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      Ancient Greece: Europe in History, PART TWO, is my attempt to tell the Greek story the way it actually felt to live it—tense, unstable, and full of agonizing choices. I open the book with two competing roads to power, Athens and Sparta, and trace how their very different ideas about freedom, discipline, and leadership pushed the Greek world toward confrontation. What begins as cooperation—alliances and shared purpose—slowly hardens into rivalry, and then into something far more destructive.

      The rise of Athens is narrated through real people, not abstractions. Men like Cimon and Pericles make visible how alliance politics frayed and how Athens drifted from leadership into outright empire. Cimon, the earlier generation, pushed Athenian influence at sea while favoring conciliation with Sparta; Pericles, later, presided over the city’s golden age and its imperial consolidation and, during the great war, argued for a strategy that relied on the navy, the city’s walls, and its resources rather than reckless land engagements. The earlier conflict often called the First Peloponnesian War (c. 460–445 BCE) and the later, much larger struggle commonly known simply as the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE) — sometimes called the Second Peloponnesian War in periodized accounts — together reveal a city trying to rule others while convincing itself it was still free. In that struggle, ships, money, speeches, and civic pride mattered as much—sometimes more—as hoplites on the battlefield.

      As the war drags on, individuals begin to bend events in dangerous, unexpected ways. Episodes at Pylos and the daring rise of Brasidas expose how fragile power really is, how a single battle or charismatic commander can tilt the balance. Then comes Alcibiades—brilliant, extravagant, and corrosive—whose personal brilliance accelerates political and military chaos. That chaos deepens with the opportunism of Theramenes, the oligarchic coup of the Four Hundred, and the uneasy, short-lived government of the Five Thousand. The brief, brutal reign of the Thirty Tyrants and the trial and execution of Socrates become the shattering moments for Athenian democracy, emblematic of a wider collapse in the Classical civic ideal.

      The story then turns north to Macedon, where Philip II, patient and ruthless, rebuilds power brick by brick. His victories do more than defeat city-states; they reorder the Greek world. The establishment of the Corinthian League creates the institutional framework Philip hands to his son, Alexander. Alexander’s meteoric ascent forces defenders of the old polis—above all the orator Demosthenes—into renewed, desperate resistance, a final campaign of rhetoric and coalition-building that can’t halt the tide. These chapters trace how stubborn local loyalties, soaring oratory, and a longing for a vanished past collided with the hard realities of a new political order.

      The book closes with Alexander the Great, the fading of Classical Greece, and the rise of the Hellenistic world. Greek culture now radiates farther than it ever had, but political control fractures in unexpected ways: the great experiment of city-state politics gives way to sprawling Hellenistic monarchies, and local customs blend with Greek forms. What remains is not a neat, triumphant ending but a transformed world — a shifting tapestry of ideas, institutions, and art that spans continents.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            TWO WAYS OF POWER

          

        

      

    

    
      After the Greek city-states repelled the Persian invasions, they ultimately turned their energies inward and slid into the internecine struggle we now call the Peloponnesian War. That sequence wasn’t instantaneous—victories at Marathon, Thermopylae, Salamis and Plataea in the early fifth century BCE checked the Persian threat, but the decades that followed saw uneasy alliances, growing rivalries, and the rise of competing hegemonies, especially between Athens and Sparta. Before plunging into a detailed account of the Peloponnesian War, let us pause and quickly review the main points we’ve covered. Since the version of European history I’m telling follows a political through-line, a natural, provocative question emerges: what fundamental differences separated the political order of the Persian Empire from those of the Greek city-states?

      Throughout the long sweep of human history, countless empires have risen and fallen. Seen from the angle of political organization, they tend to share a basic feature: a small professional monopoly on violence—rulers and their agents who, by law and force, compel the many to hand over a portion of their labour and produce as taxes. In an age of cold steel, the advantage of the sword over the hoe was not as decisive as it might seem; relying solely on brute force to govern and extract tribute is costly and brittle.

      To keep those costs down, rulers often married coercion to ideology—deploying a battery of moral persuasion, ritual, and belief formation—what people bluntly call “brainwashing”—so that peasant farmers would give up part of their harvest almost willingly. Different empires, shaped by their histories and environments, chose different mixes of coercion and conviction. Broadly speaking, the strategies of the ancient West fall into two archetypes: the Egyptian model and the Persian model.

