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HISTORY OF THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR
Thucydides
History of the Peloponnesian War, translated by Rex Warner, or The Landmark Thucydides, 
translated by Richard Crawley, edited by Richard Strassler 
Grade Level: 11-12
ISBN: 0-14-044039-9/ ISBN-10: 0-684-82790-5
Recommended hours: 40

INTRODUCTION
Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War recounts a war that took place more than 
twenty-four hundred years ago. However, what Thucydides supplies is more than a narration 
of those remote events; in his telling, he discusses everything from international relations and 
democratic empires to the brutalizing effects of a war in which the final blow never seemed 
to land. Thucydides reaches for the tone of a dispassionate and meticulous observer of events; 
yet, he is no mere chronicler, as he provides the careful reader with insights into civil society 
and human nature itself. One may perceive a driving force of inevitability in his recounting 
of events, but Thucydides was neither deterministic nor theological. He recognized the role 
of chance in the unfolding of events as well as the importance of key individual players, their 
actions and their decisions. 



Included in this document is a short summary of the action of each book. These summaries 
are not written for the students, and they should not be given to the students. They are for the 
teacher only. While the students need not read the entire text, we advise the teacher to do so. 
At the beginning of each set of questions, we have listed the paragraphs we think are most 
conducive to fruitful seminar discussions. 

This guide includes the following:

• A short biography of Thucydides

• A glossary of important terms

• A synopsis of relevant historical background

• Advice on teaching the text

• Discussion questions for each book

• Broader questions suitable for essay assignments and closing discussions

• Appendix including the following: 

* sample timelines 
* lists of important figures, locations, and alliances
* a summary of the conclusion of the war, including a list of important figures from 

the oligarchic coup
* source listings for maps and illustrations

• A short bibliography

An important note on denoting years: The Peloponnesian War took place between 431 and 
404 in the era traditionally known as B.C.—that is, before the life of Christ. In this guide, all 
dates referenced are B.C.; for purposes of economy, however, the abbreviated designation is 
excluded after the lecture material.

A SHORT BIOGRAPHY

Born between 460-455, Thucydides was from an aristocratic Athenian family with a long 
pedigree. When war erupted between the two most powerful city-states in Greece—Athens 
and Sparta—Thucydides presciently predicted the importance of such a conflict and decided 
to chronicle the events.

An ardent supporter of Pericles, Athens’ leading statesman at the time, Thucydides experienced 
the war as an Athenian citizen and general, the latter earning him exile when he failed to
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secure Amphipolis and allowed Brasidas a Spartan victory over this important Athenian 
colony. Of his twenty-year exile, he says that it provided a vantage point from which he 
could see “what was being done on both sides, particularly on the Peloponnesian side...and 
this leisure gave me rather exceptional facilities for looking into things” (5.26.5-6).

Because Thucydides was a contemporary of the war he chronicled, he was an eyewitness, or 
knew someone who was, to each of the events he related. Writing for a sophisticated Athenian 
audience, he could not simply rely on the method of Herodotus, a contemporary from an older 
generation, whose narratives of the Persian Wars have the flavor of oral tradition. Rather, 
Thucydides sought evidence and corroboration of that evidence from multiple sources. He 
begins his History with a short discursus dating back to the very beginnings of habitation 
in Attica and the Peloponnese. This period of colonization and movement is obscured, he 
claims, by the “romantic” accounts that rely on myth and legend. He intends his history to 
be one that sticks to facts.

As the classicist Victor Davis Hanson writes, 

His prose is to be accepted or rejected by contemporaries in Athens with 
keen interests in rhetoric and style, a generation well acquainted with 
the logic of Socrates, the realism of Euripides, and the arguments of the 
Sophists. The influence of contemporary medical writers also offered to 
Thucydides the methodology of symptomatology, diagnosis, and prognosis 
that could be applied outside the realm of pure science: history is also 
a scientific discipline with its own proper set of rules and procedures… 
[Thucydides believes]...that the truth requires his own interpretation 
of the events he presents. It demands that he deem some occurrences 
not worthy of inclusion into his narrative, while others must take on 
unusual importance… His carefully chosen military episodes and political 
speeches by themselves explicitly reveal cause and effect, (1.97.2), follow 
a discernible chronology (5.20.2-3), and often lead to more profound and 
general truths about human experience (3.82-84; 5.85-116). And perhaps 
most importantly, Thucydides suffered through a war (5.26.5) far more 
lengthy, brutal, and horrific than the allied Greeks’ noble defense of their 
country a half century earlier, an experience that must in some part account 
for his bleaker conclusions that human conflict was both uncontrollable 
and inevitable.1

Thucydides was a student of human behavior, particularly the behavior of individuals as 
members of the larger community, the polis. His history provides the reader with a devastating 
portrayal of war and its widespread effects on society. The one hundred and forty-one speeches 
included in his narrative, in addition to the numerous detailed descriptions of particular 
battles, provide remarkable insights into humans as political beings.

©2019 Cana Academy®
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One final note about the scope of the history: Plague broke out between 430 and 427, claiming 
the lives of one third of the Athenian population. It struck Thucydides, but he survived to give 
us a detailed description of the plague’s symptoms and devastating effects. The war ended in 
404. Thucydides likely died shortly afterwards, but his history ended with events in 411. His 
exile only ended after terms of peace were struck in 404. Years after his death, the events of 
the remaining seven years of the war were provided by the historian Xenophon in his work, 
Hellenica.

GLOSSARY OF IMPORTANT TERMS 

Thucydides frequently refers to weapons, units within the infantry, and other groups within 
the social and political structure of the Greek world. The following will help students track 
these references. 

Alien: An alien was an Athenian settled as a colonist. They were resented by the residents of 
the colony, and for that reason the practice was eventually proscribed.

Archons: The archons were nine Athenian rulers, drawn from the upper class and elected by 
citizen assembly. They ruled for one year and then retired to the Areopagus to be consulted 
as older statesmen. Their importance diminished as the democratic assembly became more 
powerful.

Delian League: The League was a defensive union of the city-states established in 478. 
Athens stood at its head. Its treasury was originally located on the island of Delos (hence the 

The Island of Delos
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name Delian). The league ostensibly represented the interests of one hundred and fifty 
members. However, through its undisputed leadership of the league, Athens increasingly 
became the head of what amounted to an empire of subject states. Chios and Lesbos alone 
retained their own fleets.

Delphi and Olympia: Delphi and Olympia were two of the most important religious sites. 
Governments in need of cash often sought out the gold and silver collected there as sacred 
offerings. Although the rubrics of piety were threatened by this practice, the shrines regularly 
gave way to justifications given when cash was needed for waging war.

Demagogue: Thucydides applies this word to those who, in his estimation, unscrupulously 
manipulated the assembly to increase their own political power. 

Democracy: Democracy was established in Athens in 507. Revolting against Hippias, the latest 
in a series of aristocratic tyrants, the citizens replaced him with Cleisthenes. An Athenian of 
aristocratic pedigree, Cleisthenes issued a series of reforms, including direct voting by free-
born citizens in an assembly. Thus, democracy in Athens was limited: In a city the size of 
Rhode Island, ten percent of the 300,000 to 400,000 residents exercised full rights.

Ephors: The magistrates elected annually by the assembly in Sparta were called ephors. 
Looking after the daily affairs of the city, they functioned as the real rulers while the kings 
focused on military command. 

Helots: Helots were Messenian slaves captured by Sparta in a series of wars with their 
neighboring city-state. They were used as agricultural laborers to free up the Spartan male

A hillside in Delphi
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citizen (Spartiate) to engage in military training exclusively. As the war dragged on, helots were 
increasingly used by both sides as soldiers—Athens enlisting them in the name of freedom, 
Sparta promising freedom in exchange for service but most often reneging on that promise. 

Hoplites: Hoplites were citizen soldiers—foot soldiers who could afford the equipment.

Medes: Persians are referred to as Medes at different points in the text.

Ostracism: Ostracism was a practice of exiling from Athens for ten years anyone believed 
to be a potential tyrant. Meant as a protection of their newly established democracy, it was 
instead often used as a political tool to eliminate one’s opponents. The one exiled did not 
lose his property or citizenship, but he could not benefit from any of his possessions during 
his exile. 

Peloponnesian League: The League, established and led by Sparta, united Greeks against 
the invading Persian army in the years 480-479.

Peltasts: Used as skirmishers, peltasts were soldiers who carried a light shield and javelin.

Perioeci: Those living in and around Sparta were called perioeci; they were neither citizens 
nor slaves and were responsible for commerce and manufacturing.

A hoplite

A shard of pottery used to ostracize someone
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Polis: This word is commonly translated as city-state. It refers to distinct political entities, 
separated by geography but occasionally united against a common enemy. The Greek poleis 
(plural for polis) shared a common language, customs, and religion, but their political 
structures varied. An individual’s polis was his community, life outside of which was akin to 
death; thus, to be exiled from one’s polis was considered a severe punishment. However, one 
exiled during times of war might very well seek asylum with the enemy.

Trireme: Triremes were large sailing vessels used primarily for battle. With 170 oars 
arranged in three rows, the trireme was sleek and fast. The Athenian victory against the 
Persians at Salamis was due in large part to the maneuverability and ramming prow of the 
trireme. Manned by additional officers, hoplites, and archers, these vessels could easily 
travel at a speed of six knots, approximately seven miles per hour. Dry triremes leaked, 
thus some amount of water absorption was necessary to swell the seams and keep them 
maneuverable. However, triremes were often pulled from the water to prevent them from 
becoming waterlogged; in the process, their crews were subject to attack. Especially during 
times of war, triremes were replaced annually, a very expensive practice. With a fleet of two 
hundred ships at the total cost of one thousand six hundred talents, including the cost of the 
ships and the salary of the crew, Athens could wage war for three years at most. 

