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Abstract

The celebrated achievements of fifth century Athens in the “Age of 
Pericles” were forever tarnished by the disastrous Peloponnesian 
War, which pitted respective leagues allied with Athens and Spar-
ta against each other in a twenty-seven-year contest for hegemony 
that permanently transformed the Classical Greek world. In this 
assessment, most historians of the era concur. But what was the 
cause of the war? Traditionally, interpretation has been based upon 
Thucydides—the Athenian historian whose magisterial chronicle, 
The History of the Peloponnesian War, has served as the authorita-
tive primary source for the conflict—but might there be greater nu-
ance in what Thucydides reported and what he may have deliber-
ately omitted? “Pericles’ Reckless Megarian Policy Was the Central 
Cause of the Peloponnesian War” argues that control of Megara, 
a tiny polis that occupied a critically strategic geography, was the 
central if unacknowledged Athenian war aim that both sparked the 
conflict and prolonged it.

Keywords: Athens, Sparta, Pericles, Megara, Peloponnesian War, 
Greece, Classical Greece, Thucydides, Fifth Century BCE, Ancient 
History

La imprudente política megariana de Pericles

Resumen

Los célebres logros de la Atenas del siglo V a. C. en la “Edad de Pe-
ricles” quedaron empañados para siempre por la desastrosa Guerra 
del Peloponeso, que enfrentó a las respectivas ligas aliadas con Ate-
nas y Esparta entre sí en una contienda de veintisiete años por la 
hegemonía que transformó permanentemente a la Mundo griego 
clásico. En esta evaluación, la mayoría de los historiadores de la 
época están de acuerdo. Pero, ¿cuál fue la causa de la guerra? Tra-
dicionalmente, la interpretación se ha basado en Tucídides, el his-
toriador ateniense cuya magistral crónica, La historia de la guerra 
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del Peloponeso, ha servido como fuente principal autorizada del 
conflicto, pero podría haber mayores matices en lo que Tucídides 
informó y en lo que pudo haber hecho deliberadamente. omitido? 
“La imprudente política megariana de Pericles fue la causa central 
de la guerra del Peloponeso” sostiene que el control de Megara, una 
pequeña polis que ocupaba una geografía críticamente estratégica, 
fue el objetivo central, aunque no reconocido, de la guerra atenien-
se que provocó el conflicto y lo prolongó.

Palabras clave: Atenas, Esparta, Pericles, Megara, Guerra del Pe-
loponeso, Grecia, Grecia clásica, Tucídides, Siglo V a. C., Historia 
antigua

伯里克利对墨伽拉实行的鲁莽政策

摘要

雅典在公元前5世纪“伯里克利时代”所取得的著名成就永
远被灾难的伯罗奔尼撒战争所玷污，这场战争让雅典联盟和
斯巴达联盟陷入长达27年的霸权之争，后者永远改变了古典
希腊世界。从这一点来看，当代大多数史学家是赞同该观点
的。不过，造成战争的起因是什么？一般地，相关诠释基于
雅典史学家修昔底德的权威编年史《伯罗奔尼撒战争史》（
该书一直被视为解释该冲突的权威性主要来源），不过，修
昔底德的叙述以及其可能故意省略的部分中是否可能存在更
多的细微之处？《伯里克利对墨伽拉实行的鲁莽政策是伯罗
奔尼撒战争的关键起因》（Pericles’ Reckless Megarian 
Policy Was the Central Cause of the Peloponnesian 
War）一文认为，对墨伽拉这一占据关键战略地形的小城邦
的掌控是一个关键的、或许不被认可的雅典战争目标，该目
标引起并延长了冲突。

关键词：雅典，斯巴达，伯里克利，墨伽拉，伯罗奔尼撒战
争，希腊，古典希腊，修昔底德，公元前5世纪，古代史
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By 425 BCE, the Peloponnesian 
War between the rival alliances 
of competing hegemons Athens 

and Sparta was in its sixth year. Peri-
cles—the celebrated leader of Athens in 
its Golden Age—and perhaps a third of 
the population he once governed were 
dead in a devastating plague. Pericles’ 
defensive policy of securing the Athe-
nian population within its impenetrable 
walls while Sparta sacked the surround-
ing countryside of Attica had failed. 
Athens was short on cash; the war was 
at a stalemate. 

That same year, Demosthenes, 
an Athenian strategos (an elected gen-
eral), managed a surprise victory on 
the Peloponnesus at Pylos, and trapped 
hundreds of Spartans on the island of 
Sphacteria. Remarkably, Sparta sent a 
delegation to Athens to offer not only 
general peace terms, but an offensive 
and defensive alliance in exchange for 
a cessation of hostilities and a return of 
the Spartans on Sphacteria. This was an 
opportunity to end the war before the 
true horror and brutality that was to 
follow hardened the hearts of all con-
cerned. Yet the Athenians turned it 
down. 