      The Egyptian model is strikingly simple. Rural populations are generally religious, and Egyptian pharaohs exploited this by situating themselves in the realm of the divine. Paying tribute to the pharaoh was, from the peasant’s point of view, closely bound up with offerings to a god; religion converted tax into pious duty and softened resistance. But a ruler who claimed divinity needed a professional priesthood to sustain and magnify that sacred aura—priests who staged rituals, kept temples, and kept the myths alive. Compared with maintaining a constantly mobilized mass army, supporting such a religious establishment could, in certain circumstances, be a more economical way to secure obedience and wealth.

      That said, the picture is not so neat that one can simply say “temples replaced troops.” Temple economies could be very costly, and Egyptian military strength varied across eras. In some periods—most notably the New Kingdom—Egypt fielded powerful armies and undertook wide-ranging campaigns. Yet in other long stretches, the emphasis on ritual order, internal stability, and a sacralized kingship made Egypt less inclined to sustained militarization, and so at times it proved vulnerable when faced with determined foreign powers. In short, the Egyptian route relied heavily on sacred legitimacy and ritual apparatus to keep society compliant—an approach that bought peace at home but sometimes left the state at a disadvantage on the battlefield against more militarized rivals.

      The Persian model differed markedly from the Egyptian one. Where Egyptian rulers leaned on divine kingship—declaring the ruler himself to be a god or a god’s representative and using religious authority to bind the people—the Persians took a looser, more pragmatic approach. Conquered peoples could usually keep their temples, rituals, and local elites so long as they paid tribute, obeyed imperial officials, and accepted Persian administration. That willingness to tolerate local religious practice helped hold a sprawling empire together.

      It’s important to be precise here: the Persian approach was a form of religious and cultural tolerance, not literally the Ottoman “millet” system. The word “millet” and the fully institutionalized communal autonomy it denotes belong to the Ottoman era. Still, the Persian precedent of allowing local customs and authorities to persist was one of several governance ideas that later Islamic polities—and eventually the Ottomans—adapted and transformed to fit their own needs.

      The idea wasn’t “worship this god and you must pay,” as if faith itself triggered a tax. Rather, imperial subjects were expected to fulfill tax and tribute obligations; in practice, the Persians did not generally force conversions or micromanage private belief. Centuries later, different rules about taxes and protected communities would appear in Islamic contexts (and the Ottomans would formalize communal privileges under the millet framework), but those developments were shaped by new religious, legal, and political contexts.

      When the Ottomans did create a system called the millet, it proved effective in organizing a multi-confessional empire: legal and social matters within each recognized religious community were handled internally, while the state collected taxes and maintained overall control. That arrangement lasted in various forms into the late Ottoman period, even as nineteenth-century reforms (the Tanzimat) began to alter it, and it finally faded as the empire disintegrated after World War I.

      After this quick sketch of imperial modes of rule, we come to the central question: what political ideas and operating logics set the Persian Empire and the Greek city-states apart? In broad strokes, there are three main differences:

      The primary difference is that Greece never developed a distinct, politically powerful priestly estate the way some Near Eastern empires did. Yes, there was a Temple of Delphi—and it was pan‑Hellenic in character, used and respected by many city‑states together—but within an individual polis the religious role tended to be episodic and civic rather than an independent power base. Whether you were dealing with Sparta’s kings or Athens’ Areopagus, you might encounter officials with special ritual authority; but that authority worked more like a wedding officiant’s than like a feudal lord’s. The officiant’s job is to guide the couple through bows and ritual gestures—this is his duty—but if he tried to use the ceremony as cover to do something improper to the bride, the community would not tolerate it. In classical Greek society religious specialisms were difficult, if not practically impossible, to convert into enduring political privileges.