Reconstruction of a trireme
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A SYNOPSIS OF THE RELEVANT HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Prior to a study of the war, a brief lecture on the rise of Athenian democracy and the Persian 
Wars is helpful. The lecture should include maps and pictures of Greek geography, and it 
should only focus on the major battles of the wars. The Persian Empire was the largest 
empire of its time; Greece’s resistance to domination was extraordinarily heroic. 

Teachers may wish to provide students with a packet including relevant maps of the 
geographical areas of the Greek peninsula as well as maps locating the sites of the most 
important city-states and battles of both the Persian and Peloponnesian Wars. Including a 
timeline of major events is also helpful. (See the Appendices for examples.) The following 
narration is an example of the kind of short lecture the teacher should give in preparation for 
reading the text:

LECTURE ON EARLY GREEK HISTORY AND THE PERSIAN WARS

The entire area of Greece is smaller than some American states, and yet the history of this 
small Mediterranean peninsula and her surrounding islands has had an outsized impact on 
the history of many nations, the United States included. Located on the Attican peninsula 
and roughly the size of Rhode Island, Athens reached a population of three to four hundred 
thousand during her golden age. Sparta, rich in land resources and protected by the Taygetus 
Mountains, enjoyed the security provided by its geography as well as a highly developed 
military culture.

The geography of Greece was a factor in the development of its unique political structure. 
Mountainous and rocky terrain prevented the emergence of a unified country under the rule 
of a centralized authority. Separated by rivers and mountains, every region that could provide 
sustenance for living was isolated from every other region. And although the dry and rocky 
soil made the growth of many crops difficult, it also made Greece less attractive to invaders. 

As recorded in the epic tales of Homer, a loose confederation of peoples, speaking the same 
language and sharing many of the same customs and religious practices, might at times 
join together against a shared enemy. More often, brief fighting over economic concerns or 
boundaries broke out between the one hundred and fifty city-states (polis, sing.; poleis, pl.) 
on the Greek mainland. Trading posts and colonies throughout the Mediterranean brought 
the number of poleis up to perhaps as many as 1,500 following the “dark ages” that lasted 
from 1100-800 BC. The rise of the city-state as a political entity appears to have happened 
simultaneously among the outposts and villages between 750-650 BC. This rise of independent 
city-states led to the rise of the citizen soldier, or what was called the hoplite: the farmer who 
had enough money to equip himself for battle in times of war.

The Spartans were descendants of the Dorians who migrated or invaded from the North 
during the Dark Ages. Settling primarily in the Southern Peloponnese, they established an 
isolated agricultural community. The highly militarized and authoritarian governance of two 
military kings suppressed individualism in the name of the common good. 
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A series of wars fought between 725-675 BC pitted the aggressor Sparta against her neighbor, 
Messenia. Over the course of decades, Sparta sought to subdue this region. It created a 
slave class (helots) in support of their economic structure, specifically to enable a dedicated 
infantry to develop. The Spartiate, as a member of the Spartan infantry was called, was a 
professional soldier. He endured a long process of training and selection; and he was to pursue 
the infantry full time since he was freed from the necessity of providing food for his family. 
If he survived the gauntlet, he was set for life with property, slaves, and food. Because Sparta 
possessed this dedicated and highly trained fighting force, she was considered the undisputed 
power on the battlefield. 

Athens was not conquered during the Dorian invasions and became a refuge for many fleeing 
from instability. In particular, many migrated across the Aegean Sea to what is known as 
Ionia: the coastal lands and islands bordering the eastern Aegean. As early as 700 BC, Athens 
became the political center of the entire Attican peninsula. In 507, under the leadership of 
Cleisthenes, Athens developed the first known democracy. Overthrowing the tyrant Hippias, 
Cleisthenes created a method of voting, established ostracism as a means of purging Athens 
of potential usurpers, and redrew aristocratic boundaries, which freed more land for use 
by non-aristocrats. These measures ignited an outburst of creative and economic energy 
that propelled Athens to a prominent position among the city-states. Wealth from trade, 
especially of olive oil and the pottery it was stored in, fueled ship-building and made Athens 
the undisputed master of the Mediterranean Sea. The Athenian Golden Age peaked under the 
vast building projects initiated by Pericles who served as the leader of this thriving economy 
from 460-429 BC.

However, in between the establishment of democracy in Athens and the Periclean Golden Age, 
Athens and all of Greece were threatened by the Persian Empire to the east. Having subdued 
the Ionian city-states that had refused to pay tribute, the Emperor Darius turned his sights on 
the Greek mainland. Persia was defeated at Marathon by a united and extraordinarily brave 
Greek force under Athenian leadership. This surprising turn of events in 490 BC set the stage 
for a return of Persian forces under Darius’ son, Xerxes, ten years later. The Spartans did not 
come to the aid of the Greek city-states to their north, even after being summoned (as legend 
has it) by Pheidippides, who ran the entire way to Sparta from Athens and back to deliver the 
plea for help. Athens would hold this against Sparta in the years to come.

Upon Xerxes’ arrival, the great battle of Thermopylae was fought by a united Greek force, 
this time under the direction of the Spartan general Leonidas. On the final day of battle, 
after holding back thousands of Persians thrown into the battle each day, Leonidas sent the 
allies home; and, with three hundred selected Spartiates, he battled to the death the last of 
the Persian onslaught. With the defeat of the Spartans at Thermopylae, Athens now stood 
as the last vanguard against Persia. At the Battle of Marathon, ten years earlier, Athens had 
won a costly victory: the city was utterly destroyed. Under the persuasion of the general 
Themistocles, the Athenians prepared for the future by developing a robust navy. When the 
Persians returned, the Athenians roundly defeated them at the battle of Salamis. Two more 
battles in 479, at Plataea and Mycale, concluded this long struggle against the largest empire 
in the world.
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In the years between the Persian Wars and the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, several 
battles were fought between Athens and states allied to Sparta, setting the stage for what 
some have called the first great war of history.

At this point, teachers may wish to show the DVD series The Greeks: Crucible of Civilization, 
but the teacher should refrain from showing the later episodes that cover the Peloponnesian 
War at least until after the students have completed their reading of Thucydides’ History.

PENTECONTAETIA SYNOPSIS

The following is a brief synopsis of the period between the Persian Wars and the Peloponnesian 
War known as the Pentecontaetia. Thucydides treats this period in Book I. The students do 
not need to read the Pentecontaetia, but it is recommended that the teacher read and present 
this material after students have read and discussed the Introduction Book I, paragraphs 
1-24. Presenting it after they read just seems to work better for the students: 

When war erupted between Athens and Sparta in 431, Sparta was the head of a loose 
organization of city-states, primarily in the Peloponnese. This confederation had been formed 
during the Persian onslaught of 480-479. Sparta’s primary focus on infantry, however, left a 
void soon filled by the Athenians when the latter built the largest navy in the Aegean. It was 
this navy that defeated the Persians in the historic battle at Salamis in 480. The combined 
defenses on land and at sea, provided by the Spartans and Athenians respectively, thwarted 
the Persian bid for domination of the independent Greek city-states. 

Although Persia withdrew her forces, Xerxes continued to demand tribute from those city-
states unable to resist such demands on their own. With their success at Plataea against 
Persian land forces and their leadership of the Peloponnesian League, Sparta was the natural 
choice to head a permanent defensive alliance of Greek city-states. However, waiving 
leadership outside her borders, Sparta once again ceded authority to Athens. The Delian 
League—named for the island of Delos on which the treasury was kept—was thus formed 
and would, over time, become an Athenian empire. Although some members of this league 
contributed ships and men, most opted to contribute to the treasury, which Athens used to 
build and fortify her position as master of the Aegean Sea.

Athenian democracy coupled with a superior navy catapulted Athens into a cultural renaissance 
unlike any seen before in the ancient world. In the rapidly expanding economy, architecture 
and art, science and philosophy, theater and expressions of civic pride and religion all 
flourished. Athens became a Greek city unlike any other—especially unlike Sparta. Pericles 
played a significant role in the rise of Athenian power, prestige, influence, and culture. 
Among his most important achievements, he, more than anyone else, was responsible for 
leading Athens to imperial status.

Sparta remained a dual monarchy even as other city-states, under the influence of Athens, 
embraced democracy. This and long-standing cultural differences fed growing suspicions 
between Athens and Sparta.
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The First Peloponnesian War, from 460 to 445, concluded with the signing of the Thirty Years’ 
Peace. This truce required binding arbitration for future disputes as each side acknowledged 
the authority of the other within its own domain.

An uneasy peace lasted for more than ten years until provocations, initiated by allied city-
states, increasingly drew these two major players into open hostilities against one another. 
Thucydides writes that Sparta and Athens: 

were at the very height of their power and preparedness, and I saw, too, 
that the rest of the Hellenic world was committed to one side or the other; 
even those who were not immediately engaged were deliberating on the 
courses which they were to take later. This was the greatest disturbance in 
the history of the Hellenes, affecting also a large part of the non-Hellenic 
world, and indeed, I might almost say, the whole of mankind (1.1.1). 

Each side believed that a war with the other would be a brief one, a miscalculation on both 
sides.

Among other events recounted in Book I, the spark igniting pre-existing tensions occurred 
when Thebes, ally of Sparta, attacked Athenian ally, Plataea, in 432/431. The following spring, 
Sparta began what would become an annual invasion of Athenian territory. The Spartans 
meant to demoralize the Athenians who, following the advice of Pericles, helplessly looked 
on as the Spartans destroyed their crops and homes. Although the Athenians desperately 
wanted to engage the enemy, Pericles believed that a land battle against the well-trained 
Spartan infantry would end in certain defeat. Instead, he promoted a policy that included 
launching random, rapid attacks while continuing to build the Athenian fleet and expanding 
the empire of alliances. The Athenians would therefore remain secure behind their walls as 
their lands burned.

Thucydides began his history just as these initial events unfolded. He would continue his 
narration of events until 411, seven years before the war’s conclusion. That conclusion is 
provided by other historians, chiefly Xenophon, less familiar with the events. As an Athenian 
general, Thucydides was himself present, or knew someone who was, for the events he 
narrates, giving his account an authenticity later histories lack.

