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Thucydides, Societal Efficacy, and the Nature of Examination in Wartime 

 Thucydides marks the beginning of his seminal account of the Peloponnesian War by 

insisting that his work is perhaps unique among those which precede it: by demanding of himself 

a commitment to historicity in its purest sense, he gifts the readers of the work the ability to 

understand a major conflict not as retrospective students of the past, but as an Athenian general 

embroiled in the great war. However, it is imperative that we not allow ourselves to impose our 

modern conception of society onto those of the past; instead, we must understand these events as 

Thucydides did, and recognize their implications as befitting he and his contemporaries. 

Certainly, one must wonder what these may be, for unlike the preceding Persian War between a 

proto-alliance of Hellenic states and the Persian Empire, Thucydides’ conflict is little more than 

a political power struggle between two burgeoning hegemonies. And yet, by extrapolating the 

events and outcomes of the seismic war at hand, it may be possible to explore and understand the 

efficacy of government and political systems, both in times of war and otherwise. Furthermore, 

Thucydides may also reveal fundamental answers about the very nature of examination of 

historical events, insofar as it pertains to the understanding and analysis of societies. The conflict 

between the two nations is revealing both from a scholarly historical sense, and as a case study in 

the nascent science of examining societies. 

The conflict between the novel Athenian system of direct democracy and the Spartan 

culture of military might and single-minded steadfastness towards supremacy offers a 

comparison of two political systems at perhaps the apex of their historical significance. Other 

societies have imitated the cultures of Athens and Sparta to varying degrees of exactitude; the 

Roman Republic and Meiji-period Japan bear strong resemblances to Athenian democracy and 
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Spartan militarism, respectively. Yet, none since have existed over so prolonged a period, and 

certainly have never existed in hostile opposition as in Hellas in 431 BCE.  

The immediate concern when analyzing a citizen’s government through military 

outcomes is the obvious disconnect between the two capacities of a society. Generally, one does 

not have an inherent effect on the other, and therefore cannot support claims about it. However, 

studying Thucydides offers a unique opportunity in that it concerns two societies in which the 

two sections of society are immediately and directly intertwined. Thucydides, throughout Book 

VIII of his account, describes the infighting that led to the dissolution of Athenian society, and 

indeed blames this unrest partly or wholly for the ultimate Athenian defeat. In a society which 

makes policy decisions of the society, and not on behalf of it, it is true that the same who would 

lay their lives on the line are those who make such decisions. Much as the American Constitution 

makes a conspicuous point of defining government for the people in addition to by the people, so 

too does the Athenian system only facilitate the latter. Military success, and therefore societal 

well-being, are intimately linked, for a defeat on the battlefield can lead to the destruction of a 

society. The same holds for the Spartan society, for more immediately apparent reasons. Sparta 

was founded upon, and continued to facilitate, a culture entirely aimed at supremacy of the self 

over others, and supremacy of the society in general. This was most obviously apparent on the 

battlefield, but this inversion of traditional (or non-Spartan) priorities meant that policy decisions 

came outside-in; essentially, concern with Spartan domestic issues was centered around the end 

goal of total discipline and total ability.  

Two primary questions must first be explored in order to understand the implications of 

the outcomes of the Peloponnesian War. First, whence do the two states derive power? Is 

Hellenic influence entirely predicated upon military supremacy, or do other aspects–economic, 



Coerr 3 

commerce, system of government–hold similar or equal value to a state that desires superpower 

status? And second: how does this power (or collection of powers) manifest itself within each 

state? Is this manifestation something that an observer can perceive through a specific medium, 

like a war, or is it merely the “end” of a set of factors? 

It is an indisputable fact that Athens lost the war. This is partly due to simple military 

inferiority: the Spartans were, inarguably, superior tacticians and warfighters. However, Athens’ 

failure to successfully exert its significant economic and colonial power cannot simply be 

ascribed to military defeat, but something much deeper, a flaw or flaws within the Athenian 

system. War is a unique human condition. At once, it encompasses vast extremes of human 

emotion, allows for individuals to occupy outsize roles among their peers, and stretches the 

ability of a society to handle undue stress; occasionally, these societies will simply crumble 

under the tension of a wartime culture. The Athenian failure in the Peloponnesian War represents 

a particular example of the negative product of these stresses; insofar as the system of 

government itself was concerned, they abandoned it for the single-minded leadership of Pericles, 

a shift which would offer them benefits in the short term, but have long-lasting repercussions. 