      The second difference between the city‑state mode and the imperial mode shows up in how they understood political life. Large empires often governed by letting subject groups keep some local institutions and customs in exchange for submission and the emperor’s protection—an arrangement that could be little more than a way to avoid being crushed. (Note: the term and formal system called “millet” is associated with the Ottoman Empire; earlier empires such as Persia sometimes allowed similar local autonomy, but they did not institutionalize it under the Ottoman sense of “millet.”) For the Greeks, by contrast, submission and autonomy were not just different tactics but mutually exclusive values. Homer captures this Greek intuition in the Odyssey when he suggests that once the yoke of slavery falls on a man, Zeus takes away half his virtue—a commonly cited translation that gets at the point: loss of freedom equals loss of arete. In Greek moral thought refusing to bow to another was not simply personal pride; it was the very ground of noble character and the starting point for political association—the polis itself. That is why Aristotle could argue that if a polis were to submit to another power, it would cease to be a polis in the fullest sense. Why could peoples inside empires accept submission while the Greeks would not? Herodotus offered all kinds of cultural explanations—some of them sounding like rough generalizations about peoples’ toughness—but for a coherent, modern account of why some societies evade state incorporation, James C. Scott’s The Art of Not Being Governed happens to explain the difference especially well.

      Scott observes that on the plains—where the terrain is level and uniform—people under state control tend to settle quickly into grain agriculture, and once settled it becomes very hard for them to escape that dominated condition. Empires, then, are born on the plains. Across imperial systems, rulers depend on forcing subjects to produce grain because grain packs a lot of calories per unit, and it is relatively easy to store and transport.

      By contrast, tuber crops are bulky and watery: for equivalent calories they can take up many times the volume of grain, and their high moisture content makes them poorly suited to long-term storage. That physical difference matters politically. Where people can live by roots and gathered foods instead of storable cereals, the logistics of extraction—taxes, levies, corvée—become far more difficult for a state.

      So Scott points to the mountainous and upland zones that ring the plains—think of Southeast Asia and China’s Yunnan‑Guizhou‑Sichuan highlands, and even marginal, river‑networked areas such as parts of Jiangnan—places long described in Chinese sources with blanket terms like “the Miao and the Yue.” In those uplands, people deliberately avoid planting easily taxable grains; they rely on hunting, gathering and root crops, or when they farm they favor tubers—whether indigenous roots like taro and yams or, in later periods, introductions such as sweet potato and cassava—because those crops raise the difficulty and cost of state control.

      The upshot is that two spatial logics coexisted in the past: the flat, grain-based plains that gave rise to imperial rule, and the highlands peopled by diverse upland communities seeking to evade it. What many societies have imagined as a remote refuge beyond the reach of the state—an enduring ideal of freedom and escape—Scott gives a new name: the world of Zomia.

      After presenting James C. Scott’s argument, let us turn to Greece. The Greek landscape — mountains cut through by narrow, scattered plains and flanked by countless islands — makes it arguably even more “Zomia‑like” in spirit than parts of Southeast Asia or the Yunnan‑Guizhou‑Sichuan highlands. A comparison with early Zhou China helps sharpen this point. King Wu and the early Zhou enfeoffed a large number of relatives and allies across the Central Plains (the precise figures in the sources vary), and because those feudal holdings occupied open, contiguous plains they tended to grow into competing territorial powers — the multiplicity of rivals that eventually crystalized into the Warring States, until Qin’s later unification. Greece’s jagged topography, by contrast, favored the persistence of dispersed, independent poleis for long stretches of time.

      A third, crucial contrast between the polis model and the imperial model lies in the direction of political power. In the imperial pattern, once borders settle down, rulers generally strive to convert indirect influence into direct administration, concentrating authority upward toward the center. In the Greek poleis, by contrast, power tended to leak downward into the citizen body. Athens provides a compact sequence of constitutional shifts: an early aristocratic order; Draco’s harsh codification of laws (c. 621 BCE), which fixed and often reinforced elite judicial authority; Solon’s sweeping reforms (c. 594 BCE), which alleviated debts, reorganized political classes, and opened broader channels for citizen participation; and finally Cleisthenes’ reorganization (508/507 BCE), which laid the institutional foundations of Athenian democracy. With each major change — though not without reversals and exceptions — the political space available to lower social strata generally expanded.

      The distribution of political power has always shadowed changes in how wars were fought. The Greek poleis were many and small, and conflict was a constant feature of their world. Where mounted combat dominated, power tended to cluster in the hands of a warrior aristocracy. When heavy infantry — the hoplite phalanx — became the decisive instrument of battle, military and social relations were transformed; that shift often strengthened those who could equip and lead citizen hoplites, though the political outcomes varied from polis to polis rather than following a single inevitable script.