ADVICE ON TEACHING THE TEXT

Teachers should read the entirety of the text, but the students only need to read certain 
sections. The teacher may note for the students that, in the two editions recommended in 
this guide, the editor/translator includes at the top of the page the dates and locations for the 
material narrated on that page. The index is also a helpful tool for keeping track of the many 
people and places. 

Before reading, the teacher should help the students locate general geographical divisions 
of the Greek peninsula as well as the city-states involved in the crisis that precipitated the 
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onset of war. As students encounter a new area or location, several excellent maps included 
in the Landmark edition or maps found online would be helpful to the students. The Penguin 
translation has fewer maps.

Photographs of the areas are useful for orienting students as well. The terms listed in the 
glossary above, with illustrations where appropriate, are also helpful for filling the imagination 
with an accurate picture.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

The discussion questions are divided by book and use the standard notation for references 
used in all editions. The numbers provided for student reading are the paragraph numbers, 
not page numbers. Citations are taken from the Penguin edition, translated by Rex Warner. A 
brief summary of each book is included to help the teacher.

Book One

Students should read the following:

1.1-88
1.118-125
1.139-146

Teachers may briefly cover the Pentecontaetia, 1. 89-117, and the stories of Pausanias and 
Themistocles, 1.126-138. This is most effective before beginning discussion of the rest 
of Book One. Alternatively, teachers could pause the discussion after 1.88, the Spartan 
declaration of war, covering all of this background material in the order in which Thucydides 
provides it in his narrative.

Thucydides introduces his account with a brief history of the Greek peninsula. He argues 
that the Peloponnesian War was the longest and most significant war in Greek history. In 
this, he departs from histories that have argued for the preeminence of the Trojan War; 
therefore, he provides reasons for making his claim. Next, he gives the reader an explanation 
of his methods: the use of eyewitness accounts and one hundred and forty-one speeches to 
supplement his own first hand knowledge.

Following these explanations, Thucydides provides his assessment of the causes of the war, 
remote and immediate. Following his narration of the debates at the Peloponnesian congress, 
and after a brief account in the Pentecontaetia, he ends the first book with Sparta’s declaration 
of war and Pericles’ first speech.
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1. Why did Thucydides begin this narrative? What supports does he provide for his belief 
that this was “going to be a great war and more worth writing about than any of those which 
had taken place in the past” (1.1)?

2. Briefly summarize the history of Hellas as Thucydides narrates it.

3. Thucydides states, “The weaker, because of a general desire to make profits, were content 
to put up with being governed by the stronger, and those who won superior power by 
acquiring capital resources brought the smaller cities under their control” (1.8). Explain the 
significance of this observation. What does it tell us about human nature? Continue to think 
about the relationship of weakness to strength as events unfold.

4. What does he claim was the principal reason Agamemnon was able to raise a navy to sail 
to Troy (1.9)? What does this reveal about human nature? Keep track of fear as a motivating 
factor as you read further into the narrative.

5. According to Thucydides, why did the Ionian city-states fall to Persian tyranny (1.17)? 
What accounted for the stability in Sparta (1.18)?

6. What was the nature of the relationship between Sparta and Athens from the end of the 
Persian Wars to the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War (1.18-19)? What does Thucydides 
believe was the underlying cause of the war (1.23)?

7. What was Thucydides’ method? How did he obtain information? How did he compose the 
speeches?

8. Thucydides claims that “[i]t will be enough for me, however, if these words of mine are 
judged useful by those who want to understand clearly the events which happened in the past 
and which (human nature being what it is) will, at some time or other and in much the same 
way, be repeated in the future” (1.22). Unpack this as a statement of his purpose. What does 
he mean by “human nature being what it is”? Keep track of Thucydides’ observations on 
human nature.

9. Carefully narrate the particular events that, over a period of two years, led to the meeting 
of allies at Sparta. Be as detailed, specific, and clear as possible. These were the immediate 
causes for a declaration of war. How did Athens and Sparta become embroiled in a war 
against each other? Locate these city-states on a map.

10. Unpack the argument of the representatives from Corcyra before the Athenians (1.32-
36). How did they defend their prior choice of neutrality? What reasons did they provide to 
justify Athenian action? What advantage(s) did they offer Athens? What did they specifically 
request? Was it in Athens’ interest to come to Corcyra’s aid? Why or why not?

11. Unpack the argument of the representatives from Corinth (1.37-43). What did they say 
about Corcyraean neutrality? How did they characterize their relationships with other colonies 
as opposed to their relationship with Corcyra? They claimed arbitration was “meaningless 
when used by someone who has already stolen an advantage and makes the offer from a 
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safe position” (1.39). What does this claim mean? Is it true? What was said of Athenian 
interference in this matter? What kinds of words and claims did the Corinthians make in this 
speech? Compare this to the trajectory of the Corcyraean argument.

12. What decision did Athens make? What were her reasons? 

13. Describe the Battle of Sybota.

14. Where is Potidaea? Locate it on a map. What happened here? Why did it involve Athens? 
What decision did Athens make? What was the result? Were the Athenians correct in their 
suspicions regarding a potential revolt at Potidaea?

15. Summarize the grievances that existed as the debate at Sparta began. 

16. Corinth spoke first at the debate. What tone did they strike in their argument? How did 
they describe the Athenian character (1.70)? How did they describe the Spartan character 
(1.71)? Compare and contrast these descriptions to what we have seen thus far; keep these 
characterizations in mind as events further unfold. 

17. Consider the Athenian representatives that happened to be present at this debate. What is 
the character of their statements (1.73)? What do they say about empire, self-interest, human 
nature, and chance?

18. What did Archidamus advise (1.80)? Why? What advantages did he claim for the Spartans?

19. What did Sthenelaidas advise (1.86)? What did the Spartans decide?

20. Thucydides again summarizes what he believes accounts for the rising tension and 
outbreak of war between Sparta and Athens. What does he claim (1.118)?

21. Compare the Corinthian speech to the Allied Congress in Sparta in 432 to their earlier 
speech (1.120). What did they claim were the strengths of the Spartan allies? List the specific 
grievances levelled against Athens. What obstacles would they face in a war against Athens? 
What did the Spartans decide? Given the grievances and the obstacles, was this a wise 
course of action? Were there other factors at play not listed as official grievances? Who was 
responsible for driving this decision?

22. Teachers will need to provide some background, narrated in the section on Pausanias 
and Themistocles, so that students will understand the Spartan ultimatum and the Athenian 
response. How did Pericles respond to the ultimatum? Compare his speech to the advice 
Archidamus gave to the Spartans. How might one see Pericles’ speech as a response to the 
Corinthians’ speech at the debate at Sparta (1.68-72) and the Allied Congress (1.120-124)? 
What did Pericles advise the Athenians to do? What did the assembly decide?

23. Reflecting on these initial events and recalling what Thucydides cites as the reasons for 
the war, do these events support Thucydides’ claim? Explain.
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Book Two

Students should read the following: 2.1-78

The war began when Spartan ally Thebes attacked Athenian ally Plataea in 431. Special 
attention should be paid to this attack, as it set the stage for the kind of violence and escalation 
that would become the norm rather than the exception in this long war. It is  helpful for students 
to know Plataea’s strategic location eight miles from Athens. Plataea, with a population of 
under one thousand, had a past troubled by its aggressive Theban neighbor. The opportunistic 
Thebans, although they had sent a force to support the Greeks at Thermopylae, left behind 
an aristocratic faction eager to collude with the Persians for their own advantage. For this 
offense, they had been banned from entering alliances. Sparta violated this policy by admitting 
Thebes into an alliance with the Peloponnesian city-states. Once again, Thebes pounced at 
the opportunity to seize control of Plataea, an opportunity afforded by the impending war 
between Athens and Sparta.

Even while attempts at peace were still being made, Sparta attacked Attica in the first of 
a series of annual attacks. Pericles’ advice to the Athenians to stay within the city walls 
protected them from Spartan attack but led to the utter ruin of the Athenian countryside and to 
economic hardship. Further devastation was caused when the close proximity of individuals 
within the walls led to an outbreak of plague. (Today, historians believe that plague was a 
constant in the ancient world. In the case of Athens, it was the rapid spread of the outbreak 
that made it unique. Warring city-states at times used plague as a form of biological warfare, 
infecting armies usually through grain shipments. This particular plague was most likely 
caused by poisoning cereal with the ergot fungus, a base for LSD.)

With the simultaneous destruction of plague and war, the Athenians turned on Pericles, 
calling him the source of their troubles. In his stirring Funeral Oration, Pericles attempted 
to rally the Athenians to the grandeur of Athens, a city worth dying for. Pericles himself, 
the architect of Athenian strategy for this war, succumbed to the wretched plague, leaving 
the Athenians—now only two years into the war—bereft of perhaps the only man capable 
of leading them to victory. Thucydides, whose own experience of the illness provided him 
with intimate detail, narrates the misery of the Athenians and the societal impact of such 
unforeseen and ravaging events.

While the Spartans continued their land attacks, the Athenians and their allies initiated 
naval attacks on the Peloponnesian coastal villages and islands. With victories at sea, the 
Athenian position seemed secure; however, with the fall of Potidaea and an attempt by the 
Peloponnesians to seize the Piraeus, Book Two ends with victory very much in the balance 
between the great sea power of Athens and the skilled infantry of the Peloponnesians under 
the leadership of Sparta. 

Teachers may want to help students understand the projected cost of this war for both Sparta 
and Athens. Both sides anticipated a short war, and the inability of either side to definitively 
defeat its enemy would cause unprecedented economic upheaval as the war would last 
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twenty-seven years. During the first years, it was Athens who suffered most as ripened corn, 
grape vines, and olive trees were destroyed in the Spartan attacks. (See Hanson, A War Like  
No Other, 78-82.)