Thucydides—the exiled gener-
al and great Athenian historian whose 
magisterial chronicle, The History of 
the Peloponnesian War, serves as the 
authoritative primary source for the 
conflict—reports that Cleon, a leading 
demagogue whom the historian clearly 
detested, rejected the opportunity for 
peace in order to pursue grander goals. 
Yet a careful read of the text of Thucy-
dides reveals that what Cleon actual-

ly did was to make counterproposals 
to Sparta that could not be honored: 
namely a return to the status quo ante 
in the time of Athens’s greatest terri-
torial sphere of influence during the 
heights of what later came to be called 
the First Peloponnesian War (460 BCE 
- 445 BCE) when Athens had control 
of Boeotia, north of Attica, as well as 
neighboring Megara. Perhaps there 
were negotiable points here: how much 
did Sparta really care about Boeotia, the 
Theban sphere of influence? But this 
would mean that the Spartans would 
have to abandon Megara—something 
that was impossible. As Donald Kagan, 
arguably the leading historian of the 
Peloponnesian War in the 21st century, 
puts it: “The suggestion that the Spar-
tans might have been willing to give up 
Megara, or at least its harbors, however, 
was unrealistic . . . to have surrendered 
Megara would have placed the power of 
Athens directly on the isthmus and cut 
Sparta off from . . . central Greece . . . 
Clearly no such agreement was possi-
ble.”1

Thucydides suggested there were 
three direct causes of the Peloponnesian 
War, but insisted these were little more 
than pretexts. Instead, he promulgated 
a kind of doctrine of inevitability and 
boldly claimed that “The growth of the 
power of Athens, and the alarm which 
this inspired in Lacedaemon, made 
war inevitable.”2 Still, he describes two 
of these “direct causes”—the Athenian 
clash with neighboring Corinth over 
the former Corinthian colony Corcyra, 
and the heavy-handed way that Athens 
dealt with its own ally, Potidaea, anoth-
er former Corinthian colony—in some 
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detail. But the third cause he intro-
duced, a kind of trade embargo issued 
against Megara termed the “Megarian 
Decree,” received only peripheral treat-
ment, with little emphasis and almost 
no elucidation, as if it hardly merited 
discussion. 

Thucydides also provided only 
scant detail on the First Peloponnesian 
War, the Spartan-Athenian conflict of a 
generation before, which was detonat-
ed by the defection of Megara from the 
Spartan-led Peloponnesian League to 
the Athenian-led Delian League.3 The 
lack of focus upon the earlier war is 
striking and conspicuous in its absence, 
much as if a modern historian chroni-
cling the rise of Hitler in the twentieth 
century made little reference to the de-
feat of Germany in the First World War. 

This paper rejects Thucydides’ 
inevitability doctrine and demonstrates 
that the central cause of the Pelopon-
nesian War can be traced to the conflict 
over Megara, of which the Megarian 
Decree was but a device. Most studies 
of this kind focus primarily upon the 
Megarian Decree itself and the atten-
dant politics of Pericles in this period. 
This paper will eschew this approach—
this ground has been covered exhaus-
tively by other scholars—and instead 
devote itself to establishing the central-
ity of Megara as the vital strategic ge-
ography it represented to both sides by 
resurrecting its focal point in the First 
Peloponnesian War, where Megara’s 
status in the competing alliances was 
a dramatic pivot point. Moreover, it 
will demonstrate that Pericles’ Megari-
an policy was a reckless gamble deep-

ly carved upon the ruins of that earlier 
war—a gamble that was to have cata-
strophic consequences for Athens and 
ultimately for the wider Greek world. 

Megara was a very small (per-
haps, by one estimate, 470 kilometers, 
or roughly 292 square miles) polis locat-
ed on the Isthmus of Corinth, between 
the poleis of Athens and Corinth, which 
due to its strategic geography com-
manded an importance well out of pro-
portion to its size.4 N.G. L. Hammond 
describes it as “built on a barren lime-
stone outcrop.”5 The soil was indeed 
poor, and Isocrates once quipped that 
the Megarians “farmed rocks.”6 Accord-
ing to Kagan, “The Megarians inhabited 
a small, infertile plain, with mountains 
on both ends . . . It could not produce 
enough grain to feed the 25,000 to 
40,000 Megarians, but the highlands 
had enough vegetation to feed the 
flocks of sheep that produced Meg-
ara’s chief export: coarse, low-priced 
woolen coats.”7 Like Corinth but unlike 
Athens, Megara had ports on both the 
Corinthian Gulf (Pegae) and the Saron-
ic Gulf (Nisaea), which fostered great 
wealth in trade relationships, although 
Hammond notes that Megara “had a 
less convenient route than Corinth for 
portage across the Isthmus.”8 Not un-
surprisingly, Megara’s economy was 
centered on commerce.

Megara’s small size and location 
between two much greater powers made 
its security tenuous. Once dominated 
by Corinth, it established its indepen-
dence in a war in the seventh century 
BCE, although not without a crippling 
loss to Corinth of its southern territory 
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of fecund, arable land.9 Historically one 
of the four districts of Attica, it was nev-
ertheless populated by Dorians rather 
than the Ionians of neighboring Ath-
ens. There was a tradition that Megara 
was once a part of a kingdom of Attica, 
yet Megarians spoke a different dialect 
than the rest of Attica.10 In the archaic 
period, Megara was “active in coloni-
zation,” a response to over-population, 
since the war with Corinth had “robbed 
[them] of territory which was rich in 
pasture and timber.”11

Megara once controlled the im-
portant island of Salamis, and decisively 
defeated the Athenians in their first at-
tempt to seize it, but eventually lost it to 
Athens in war shortly after 600 BCE.12 
According to Plutarch, both the vener-
able Solon and Peisistratus (later tyrant 
of Athens) were involved.13 Hammond 
notes that “by 560 Peisistratus secured 
lasting possession of [Salamis] which 
was as vital to the future of Athens as 
the occupation of the southern Megar-
id was to Corinth. Henceforth Megara 
remained a small but valiant state, de-
pending for survival upon astute diplo-
macy.”14