Thucydides presents a certain dilemma when discussing Pericles, especially when 

considering the lavish praise he affords him and his leadership. Certainly, this is warranted. 

Thucydides writes of Pericles: 

 

[He] enjoyed so high an estimation that he could afford to anger them by contradiction. 

Whenever he saw them unseasonably and insolently elated, he would with a word reduce 

them to alarm; on the other hand, if they fell victims to a panic, he could at once restore 
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them to confidence. In short, what was nominally a democracy was becoming in his 

hands government by the first citizen (II.65).  

 Pericles, by his very existence, presents a contradiction for the Athenian democracy. 

Thucydides specifically and directly notes his ability to dictate not only policy, but the national 

spirit of the Athenian people. He even goes so far as to suggest that Athens would have prevailed 

had they not squandered the advantages Pericles created, writing “So excessively abundant were 

the resources from...the genius of Pericles” (Thucydides II.65). His role as a temperamental 

figurehead and decision-maker was a temporary boon for the well-being of their war effort, but 

in the long term led to conflict over power. It did, however, run contrary to the very nature of the 

Athenian system, one which was predicated upon the total supremacy of majority rule. Those 

who followed him, men like Nicias and Alcibiades, did not possess the same political intuition as 

Pericles, relying instead on quasi-demagoguery and argument in the stead of leading by ability 

and worth. Pericles commanded the respect and support of the Athenians simply because he had 

the capacity to lead them effectively; when that capacity was gone, and the same role was filled 

by inadequate replacements, the success of Athens disappeared.  

 Even more significant is the emphasis Pericles placed on holding the state ahead of 

oneself. The success of Athens in a military conflict was predicated upon self-sacrifice by its 

citizenry, a condition that grew in importance as it became clear that defeat in the Peloponnesian 

War was directly akin to the total destruction of Athens. Submission held the same 

consequences, regardless of the manner in which it arrived. Ergo, as Pericles argues in his speech 

to the Athenian Assembly, it is a necessary condition that the Athenians fight at any cost, and 

place the survival of their state at the forefront of any priorities. 
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 At its heart, the Peloponnesian War is a conflict between two states that would determine 

control of what amounted to the known world, or that of it which mattered. Survival of the fittest, 

so long a conflict between those with might and those without, suddenly became a question of 

superiority between equals. Defeat in the conflict was the same as losing Hellas and one’s 

identity as a nation, an outcome unacceptable to any leader. But, then, this condition of the war–

fighting as equivalent to survival of oneself, for the nation is in a certain sense homogenous with 

the self–begs the question of how Athens (the society, not the people individually) could allow 

for the possibility of the destruction of its own empire. The national imperative demanded 

survival, and yet, as Pericles adeptly notes, the people acted against their own best interests in 

the desire for advancement of their own stature. It is perhaps a factor of a nation at war, but the 

warring status of the nation could potentially facilitate the same within its people. In a certain 

sense, the striving for power Athens undertook prior to the war transmitted the same to its 

citizens of power. The message was that the acquisition, solidification, and maintenance of one’s 

supremacy over others was perhaps the highest order of a nation, and so too of its citizens.  

This too exposes a hypocrisy within the Athenian value judgement of its own national 

priorities. A people so committed to the well-being of democracy and decisions of the self, for 

the self, deemed it necessary to force these practices onto others, a contradiction in and of itself. 