Students will begin to see the political and cultural nature of this war: Ionians versus 
Dorians; democrats versus oligarchs and aristocrats; empire builders versus isolationists; 
a cosmopolitan trading culture versus an agrarian military culture. The students are in an 
increasingly better position to reflect on the role of chance or fortune and on how men either 
seize upon hope in times of turmoil or “[become] indifferent to every rule of religion or of 
law,” descending into self-indulgent lawlessness (2.52).

1. Locate Plataea and Thebes on a map. Carefully recount the events that took place at 
Plataea. How did the Thebans gain access to the city? Why were the Plataeans initially 
ready to submit? Why did they change their minds and how did they respond to the Thebans 
once they realized their position? What chance events occurred and which side benefited 
most from these events? With the anticipated arrival of Theban reinforcements, what did the 
Plataeans propose? Did they keep their side of the bargain? What role did Athens play in the 
unfolding of these early events at Plataea?

2. What does Thucydides say about this initial outbreak of war? With which side did most of 
the other city-states align themselves? 

3. Compare the speech of Archidamus to the assembled Peloponnesian forces with earlier 
speeches and characterizations of the Athenians (1.70-72/1.77/1.144).

4. How did Pericles respond to Spartan overtures of peace? Why? What preparations for 
war did the Athenians make? Why does Thucydides include a tangent here on the history of 
Attica? What was the oracle, and how does Thucydides interpret it?

5. Track the events of the first Peloponnesian assault on Attica (2.19-27). How did the 
Athenians respond? What strategy did they employ? 

6. Locate Megara on a map. What took place at Megara?

7. Unpack Pericles’ Funeral Oration. How did he characterize Athens and her citizens? How 
did his claims compare to what had been said about Athens by the Corinthians (1.120-124)? 

8. What precisely does Pericles say regarding the importance of the Athenian defense of her 
empire? Evaluate that part of the speech.

9. The plague of 427 killed 4,400 hoplites, 300 cavalry, and a tremendous number of the 
lower classes. The population of Athens was reduced by as much as a third. What does 
Thucydides’ report seem to reveal about human nature in such disasters? Reflect on the 
placement of this account in his overall narrative. How does the Athenian citizen appear here 
as compared with Pericles’ assessment?
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10. Locate Epidaurus and Potidaea on a map. What did Pericles propose with respect to each 
of these city-states? What did he say to Athenians particularly about their empire? Was his 
plan successful? What does Thucydides say about the Periclean plan? What does Thucydides 
say about Pericles?

11. Thucydides returns to events at Plataea (2.71-78). What took place during this siege? Did 
Athens prove useful to Plataea? What ultimatum was issued to the Plataeans? What precisely 
was their situation? How did Archidamus justify the Spartans’ actions? Describe the siege 
preparations of each side. Once again, what role did chance play in these events? How many 
Plataeans and Athenians were present to defend Plataea?

Book Three

Students should read the following: 3.1-85

At the beginning of the fourth summer of the war, with Peloponnesian attacks on Attica once 
again decimating the Athenian economy and the emergence of new and more violent statesmen 
in the wake of Pericles’ death, the city of Mytilene—located on the largely autonomous island 
of Lesbos—revolted against Athens. Lesbos and Chios were the only members of the Delian 
League still contributing ships and men to the Athenian war effort. Mytilene, governed by 
an oligarchy, had wanted the island to withdraw from the Delian League before the outbreak 
of war. Sparta, however, would not promise protection of the oligarchy in Mytilene should 
she make this move. Seizing upon what they perceived as Athenian weakness, the oligarchs 
planned a revolt with the intent of imposing oligarchy upon the entire island of Lesbos and 
removing her from the influence of democratic Athens. All but Methymna were to participate 
in this revolt.

However, as preparations were being made for the coup attempt, those opposing the plans 
alerted Athens. Athens was slow to believe these warnings, but a failed attempt to negotiate 
convinced the Athenians that they must respond with a show of force. With this news, the 
Mytilenians were forced to stage their revolt earlier than planned. Unprepared, their revolt 
stalled, and they agreed to a cease-fire. During the pause, they secretly sent for aid from 
Sparta even while sending an embassy to Athens to plead their case. Both embassies—to 
Athens and Sparta—failed, and hostilities were renewed. With two hundred and fifty ships to 
the Mytilenians’ forty, Athens greatly outnumbered the enemy but at great cost. The besieged 
Mytilenians were forced to submit. The Peloponnesians, arriving too late, were in no position 
to help them and sailed home.

The debate in Athens over how to respond to this revolt is best characterized by the two 
advocates for each side: Cleon and Diodotus. They represented a new kind of statesmen. 
Students should be encouraged to carefully articulate the position of each, attending carefully 
to the underlying arguments regarding self-interest and power. They might also compare 
these speeches to those of Pericles. Under the pressure of these first years of the war, the 
Athenians were ruthless in their judgment, voting to condemn to death all the Mytilenians. 
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Reconsidering their decision the next day, they sent a ship that arrived at Lesbos just in time 
to prevent this wholesale execution.

Thucydides returns to events at Plataea, where the inhabitants, beleaguered and running low 
on supplies, decided to break out of the city walls to seek aid from Athens. In this fifth year 
of the war, the Plataeans were forced to surrender to Thebes. The debate that ensued is yet 
another example of power politics and the ever increasing brutality of a war that seemingly 
had no end. It proves insightful for the students to compare the Spartan decisions made here 
at Plataea with those made by the Athenians regarding Mytilene. 

In his section recounting the ongoing civil war in Corcyra, Thucydides adds to the picture 
of the brutalizing effects of war. Students should be reminded that both of these locations—
Plataea and Corcyra—played a role in the start of the war. Thucydides uses the events 
at Corcyra to make further comments about human nature. Most poignant perhaps is the 
following: 

Then, with the ordinary conventions of civilized life thrown into confusion, 
human nature, always ready to offend even where laws exist, showed itself 
proudly in its true colours, as something incapable of controlling passion, 
insubordinate to the idea of justice, the enemy to anything superior to 
itself; for, if it had not been for the pernicious power of envy, men would 
not so have exalted vengeance above innocence and profit above justice...
men take it upon themselves to begin the process of repealing those general 
laws of humanity which are there to give a hope of salvation to all who are 
in distress...remembering that there may come a time when they, too, will 
be in danger and will need their protection (3.84). 

This is an important section; the students will no doubt return to his comments in later 
discussions. 

Meanwhile, the war spread throughout the Mediterranean world, involving all of Greece and 
Sicily. While these sections are omitted as recommended student readings, the teacher may 
want to briefly summarize these events for the students, noting continued Athenian successes 
against a Peloponnesian force largely trained as infantry soldiers.

1. Summarize the events that took place on the island of Lesbos in the summer of 428. As 
far as we can tell from the account Thucydides provides, what were the reasons for the 
Mytilenian revolt? In their speech to the Spartans, what justification did the Mytilenians 
give? What did they say about the relative advantages of fear, like-mindedness, or good-will 
in alliances? How did Sparta respond to this request for aid? How many ships did they send 
to Lesbos, and when did they send them? Where else did Sparta attack Athens? 

2. Having arrived too late to help Mytilene, what advice did Teutiaplus give to the Spartan 
commander, Alcidas? What did he decide to do?

3. What was at stake for Athens in this revolt of the Mytilenians?
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4. Carefully outline the arguments of Cleon and Diodotus. Compare and contrast their 
presuppositions. According to each, what was the appropriate relationship between colonies 
and their mother country? What was the appropriate use of power? What was the standard 
of justice applied by Cleon on the one hand and Diodotus on the other? Evaluate the two 
speeches. This discussion should take a considerable amount of class time. 

5. Thucydides returns to his account of events at Plataea at 3.20-25 and again at 3.52-68. 
Recall what has transpired since the outbreak of war (2.1-6/2.71-78). The details of this 
account suggest that Thucydides knew someone who was there. What happened there in this 
second year of the siege? How many Plataeans escaped? 

6. Why was the Spartan commander instructed not to destroy Plataea? What message was 
sent to the Plataeans? What appeal did the Plataean representatives make to Sparta (3.53-
59)? Based upon what we have seen of the events at Plataea, evaluate the justice of their 
claims. What warnings did they issue to Sparta? Characterize their positions. Compare this 
entreaty of the Plataeans to the arguments of Cleon and Diodotus. 

7. Outline the Theban defense (3.61-67). What account of their participation in the Persian 
Wars did they provide when they appeared before the Spartan commander? They claimed 
that their desire “for vengeance [was] a righteous demand”(3.67). What are we to make of 
the claims made by each side in these appeals to Sparta?

8. What actions did the Spartans take? How many Plataeans were executed? How do these 
actions compare to or contrast with those taken by Athens in response to the Mytilenian 
revolt?

9. What reason does Thucydides give for the Spartan decision (3.68)? Thinking back to what 
was argued in the speeches of the Corinthian ambassadors at the pre-war debates in Sparta, 
has anything changed in the arguments used to persuade the Spartans to act?

10. Locate Corcyra on a map and recall the pre-war events involving this island city (1.14-
55). What was the nature of the dispute? What parties were at war in Corcyra? Who was each 
side supported by? Why did this civil war have anything to do with Athens and Sparta and 
the larger war? After failing to follow up on their initial success, what happened on Corcyra 
when the Peloponnesian fleet withdrew in the face of the rumored arrival of a larger Athenian 
fleet?

11. Describe the revolution. What happened to language, customs and laws? What role did 
Eurymedon play? Thucydides will return to events at Corcyra, but how did things stand at 
the end of this section (3.85)?

12. What comments does Thucydides make regarding human nature? Thucydides states, 
“Love of power, operating through greed and through personal ambition, was the cause of 
all these evils. To this must be added the violent fanaticism which came into play once the 
struggle had broken out” (3.82). How does this support Thucydides’ belief that “what made 
war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in Sparta” 
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(1.23)? Compare and contrast the argument Thucydides is developing about power with the 
arguments of Cleon and Diodotus during the Mytilenian Debate.

