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Thucydian Essay

A Just Empire?

“Allies, you must see that we have arrived at the moment of necessity and that our advice is best: you should vote for war...Keep in mind that a tyrant city has been set up in Greece, and it has been set up against all of us alike; some of us it rules already, the rest it plans to add to its empire.”

 –Corinthian call to war, Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War


Following two checks against Persian invasions of Greece at Salamis and Thermoplyae and their final crushing of Xerxes’ army at Plataea, two Grecian cities, Sparta and Athens, stood at their country’s forefront, the widely acknowledged “saviors of Greece.” Yet, these two cities had diametrically opposite constitutions. Whereas the Spartans followed an ancient government and relied upon conservative tendencies and a disciplined army and culture, the Athenians practiced the world’s newest form of government (democracy), enthusiastically sprang at every new idea and protected themselves with Greece’s most powerful navy. If these two nations could find a middle ground then perhaps Greece would be finally united under one banner.


This was not to be. Whereas Athens strongly advocated an alliance that would unite the city-states of Greece, Sparta instead chose to stay wrapped in tradition, choosing independence over unity. Sparta then withdrew from mainstream Grecian politics (maintaining a mutual-defense league of local cities), and Athens began an ambitious plan to unite most of Greece under one banner: the Delian League
.


The Delian League began just as Greece had hoped. The neighboring lands and islands all banded together, Athens at the head, to defend themselves from further Persian encroachment and to maintain freedom of the seas so they all could trade without inhibition. Yet, the Delian League began to drift from its high ideals. The treasury was moved to Athens and over time inclusion in the Delian League became compulsory rather than voluntary, as Athens was forced to maintain its lavish and extravagant lifestyle with massive imports
. Athenian influence grew to such a point that, despite Athens’ reasoning that what they had done was good for Greece, the other chief members of the Peloponnesian League clamored for military action from Sparta, who complied with their “compulsion to war” in the spring of 431 BC
. At the conflict’s conclusion the Athenian Empire was disassembled, the Piraean walls were torn down, and Athenian hegemony over Greece permanently ceased.


Why was Athens’ right to rule contested if they had achieved much good
? Why did an unwilling Sparta go to war against the world’s premiere democracy, the currently perceived best form of rule? In order to answer this question one must first discover how Athens became an empire and how that empire unjustly ruled. Lastly, there is a greater question at stake: can an empire, even one founded democratically, rule justly?


The Athenian government exercised what is considered to be a direct democracy
. Decisions were made by a direct vote of an Athenian assembly of citizens, governmental positions were done via lottery, and even military leaders were elected by the assembly. Bureaucrats faced scrutiny upon leaving office (to help eliminate corruption), jurors were all paid (so that any citizen could afford to serve), and any male who could prove Athenian birth was allowed governmental participation.


This system had many advantages. The goal of democratic government is for the citizenry to have direct involvement in administration, thus they should feel more intimately connected to it than more autocratic regimes. They would be more willing to defend something they accepted, doubly so when considering a hoplite bought his own armor (an Athenian victory would “protect his investment,” both in money and life and city). Also Athenian democracy would allow many opinions on a subject to be delivered, increasing the chances of the “right” one being reached.

Despite this, there were many drawbacks. The polis, like any crowd, was highly fickle, policies could be made and reversed and reinstituted in a dizzingly short period of time. Gifted speakers, like gladiators in the Roman Coliseum, could woo and amaze the common populace with their rhetoric, becoming larger than the majority and able to influence any Assembly. Also, Athenian government suffered in that it did not have singular, educated leaders making decisions, relying totally on the majority’s whims and desires.

This form of government, which directly operated through the will of the people, would serve as an enticing example to Greeks in neighboring lands. Athens at the head of an alliance would seem correct, for if that city operates in the best interests of its people, then wouldn’t it therefore also encourage a similar system with its Delian League and operate in the best interests of all members? This
 is likely the reason why neighboring city-states were first willing to unite with Athenian leadership, trust. This is also why, when shipbuilding became impractical for many members, they instead sent payments to the Delian treasury, they trusted
 Athens to do what was good and best and just for the whole of the league. Thus, as the Delian League became increasingly composed of Athenian ships, Athens dominated the League and the other members lost much influence, their continued independence and survival depended on this newfound Athenian Empire’s benevolence.

