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THUCYDIDES AND STRATEGIES OF COERCION
CASES OF DETERRENCE AND COMPELLENCE IN THUCYDIDES
1. Failed General Deterrence:  Athenian and Spartan alliances and militry buildups, which cause rather than prevent war. Thucydides appears to blame the war on the uneven growth of power, with Athens pulling ahead of Sparta.  (1.23.6).  
2. Failed Compellence: Corcyra attempts to compel Epidamnus to reinstte the exiles (who had come to Corcyra) and expel the Corinthian troops settlers.  Epidamnus rejects both demands and Corcyra began operations against them with forty ships.  This episode is as much a justification of hostility crisis as it is and attempt at compellence. (1.26-27)

3. Failed Compellence: Corcyraeans, accompanied by Spartan representatives, demand that Corinth withdraw her troops and colonists from Epidamnus.  Corcyra was willing to entertain a counter claim, and accept arbitration by cities of their mutual agreement or the oracle at Delphi.  Corinth rejected these demands and proposals, but was willing to talk if Corcyra withdrew her forces and fleet from Epidamnus.  Corcya agreed if Corinth would also withdraw its forces.  Alternatively, they would agree to arbitration following an armistice with both side’s forces in place.  Corinth rejected these demands and sent hearalds to declare war. (1.27-29).  Best regarded as an example of failed compellence.  Corinth had already decided on war, and made counter offers to avoid appearing responsible for the war.
4. Failed Extended Immediate Deterrence:  When negotiations fail, Corinth builds up its forces and mobilizes allies.  Corcyra aks to ally with Athens in the hope of deterring Corinth.  (1.31-32).  Athens agrees to a purely defensive alliance in the hope of deterring a Corinthian attack (1.44).  Athens sends ten ships to Corcyra, just enough to demonstrate its commitment, but so many as to be seen as having taken Corcyra’s side. What we would call a “trip wire.”  (1.45).  Deterrence fails, as the Athenian ships entter the fray to defend Corcyra. (1.46-49).

5. Temporarily Successful Immediate Deterrence:  Athenian reinforcements arrive, and are spotted by the Corinthan fleet who concludes that they might be more Athenian ships than those they can see.  They accordingly retire (1.51), but only to mobilize additional allies for further warfare. 

6.  Failed Compellence:  Athens demands that Potidaea tear down its fortifications, send hostages to Athens and banish its Corinthian magistrates.  (1.56-57).
7. Failed Immediate Deterrence: Sparta promises to invade Attica if Athens attacks Potidaea. (1.58).

8. Failed Immediate Deterrence:  Athens attempts to deter Sparta from invading Attica by describing its capability and resolve to the Spartan assembly. (1.73-78).  The Spartan assembly votes for war after King Archidamus fails to convince them to adopt a policy of general deterrence in lieu of war. (1.88)
9. Failed Compellence:  In the Melian dialogue (5.84-116), Athens fails to compel Melos to join her alliance.  Her power is on the spot and overwhelming, and the Melians choose death rather than submit, although they also display an irrational hope that Sparta will come to their aid.  

Arguments for and against deterrence, and alternate strategies, are made in the sucession of Athenian speeches, debates and dialogues.
Pericles, in his funeral oration, notes that Athens is tyrant-like in its empire, but that it is largely based on charis toward allies.
Mytilenian Debate of 427:  Cleon, in the, described by Thucydides as remarkable for the “violence of his character,” declares that the Athenian empire is a tyranny whose “leadership depends on superior strength.” (3.36-37).  Athens must deter rebellion through threats of severe punishment and their uncompromising enactment.  Otherwise, client states will “all revolt upon the slightest prestext, when success means freedom and failure brings no very dreadful consequences.” (3.39)
Diodotus (3.44-48) makes the case against deterrence: inflicting the death penalty will not “deter” other cities from revolt. (3.44)  (1) The death penalty has not worked in the past because people who commit crimes convince themselves they will succeed (3.45);
(2) Need to discover a punishment more potent than death, because people captured by impulses of pride and wealth – or driven by poverty – will act on the basis of hope and desire (elpis and eros); (3) miscalculate forces arrayed against them and form irrational judgments that their powers are greater than they are because they are acting as part of a community (3.46).

Cleon’s method will not deter rebellions but make people hold out to the end because they have nothing further to lose (3.46).   “The right way to deal with free people is this – not to inflict tremendous punishments on them after they have revolted, but to take tremendous care of them before this poiint is reached, to prevent them even contemplating the idea of revolt, and if we do have to use force with them, to hold as few as possible of them responsible for this.” (3.46). 