      After Cleisthenes’ reorganization of the Athenian citizen body around 508/507 BCE, the makeup of armies and the options available on the battlefield began to diversify: skirmishers, archers and light infantry played an increasingly visible role in Greek warfare in the decades that followed. Marathon (490 BCE), however, is traditionally remembered as a hoplite victory, won largely by the courage and discipline of the heavy infantry; the rise of light troops and, crucially, of naval power would become politically decisive for Athens in the years after Marathon rather than being the single cause of that particular victory. By the time of the Persian invasions, Athens had shifted much of its strategic attention to the sea. The city mobilized its resources — not least the silver from Laurion — to build a large fleet, and from then on the penniless rowers who manned those triremes became a force that could shape political outcomes as well as naval battles. During the Persian Wars Themistocles emerged as the champion of naval expansion, while Aristides was identified more closely with the heavy-infantry, traditional faction. The ostracism of Aristides in the early 480s BCE — an episode often linked to Themistocles’ political maneuvering — is one sign that the lower, maritime classes were taking on a central role in Athenian public life.

      This downward shift of power was not unique to Athens; Sparta evolved along its own, distinctive path. According to tradition, Lycurgus — a semi‑legendary lawgiver of an early century — shaped the Spartan constitution: the dual kingship remained, but a council of elders (the gerousia) of thirty men, including the two kings, became the real engine of policy, and the popular assembly’s powers were constrained by procedure and custom. Sparta was therefore commonly described as an oligarchy. Yet Spartan oligarchy differed in important respects from the aristocratic rule of, for example, Draconian Athens. Membership in the Spartan citizen body carried obligations — chief among them the duty to contribute one’s share to the common messes, the syssitia — and that contribution functioned as the practical test of citizenship. Traditional accounts attribute to Lycurgus a redistribution of land and a leveling of property, so that, at least in the early phase of the system, the syssitia requirement was not simply a wealthy property qualification. In practice, Spartan exclusion was as much a matter of age and communal standing as of wealth: only those who reached the prescribed age (traditionally around sixty) were eligible for election to the gerousia, and once elected they normally held that office for life.

      Soon afterward Sparta experienced a kind of “democratizing” movement — not in the Athenian, civic‑culture sense, but as a steady downward transfer of power. By the early archaic period (traditionally dated to the 8th–7th centuries BCE) five ephors, elected annually by the citizen body, had already come to play their part. To see how much authority the ephors had acquired, just watch what happened to the kings.

      Take Cleomenes, for example: he died under mysterious circumstances while in the custody of the ephors. Leonidas, the king who would become the immortal figure of Thermopylae, was given command of only three hundred hoplites — a striking restriction that would be unthinkable if the king truly enjoyed unfettered military power. Pausanias, the commander at Plataea who won a decisive victory and drove the Persians from the European mainland, met a grim fate: confined in a temple and starved to death. These episodes show how precarious the Spartan kingship could be when checked by the ephors.

      By the time of the Peloponnesian War the ephors had gone further and effectively wrested control over the assembly’s procedures from the gerousia. Voting in the Spartan citizen assembly had traditionally been by acclamation, with the gerousia judging which side shouted louder; but when the crucial question of war with Athens came before the people, the ephors insisted on a new method — a division of sides and a headcount. It was the first time Sparta had used such a procedure, and it robbed the gerousia of its decisive role. So yes, it is defensible to call Sparta an oligarchy, yet that label needs the qualifier that the ephors themselves were annually elected by the citizens. After the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War their powers expanded dramatically: they could convene and preside over the assembly, set its agenda, control the voting process, and exercise sweeping judicial and coercive authority — even to arrest or depose leading figures, including kings.