13. Unpack the following: “For, if it had not been for the pernicious power of envy, men 
would not so have exalted vengeance above innocence and profit above justice. Indeed, it is 
true that in these acts of revenge on others men take it upon themselves to begin the process 
of repealing those general laws of humanity which are there to give a hope of salvation to all 
who are in distress, instead of leaving those laws in existence, remembering that there may 
come a time when they, too, will be in danger and will need their protection” (3.84).

Book Four

Students should read the following:

4.1-23
4.26-41
4.46-48
4.55-56
4.58-65
4.66-74
4.76-101
4.103-116

In the seventh year of the war, the Peloponnesians made their annual raid on Attica as the 
Athenians continued their naval attacks on the Peloponnesus. On their way to Sicily, the 
Athenians stopped at Pylos and fortified a position there, close to Sparta and in what was 
considered undisputed Spartan territory. In an attempt to remove the Athenians from this 
strategic location, the Spartans were dealt a crushing blow when the defeated and stranded 
soldiers abandoned on the coastal island of Sphacteria surrendered unconditionally to the 
Athenian general Demosthenes. This defeat and surrender shocked all of Greece; the iconic, 
heroic and doomed last stand of the Spartans at Thermopylae during the Persian wars was 
seemingly now a thing of the past. 

Prior to their surrender, the Spartans had sued for peace and were rejected by an Athenian 
assembly now led by the increasingly unpopular Cleon. In a political move intended to 
elevate his own stature and weaken his rival, Nicias, Cleon criticized the other statesman as 
inept. His criticism was exaggerated. Nicias called Cleon’s bluff and turned command over 
to him, a responsibility Cleon did not want to assume. 

Resuming their original mission to Sicily, the Athenians, Eurymedon and Sophocles, departed 
from Pylos and stopped at Corcyra where, in their ongoing civil war with the democratic 
party, the oligarchic party was making regular raids on the city from their secured location at 
Mt. Istone. The Athenians captured these and held them prisoner even while the democratic 
faction plotted their murder. When the prisoners attempted escape, they were executed by the 
Corcyraeans, thereby ending the civil war. Thucydides lays the blame for these atrocities at 
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the feet of the Athenian generals who did not attempt to stop the violence of the democratic 
party.

Thucydides narrates events taking place in Sicily as the Athenians prepared to create yet 
another theater of war on this island with a long history involving both Peloponnesians and 
Athenians. Students need not understand all of this historical background, but the speech 
given by the Syracusan Hermocrates aimed at unifying Sicily’s diverse inhabitants should be 
read carefully.

The battles at Megara and Delium are worth mapping as Thucydides provides us with detailed 
information. Delium in particular was a key battle; defeating the Boeotians would have freed 
up the Athenians to focus on Sparta. Furthermore, without Delium, the Spartans would be 
exposed during their annual invasions of Attica; they would be unable to secure a place of 
refuge without their Boeotian allies. Alcibiades and Socrates were both present at this largest 
battle of the Archidamian War.

The use of maps will effectively illustrate the placement and movement of forces. (If time 
permits, teachers should read Hanson’s chapter on Delium in Ripples of Battle for important 
insights.) Explaining to the students how ancient gates worked will help them understand 
the importance of finding an ally within the city when planning an assault. The gates were 
secured with large wooden bars locked into place with bolts fitted for the purpose and 
uniquely made to release the bars and open the gate. Without the necessary bolts, the loud 
and lengthy process of cutting through the bars would be required to gain entrance to the city.

Athenian successes at sea included the capture of the Peloponnesian coastal island Cythera 
and the town of Thyrea. The Spartans were increasingly threatened by these Athenian 
victories. However, the tide turned when Athens failed to capture Megara and was forced to 
retreat after the Battle of Delium. Furthermore, the Spartan general Brasidas began to stir up 
revolt as he marched through Thessaly on his way to Thrace. He took Amphipolis, Torone, 
and Scione. These losses brought Athens to the bargaining table. Teachers may summarize 
the terms of the armistice of 423. It was Thucydides’ tardy arrival at Amphipolis which 
earned him a twenty-year exile from Athens. 

These events provide an opportunity to imagine the personalities of two of the greatest generals 
of this war: the Athenian Demosthenes and the Spartan Brasidas. The former conceived the 
daring plan to gather allied forces to meet up with Athenian forces in a bid to defeat and drive 
Boeotia from the war. Although his plan ultimately failed, it showed a preemptive daring that 
led to success at Pylos. Brasidas, “perhaps the most gifted foot soldier that Sparta produced,” 
led offensives in the northeast that, one after the other, delivered stunning defeats to Athens.2

1. How did the Athenian fleet headed for Sicily end up at Pylos? Who made the decision to 
fortify a garrison here? Why? Why did the Spartans not meet this threat? Where was King 
Agis, and what was his response when he heard of the Athenian presence at Pylos?
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2. Locate Pylos and the island of Sphacteria. Map out the movements of each side. Outline 
the plan, preparations, and movements of each side (4.3-8).

3. What was the argument made by the Spartan representatives to the Athenian assembly in 
their bid for peace? What, according to Thucydides, was the miscalculation of the Spartans? 
What advice to the assembly did Cleon give?

4. With the return of the Spartans to Pylos and the end of the armistice, what happened next 
at Pylos (4.26-27)? Why did the Athenians begin to regret their decision to reject a peace 
treaty with Sparta? How did Cleon react to his position as the one who had advised them to 
reject the offer of peace? Why were Demosthenes and Cleon able to secure a victory at Pylos 
upon their return? Why did the Athenians “despise their enemy” (4.34)? How long had this 
siege lasted? What was the reaction of the other Greek city-states to this Spartan surrender? 
Why?

5. Describe the scene in Corcyra as Eurymedon and Sophocles arrived. How did the civil war 
end? What remarks about the Athenian generals does Thucydides make?

6. Contrast Spartan and Athenian morale as described in 4.55-56 and 4.65 respectively.

7. Summarize the speech of Hermocrates at Syracuse (4.59-64). What arguments did he use 
to convince the Sicilians to unite against their common enemy, Athens? What action did the 
Sicilians take to prepare for the possible arrival of Athenian forces? 

8. How did the Athenians gain access to Megara and Nisaea (4.67)? How was the plan 
thwarted? What was the outcome of this surprise attack? When Brasidas heard of events at 
Megara and Nisaea, what did he do? Who eventually triumphed at Megara?

9. Summarize Brasidas’ activities in Thessaly and Acanthus. How did he address the people? 
Carefully unpack his speech to the latter at 4.85-4.87. How was he greeted, and how was he 
remembered? What atrocity was committed by the Spartans against the helots? Why?

10. Describe the relationship between Brasidas and Perdiccas.

11. Summarize the Athenian plan in Boeotia as related by Thucydides at 4.76-77. He picks up 
the story at 4.89. As the assault began, the old war hero, Pagondas, addressed the Boeotian 
troops. What did he say about the uses of power? 

12. How was the Athenian plan a failed one from the beginning? Outline the battle positions 
of the various armies involved. When the Athenians lost, why did the Boeotians refuse to 
give back their dead? What was the final outcome of the battle at Delium?

13. Locate Amphipolis and the other cities Brasidas secured for the Peloponnesian alliance. 
Summarize events at Amphipolis (4.102-116). Why was this loss such a devastating blow to 
the Athenians? How did geographical location play a role here?
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Book Five

Students should read the following: 

5.6-17 and 29
5. 35-39
5.42-46 and 48
5.65-75
5.84-116

In Book Five, Thucydides begins his account of the eighth year of the war with his account 
of the Battle of Amphipolis and the deaths of Cleon and Brasidas at this pivotal battle. In 
fact, this battle opened the opportunity for peace, which was greatly desired by the Athenian 
general Nicias. He promptly set about brokering a deal with the Spartans.

The truce immediately began to break down as sentiments among the other Peloponnesian 
states turned against Sparta and as the allies of the two major players generally failed to 
cooperate with the terms of the treaty. These other city-states began to make their own 
alliances—some with Athens, particularly Mantinea, Elis, and Argos. Students need not read 
these sections, but the teacher will want to summarize the intrigue and machinations of the 
major players. Maps must be used for this exercise. At the Battle of Mantinea this short-lived 
Athenian league dissolved.

Thucydides places the Melian Dialogue in Book Five. This uniquely written debate highlights 
the power politics that have developed into a policy of might makes right. This debate stands 
in the middle of Thucydides’ history and creates a climax of the action thus far. Students 
should be encouraged to read the dialogue carefully, comparing it to earlier arguments for 
and against the unrestrained use of power. The teacher will need to take this argument slowly 
and carefully and give the students time to engage in an evaluation of the arguments. 

Alcibiades and Nicias are the major Athenian figures at this point. Students should contrast 
their characters and imagine the confusion among Athenians with such different leaders urging 
such different courses of action. Teachers may want to refer to Kagan’s The Peloponnesian 
War for more background on both.

1. Where did Cleon place his forces? Who took the high ground at Amphipolis? Consulting 
a map, imagine the relative placement of the armies. What precipitated the first move 
in this battle? What reason did Cleon give for waiting for reinforcements (5.6-7)? In his 
reconnaissance mission, what mistake did Cleon believe he had made? What was Brasidas’ 
plan in response to Cleon’s movements? Why?

2. With what did Brasidas encourage his soldiers in his speech before attacking Cleon’s 
position (5.9)? What quality most makes for success according to Brasidas?

3. What did Cleon do when he received messages about Brasidas’ movements? What mistake 
did he make? How did Brasidas take advantage of this mistake?
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4. Contrast the behavior of these two leading generals. 

5. What reasons did each side have for desiring peace (5.14-15)? What reasons did Nicias 
and Pleistoanax have for desiring peace? 

6. When and how did the peace begin to unravel (5.29 and 5.35-39)? Trace the various 
agreements that were made and unmade in the six years that followed this peace agreement. 
Which city led the way in making alliances against Sparta, and how did that affect Athens? 
When the treaty between Athens and Sparta finally did dissolve, what were the most immediate 
reasons (5.42-45)?