Not only Corinth and Athens 
competed for influence with Mega-
ra; so too did Sparta. Megara seems to 
have joined the loose Spartan confed-
eracy later known as the Peloponnesian 
League as early as 519 BCE. Sparta may 
have been involved in the arbitration 
that finally awarded legal title of Sala-
mis to Athens in 510 BCE, but Megara 
itself remained well within the Spartan 
sphere of influence.15 Notably, Megara 
joined both the Spartans and the Athe-

nians to combat the Persian invasion 
in 480 BCE, participating in a famous 
naval battle at the site of its former pos-
session, the island of Salamis.16

Strategically, historians some-
times liken Megara’s geography with 
Belgium, as both served as a kind of 
open corridor for invasion.17 In Mega-
ra’s case, it was the “doorway” through 
which a hoplite levy could pass from 
the Peloponnesus into Attica to threat-
en Athens. Hammond underscored that 
“Its strategic position is important. The 
main road from Boeotia to the Pelo-
ponnese runs through its territory, and 
it has ports . . . on the Saronic and Co-
rinthian gulf.”18 Tom Holland describes 
it as “a narrow and precipitous cor-
niche hacked out of the flanks of coast-
al cliffs, and effectively the only land 
route that an army could follow to—or 
from—the Isthmus.” Holland points out 
that during the first part of the Persian 
Wars, when the Spartans contemplat-
ed abandoning the Athenians to their 
fate, they began “demolishing the road 
to Megara” to forestall Persian invasion 
from the north.19 

That same route was also the only 
way for a land army to invade Athens. A 
friendly Megara could offer absolute se-
curity on land to Athens from this peril, 
as well as access to a western port on the 
Corinthian Gulf for both trade and mil-
itary advantage over any rivals. A hos-
tile Megara was not only a negation of 
those advantages, but actually an open 
avenue for invasion from the south. As 
such, Megara’s strategic location was to 
play a role of some significance in both 
the first and the second Peloponnesian 
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Wars—and this strategic value simply 
cannot be underestimated. Perhaps 
Ronald Legon sums it up best:

Since it was impossible to travel 
by land from northern and cen-
tral Greece into the Peloponnese 
without traversing the Megarid, 
its commercial and strategic 
importance was considerable. 
Megara was necessarily involved 
in all peaceful contacts and hostil-
ities between the Peloponnesian 
states and the rest of mainland 
Greece, including a great many 
situations in which her role has 
been entirely ignored by histori-
ans. The issue constantly before 
the Megarians was whether to en-
courage, aid, obstruct, or ignore 
this traffic, weighing such factors 
as friendship, profit and secu-
rity. Conversely, states that had 
a particular interest in securing 
safe passage through the Isthmus 
had also to consider how best to 
influence the Megarians’ behav-
ior, whether through friendship, 
reward, intimidation, or outright 
coercion.20

As the era that historians have 
dubbed the Pentecontaetia dawned fol-
lowing the defeat of Persia in 479 BCE, 
Megara was an ally of both Corinth and 
Sparta in the Peloponnesian League. 
An alliance of convenience of Athens, 
Sparta and a limited number of other 
poleis—including Megara—confront-
ed the massive invasion by the Persian 
Great King Xerxes in 480 BCE that re-
sulted in the sack of Athens. Unlikely 
victories by the Greeks at Salamis, Pla-

taea and Mycale had by 479 BCE not 
only soundly defeated the Persians and 
guaranteed Greek sovereignty, but re-
sulted in independence for most of the 
Ionian poleis on the coast of Asia Mi-
nor and left a newly confident Greece 
in charge of its own destiny, which in-
cluded enforcing the peace with Persia. 
Sparta took the lead in this, but a va-
riety of factors led to a kind of passing 
of the baton to Athens, which formed 
a wide alliance of poleis in the Aegean 
called the Delian League, although it 
rapidly evolved into what can only be 
described as an Athenian Empire, later 
most blatantly manifested in the arbi-
trary relocation of the League’s treasury 
from Delos to Athens. Athenian hege-
mony, based upon sea power, came to 
rub up against the traditional hegemo-
ny of land-based Sparta and its Pelo-
ponnesian League, a kind of looser alli-
ance with some history which included 
Thebes, Corinth—and Megara. 

Despite this perhaps unavoidable 
chafing between the hegemons, they 
were rarely in direct conflict with one 
another, and relations remained friend-
ly, at least outwardly, especially while 
Cimon—a Spartan admirer and Athe-
nian strategos who came to have a dom-
inant political role—held primacy in 
Athens. This was to change when a dev-
astating earthquake in Sparta provided 
an opportunity for a helot (Spartan state 
serfs/slaves) rebellion. Cimon led an 
Athenian contingent to aid the embat-
tled Spartans, only to be turned away by 
Sparta for reasons that have prompted 
much speculation, and resulted in the 
humiliation and eventual ostracism of 
Cimon, and the rise to power of the 
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leader of the radical democracy, Ephi-
altes. When Ephialtes was assassinated 
in 461 BCE, this leadership passed to 
his protégé, the strategos Pericles, who 
became the preeminent leader of Ath-
ens for years to come and who, unlike 
Cimon, was no friend of Sparta. Soon, 
Sparta’s insult in sending away Cimon’s 
troops was repaid through the Athe-
nian role in resettling of rebellious 
Spartan helots in a city on the Corinthi-
an Gulf called Naupactus, where they 
would have their own polis, ever hostile 
to Sparta and its allies.21 According to 
Thucydides, this move by Athens was a 
deliberate swipe at Sparta “because of 
their enmity towards the Spartans.”22