      From this we must recognize how thoroughly the political environment of the Greek world had been transformed during the Peloponnesian War. In both Athens and Sparta, politics had become a numbers game. Under rules that rewarded majorities and mass mobilization, ambitious politicians were virtually bound to rise. Thucydides argued that the war was inevitable because “the growth of Athenian power, and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedaemon, made war inevitable” — the idea now often called the Thucydides Trap. It is reasonable to conclude that the war was unavoidable, but its inevitability sprang less from a simple systemic shift of power than from a new political logic: competition by numbers. Those rules progressively narrowed the range of choices available to statesmen and pushed them toward confrontation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ATHENS, SPARTA, AND THE ROAD TO EMPIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the world of the Greek city-state, a near-inevitable pattern revealed itself: the polis were more often at odds than at peace. One enduring effect of these relentless conflicts was that political weight tended to trickle downward, giving broader layers of the citizenry—those who bore shields, manned ships, and stood in the ranks—a louder voice in the affairs of the state. The Persian Wars (c. 490–479 BCE) in particular hastened that change: the desperate need for soldiers and seamen elevated the bargaining power of hoplites and rowers, and the city-states that could not mobilize and reward those men found themselves politically transformed. The comparison with Shang Yang’s reforms in Qin (mid‑4th century BCE) is apt in spirit: when a state must marshal a wide population for war, it often has to offer tangible incentives—land, promotion, privileges, or a share in governance—to secure their service. The resemblance is striking in motive, even if the forms of concession in Greece and Qin differed markedly.

      When the Persians were at last driven back, the Greek city-states that had been held together by the common threat quickly unraveled into internecine strife. What exactly produced that sudden turn from unity to rivalry?

      The great historian Thucydides offered a stark answer in his History of the Peloponnesian War: “It was the rise of Athens and the fear that this inspired in Sparta that made war inevitable.” In modern parlance this observation has been labeled the “Thucydides Trap” (a term popularized by scholars such as Graham Allison): the idea that when a rising power begins to challenge the international position of an established great power, the dynamics between them make a direct military clash alarmingly likely.

      Thucydides' perspective deserves a closer, more careful look. He pushes us to see the Peloponnesian War not simply as a clash of armies, but as a consequence of shifting power, fear, and the internal logics of two very different political systems. It’s misleading to say that both Athens and Sparta were dominated by the “lower classes.” Athens’ political life revolved around the demos—the body of male citizens who spoke and voted in the assembly—but that system excluded women, slaves, and many non-citizens and was shaped by rhetoric, faction, and wealth as much as by popular pressure. Sparta, by contrast, was governed by a closed elite: two kings, the Gerousia, and the ephors, with Spartiates—the full citizen-warrior class—holding real authority while helots and perioikoi remained politically marginal.

      If we want to probe the war’s origins more deeply, we must therefore peer into these distinct domestic worlds: the volatile, argumentative democracy of Athens, and the rigid, militarized oligarchy of Sparta. Only by understanding how each polity made decisions, how each feared and interpreted the other, can we see why war became so likely.

      Next, let us turn our attention to the city-state of Sparta.

      During the Persian Wars, Sparta’s performance was, to say the least, uneven and at times deeply disappointing. When the idea of holding the strategically important Vale of Tempe was raised, the Spartans refused to commit forces — not out of cowardice so much as from a cold calculus: to send troops north would leave the Peloponnese exposed. The result was that the Persians moved through northern Greece with far less resistance than might have been expected.

      When the final stand at Thermopylae came, Sparta again chose caution over full commitment. King Leonidas led the famed core of 300 Spartan hoplites — the elite contingent that has since filled legends — and they fought alongside other Greek allies. But the main Spartan army remained poised on the Isthmus of Corinth, ready to defend the Peloponnese, and Sparta refused to send large reinforcements even as the situation grew desperate. The consequence was disastrous for Athens: in 480 BCE the city was occupied and burned by Xerxes’ forces, and the Athenians suffered severe material and cultural losses. Panic and rumor spread; there were fears that some factions might capitulate or even consider accommodation with Persia, though the city as a whole did not actually switch sides.

      Under enormous pressure, and with the balance of Greek survival at stake, Sparta at last committed substantial forces. At the Battle of Plataea in 479 BCE the Greek army, with the Spartan commander Pausanias playing a decisive role, routed the Persian land forces and ended the immediate Persian threat on the Greek mainland. Despite earlier episodes of hesitancy and narrow self-interest, Sparta emerged from the conflict victorious, and its prestige and influence among the Greek states were greatly enhanced.