Melian Dialogue of 416-15:  The Athenians again make the case for deterrence by example.  By making Melos join their alliance, or crushing it if it does not, they hope to deter other, more powerful allies from rebellion by demonstrating their resolve.  Thucydides offers the dialogue as another element of his critique of deterrence.  It is a powerful indictment of deterrence/compellence becase Athenian power is so overshelming, on the spot and punishment for resisting draconian and seemingly inevitable.  The Melians behave just the way Diodotus predicts people will when confronted by the possible loss of their independence.
Deterrence and compellence failures are attributable both to the inherent problems of the strategy and the goals for which it was used.  Most parties sought to deprive others of their independence.  The key set of encounters where this was not the case was Corcyra and Athens against Corinth, who was motivated by interest (extending her empire in the northwest) and honor (gaining revenge for her initial naval defeat by Corcyra).
Analysis:
Book I makes it apparent that deterrence in the form of military buildups and alliances failed.  Tails wagged dogs, and both hegemons were reluctantly drawn into war by their respective allies.  Alliances did not deter.  Breakdown of the Peace of Nicias and the renewal of the war, (5.35-36), was due to each side’s failure to live up to the truce, and specifically to that return territories per agreement (Amphipolis and Pylos).  This was the result of a peerceived need to continue placating allies.  It intensified distrust and encouraged Athenian alliance with Argos.  
Cleon is presented as a Greek Thomas Schelling.  Makes the strongest case for deterrence, and the need to demonstrate resolve credible through punishment of those who are not deterred.  Invokes the “seamless web” argument.  
Hostages routinely taken as form of deterrence or compellence.  The major instance where it seemed to have some positive effect, was with the Spartan soliders captured at Pylos.  Their return, Thucydides says, was a cogent reason for making peace (5.15).

In the Melian Dialogue, the last of the three episodes, the Athenians attempt to practice compellence.  It fails precisely for the reasons outlined by Diodotus: the Melians, in part, trust in the Spartans coming to their aid.  The Athenians dismiss this nonesense as tust in hope and luck (5.103, 5.113).  Thucydides is the first to advance the idea that people who are desperate (need) or greedy (opportunity) and not likely to be rational in their calculations.  Their trust in hope and luck will defeat deterrence and compellence.
A second line of argument emerges in these speeches and debates, especially in the Melian dialogue.  Moderen conceptions of deterrence and compellence are rooted in post-Enlightenment conceptions of human motives that reduce everything to appetite.  The Greeks had a three-fold division of human motives into appetite, sprit and reason.  The spirit, which seeks self-esteem through standing an honor, is distinct from appetite, and an important reason for not giving into threats.  To do so, reduces one’s standing and honor, and is to be resisted at all costs.  The Athenians, who expect their compellence to work, hold this expectation in violation of their own behavior vis a vis Persia.  Twice, they resisted against overwhelming odds, trusting in hope and luck, and were moved to do so by their spirit; they preferred to die than to surrender.  The Melians do the same, much to the amazement of the Athenians.  This is another irony of the Melian Dialogue, and indicates how far away the Athenians have moved from core values that constitute Greekness.  They have become like the Persians.  They make the same arguments – resistance is futile – that the Persians made to them (in Herodotus’s account), while the Melians parrott back the rebuttals they Athenians made to the Persians.
The deeper argument here, which first surfaces in the Corcyraean-Corinthian debate in Book I, pertains to the most efficacious strategies of conflict management.  For Thucydides, Athens’ great mistake was to remove itself from the web of reciprocal obligations that bound individuals and poleis  to one another.  It did so for the same reasons that tyrants did: it felt too powerful to be constrained by norms in pursuit of further wealth and power.  Once outside this community, it had no choice but to trust in displays of power (dunamis) and threat-based strategies of conflict management (in the form of alliances, deterrence and compellence).  The former compelled Athens to expand beyond its capabilities, while the latter proved relatively ineffective.  The greatest irony is that the promise of Corcyra, for which Athens risked war, was never fulfilled because of the revolution that led to stasis in Corcyra.  

Thucydides’s argument has obvious ramification for contemporary foreign policy.  He is making a clear distinction between regional relationships in Hellas, and international relations, which describes Greek relations with other political units like Egypt and Persia.  Community-based relationships, centered in guest friendship (xenia), and upheld by norms of direct and diffuse reciprocity are all appropriate to the former.  In the modern context, this would apply to relations among states in the community of democratic, developed nations, and perhaps, between China and the states of the Asian pacific rim.  

Is the Bush administration following the path of Athens, and alienating itself from the community that enabled it to translate its power into influence in an efficient manner?
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