews of 25 Spartan ships had been lost in a storm and not in a battle.  And worse, the dead Spartans from the ships had not been buried properly with coins on their eyes and burning of the body.  So the religious Athenians fully believed that the souls of the crew would wander forever, blaming the city of Athens for their fate.  The Assembly of Athens responded quickly and seriously.  According to the judicial rules of the democracy, the eight generals in charge of Athens’ navy were given a trial in the Agora (= open air market place of the city).  They were found guilty and put to death to appease the souls of the drowned sailors.  This tragic action was carried out over the opposition of Socrates and some of the other philosophers of the city.   Later the Assembly of Athens realized their mistake and had a new trial.  This time the trial gave the death penalty to the “orators” (= speakers) who had accused the Generals at the first trial and “tricked” the jury of 500 citizens into executing eight of Athens’ best military leaders.
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The war was not over yet and more difficult times followed for Athens.  Cities on the Aegean coast fell one by one to strong army of Sparta; and Lysander, the Spartan’s leader, ordered a new siege of Athens.  The Spartan army again surrounded the city and the brave defense of the city lasted for three months.  With food supplies gone and streets filled with the dead and dying, Athenians were forced to bow to the might of the army of Sparta.  In 404 BC Athens surrendered.  

After the war ended Sparta wanted revenge.  The Spartan army completely destroyed the stone walls that surrounded the city of Athens and Lysander demanded that Athens submit to the Spartan army in future wars.  But the Spartans did not destroy the city or make the people of Athens into slaves.  Instead, they set up a “Council of Thirty” to rule the city.  Athens was no longer a “democracy” and the “oligarchy” (= rule by a small group) was unpopular in a city that was proud of their ability to vote for their leaders.  The Council of Thirty ruled with violence and force.  They seized property of wealthy merchants and plundered the beautiful temples of their valuables.   They also punished the leaders and soldiers of Athens for their role in the war - 5000 citizens were exiled and another 1500 executed.  The Council of Thirty also put an end to the Athenian traditions of free speech, free assembly, and allowing teachers like Socrates to teach in the “Agora” (outside market place).

One of the leaders of the Council of Thirty was Critias, a former student of Socrates.  Critias had heard Socrates criticize the weaknesses of Athenian democracy and believed the teacher would support the Council of Thirty.  He was mistaken though.  When the Council of Thirty demanded five leading citizens, including Socrates, to arrest the democrat Leon of Salamis, Socrates alone went home and ignored the order.  Critias forbade Socrates to ever teach again or speak in any public place.  But this was temporary - the Council of Thirty had scarcely been in power for a year when it was overthrown, and democracy was restored to Athens in 403 BC.  Critias was killed along Charmides, another former student of Socrates, who had supported the Council of Thirty.  The new government sought to restore Athens to its former greatness, but Socrates, because of his relationship with Critias, was never popular or trusted by the people of Athens again.  