Athens as an empire ran opposite to the Spartan imperatives as a nation which allowed for self-

determination among the states it subjugated. Athens operates under a political theory similar to 

a realpolitik style foreign policy, while simultaneously maintaining a morally superior position 

insofar as the domination of the weaker states being essential to the expansion of power within 

the greater Hellenic geopolitical sphere. Melos, as a weaker nation facing destruction and 

subjugation, observes the same principle that Pericles does in his earlier speech, in this case 
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framing it as a contradiction to the Athenian claimed position of moral superiority. To this, the 

Athenians reply “you [the Melians] know as well as we do that right, as the world goes, is only 

in question between equals in power, while the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what 

they must” (Thucydides V.89). As if a metaphorical curtain has been dropped, Athens reveals the 

true nature of their aggression both prior to and during the Peloponnesian War. It is a curious 

question whether Athens, by alienating the nations which may have benefitted them as allies 

later, recognized the risk at which they put themselves with regards to potential revolution and 

unrest within its sprawling empire. Pericles, for all of his positive effect upon the success of 

Athens, anticipates and acknowledges these same moral questions, going so far as to refer to the 

“tyranny” of Athens, and the risk involved with allowing it to disappear (Thucydides II.63).  

Athens, it is clear, derived its power from the domineering attitude and practices it 

undertook during the post-Persian War era. And while they preface this colonialism and empire-

building under an ostensible desire to improve the self-determination of the Low States, the 

veneer is just that–an excuse to allow them to gain an economic and manpower advantage over 

potential challengers to their nascent hegemony. Indeed, the Athenians admit to as much in the 

Melian Dialogue, when they say “we shall not trouble you [the Melians] with false pretenses...of 

how we have a right to our empire because we overthrew the Mede,” to which the Melians reply 

that the Athenians “enjoin [them] to let right alone, and speak only of interest” (Thucydides 

V.89-90). Finally, the Athenians admit to expanding an empire under these false pretenses, 

retorting “we have come here in the interest of our empire, and that we shall say what we are 

now going to say, for the preservation of your country; as we would desire to exercise that 

empire over you without trouble...for the good of us both” (Thucydides V.91, emphasis added).   

Its military ability is perhaps secondary to this show of strength against weak states, a means to 
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an end in which Athens controls the majority of Hellas simply by political methods, after a 

military intervention into those who resist. This power, the military (particularly naval) 

supremacy they hold over most other powers in the region is derived itself from economic 

superiority and what amounts to enslavement of weak states. It would seem necessary that the 

Athenians place political means ahead of violence whenever possible, although power in these 

forms is far less tangible than strength of force. And yet, a conflict in ideology led to a 

contradiction in terms within the Athenian Assembly; military power presented itself as the best 

and most necessary method to defeat and subjugate the Peloponnesian League. These decisions 

and outcomes reveal the fatal flaw within the Athenian theory of dominance, which was in turn 

determined by the moral superiority they gleaned from the perceived advantages of democracy. 

Had they imitated the Spartan method of allowing the satellite states their own forms of 

government, demanding only tribute and loyalty in conflict, they could have maintained an 

empire of willing states to fight for them on terms amenable to both. Instead, they domineered 

and subjugated, and fell prey to the desires of men in positions of power to exert said power in 

the most forceful way available to them. The naval supremacy they held, unchecked by any other 

power, became to them the method by which they would control the known world, an 

unsustainable manner by which to preserve an empire. It seems to be a flaw in the system itself, 

one revealed by the failures of Athens on expeditions throughout the war and ultimately in the 

war itself.  

 Essentially, the power which Athens possesses is manifested in perhaps the most harmful 

way possible for the national success as an empire. What is unclear, however, is whether these 

fault lines were revealed by the state of war Athens pursued, or whether the two events merely 

happened to occur simultaneously. For while Sparta clearly was victorious, it is a point of 
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contention whether Athens can be said to have “lost” the war, or whether Sparta’s tactical 

advantage was simply such that they were a supreme foe in all aspects. It is not clear whether the 

faults of the Athenian system, so clearly defined, were significant enough to lose them the war. 

And while the rebellion from within Athens itself is certainly enough to have unseated 

democracy and thereby endangered the war effort, it is unclear whether that can be blamed for 

the Athenian defeat. However, I contend that these events are all codependent upon each other. 

Athens does not end up in a position of potential war without the power-hungry, expansionist 

elements of their own democracy; the fatal decisions made in the war could have been avoided 

had Athens made the permanent decision to abandon the pretense of democracy in favor of 

strong leadership; and the breakdown of democracy is directly due to the failures in the war. A 

vicious cycle of national proportions, it forces one to the same conclusion that Thucydides 

relates; democracy is a fallible system, which is highly dependent on the virtue of those with a 

portion of power greater than that of the common majority.  