Athens grew into an Empire for many reasons. One could find fault with the rise of demagogues in the Assembly, who often had private interests influencing their policy proposals and thus eroded the democratic institutions, or one could justify the Athenian Empire by stating that since they carried the initial burden, it should be a given that they be allowed to reap the future benefit, to cash in on their investment. Or one could even (as the Athenians did throughout the Peloponnesian War
) appeal to the belief that “it is natural for the strong to rule the weak.”

Yet, this Empire still had the potential to rule justly. Athens indeed cleared the sea of Persians and pirates alike, and thus the members of the League were safe from foreign dominance and economic mobility was ensured. The only question that now remained was this, how would Athens deal with their newfound hegemony? Would they continue to work with their weaker members to push Greece’s progress and influence further, or would they become like many other Grecian tyrants, who once thrust into power by the populace (the other members) and protected by a loyal armed guard (their navy) grew to merely suppress the freedom of the ruled, and live to only satisfy themselves? The other members had to hope for the former; it was their only chance. The democratic model present at Athens further justified this belief, for surely they would then continue this practice with the larger polis of Greece.

This assumption turned out to be false; the Athenians failed their fellow members. The League was steadily built to favor Athens rather than the whole, and the situation reached a point where Athens became a virtual Mafioso in control of their League: once a city-state accepted the Athenian “offer” of membership (under the shadow of a trireme armada), they were forced to remain a part of it, and tribute would be extorted from them in return for Athenian “protection.” This protection amounted to little more than Athens abstaining from pillaging their city as long as they kept up their “security” payments. An Athenian tyranny, while proclaiming its democratic institutions, had been set up in Greece.

Athens no longer ruled justly, for they betrayed the trust of their allies. They were placed in command in acknowledgement of their military prowess, organizational acumen, and a perception that they would lead well, to protect the good of the whole League. They were no longer just, and this injustice is what primarily prompted Sparta to declare war on their former ally, to restore balance and remove tyranny as they had done in previous centuries
.

Now that an Athenian Empire has been acknowledged and it has been discovered to rule unjustly, we must answer the question as to why it ruled this way. It is not because of demagogues, just rewards or natural law as earlier suggested (although they may all be factors), but the key lies in Platonic philosophy. According to Plato, there are three components of any person’s psyche, the calculating, the desiring, and the spirited. Plato also stated that the truly just person would allow his soul’s calculating portion to moderate and rule the other two. These three components can be applied on a larger scale, for cities and states act similarly as a person does when seen from a larger perspective.

Athens ceased to rule justly because the calculating side of its collective conscious ceased to lead. Due to rampant Athenian luxury, excessive consumer demands, and the almost bacchanalian lifestyle many Athenians became accustomed to due to their commercial expertise, the desiring portion of the city’s “soul” rose up and overthrew its calculating master and spirited brother. The demand to continually satiate this unquenchable Tantalus-like desire caused Athens to betray its allies, subvert their alliance, and drove them into war with Laconia.

The nature of the Athenian Empire’s injustice has now been declared, but this creates a final problem:

If Athens administered themselves democratically

And nearly all Empires are ruled despotically and unjustly

And the Athenian democratic Empire eventually ruled unjustly

And democracy was considered the most just government for their and our time

Then how can any Empire rule justly?

Despite the rather hopeless conclusion that question suggests, a just Empire is indeed possible, but we must go back to Plato to unearth it. Where Athens and perhaps all empires inevitably fail is that they suppress their better judgment. They either allow their spirited side to rule, resulting in fevered nationalism and arrogance which leads to prejudice and “biased warfare
” over either ethnic, political, religious, racial and cultural differences. Or they allow the desirable third to rule, which leads to a continuous thirst for more goods and luxuries; this lust for wealth and comfort drives them to conduct “hunger warfare
” for economic gain and increased luxury so they can work less and indulge themselves more, at the cost of others. Yet, this is not the “just” way for an Empire to rule, these are merely selfish and arrogant regimes, which deserve overturning.

A truly Just Empire is therefore possible if their calculating portion is allowed to rule, which will inevitably cause the Empire to discover the best rulership: to rule for the good of both the central figure and the other subjects. This is not an easy process; for a ruling body must accept a few practices in order to be truly just. Let us rebuild Athens’ Delian League as a Just Empire.