7. What role did Alcibiades and Nicias each play in the negotiations? What motives did each 
have?

8. With the help of maps, outline the movements of each side in the Battle of Mantinea. How 
was each army encouraged by its generals?

9. Thucydides concludes his account: “So the battle went, as nearly as possible as I have 
described it. It was certainly the greatest battle that had taken place for a very long time 
among Hellenic states, and it was fought by the most renowned cities in Hellas” (5.74). Why 
does he call this a great battle? What was the result for the Spartans of this victory?

10. What were the events that precipitated the Melian Dialogue? Outline the arguments of 
each side in the Melian Dialogue. How did the Athenian position articulated in this debate 
resemble or depart from earlier political arguments? Take, for example, the positions outlined 
by the Athenians at the debate in Sparta, Pericles’ Funeral Oration, and the Mytilenian Debate 
(1.73-78/2.35-46/3.37-48) as points of comparison.

Book Six

Students should read the following:

6.8-53
6.60-93
Optional: 6.54-59

Book Six marks the beginning of the Athenian expedition to Sicily where yet another theater 
of war was opened. To prepare his audience for this launching, Thucydides treats the reader 
to a lengthy discussion of the history of Sicily. Students need only understand that Sicily 
could not be considered unified, and the numerous city states were therefore not  prepared to 
stand together against a common foe. Having had their island colonized and settled for many 
decades by various ethnic groups, Sicilians had a multitude of their own axes to grind against 
one another. The students have already read the speech of the Syracusan, Hermocrates, in 
which he attempted to persuade the Sicilians to unite against a common enemy—Athens (4.59-
64). Encouraged by the requests of the Egestaeans to come to their aid, Athens determined
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that this was the time to make their preemptive move to conquer all of Sicily or, at the very 
least, cut off the grain Sicily provided to the Peloponnesus.

Alcibiades and Nicias were the two opponents in the debate before the Athenian assembly. 
Students should be encouraged to read their arguments carefully and consider any personal 
motivations underlying their arguments. Students should anticipate any potential difficulties 
the Athenians may encounter and, on that basis, speculate reasonably on the possible outcome. 

The enthusiastic preparations for this unprecedented expedition were marred by the 
sacrilegious defacement of the Hermae, for which Alcibiades was held in suspicion. As he 
was allowed to depart before the matter could be sorted out, his potential guilt hung over the 
expedition, and when he was finally recalled to answer the charges, Alcibiades fled Sicily 
and ended up in Sparta, where he would betray Athens.3

Hermocrates again made a plea to the Syracusans to unite, ending his stirring speech with, 
“The Athenians are coming: the Athenians are, I am sure of it, already on their voyage: the 
Athenians are very nearly here” (6.34). In opposition, Athenagoras, disbelieving Hermocrates’ 
sources, ironically argued what a folly it would be for Athens to launch such an expedition. 
A decision was made to prepare in case Hermocrates was right.

Arriving in Sicily, the Athenian expedition immediately encountered difficulties.The 
situation in Sicily was not, in fact, what they had been led to believe by the Egestaeans, and 
the three generals were not in agreement about how to proceed. Students should recall the 
original mission (6.8) and reflect upon which of the proposals most advanced that mission. 
The decision was made to follow the advice of Alcibiades: “to gain the support of Messina” 
and attack Syracuse with the help of allies (6.48). Refused by most of the port cities, the 
Athenians finally forced their way into Catana. While delayed in their efforts to make war 
upon Syracuse, the Athenians received a message recalling Alcibiades to answer charges 
connected with the defacement of the Hermae. He disappeared at sea, resurfacing later in the 
Peloponnese. He was tried in absentia and condemned to death by the Athenian assembly.

Taking a detour to give the details of the assassination attempt on the tyrant Hippias and 
the actual assassination of his brother Hipparchus, Thucydides argues “that the Athenians 
themselves are no better than other people at producing accurate information about their 
own dictators and the facts of their own history” (6.54). Nevertheless, the memory of past 
tyrannies frightens the Athenians, who are continually on the watch for any oligarchic attempt 
to overthrow their democracy. Teachers may decide whether or not this section is worth 
discussing with their students. We have listed these paragraphs as optional.

Now lacking Alcibiades, the man most responsible for the endeavor, the Athenians’ expedition 
stalled and floundered with nothing to show for any of its efforts. Perceiving the inaction as a 
sign of weakness, the Syracusans implored their generals to lead an attack against the Athenians. 
Tricked by the Athenians to march in the wrong direction, the Syracusans lost valuable time 
and advantageous positions for a battle that began the following day. Nicias’ speech to the
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Athenian troops was prescient as students will see when the Athenians later suffer utter defeat. 
The Syracusans, having equally met the Athenians on the field of battle, were eventually 
driven back to their city by bad weather. 

The Athenians returned to Catana to prepare for a spring offensive while Hermocrates 
encouraged the Syracusans who had fared better than expected in this first test. Requested 
to speak at Camarina, Hermocrates convinced the people there to put aside their enmity 
for Syracuse and join her to fight their common enemy, Athens. The Athenian ambassador, 
Euphemus, defended the empire against these charges with the claim that Athens had come to 
Sicily to secure her own interests. These interests, he claimed, could coincide with those of 
Camarina; the enemy of Sicily was Syracuse, not Athens. The city decided to remain neutral 
but would lend limited support to Syracuse since Syracuse’s proximity posed a greater 
potential threat to Camarina if Athens failed to defeat that powerful Sicilian city.

Although the Athenian forces made important gains during their spring assault on Syracuse, 
an ominous note sounded with the death of Lamachus and the rumored imminent arrival of 
ships from Sparta under the command of the daring Gylippus.

Thucydides ends Book Six with a juxtaposition of Alcibiades’ treacherous advice to the 
Spartans and further Athenian successes against Syracuse. Imagining the capture and 
occupation of Epipolae, as well as troop placements around Syracuse, is greatly aided by the 
use of maps found in The Landmark Thucydides. 

1. Because they had received it before, certain Sicilian cities requested aid from the Athenians 
for protection against their neighbors. What was the specific mission of the expedition 
launched in 415? Who was appointed to lead the expedition, and how many ships did they 
take?

2. What were the main points of Nicias’ argument against launching this expedition (6.9-14)? 
Compare and contrast his tone and advice with that of previous generals: Pericles, Cleon, and 
Diodotus. For what did he criticize the younger generation?

3. Thucydides compares Alcibiades’ situation with that of Hippias, a former Athenian tyrant. 
What is the basis of the comparison? 

4. What were the main points of Alcibiades’ argument in favor of launching this expedition 
(6.16-18)? What claims did he make concerning his own contributions to Athenian successes? 
What did he say about the Athenian character? Compare and contrast his tone and advice 
with that of other generals, including Nicias. 

5. With what intention did Nicias again address the assembly (6.20-23)? What did he say 
would be the key to victory in Sicily? What was his greatest fear? How did the Athenians 
respond to his warnings? Why did those who secretly opposed the expedition keep silent? 
How large, in the end, was the expedition? According to Thucydides, how did the expedition 
compare to previous ones?  
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6. What happened right before the ships were set to sail? Why was this such a serious matter 
for the Athenians?

7. What did Hermocrates argue to convince the Sicilians to unite against an expected invasion 
from the Athenians (6.33-34)? What did his opponent argue? What did the Sicilians decide?

8. Reading of the Athenian arrival in Sicily, recall the mission as expressed at 6.8. Joined 
by their allies, the Athenians set sail from Corcyra with how many ships and hoplites? What 
happened when they arrived at the Italian coast?

9. What was the trick the Egestaeans had used to convince the Athenian ambassadors to 
launch this expedition (6.46)? When the generals realized that the necessary funds were not 
available, what did each general advise? With what plan did they proceed? Using a map, keep 
track of the cities that refused or accepted Athens.

10. Meanwhile, what was happening in Athens, and what did the Athenians decide to do? 
How did Alcibiades respond to the order to return to Athens (6.60-63)?

11. What plan did Nicias and Lamachus put into action? Using a map, keep track of Athenian 
movements.

12. As they prepared for battle, Nicias addressed the allied army. What did he say to spur 
them on to victory? According to Thucydides, each of the nationalities had its own motives 
for fighting in this engagement. What were those motives?

13. Although the Athenians gained a minimal victory over the Syracusans, they failed to 
defeat them entirely. What was the reason for this, according to Thucydides?

14. As the Athenians withdrew to Catana for the winter, they found that Alcibiades had 
already betrayed them. What had he done before his departure?

15. As the Syracusans prepared for a spring assault from the Athenians, Hermocrates again 
addressed the Sicilians (6.76-80). What did he say about Athens’ rise to power? Why, 
according to him, should the Camarinaeans—or any other nationality on the island—care 
about Sicily? What was his argument against neutrality?

16. Euphemus, the ambassador for Athens at the debate, justified the Athenian empire by 
what argument? How did his argument depart from the stated mission of the expedition 
(6.81-87)? According to him, what should drive the policy choices of any city? According to 
him, what were the Athenian objectives in Sicily?

17. What did the people of Camarina decide and why?

18. In Sparta, how did Alcibiades defend himself against accusations of treachery? What 
information did he leak to the Spartans regarding Athenian plans? What advice did he give 
the Spartans? Did the Spartans follow his advice?

19. Using a map, locate the territory around Syracuse and track the measures and 
counter-measures taken by each side with special attention to the battle for Epipolae. 
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What were the three major objectives gained by the Athenians in their second attack on 
Syracuse? What was the strategic importance of these objectives?