It is unclear, then, why Athens continued to perpetuate a failed democratic system when 

faced with the reality that “government by the first citizen” obviously held greater merits when 

implemented correctly. The Spartans, for their own case, maintained a rigid quasi-aristocracy 

(with monarchical elements), one which allowed for the same merits the Athenians gained under 

Pericles to be a consistent part of their government. The Spartan cold rationality, an attitude 

permeated in all aspects of life and government, translated into success on the battlefields. For 

insofar as the Peloponnesian War constituted a total war, it necessitated total commitment to total 

victory. Given that Athens clearly held naval supremacy, just as Sparta maintained the same in 

infantry settings, it was impossible for one nation to crush the other without a shift in priority, 

and even at times the abandonment of tradition that formed the very backbone of one’s society. 
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For Sparta, this meant an end to their glorious isolation from the Hellenic geopolitical sphere. It 

meant the utilization of the Helots for combat purposes, and a subsequent atrocity against their 

slave class. Most significantly, it meant a shift in Spartan character, perpetuated from the top of 

their society, and enacted and manifested by those actually fighting the war. Traditionally, 

Spartans were not besiegers, not conquerors, not destructive armies set on razing farmland to 

punish an enemy. And yet, to win the Peloponnesian War required all these things, things which 

the Athenians could not bring themselves to do. By inculcating a society in a system of morals 

which demanded insular beliefs, total sacrifice of oneself as merely a cog in the Spartan 

machine, and a warrior code of total rigidity, the Spartans were capable of demanding of their 

people the very thing the Athenians tried and failed. The Athenian Assembly was unable to 

demand of itself and its people the commitment to a proper course of action, instead behaving 

irrationally, operating reactively rather than proactively against a disciplined enemy, a slight but 

major difference which often determines the ability of a society to withstand pressure. Those 

who act with the initiative have an immediate advantage over those who are forced to respond. 

Reminiscent of Plato’s criticism of democracy in The Republic, the Athenians suffered from 

impulsive decision making and government that amounted to mob rule. The Spartan system, far 

closer to Plato’s desired aristocracy, maintained an ordered approach that not only held the true 

moral superiority (based upon their treatment of subjugated states), but also the tactical 

advantage. The Spartans were not subject to demagoguery, simply because there was no mass of 

citizenry to appeal to. Their methods were brutal and ruthless, but such are the necessary choices 

to win a total war. 

There is a temptation, shared by even Thucydides himself at times, to be repelled by 

seeming atrocities in times of war. One may feel that, even when the future of a nation is under 
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consideration, maintaining a certain code of virtues holds priority over victory; whether this be 

for ephemeral reasons of humanity, to avoid prosecution after a war, or to hold some sort of chip 

with which to bargain, the impulse is a misguided one at best. When the Syracusans slaughter the 

Athenians during their retreat from the Sicilian battlefield, it is the culmination of a campaign 

that had doomed the Athenians from the start. Dominance in wartime is not gained by sympathy 

or self-sacrifice. Wars are not won by those with the moral high ground; they are won by those 

who are willing to do what is necessary to achieve what they must. The Athenians, too, are 

willing at times to go to these lengths: their slaughter of a defeated Corinthian army at Megarid 

in 458 BCE proves this adequately. The difference, then, seems obfuscated. If both nations are 

clearly willing, at times, to perform acts of seemingly unnecessary violence, and to do what is 

necessary for victory in the war, why do the Spartans still remain victorious?  

The answer may lie in what Thucydides allows us to understand about the very nature of 

examination itself. The concept is deceptively simple; by understanding what happens, you can 

understand what caused it to be so, and thereby understand the entity you seek to explore. And 

yet, Thucydides does not undertake this proposed course, and instead substitutes it for his own 

method of analysis. Due to his nature as undisputed authority on the subject matter, he is almost 

compelled to offer a view on the subject that jibes with what he considers to be the causes of the 

war, for it is impossible for his audience to know or verify the accuracy of the speeches, 

emotions, and justifications offered by many of the most relevant characters in the narrative. And 

while it is likely that these are faithful in the general sense to what the individuals did and felt 

during the time of war, it still provides Thucydides leeway as far as narrative is concerned. It 

generates a quandary of sorts, where the most concrete information is generated by the events 

and outcomes of the war, and yet the justification is available yet potentially manipulated. We 
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examine the Spartan victory through a lense predicated on that very victory; why they were able 

to maintain discipline both domestically and abroad, why their tactical superiority prevailed 

against an opponent with greater satellite influence and economic means. And while it is true, 

generally, that history is written by the victors, Thucydides bucks that trend by writing as an 

Athenian general, defeated at his own game. How must we understand this history, a dissertation 

on a war his own nation lost, when we already possess the major incidents that determined its 

course?  

