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While amnesty advocates can cite numerous instances in history in which amnesty 
has been granted, in each instance it was more than likely a highly volatile political 
issue. The current problem is no different, and strong feelings will continue to persist 
even in the aftermath of the Vietnam war and the post-draft environment. 
Forgiveness is inherent in the American character, and it seems reasonable to expect 
that some sort of Presidential or legislative action will be taken. Whether the final 
result will favor limited amnesty, with violators paying a price, or complete 
absolution may depend on how soon the issue is settled. 

AMNESTY: AN OLD GIFf IN NEW WRAPPINGS 

A rn.scarel I paper prepared 

by 

Commander Jack W. Howay, U.S. Navy 

College of Naval Warfare 

Historical llackgruuud. Late in the 
fifth century B.C., the Athenian defeat 
in the Battle of Aegospotami led to the 
final siege of Athens and her ultimate 
surrender to Sparta. Contrary to the 
wishes of several of her allies, Sparta 
decided to grant a reasonable peace, 
mainly on the basis that Athens had 
contributed considerably to the Greek 
general welfare during the Persian in
vasions which had preceded the Pelo
ponnesian War. 1 The Athenians were
thus permitted to maintain a form of 
self-government, though it was changed 
from the previous democratic format to 
one oligarchic in nature. The ruling 
oligarchy then purged those supporting 
a return to democratic rule, either by 
extermination or exile, and confiscated 
their property. One of those ex:iled, a 
former Athenian general, Thrasybulus, 
was able to lead a movement successful 

in overthrowing the oligarchy. Thra
sybulus then proclaimed: " ... a com
plete amnesty for all that had happened 
during the suspension of democratic 
government, except in the case of the 
Thirty, ... who were, however, to enjoy 
it too provided they gave an accounting 
for their acts before courts empanelled 
from property owners ... "2 

Not all amnesties are explicit. Fol
lowing the Franco-Prussian War, ex
tended negotiations over a treaty were 
further prolonged by French insistence 
of incorporation of an amnesty clause 
favoring French citizens who might 
otherwise have been subject to convic
tion for commission of offenses against 
the Germans during the German occupa
tion. 3 Bismarck, impatient at the delay
this portended, insisted that any ques
tion of amnesty must remain " ... a 
matter for imperial clemency volun-
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