Relations between Sparta and 
Athens were thus rather cool when 
Megara, a long-time Spartan ally and 
member of the Peloponnesian League, 
unexpectedly rebelled and joined the 
Delian League in order to gain advan-
tage in a local quarrel in which Megara, 
embroiled “in a boundary dispute with 
Corinth, found themselves getting the 
worst of the war.”23 According to first 
century BCE historian Diodorus Sic-
ulus, Athenian entry into the conflict 
tipped the balance of power and was 
very costly to Corinth, a key Spartan 
ally.24 It also ignited the First Pelopon-
nesian War.25

The Athenians welcomed Mega-
ra into their alliance for both the enor-
mous trade advantage of access to the 
Corinthian Gulf and the strategic coup 
of controlling the Megarid. As Kagan 
duly notes: “Control of the Megarid 
was of enormous strategic advantage to 
Athens. It made the invasion of Attica 

from the Peloponnese almost impossi-
ble; the control of Pegae [the Megarian 
port on the Corinthian Gulf] made it 
possible to supply Naupactus and con-
trol the Gulf of Corinth without making 
the long and dangerous voyage around 
the Peloponnese.”26 Raphael Sealey fur-
ther underscores that “as long as the 
Athenians held the Megarid, they were 
secure against a Peloponnesian inva-
sion of Attica and they were in a strong 
position to encroach on the Corinthiad 
or on Boeotia.”27 Kagan aptly concludes: 
“An alliance with Megara would bring 
security against attack and thereby pro-
vide freedom to pursue opportunities 
wherever they arose.”28 Legon goes even 
further: “there was hardly a more valu-
able prize for Athens in all of Greece 
than Megara.”29

Athens quickly exploited the 
opportunities now available to her 
and devoted a focused effort to maxi-
mize these advantages and the strategic 
gains of controlling Megara. Suddenly, 
Athenian “troops occupied Megara and 
Pegae.”30As classicist Kenneth Harl de-
scribes it, “Megara was remodeled as a 
democracy, the city was fortified, long 
walls were built between Megara’s cen-
tral city and its port Nisaea [the Megar-
ian port on the Saronic Gulf] compa-
rable to the long walls being built in 
Athens.”31 Now the Athenians would 
have control of the Isthmus by turn-
ing Megara into a “land island.”32 More 
ominous for the Spartans perhaps, the 
Athenians also installed a garrison to 
secure Nisaea.33 As Kagan argues, “This 
could only be interpreted as an act of 
war against the Spartans. Athens’ accep-
tance of a rebellious ally into the Athe-
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nian alliance, her fortification of the vi-
tal route between the Peloponnese and 
the rest of Greece were acts that Sparta 
could not tolerate.”34

The First Peloponnesian War was 
nothing like its later and greater name-
sake. For one thing, as Harl observes, 
“the Athenians fought the Pelopon-
nesians largely as a sideshow in com-
parison to other operations going on,” 
notably the ongoing clashes with Persia 
that saw Athens lending active support 
to several rebellions in the Persian Em-
pire, including a significant effort to 
liberate grain-rich Egypt from Persian 
domination.35 The Egyptian rebellion 
was nothing short of “a major commit-
ment.”36 For another, as Harl stresses, 
control of Megara gave the Athenians 
“an overwhelming strategic advantage 
. . . the Spartans could not invade At-
tica . . . so Megara’s importance comes 
out throughout this war.”37 Thus Athens 
could do as she would with little fear of 
invasion, and only a part of her mili-
tary activities involved the conflict with 
Sparta. 

Despite Athenian focus on its 
wars within the Persian Empire, Spar-
ta significantly did not do well in its 
engagements with Athens. Sparta 
launched a fleet to contest the Athe-
nian hold on Megara, but was decisive-
ly beaten, and Athens took control of 
the island of Aegina, a strategic Dorian 
ally of Sparta. Now “… the Athenians 
were free to circumnavigate and raid 
the Peloponnesian shores.”38 Later, the 
Athenians invaded central Greece, 
and installed democracies that were 
friendly to Athenian interests. Thus 

the Athenian position was very strong, 
and Sparta had good reasons to worry 
about the ultimate outcome. Utilizing 
the western Megarian port at Pegae 
as a launch point, in 454 BCE Pericles 
“embarked 1,000 fighting men on 100 
. . . ships” and wreaked havoc on the 
Peloponnese.39 As Harl emphasizes, 
“the Peloponnesians found themselves 
in 457 BC in a hopeless position where 
they could not wage any kind of effec-
tive war . . . and it was only because the 
Athenians were so busy fighting the Per-
sians that the Athenians did not exploit 
these advantages and put an army in the 
Peloponnesus . . . and march directly on 
Sparta. And the danger that Sparta and 
her Peloponnesian allies faced is “not to 
be underestimated.”40