      That victory, and the constellation of allied city-states rallying around Sparta, lit a fierce ambition in Spartan leaders. In 478 BCE, in the wake of Plataea, Sparta dispatched Pausanias to lead allied operations in the Aegean and against Persian positions. That campaign won back a number of Aegean islands and restored several Greek cities along the coast of Asia Minor, and it secured key choke points — most notably Byzantium — bringing the Hellespont region, at least temporarily, under Greek control and influence.

      Afterwards, the Spartans, seizing on the pretext that Thessaly, Thebes, and Macedonia had sided with the enemy, announced they would punish those regions. Looking back, when these same lands had faced war earlier, the Spartans had been unwilling to send aid; yet now, with brazen audacity, they proclaimed they would punish others — where they found such gall is hard to fathom. In truth, Sparta's intent was plain: to dominate the Greek mainland, to create a north–south complement to the Peloponnese, and by that pattern to fashion a vast Greek empire.

      However, Sparta’s ambition was ultimately dashed by two factors, one major and one minor.

      The larger factor was the sudden rise of instability across the Peloponnese. In around 494 BCE the Spartans struck a crushing blow against Argos at Sepeia, and ancient accounts report that roughly two‑thirds of the adult Argive population perished. Nearly twenty years later, that lost generation’s children had grown up, and Argos had regained much of its former strength. The city not only reclaimed territories it once lost — places like Mycenae and Tiryns — but also worked to stir Arcadia into resistance against Spartan domination. If Argos had stood alone, Sparta might have been able to shrug it off; the real danger lay elsewhere. Ancient estimates held that the helots who tilled Spartan lands outnumbered Spartan citizens by more than seven to one, and if Argos ever coordinated with a helot uprising, the results could be catastrophic and unpredictable.

      There was, beside this structural alarm, a more intimate worry: the ambitions of Pausanias. Far from a simple “king” in the ordinary sense, Pausanias was the Spartan commander and regent who had guided the Greeks at Plataea, and later his conduct suggested a hunger for influence that unsettled his fellow Spartiates. The Spartan way is always a puzzle: a people who expend sweat and iron to make helots farm their estates, and then deny themselves the comforts of household life so that the landholding class can remain forever austere. One cannot help but ask — to what end? By rights, shouldn’t landowners be permitted to enjoy decent food and a comfortable home? A well‑known anecdote makes the point: when a Sybarite, famed for luxury, tasted Sparta’s notorious black broth, he sighed and said, “Now I understand why you Spartans are not afraid to die.” From that complaint you can imagine how dreadful the soup must have been.

      After Plataea, Pausanias found himself sitting in the Persian commander’s tent, and Persian cooks were ordered to prepare a lavish repast. When the meal was done, with an almost puzzled smile he could not resist remarking, “Your Persian food is so delightful — why do you trouble yourselves to invade Greece?”

      The life of the Persian king—a true autocrat—stood in sharp relief against Pausanias’s. In the space of a single meal Pausanias, a man not much versed in worldly subtleties, formed a vivid and immediate impression: not so much by the taste of the food as by the unmistakable lesson it delivered. The Persian sat enthroned in unchallenged power; his word carried the weight of law. By contrast, the Spartan king could be summoned, judged, or even deposed by the ephors—an arrangement that left a proud man perpetually humiliated at home. And when a ruler feels humiliated in private, he is all the more prone to swagger abroad.

      So it was under Pausanias. When he led the Greek allied forces against Persia, he insisted on Spartan precedence in the smallest things: at table the Spartans were to drink first. Any non-Spartan who erred even slightly met with ruthless punishment—Herodotus relays stories of humiliations and harsh penalties, one anecdote even describing a man forced to stand all day bearing a heavy iron burden. The other city-states seethed with resentment. Ancient sources say that, compared with his bearing at Plataea a year earlier, Pausanias had become almost tyrannical. Faced with growing complaints, the ephors recalled him and forbade him to leave Sparta.

      Having tasted the luxuries of command, the Spartan diet of black broth felt intolerable; the accounts relate that Pausanias, unable to accept his new confinement and humiliation, entered into covert dealings—both with elements among the helots and with Persian representatives—allegedly seeking to free himself from ephoral control. Whether these stories are all true or partly the result of accusation, the charge of collusion stuck. His plot was exposed, he sought sanctuary in a temple of Athena, and there he died of starvation.