Book Seven

Students should read the following:

7.1-30
7.36-56
7.59-87

Book Seven recounts the devastating and heartbreaking defeat of the Athenians in Sicily. 
With the arrival at Syracuse of Spartan ships under the command of Gylippus and the 
successful fortification of Decelea in Attica, the tide turned against Athens both at home 
and abroad. The arrival of Demosthenes to support the ailing Nicias who, with the defection 
of Alcibiades and the death of Lamachus, had been the lone Athenian general, did little to 
bolster the Athenian position. Ironically, it was the folly and stubbornness of Nicias, the 
man who had most opposed the expedition in the first place, that ultimately led to the utter 
destruction of the entire expedition. He himself was taken prisoner and later executed. 

The personality of the various players should be discussed; the influence of their actions 
and decisions tracked throughout reveals the effect one man can have on the outcome of a 
campaign. In particular, Nicias, Demosthenes, and Gylippus were key figures in the collapse 
and annihilation of the expedition.

Provided with maps of the area, students will be able to track the movements of both armies. 
The Landmark Thucydides is, again, an excellent resource.

1. Again, recall the mission of the Athenian expedition to Sicily. Who arrived in Syracuse, 
and what news did he bring that bolstered the morale of the Syracusans?

2. What had the Athenians been in the process of completing? Consulting a map, locate the 
various walls and counter-walls, and discuss how such walls benefitted each army. 

3. When Gylippus arrived, what actions did he take? How did Nicias respond? Was there any 
mistake in Nicias’ plans? What happened the following day and night?

4. Nicias decided to fortify Plemmyrium (7.4). Locate this area on a map. Why did Nicias 
believe this was an important strategic move? Paying attention to the location, was this a 
good decision? Why or why not?

5. In their first pitched battle, Gylippus made the first move, but the Syracusans lost (7.5-9). 
Why? What did Gylippus tell the Syracusans afterwards?

6. What happened in the second battle between the Syracusans and the Athenians? What was 
the significance of the Syracusan counterwall passing the Athenian wall? In what position 
did the Athenians now find themselves?
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7. What did Nicias hope to accomplish through his letter to the Athenians? What details 
did he supply regarding the Athenian position in Sicily? What did he believe would be the 
next move of the enemy? What did he say regarding Athenian character? Did he take any 
responsibility for the deterioration of the expedition? What options did he put before the 
Athenian assembly? How did the Athenians respond? 

8. In a countermove to the Athenian decision to send more ships and men to Sicily, the Spartans 
decided to invade Attica once again. What did they plan on doing? Who had encouraged them 
to this strategy? Taking into consideration what had transpired in the war before the Peace of 
Nicias, what calculation did they now make?

9. As the Spartans fortified Decelea, Gylippus convinced the Syracusans to launch an attack 
on Athenian forces at Plemmyrium by land and sea. What was the result of this surprise 
attack (7.21-26)? Although the Athenians had won the naval engagement, the defeat they 
suffered at Plemmyrium had far-reaching effects. What were they?

10. Meanwhile, what effect was the Spartan fortification at Decelea having on the Athenians?

11. The Athenians sent a contingent of Thracians back home because they could not pay 
them. What did the Thracians do on their return home? Thucydides says of this attack, 
“Thus disaster fell upon the entire city, a disaster more complete than any, more sudden and 
more horrible” (7.29). Why does Thucydides include this episode that took place in a fairly 
insignificant location? What effect does reading about this tragedy have on us?

12. What did the Syracusans do in preparation for the arrival of ships under the command of 
Demosthenes? What does Thucydides say about the effectiveness of this measure?

13. What happened each day of the dramatic naval engagement in the Great Harbour prior to 
the arrival of Demosthenes and Eurymedon? When he arrived, what mistakes of Nicias did 
Demosthenes keep in mind and what plan did he make?

14. Using a map of the area, imagine what took place at Epipolae as Demosthenes made his 
attack. Two thousand plus Athenians died at Epipolae. Why?

15. What was the position now of the Athenian forces (7.47-51)? In the events that took place 
from this time forward, was there a turning point or a point of no return for the Athenians? 
What opinions did Demosthenes and Nicias hold regarding what should be done? According 
to Thucydides, what were the reasons for Nicias’ indecision and obstinate delay? When 
Nicias was finally convinced to move the army, what delayed them further? Why?

16. What happened in the second battle at sea (7.52-56)? What were the results of this defeat? 
What was the Athenian plan for the third and final battle at sea (7.60)? 

17. How did Nicias address the troops? What was the tenor of this address? What was their 
greatest, perhaps only, advantage?

18. How did Gylippus address his troops? What did he say about the enemy? What is the 
tenor of his address?
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19. Describe the battle (7.70-71). How did the army on land respond to the battle at sea as 
they watched? With this devastating defeat at sea, in what position were the Athenians? 
Thucydides says, “They were now in much the same state as that into which they had forced 
their enemies at Pylos” (7.71). How so?

20. Describe the state of the Athenian forces as they planned their next move. What was 
Hermocrates’ plan? Why did the Athenians delay their retreat? Thucydides gives us a lengthy 
description of the retreat of the 40,000 Athenians still able to make the journey. Describe the 
scene in detail.

21. In his address to the retreating troops, to what did Nicias appeal? Contrast this with other 
mentions of the gods in earlier speeches: to the Spartans at the initial debate of war; to the 
Mytilenians; to the Melians.

22. Using a map, track and describe the retreat of the Athenians and their slaughter at the 
Assinarus River. What happened to Demosthenes and Nicias? Thucydides says of Nicias, 
“For these reasons or reasons very like them he was killed, a man who, of all the Hellenes in 
my time, least deserved to come to so miserable an end, since the whole of his life had been 
devoted to the study and the practice of virtue” (7.86). Why does Thucydides give Nicias 
such high praise? Is there evidence we can find in the text that supports the praise? Compare 
this praise to that Thucydides gives Pericles (2.65).

23. According to Thucydides, who is to blame for the disaster in Sicily? How does Thucydides 
convey this opinion in the text? Is his assessment supported by the facts he has laid out? 
What is your support for your answer?

Book Eight

Students should read the following:

8.1-4
8.45-98
Optional 8.5-44 (Persian Intervention)

“When the news reached Athens, for a long time people would not believe it, even though 
they were given precise information from the very soldiers who had been present at the 
event and had escaped; still they thought that this total destruction was something that could 
not possibly be true. And when they did recognize the facts, they turned against the public 
speakers who had been in favour of the expedition, as though they themselves had not voted 
for it, and also became angry with the prophets and soothsayers and all who at the time 
had, by various methods of divination, encouraged them to believe that they would conquer 
Sicily… Nevertheless, with their limited resources, it was decided that they must not give 
in” (8.1).
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Thus Thucydides begins the final book of his history, one he does not finish, leaving the 
reader to consult other sources for an account of the final defeat of Athens at the hands of a 
Spartan navy greatly subsidized by the Persians and vastly superior than the one with which 
they had begun twenty-seven years prior. 

Students should note how the Athenians rally, even after the devastating defeat on Sicily, 
and continue to wage war for several more years. With all of Ionia in revolt against her, the 
treachery of Alcibiades emboldening the Peloponnesian forces, and the Persians withdrawing 
their offer of subsidies, Athens, through sheer determination, still maintained a significantly 
powerful fleet.

We have not included discussion questions covering the sections detailing the Persian 
intervention, and teachers may want to omit the details of these complicated machinations. 
However, students should know that the money Persia had to offer was tempting to both 
sides, even if it meant a loss of the autonomy Athens and Sparta had  fought for in the wars 
that had set the stage for their current animosities.

Book Eight also recounts the oligarchic coup and democratic response of the army at Samos 
along with Thucydides’ editorial comments regarding democracy. Students will need help 
understanding all the people and plots involved in these complicated political conspiracies. 
It is helpful to the students to have a list of all the players as they read through this section. 
(See Appendix.)

Teachers will need to provide a short account of the final battles and eventual defeat of 
Athens. We have provided that information in the appendices. (See Appendix.)

Finally, we recommend reading to the students from Chapter Ten of Hanson’s A War Like 
No Other: “Flotsam and Jetsam” (294-298) and “A Possession for All Time?” (312-314). 
Teachers may also want to have students continue and finish the DVD The Greeks: Crucible 
of Civilization after they have completed their reading.

1. What was the reaction in Athens when news of the destruction of the expedition reached 
them? Who was emboldened by this development?

2. To whom did Alcibiades flee and why? What advice did Alcibiades provide? Did 
Tissaphernes act on this advice? 

3. Even while he advised Tissaphernes, the Persian governor, to play Sparta and Athens 
against each other, Alcibiades convinced the Athenians at Samos that he had sway with 
Tissaphernes and could bring the Persians into an alliance with her. Why did he do this? 
What was the result of his intrigues? Who opposed the recall of Alcibiades? What reason 
did he have to oppose Alcibiades? Explain his reasons (8.45-47). How was his opposition 
received by the other Athenians at Samos? What did the Athenians at Samos decide?

4. What kind of government would be required by this alliance with Tissaphernes? Why 
would the Athenians reject democracy? Who among the Athenians was most open to a change
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in government? Thinking back to the Persian Wars and the initial outbreak of war between 
Athens and Sparta, was there any irony in this turn of events? 

5. In his attempts to prevent the recall of Alcibiades, what did Phrynichus do? Carefully 
detail each move and countermove (8.50-51).

6. What was the key piece in the case Pisander made before the Athenian assembly? What did 
the Athenians decide (8.53-54)?

7. Did Tissaphernes actually want to come to terms with Athens? How did he stall during 
negotiations? What resulted from his demands for both Athens and Sparta? Did Pisander 
cease the movement toward oligarchy in Athens and the allied states? If an alliance was not 
now to be concluded between Athens and Persia, why did the movement toward oligarchy 
persist?

8. During the negotiations, Chios had revolted from Athens, requesting aid from Sparta in 
the person of the naval commander Astyochus. Chios found herself under siege and lacking 
any reinforcements from Sparta. Finally, when Spartan ships came to Samos, challenging the 
Athenians, the latter refused to fight (8.63). Why? 