A string of Athenian victories 
was dramatically interrupted by a tac-
tical and strategic disaster in Egypt that 
doomed its commitment to confron-
tation with Persia in that theater while 
spawning a series of rebellions else-
where: “In 454 the entire Greek force 
was destroyed, and Egypt was restored 
to Persian control . . . [which result-
ed in] serious unrest in the Aegean.”41 
In the course of the long, complicat-
ed war, Athens’ fortunes rose and fell, 
but perhaps the lowest point occurred 
when a rebellion in Megara in 447/6 
BCE overthrew the democratic govern-
ment friendly to Athens, “butchered” 
the Athenian contingent, reinstated an 
oligarchy and returned Megara to the 
Peloponnesian League—ironically with 
the assistance of Corinth, the source 
of the original conflict!42 According to 
James McDonald, the massacre of the 
Athenians “was an extraordinary act 
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of betrayal which seems to have been 
contrived to win back the trust of Spar-
ta and Corinth.”43 The war that began 
with Megara’s defection to Athens end-
ed with its about-face and return to the 
Peloponnesian League.44 “The Megari-
an barrier blocking the road into Attica 
had been removed.”45 Shortly thereafter, 
Spartan hoplites marched through the 
strategic Megarian mountain passes 
and confronted Athens.46 Plutarch re-
ported that Pericles negotiated a sub-
stantial bribe with an advisor of the 
Spartan king Pleistoanax to avoid hos-
tilities; modern scholars are divided on 
the authenticity of this account.47 What-
ever the reality, battle was averted, and 
the treaty of the Thirty Years’ Peace fol-
lowed in 445 BCE, in which both sides 
made concessions to end the war. The 
return of Megara to the Peloponnesian 
League was integral to that treaty.48

	 The Thirty Years’ Peace had 
something for both sides. For the Athe-
nians, it was recognition of their posi-
tion as hegemon and a license to control 
the poleis in their alliance with impu-
nity. For the Spartans and their allies, 
it meant that Athens abandoned their 
budding land empire in Central Greece 
and returned Megara safely to the fold 
of the Peloponnesian League. The treaty 
included arbitration, so in theory future 
conflicts between the hegemons could 
be resolved without resort to war.49

	 The peace held for almost fifteen 
years, a generation of hoplite soldiers, 
with no serious breach. Meanwhile, the 
Persian threat diminished. Pericles was 
elected strategos repeatedly and came 
to occupy a position of prominence in 

the democracy far more consequential 
than that military title implied. He led 
Athens through what has been termed 
its “Golden Age,” diverting much of the 
contributions made by members of the 
Delian League—ostensibly to combat 
the Persians—to massive building proj-
ects, including the Parthenon. Athens 
became wealthy and powerful, while 
Sparta returned to the static, conserva-
tive political culture that characterized 
much of its history, content to not make 
war far from home lest the helots have 
another opportunity at uprising.

	 Rivalries heated up, however, 
once Athens took some very aggressive 
steps in 435 - 432 BCE that put them in 
direct conflict with Corinth, a key Spar-
tan ally. This included intervention in a 
local affair between Corinth and its for-
mer colony Corcyra, and the Athenian 
heavy-handed behavior towards anoth-
er former Corinthian colony, Potidaea, 
which was a member of the Delian 
League. Yet the most provocative step 
was a Periclean policy known as the 
Megarian Decree.

Much has made of the Megarian 
Decree, yet the particular details of the 
decree itself are arguably unimportant; 
rather the decree must be measured 
by its consequences. Historians are 
not certain of the precise terms of the 
decree, nor even exactly when it was 
legislated, but it appears that it was a 
trade sanction directed against Mega-
ra. In “late 433 or early 432 BC . . . the 
Athenian assembly on the initiative of 
Pericles introduced” what can only be 
described as an economic embargo 
against the polis of Megara, essentially 
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banning the Megarians from trading 
in Athenian markets and ports, as well 
as any ports belonging to a member of 
the Delian League.50 Thucydides barely 
touched on it, noting only that at the lat-
er Spartan assembly to hear grievances 
against Athens in 432 BCE, “the Megar-
ians called special attention to the fact 
of their exclusion from the ports of the 
Athenian empire and the market of 
Athens,” as well as a brief reference to 
the later Spartan willingness to back off 
hostilities if the Athenians revoked it.51 

Since the Megarian economy 
was based upon trade and the Athe-
nian Empire that controlled the Aegean 
would be closed to them under this de-
cree, it would have essentially put Meg-
ara out of business, led to severe food 
shortages, and perhaps even starvation. 
In short, the decree clearly “threatened 
economic ruin for the Megarians.”52 Ian 
Worthington puts this into a modern 
perspective, stating that “They were 
entirely dependant on trade for their 
livelihood. All of a sudden, not to be 
allowed to use the hundreds of ports 
belonging to allies in the Delian League 
and especially that of Athens . . . would 
be like closing off the whole of Asia to 
the USA today.”53

The various pretexts for the 
Megarian Decree included “the Megar-
ians’ cultivation of sacred land claimed 
by the Athenians, their illegal encroach-
ment upon borderlands, and their har-
boring of fugitive slaves.”54 It was also 
alleged that they murdered an Athe-
nian herald.55 As E. Badian notes, such 
disputes with Megara should have been 
easy to resolve.56 But a careful analysis 

suggests that these alleged affronts were 
clearly a thin veil to cloak what was a 
punishing blow to a neighboring polis 
that came largely unprovoked, and rep-
resented some kind of hidden agenda.

