The Ancient World: Warfare and Conquest




The Ancient World was filled with warfare and conquest.  Ancient strategy focused broadly on the twin goals of making continued war seem worse than giving up to the enemy and of making the most gain from war as possible.

Despite the fact that most Greek cities were well fortified and Greek technology was not up to the task of breaching these fortifications by force, most land battles were pitched ones fought on open ground. Forcing the enemy to give up generally consisted of defeating their army in the field. Once the enemy force was surrounded in a city or behind walls, the threat of siege, civilian deaths, and the like often forced the enemy to the bargaining table. But this goal could be accomplished by other means. To draw out a city's defenders, its fields would be threatened with destruction, threatening the defenders with starvation in the winter if they did not surrender or accept battle. But the people inside the city had options as well. Waiting an enemy out until their army had to disband due to the begining of the harvest season or running out of payment for mercenaries presented an enemy with a similar choice. This was because of the limited period of service Greek soldiers could offer before they needed to return to their farms. 
The general trend of Greek military technology and tactics was dominated by reliance on citizen farmers who could only go to war when they were not needed in the fields. Infantry was the dominant military arm in ancient Greece, and the Spartan infantry eclipsed all others. A Spartan hoplite (footsoldier) wielded a pike of seven and a half to nine feet in length, which he handled more skillfully than his opponent did his own weapon of lesser stature. He donned a helmet, breastplate, and greaves and carried a short sword at his waist. He held so large a shield that it could be used as a stretcher to carry wounded from the field. This shield protected its bearer's left side and front, and extended far leftward to protect his neighbor's right side. Dependence upon a neighbor's shield encouraged each hoplite to keep rank. These trained hoplites maneuvered in a formation, called a phalanx, a dense body of armoured men armed with spears and protected by interlocking shields of at least eight ranks deep. The Spartan phalanx was the most formidable sight on battlefields in the fifth century B.C .

The history of the empire also demonstrates that over the long haul, peace can only really be achieved by the unity produced by a conquering state. Despite the human cost in lives of establishing the empire, and the enormous material cost, it also brought about a stability that allowed humankind to develop more advanced civilizations.

The new "breakthrough" in military affairs was due largely to a new type of formation of infantry men, or hoplites. This formation was called the phalanx. The hoplite was heavily armed; he was equipped with a round shield, a breastplate of metal and leather, a helmet, and metal shin protection called greaves. His two weapons were a double-bladed sword and an eight foot pike for thrusting. These men were much faster and more maneuverable then the old system of disorganized fighting, where heavily armed soldiers individually fought one-on-one with others (the leaders of opposing sides would search for the men with reputations to fight). The phalanx was held in solid ranks, and divided only by a center line and two flanking sections. The soldiers stood shoulder to shoulder in files about eight ranks deep. The men in the front line held their shield strapped to the left arm and the sword in their right hand, thus protecting the man on their left while being protected by the man on their right. There was little need for an officer corps; because the formation was not complex, the whole body moved as one unit to the sound of a flute. However, the phalanx did present weaknesses: because it was sometimes difficult to maneuver due to its "bulky" size, if penetrated by the enemy, it became little more than a hectic, disorganized mob. Also, men tended to drift to their right for the protection of the shield held by that man. The solution to this problem was to place the strongest and most adroit fighters on the right flank to keep the unit from drifting on a battlefield. 

The 600s BC also led to a new form of navy. A new ship, called the trireme, was faster, smaller and more maneuverable. A large navy in Athens would later be built after conversion to democracy, and other poleis also constructed navies due to an abundance of timber on the Balkan Peninsula. In times of war, the ships were used for the sole purpose of transportation; such was the case as stated in the Iliad by Homer. However, the Greek navy would later be the deciding factor of wars against foreign invaders, and, ironically, ultimately of its own decline. 

The political disorder that occurred after the dark ages, when farmers, merchants and artisans appealed to their kings for more government sponsorship many times resulted in tyrannies. The new developments in land warfare only encouraged individuals to attempt an overthrow of the current aristocratic or kingly leader in their respective polieis. By the end of the 6th century BC almost every polis had been permanently decided as either an oligarchy or a democracy, and so the men of a polis became the army of that polis, not the army of a given tyrant who sought after power. The army was now a weapon in defense of the people. 