9. How did the allied cities receive the news of so-called reforms to their democracies? 
What was the state of affairs when Pisander returned to Athens after abolishing democracies 
throughout the empire? Under the rewritten constitution, how many people formally retained 
the right to vote? What measures did Pisander take? What resolution did he propose? 
According to Thucydides, who “had planned the whole thing so as to bring it to this point” 
(8.68)? What happened to him? What does Thucydides say about the men most responsible 
for the overthrow of democracy and the establishment of oligarchy in Athens? Describe the 
scene as the Four Hundred took control of the Council.

10. What were the immediate decisions made by the Four Hundred? What was the nature of 
their rule?

11. How did Agis respond to the overtures of peace extended by the Four Hundred? 

12. Why was it necessary for the oligarchs in Athens to send an embassy to Samos? What did 
they fear? What was the result of this attempt to establish oligarchy in Samos? What happened 
to the crew of the Paralus when the ship arrived at Athens? Receiving news of the fate of this 
crew and the overthrow of democracy in Athens, what decisions did the Athenians at Samos 
make? Who were the leaders of the moderate democratic party in Samos? What, according to 
them, were the reasons to be encouraged about the strength of the pro-democratic Athenian 
navy (8.73-76)?

13. Meanwhile, what was happening to the alliance between Sparta and Tissaphernes (8.78-
79)?  

14. What did Thrasybulus convince the troops at Samos to do (8.81)? Why? What was 
Alcibiades’ policy, according to Thucydides (8.81-82)? What effect did all this have on the 
Peloponnesians? What was the one benefit Alcibiades provided Athens during this time?
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15. What was the stated reason for Tissaphernes’ departure to Aspendus? What did he do 
there (8.87)? Why?

16. Recall the arguments used by those in favor of establishing an oligarchy in Athens. Why 
did some in Athens now begin to question the wisdom of establishing the Four Hundred? 
How did members of the Four Hundred react to the overtures of Alcibiades and the troops 
from Samos? What actions did they take? Be specific (8.86-92).

17. As civil war erupted, who was a key player in restoring order? How? What effect did this 
have on the Athenians? A Spartan attack on the Piraeus was prevented. What mistake did the 
Spartans make? The Athenians were not able to prevent what serious loss? 

18. How did the Athenians respond to this loss of Euboea? What does Thucydides say about 
this newly restored government?

BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR LARGER DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS

1. Focusing on the speeches and Thucydides’ statements, comment on the following:

“A central theme is the use and abuse of power, and how it lurks behind 
men’s professions of idealism and purported ideology. What men say, the 
speeches diplomats give, the reasons states go to war, all this ‘in word’ 
(logos) is as likely to cloak rather than elucidate what they will do ‘in deed’ 
(ergon). Thucydides teaches us to embrace skepticism, expecting us to look 
to national self-interest, not publicized grievances, when wars of our own 
age inevitably break out” (Hanson, A War Like No Other, 7).

2. Evaluate the following:

“No one foresaw such carnage in 431. Who believed that in just two 
years, the majestic Pericles would end up covered with pustules, grasping 
an amulet as he coughed out his life in the fevers of the plague? The 
millionaire Nicias never imagined that twenty years later he would beg for 
his life before having his throat slit eight hundred miles away on Sicily. 
Nor did the handsome Alcibiades, the rage of Athens, envision that he of 
all people would be murdered by assassins in an obscure hamlet in Asia 
Minor. Everything considered wisdom at the beginning of the war would 
be proven folly at its end” (Hanson, A War Like No Other, 18).

Where did the folly lie? What wisdom, if any, was learned?

3. If Thucydides is writing a tragedy, where is the climax? Where is the turning point of the 
action? Make your case using the text for evidence.
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4. Closely examine Thucydides’ editorial comments and compare/contrast them with the 
detailed history he has provided. Do the events as he relates them support the conclusions 
expressed in his comments on those events?

5. What are the presuppositions of the narrative? What does Thucydides believe about human 
nature and motivation? What does he believe drives the course of human events? What is the 
role of the gods, fortune, and chance?

APPENDIX A: Sample Timelines4

Important Pre-war events

2500  Greek Bronze Age
2000  Ascendancy of Minoan power in Crete
1500  Ascendancy of Mycenae/Crete invaded and finally destroyed circa 1400
1250  Traditional Period of the Trojan War
1100-800 Dorian Invasion from the North/End of Mycenaean civilization/Dark Ages
1000  Colonies established around the Mediterranean
725-675 Homeric poems composed
730-660 Sparta defeats and enslaves Messenian neighbors 
750-650 Rise of city-state and hoplite citizen soldiers
510  Expulsion of the tyrant Hippias in Athens
508/7  Athenian limited democracy established
499-494 Ionian city states refuse to pay tribute to Persian ambassadors
490  Darius invades Greek mainland/Battle of Marathon
480  Xerxes invades Greek mainland/Battles of Thermopylae and Salamis
479  Persians finally defeated/Battles of Plataea and Mycale
479-431 Athenian supremacy on the sea
471-431 Period of pre-war tensions as various city-states engage in battle
435  Thirty Years Treaty
433   Dispute over Corcyra

Events of the Peloponnesian War

431  Outbreak of war between Sparta and Athens and their respective allies
431-425 Sparta annually invades Attica
430  Plague
429  Death of Pericles
427  Civil War in Corcyra
  Mytilenian Revolt and subsequent debate at Athens
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425  Defeat of Spartans at Pylos/Surrender of Spartans at Sphacteria
424  Delium: Athenians vs. Thebans
422  Battle of Amphipolis
421  Peace of Nicias ratified
418  First battle at Mantinea/Spartan victory
416  Revolt of Melos and subsequent debate at Athens
415-413 Launch of the Sicilian Campaign/Defection of Alcibiades
415-404 Spartans build garrison at Decelea just miles outside of Athens
413  Destruction of the Athenian forces in Sicily
411  Oligarchic coup in Athens
405  Athenian defeat at Aegospotami 
404  Conclusion of war/Thirty tyrants rule Athens

APPENDIX B: Important figures

The following is a short list of some of the most significant figures in the unfolding story of 
the twenty-seven year Peloponnesian War. The index in the two recommended translations 
will help students keep track of the names.

Pericles
Cleisthenes
Themistocles
Xerxes
Agis
Alcibiades
Archidamus
Brasidas
Cleon
Diodotus
Nicias
Demosthenes
Gylippus
Lamachus
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APPENDIX C: Important locations

The following is a list of important places. Most are the location of an important battle, 
maneuver, or embassy. 

Sparta
Athens and the Piraeus
Epidamnus
Corcyra
Corinth
Thebes
Plataea
Euboea
Pylos and Sphacteria
Lesbos
Aegina
Mytilene
Argos
Attica
Decelea
Megara
Salamis
Potidaea
Boeotia
Amphipolis
Sicily and Syracuse
Aegospotami

APPENDIX D: List of alliances

Shifting alliances impacted the outcome of battles. Alliances were concluded in the wake of 
victories and defeats, each side in the alliance positioning itself for future security or power. 
Some of the Athenian allies provided ships and men for eight months of service; others 
opted, instead, to pay tribute to Athens as the head of the Delian League.

Sparta    Athens   Neutral
Peloponnesian states   Chios    Argos
Pellene    Lesbos    Achaea
Megara    Plataea
Boeotia    Messenia
Locria     Acarnania
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Phocia     Corcyra
Abracia    Zacynthus
Leuca     Ionia
Anactoria    Hellespont
     Thrace
     Cyclades, except Melos and Thera

The following provided ships:

Sparta    Athens
Corinth    Chios
Megara    Lesbos
Sicya     Corcyra
Pellene
Ellis
Ambracia
Leucas 

APPENDIX E: Important Figures in the Oligarchic Coup

Alcibiades was the Athenian general who, upon being recalled to answer charges of impiety, 
turned traitor and gave significant advice to the Spartans. He turned up again in Samos to 
lead a democratic counter-coup against the oligarchic coup that had taken place in Athens.

Androcles was the democratic party leader who was assassinated.

Antiphon worked behind the scenes to overthrow the democracy.

Astyochus was a Spartan general responsible for securing Persian support.

Phrynichus was an Athenian general and demagogue keen to save his own reputation and 
standing.

Pisander was a pro-oligarch Athenian and demagogue.

Theramenes was the democratic supporter of the “5,000.”

Thrasybulus was an Athenian leader and defender of democracy. He would be a key player 
in the later restoration of the democracy.

Tissaphernes was a Persian governor in the southern Ionian coastal provinces who “played 
Sparta and Athens off against each other.”5
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APPENDIX F: Conclusion of the Peloponnesian War

With the Persian intervention, the theater of war had shifted to the Ionian city-states and the 
Hellespont. Even with Persian money and ships flowing to the Spartans who had threatened 
Athens’ utter destruction as she was embroiled in a civil war, Athens was able to regroup and 
won two major victories at Cyzicus (410) and Arginusae (406). However, the tactical skill 
of the ruthless Spartan naval commander Lysander delivered the final blow at Aegospotami 
(405) when he captured the entire Athenian fleet on the beaches. Without any means to 
prevent a blockade of her city, the Athenians were starved into submission.

Demands from Sparta included the surrender of most of Athens’ remaining fleet, the razing 
of her walls, and the release of all subject states from her empire. Three thousand to four 
thousand Athenians were executed. Democracy was suspended for a short time as the Thirty 
Tyrants took over; it was restored by Thrasybulus in 403.

In yet another ironic turn of events, Sparta’s victory was short-lived. When Persia ceased to 
underwrite the Spartan navy because Sparta would not submit to Persian demands, Alcibiades’ 
advice to Tissaphernes was realized: The Athenians and Spartans had worn each other down, 
and Persia was the superpower of the region still standing at the end.

APPENDIX G: Maps and other resources

In addition to the excellent maps and information provided in The Landmark Thucydides, 
Hanson’s A War Like No Other, and Kagan’s The Peloponnesian War, the following online 
resources are also worth consulting.

https://www.ancient.eu

https://www.ancient-greece.org/index.html
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