Naturally, the Athenians were 
not fond of the Megarians; the first 
Peloponnesian War would have been 
within most adult Athenians’ living 
memory, and that memory certainly 
would have included the fact that Meg-
ara switched sides and murdered the 
Athenians garrisoned there—this while 
Athens was at its weakest point in the 
war. Megara also contributed ships to 
the Corinthian side in a recent clash at 
sea that involved the Athenian navy in 
the conflict that swirled around Cor-
cyra, but so did other Peloponnesian 
League members.57 Megara was part of 
the Peloponnesian League again under 
the terms of the Thirty Years’ Peace, and 
there was little context for the Athe-
nian squeezing of Megara through this 
unique method of embargo, something 
that does not seem to appear anywhere 
prior to this in the ancient world.58

All scholars seem to agree that 
Pericles was the force behind the Megar-
ian Decree, and he was to stubbornly 
cling to it as the clock ticked towards 
war with Sparta, but as to his motives 
and his strategy there has been—and 
remains—only speculation. Kagan, 
Eduard Meyer, and many other schol-
ars have often drawn bold lines between 
the events of the Peloponnesian War 
and conflicts of the modern era, while 
also attempting to read “ancient minds” 
with confidence. As M.I. Finley bril-
liantly points out: “It is significant that 
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no two historians who study the causes 
of the [Peloponnesian War] in that way 
ever agree, yet they can all quote Thu-
cydides and Aristophanes with equal 
facility.”59 

One might also ask, do Pericles’ 
intentions really matter? A minori-
ty of historians believe Pericles used 
the Megarian Decree to deliberately 
provoke war with Sparta.60 Kagan rep-
resents a view diametrically opposed 
to this, which holds that the decree 
was simply a tactic and should not be 
accorded very much weight.61 A posi-
tion between these two extremes seems 
more likely; that Pericles was not seek-
ing to provoke war but that indeed the 
Megarian Decree was most consequen-
tial in its outbreak. Given this, exactly 
what Pericles had in mind is not that 
important—only that he zealously sup-
ported the Megarian Decree and even 
more ardently resisted its repeal, that 
Sparta viewed it as an act of aggression 
that could not be tolerated, and what 
followed was the great Peloponnesian 
War. In this sense, how Sparta perceived 
the decree is far more significant than 
the strategy it was based upon. 

Thucydides, who viewed all of 
the war’s direct causes to be simply pre-
texts for its inevitability, hardly lends 
weight to the decree at all and barely 
mentioned it, although according to 
Harl “the rest of the surviving literary 
tradition . . . [makes it] . . . clear that the 
Megarian Decree was one of the major 
issues in the crisis during the summer 
of 432 BC which drove the Spartans 
to war.”62 Kagan suggests that because 
Thucydides’ thesis was that the war 

was inevitable, and because he admired 
Pericles—and because the populace 
later blamed Pericles and his Megarian 
Decree for their wartime suffering—the 
historian deliberately omitted all but 
superficial coverage of the decree in his 
account.63 Kagan goes so far as to ac-
cuse Thucydides of deliberate revision-
ism; indeed, the title of one of his more 
recent books is Thucydides: The Rein-
vention of History.64 Harl concurs, add-
ing that Thucydides essentially glossed 
over it because the decree “. . . was pro-
posed by Pericles and was regarded as 
a colossal blunder on the part of Peri-
cles.”65 Kagan, who also rejects Thucy-
dides’ doctrine of inevitability, never-
theless generally admires Pericles; he 
views Pericles as a centrist figure in the 
turmoil of Athenian politics, interprets 
his policies in the lead-up to the Pelo-
ponnesian War as essentially moderate 
compromises to keep the peace while 
protecting Athenian strategic interests, 
and dismisses the Megarian Decree as 
little more than a tactic, while acknowl-
edging that its effect upon the Spartan 
audience was more dramatic.66 

Other historians are not so 
sure. “At the very least . . . some see  
this action by Pericles . . . as a strong  
warning to Corinth to back off on Cor-
cyra.”67 Others see it for how it must 
have seemed at the time: a concerted 
effort to isolate Megara economically, 
rock their political world, perhaps force 
a change in government. Worthington 
argues that “everyone knew that Peri-
cles’ hidden agenda was to force Mega-
ra back into the Delian League.”68 With 
Megarians starving, what hope would 
they have but to defect again from the 
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Spartan bloc and switch once more to an 
Athenian alliance? “Thus Athens might 
regain the strategic advantage she held 
during most of the First Peloponnesian 
War.”69 Most significantly, it would put 
those strategic passes in the Megarid 
back under Athenian control. Robin 
Lane Fox is convinced this was indeed 
the goal: “The aim, surely, was to desta-
bilize the Megarians’ ruling oligarchy 
indirectly, without actually declaring 
war. If the Megarians could be turned 
into a democracy, they might become 
allies of the Athenians. The . . . [First 
Peloponnesian War] had shown what 
a vital strategic ally they could be, as 
they could block their mountain-passes 
against Spartan invaders and close the 
natural route for invasions of Attica.”70 
Harl emphasizes:

In effect, Megara could not trade 
in the Athenian empire and that 
meant Megarian ships could not 
sail to the Black Sea, and this is 
where Megarian trade interests 
lay. Without access to Athenian 
ports, no Megarian ship could 
ever leave Megara. That would 
mean that as the spring moved 
into summer there would be food 
shortages in Megara. At the very 
least there would be riots, and 
possibly a toppling of the gov-
ernment, and the replacement 
of the oligarchy by a government 
more friendly to Athens.71

