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WC: The Decline of the City States





A determination to preserve city-state sovereignty prevented the Greeks from forming a larger political grouping, which might have contained the inter-city warfare that ultimately cost the cities their vitality and independence, but this did not happen. Athens’ control of the Delian League engendered fear in the Spartans and the Peloponnesian League. Sparta and the Peloponnesian states decided on war because they felt that Athens threatened their existence. The war began in 431 BC and ended in 404 BC, with a temporary peace from 421 to 414 BC. Possessing superior land forces, the Peloponnesian League invaded Attica, and set fire to the countryside. In 430 BC, a plague from Ethiopia by way of Egypt wiped out about 1/3 of its population, including its leader, Pericles. Because of Athenian sea power and Spartan inability to inflict a crushing defeat on Athenian ground troops, the first stage of the war ended in stalemate. What led to the resumption of the war was the Athenian expedition against Sicily and its largest city, Syracuse. Athenians were intoxicated with the imperialistic urge to extend the empire. In 415 BC, the largest army ever assembled by a Greek city departed for Sicily. Unable to overcome the Syracusans, the Athenian commander appealed for reinforcements. The Athenians voted to send a second large expedition to Syracuse, as failure continued. Finally, the Athenians consented to withdraw. Just as the Athenians were ready to depart, there was a lunar eclipse which was viewed as an omen, and the evacuation was postponed for 27 days, during which time the Syracusans blocked the harbor. After failing to leave by sea, the Athenians tried to escape by land. It was a death march. Athens and its allies lost 50000 men and 200 ships. Because this expedition failed, all hope of victory in the struggle with Sparta was lost. Fearful that victory in Sicily would increase Athenian manpower and wealth, Sparta had again taken up the sword, and strengthened by financial support from Persia and by the defection of some Athenian allies, Sparta moved to end the war. Finally, Sparta won the war and dissolved the Delian League, leaving Athens with only a handful of ships. The Peloponnesian War shattered the spiritual foundations of Hellenic society. A political war began between the oligarchs, democrats, and tyrants. The political history of the 4th century can be summed up briefly. Athens, the only state that might have united the Greek world had lost its chance. Sparta lacked the talent to govern the Greeks. Before long, the Greek cities had thrown off the Spartan yoke. In addition to wars between cities, 4th century Greece experienced a new outbreak of civil wars between rich and poor. While the Greek cities battered one another in fratricidal warfare, a new power was rising in the north-Macedonia. To the Greeks, the Macedonians differed little from other barbarians. In 359 BC at the age of 23, Philip II ascended the Macedonian throne. Having spent three years as a hostage in Thebes, he had learned all the military tactics. He converted Macedonia into a 1st rate military power and began a drive to become master of the Greeks. In 338 BC at Chaeronea, Philip’s forces inflicted a decisive defeat on the Greeks, and all of Greece was his. The cities existed, but they had lost their independence. The world of the small, independent, self-sufficient city was drawing to a close, and Greek civilization was taking a different shape. 