Thucydides writes for an audience less with the intention of providing a historical 

account of a series of events that shaped his world, and primarily to draft a warning of sorts for 

those who may repeat the same mistakes as the Athenians and Spartans. He introduces his essay 

with a remarkably introspective eye towards his own work: 

 

The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from its interest; but 

if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the past as an 

aid to the understanding of the future, which in the course of human things must 

resemble if it does not reflect it, I shall be content. In fine, I have written my work, not as 

an essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all time 

(Thucydides I.22; emphasis added). 

This is not merely an account of a war that would otherwise be lost to history; it is a warning 

message, a plea to the future for the mistakes of his generation to never be repeated. And 

certainly, one must consider the scale of the conflict, because for Thucydides, this is the largest 

event to take place in the Hellenic sphere in his lifetime, and arguably the greatest in the history 

of Hellas. For him, especially given his own personal defeats during the war, it must have been 
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imperative that this scale of human suffering would never be repeated again; more importantly, 

that he communicate the fact that he was aware of the root issues of the war, and he could see the 

method by which nations of the present and future can avoid such a calamity. And yet, of course, 

the same problems, errors, missteps, and calamities occur repeatedly throughout history, political 

problems receiving a solution of violent rectitude that wreaks havoc upon the people who never 

were involved. Thucydides may, however verbosely, be telling us simply that we are human and 

flawed, and our leaders are inherently predisposed to be unable to avoid catastrophic mistakes 

that are so benignly human.  

 It calls into question the philosophical side of Thucydides’ history, and whether he offers 

a subtextual dissertation on the vagaries and flaws within the nature of men. Clearly, he glorifies 

men like Pericles and Archidamus, condemns the demagoguery of men like Cleon and 

Hyperbolus, offers sweeping accounts of the heroism of men like Brasidas. It is a sobering leap 

to make: the fatal actions of an entire nation are grounded in the speeches of a few men in over 

their heads. And yet, this is the true nature of Thucydides’ history and method of examination.  

To generalize: war is a romanticized event, one which takes human character to its outer 

extremes. To kill a man is to reach, whether positively or negatively, some kind of pinnacle few 

others attain. To order men, one’s own countrymen and subordinates, to death is to exert the 

power of something approaching the divine. It is a power which tempts, intoxicates, particularly 

when it offers itself as an alternative to sober means. By returning to the most basic law of 

nature–kill or be killed–men can release the most savage aspect of themselves, and proclaim 

themself the strongest among those who would dare question their power.  

This, then, is Thucydides’ message, passed down through the generations, imploring us to 

avoid the temptation to succumb to that animalistic side, to promote the well-being and safety of 
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humanity whenever possible. He examines not the mistakes of the nations, but of those who 

controlled them. The expansionist desires of the two hegemonies led to a necessary conflict–this 

is beyond denial. At some indeterminate point, long before the outbreak of hostilities, the two 

countries passed a point of no return, a proverbial Rubicon beyond which war lay as the only 

answer. Geopolitical necessities dictated this conflict, yes, but what are these if not the constructs 

of men? Men who desire power, power over others, power unchecked by challengers within their 

nation and without; these are the men who lead nations into violence, as they have done in the 

past and will do so again. When Thucydides writes of his work as a “possession for all time,” he 

means just that, a quasi-manual, a perception into the basic nature of humanity (I.22). His 

examination is not one of nations as faceless behemoths clashing in some titanic struggle; it is as 

human as any work of literature. He reports to us on the failures of his own leaders; he begs us to 

mitigate these in our own. This is the truest lesson in history: those who would ignore it, would 

repeat it, and Thucydides fears that the mistakes of his present will impact us forever.   
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