If Pericles’ intent was indeed to 
force Megara into alliance once more, 
his reckless strategy failed.72 Predict-
ably, all of this was quite alarming to 
the Spartans, who “took the precaution 

of installing a garrison at Nisaea.”73 This 
garrison underscores an earlier notion: 
how Sparta perceived the decree is far 
more significant than its intent. Perhaps 
it points to something else, as well. Rus-
sell Meiggs adds to the analysis a tren-
chant argument that most scholars seem 
to have overlooked, pointing out that 
“by closing the harbours of the allies to 
Megarian ships . . . [Athens] was also 
interfering with the trading interests of 
those who traded regularly with Meg-
ara.”74 Legon further emphasizes that: 
“Megara was the main economic link 
between the Peloponnesian states and 
the Aegean trading area. Any Athenian 
action which affected trade adversely 
could have a major impact on nearby 
Peloponnesian states.”75 As Kagan, often 
an apologist for Pericles, concedes, the 
Megarian Decree was “a blunder” that 
“. . . unlike any other Athenian action 
since 446/45 could be made to appear 
an act of aggression against a Pelopon-
nesian state.”76

With the notable exception of 
Thucydides, the ancients clearly held 
Pericles’ promulgation of the Megarian 
Decree to be directly responsible for the 
war.77 Perhaps modern efforts to flesh 
out the greater complexities of the con-
flict have moved too far afield to recog-
nize the centrality of this event as the 
casus belli, much as modern scholarly 
attempts to describe the multiplicity 
of issues that led to the American Civil 
War sometimes overlook the absolute 
centrality of slavery to that struggle.

Thucydides by fact and omission 
misled his audience about the true na-
ture of the decree, Pericles’ responsibili-
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ty for it, and the perception of the Athe-
nian population. But material intended 
for a different audience, the contempo-
rary satiric comedies of Aristophanes, 
are often cited as clear indications that 
the Athenians blamed Pericles for the 
war, both in Peace and especially in 
Acharnians, which describes in some 
detail the suffering of the Megarian 
people.78 Badian notes that “Aristo-
phanes, of course, is being satirical; but 
the facts on which he bases his satire 
must be true, since they were known 
to his audience.”79 In Acharnians, the 
Megarians are described as on the verge 
of starvation, and in one notable section 
of the play, a Megarian is so wretched 
that he has dressed his daughters up as 
piglets which he attempts to sell to the 
protagonist, Dicaeopolis. For perhaps 
the sake of both comedy and pathos, 
the “exchange plays on the double sense 
of . . . χοιρία” the ancient Greek word 
for piglet, “a staple meat and sacrificial 
animal”—as well as the vulgar slang for 
“hairless vulva.”80 The Megarian, in oth-
er words, is beyond desperate; he is will-
ing to sell his daughters as prostitutes 
in order to feed his family. The hapless 
Megarian is reduced to this pathetic 
status by the war that has cut off access 
to Athenian markets, the same fate the 
Megarian Decree would have seen him 
condemned to in other circumstances. 
It seems clear from this that had Sparta 
not intervened, Megara would have had 
little choice to avoid famine but to ca-
pitulate to the Athenians to get the de-
cree lifted, which would only have been 
accomplished through abandoning 
its affiliation with the Peloponnesian 
League and joining the Delian League, 

as it had in 461 BCE. This, as has been 
established thus far in this narrative, is 
something the Spartans could not and 
would not permit.	

With aggressive Athenian behav-
ior in Corcyra and Megara further in-
flamed by the now besieged Potidaea, 
the Spartan assembly met to consider 
war. There were serious grievances all 
around and Corinth gave these the loud-
est voice. Although Thucydides again 
barely touched upon it in his narrative, it 
was in the final analysis Pericles’ Megar-
ian policy that was fundamental to the 
eventual declaration of war. 

Why was the Megarian Decree 
a central cause of the war? If one was 
to reject Thucydides’ assertion that the 
war was simply inevitable—as Kagan 
and many scholars rightly do—then 
the immediate causes must be careful-
ly examined. Without going into great 
detail over Corcyra and Potidaea, it is 
quite unconvincing that Sparta would 
go to war over these incidents, even if 
the Spartans were troubled and angry 
by evident Athenian aggression. The 
Athenian action in Potidaea was cause 
enough to bring a Spartan assembly to 
consider war, but there is little reason to 
believe Sparta would fight for Potidaea, 
especially since Athens was not techni-
cally violating the Thirty Years Peace; 
Athens could act as she pleased with her 
allies, however distasteful that might be. 
As Worthington acidly sums it up, “the 
Spartans were pretty much indifferent 
to the woes of their allies. They real-
ly didn’t care about them because they 
weren’t being affected about what Ath-
ens was doing to Corcyra or Potidaea.”81 
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	 But Megara was a different story 
altogether. The Spartans that sat in as-
sembly would have all been over thirty 
and therefore all would have had a liv-
ing memory of the First Peloponnesian 
War. This memory would have to have 
included the threat to Spartan security 
and the concomitant impotence Sparta 
endured when Athens controlled those 
passes in the Megarid. These Spartans 
would have to have recalled the frustra-
tion of their great land power’s inability 
to invade Attica while Athens the great 
naval power could act with impunity 
on the Peloponnese. It would not have 
been lost to them that in 432 BCE, Ath-
ens was both wealthier and stronger 
than it had been a generation before, 
prior to the Thirty Years’ Peace, and that 
this Athens was not engaged in multiple 
conflicts with the Great King of Persia. 
Permitting this stronger Athens control 
of Megara would surely tip the balance 
further. The Spartans simply could not 
allow that to happen. With this in mind 
Harl forcefully concludes that: 

all the other issues were second-
ary and Corinth could never have 
gotten the Spartans to fight on 
any of them … but the Spartans 
would fight for Megara. And 
that’s because Megara held those 
strategic passes that allowed the 
Peloponnesian army movement 
into Attica and central Greece 
and the members of the Spartan 
citizen body who could vote, 
that is men over the age of 30, 
remembered very clearly what 
happened when Sparta lost those 
passes back in 461 BC.82	