 First, Athens shall remain in administrative charge of the alliance as before, for they are the only ones capable of maintaining such a large league. Athens must also be willing to take the burden of implementing the will of this organization, for only they possess the power to enact the League’s policies. Athens must be willing to screen out all outside influences and desires (such as excessive land, money, luxury etc.) that will thwart them from achieving what is best for the whole League and not just themselves. 

Athens will have to forgo many ambitions: they must share an equal vote with the rest of the League in making decisions, and even if they do not agree with a resolution they must compel themselves to carry it out. They must also always defend their weaker members from aggressors and maintain stability within the League by arbitrating internal disagreements fairly. They must also uphold their half of any contract, even if the other party breaks theirs. Athens’ second most important restraint is that although they can implore, entice, and beg other members to remain in the alliance, they cannot coerce anyone to remain a part of it, if a city-state wants to secede they must be allowed to. Lastly, even though Athens can continue to take care of themselves, they must always keep the best interests of the entire League at heart and not betray the trust of their partners.

How then one might ask, is Athens to benefit from this arrangement? Unfortunately, there is no Myth of Er
 to appeal to in terms of global politics, but something akin to that is possible. A policy that benefits both the controlling entity and its subordinates is the paragon of administrative excellence because both sides succeed. The weaker elements rely upon the controller for support and survival; they receive the most tangible success. The more powerful entity however, will receive the respect and admiration of its subordinates if it rules them justly. This can be parlayed into two advantages. Not only will the ruling faction receive help from its allies in its inevitable time of need (if it is truly just in dealing with their partners their fellows will feel compelled to assist them if only to reciprocate previous assistance and to ensure future goodwill), but their rule will be remembered for much longer and more reverentially the longer they continue to support a Just Empire. Since this is the true and “the good
” goal of any person or government, and thus if an Empire is to achieve the good by ruling justly, longevity is their reward for selfless aid to their weaker neighbors.

Democracy may not be the best government for the controlling entity in a Just Empire, for the amount of distractions that may shake the entity’s just rulership are large enough without multiplying them if their own administration relied upon ideal democratic principles. Yet, the point is not to evaluate the strengths and flaws of democracy, but to examine why the Athenian Empire became a tyrant state and to answer whether an Empire is by nature tyrannical. It appears that Athens became a tyranny because it ceased to rule justly by betraying their subjects’ trust. A Just Empire is also very possible, but a nation must be willing to abandon nearly all its own self-serving goals and instead live for the abstract, that goodness is worth doing simply because it is Good. Only then, may an Empire fare well
.

� This paragraph is largely inferred from Woodruff’s On Justice, Power, and Human Nature, page xvii.


� Woodruff: “…When the treasury was moved to Athens in 454, there could no longer be any doubt about the matter: the leagues was an empire, the contributions were enforced, and the leader of the league was its master” (p. xvii).


� Refer to the Corinthian speech (Woodruff: 17-20) and the Meeting of the Peloponnesian League (p. 30-31) for Sparta’s allies’ demands for war.


� The vast Athenian navy forced Persia to no longer consider possession of Greece possible, and it also virtually eliminated piracy around Greece, ensuring that the Greek city-states could trade with one another more readily.


� Direct democracy can also be called “extreme” democracy, which may be a better term in defining Athenian government.


� Combined with Athenian naval superiority.


� Athens was asked to lead the surrounding region in an alliance (the Delian League) against further Persian encroachment. Their largely individual stand at Marathon, their enthusiasm in pursuing the war against Persia, and their acknowledged naval power were all contributing factors. If neighboring lands did not trust Athens they would never have asked for their leadership (Woodruff: xvii).


� The Athenian delegation at the Debate at Sparta, Woodruff, p. 23: “It has always been established that the weaker are held down by the stronger.”


� In the period before the Persian War Spartan armies put down many tyrannies throughout Greece, including the Pisistrads at Athens, which opened the door for future democratic reforms there.


� Examples of biased warfare include the Union’s invasion of the Confederacy in the Civil War, the Third Reich’s genocidal practices and preachings of superiority in World War II, and the disintegration of Yugoslavia throughout the 1990s.


� European imperialism, the Persian War, and the Manifest Destiny can all be cited as examples of hunger warfare.


� Plato, The Republic, Book X.


� Good in a Platonic context.


� The double meaning of “fare well” is an homage to the concluding paragraph of Plato’s Republic.