There was to be a Spartan decla-
ration of war, but actual combat would 
not break out for a full year; when it did, 
it was Thebes, the Boeotian ally of Spar-
ta, which drew first blood. If Sparta was 
eager for war, why the delay? In fact, 
several attempts to forestall open hos-
tilities with Athens are reported in the 
sources. One obliquely sought Pericles’ 
exile, while another vaguely called for 
freedom for the Greeks. But one offer 
from Sparta appeared quite forthright: 
abandon the Megarian Decree and 
there would be no war. Everything else 
was on the table. As Kagan relates, “This 
proved to be the most significant griev-
ance of the Peloponnesians, who, in the 
end, pronounced themselves willing 
to preserve the peace on the condition 
that the Athenians withdraw . . . [it].”83 

Plutarch underscored this: “it 
seems likely that the Athenians might 
have avoided war on any of the other 
issues, if only they had been persuaded 
to lift their embargo against the Megar-
ians.” 84He then goes on to relate an in-
teresting anecdote that may be apocry-
phal yet managed to capture the essence 
of how far Sparta was willing to go to 
avoid war without relinquishing control 
of the Megarid to Athens. A Spartan 
diplomat was said to confront Pericles 
about the decree, to which Pericles re-
plied that there was “a law which for-
bade the tablet on which . . . [it] . . . was 
inscribed to be taken down. ‘Very well, 
then,’ one of the envoys . . . suggested, 
‘there is no need to take it down. Just 
turn its face to the wall! Surely there is 
no law forbidding that!’”85 The message 
seems clear—simply don’t enforce the 
decree and there will be no war. Final-
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ly, as Badian articulates so well, “in the 
end Sparta was not concerned with her 
allies interests or even with her own 
promises, let alone with the strict terms 
of the Peace, but would have been sat-
isfied with the cessation of Athenian 
moves against . . . Megara.”86

	 Pericles was immovable. He 
called for arbitration, as required by the 
Thirty Years’ Peace, but of course the 
legalistic Athenians through Pericles 
were careful to frame their provocative 
actions so as not to violate the letter 
of the treaty while certainly trampling 
over the spirit of it.

Pericles remained adamant; there 
would be no compromise over Megara. 
In fact, he delivered a forceful orato-
ry that seems to draw a kind of line in 
the sand over Megara; “I hope that you 
will none of you think that we shall be 
going to war for a trifle if we refuse to 
revoke the Megara decree” and trum-
peting “the principle of no concession 
to the Peloponnesians . . . [lest it lead to] 
slavery.”87 This jingoistic hyperbole was 
effective. The Athenians voted to follow 
Pericles to war. 

Just as scholars cannot be cer-
tain what Pericles hoped to gain with 
the Megarian Decree, there can only be 
speculation as to why he so fiercely re-
sisted its repeal. Whether he interpret-
ed the Spartan delay in engagement as 
a sign of hesitation or even weakness, 
whether he was full of a false confidence 
based upon the twelfth-hour peace he 
negotiated back in 446 BCE, whether 
he fully expected the Spartans to offer a 
fourth olive branch, whether he simply 
boxed himself into a corner he could not 

emerge from—the result was the same. 
The Megarian Decree was dangerous to 
the point of recklessness. It would cost 
the Athenians thousands of lives, all its 
treasure, its entire fleet, even its empire, 
and the world of Classical Greece would 
be forever altered for the worse by the 
terrible conflict that it engendered. 

In 425 BCE, Sparta sought a 
treaty with Athens. This peace treaty 
that never was provides a solid date on 
a timeline of Megara’s relevance to the 
overall conflict. Another was 461/460 
BCE, when Megara’s defection from the 
Peloponnesian League led to the First 
Peloponnesian War. Still another was 
447/446 BCE, marked by the Athenian 
loss of Megara that permitted Spartan 
troops to invade Attica and hastened 
a settlement acceptable to both sides. 
Finally, there was 432 BCE, when the 
promulgation of the Megarian Decree 
brought on the Peloponnesian War. 
These four dates plotted together seem 
to point to an inescapable conclusion: 
Megara was a non-negotiable piece of 
property Athens coveted and Sparta 
would not relinquish whatever the costs 
on each side. Megara was a main cause 
of the first conflict and its status was a 
big piece of its settlement. Whatever his 
strategy, Pericles’ reckless gamble with 
the Megarian Decree became a com-
bustible core that exploded into a con-
flict that was eventually to destroy him 
and the Athenian Empire he led.

As for Megara, although it re-
tained its independence and Athens 
suffered eventual defeat in the war, time 
would not heal its scars. Fox reports: 
“More than 500 years later the [Roman] 
Emperor Hadrian still met memories 
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of this famous feud. On visiting Meg-
ara, he found that, only recently in his 
reign, the Megarians had been refusing 
to allow Athenians and their families, 
ancestral enemies, into their houses.”88

Pericles’ Megarian Decree cut 
quite a deep groove into the history of 
Hellas.
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