      The downfall did not end with him. The other Spartan king, Leotychidas, went on campaign in Thessaly—and likewise gave in to temptation. After accepting a large bribe from Thessalian parties, he ordered the army to withdraw. Such sums are hard to conceal; he was brought to trial and punished—stripped of office and disgraced, sent into exile and fined. Even counting Leonidas, who fell at Thermopylae, and allowing for Demaratus, who fled to Persia, Sparta had seen several of its kings meet violent or ignominious ends in rapid succession. These episodes make plain that the struggle between the annually elected ephors and the kings had already grown dangerously acute.

      After these setbacks, and with potential threats pressing in from the surrounding regions while internal strains quietly accumulated, deep fissures began to open within Sparta.

      Around the mid-470s BCE, Sparta convened a crucial popular assembly — the apella. The matter on every lip was simple but momentous: should the city withdraw and carefully cultivate its hold over the Peloponnese, or should it press outward, converting its hard-won prestige into a far-reaching empire? In the end the doves — the cautious voices urging consolidation and prudence — eked out a victory. Yet the very intensity of the debate revealed how fragile that win was; the margin was thin, passions ran high, and with the smallest external provocation the hawks — the expansionists — could seize the upper hand. And that is precisely what later befell Sparta.

      After the doves’ victory, Sparta turned its full attention to affairs in the Peloponnese. Using a mixture of inducements and intimidation, the Spartans pressed many city-states on the peninsula into formal alliances. Bit by bit, through rewards for cooperation and punishments for resistance, Sparta brought almost the entire Peloponnese under its sway—with the notable exceptions of Argos and the Achaean cities, which refused to fall neatly into Spartan hands.

      It is worth stressing that the body commonly called the Peloponnesian League was not a federation in the modern sense. Membership rested on individual treaties between each state and Sparta rather than on mutual obligations binding the members to one another. In practice it behaved like “Sparta and its allies,” a network of bilateral bonds radiating from the Spartan hegemony, not a unified league of equals.

      After recounting Sparta’s situation, we turn our attention to Athens.

      During the Persian Wars, Athens followed Themistocles’ gambit — abandoning life on the open countryside and concentrating its hopes on a navy. In theory, once victory was secured, the rowers who had been decisive at sea should have taken their place at the center of political life. Yet, for a mix of practical and social reasons, Athens’ political course shifted back toward its older, landward instincts. Why did that happen?

      At a crucial moment, Aristides — who had been ostracized before the crisis — put grievances aside, returned to his city, and fought among the hoplites with conspicuous courage. The Areopagus did not hesitate to empty its coffers to keep the people afloat; sources even report that it gave each Athenian who boarded the ships about eight drachmas as resettlement money. In that instant the elites did not flinch — they risked their lives and opened their purses — and that visible willingness to sacrifice and to spend created powerful goodwill and renewed trust from the populace toward the ruling class.

      Now turn your attention to the champion of the poor, Themistocles. His father, Neocles, had warned him that in old Athenian democracy public opinion could swing in an instant and that a political career was always perilous. That warning proved prophetic. After the Persian wars, the very populace that had cheered his strategic brilliance and bold leadership began to turn on him. Many Athenians, still smarting from the city’s burning and the enormous property losses the invasions had caused, looked for someone to blame — and Themistocles, for reasons both real and rumored, became the scapegoat.

      Worse for his reputation, ancient writers accuse him of taking gifts and of broadcasting his good fortune rather than hiding it; whether these accounts are fair assessments of corruption or the product of political slander is debated, but the effect on public feeling was unmistakable. He failed to secure re-election to the generals, and before long his enemies mounted a campaign that led to his ostracism. Ostracism was not the act of a single rival but a collective vote by the assembly; yet Aristides, his old political opponent, played a significant role in rallying opinion against him. With exile imposed and his options exhausted, Themistocles ultimately sought refuge at the Persian court.

      So it is a bitter irony of history that two figures who had shone in the Persian Wars — Pausanias of Sparta and Themistocles of Athens — ended their careers entangled with Persia. Pausanias, accused of conspiring with the enemy, was suspected of medizing and died under the cloud of those charges; Themistocles, after his exile, put himself under Persian protection and lived out his final days under the Great King’s auspices. That both heroes should wind up allied, in one way or another, to the power they once fought is a truly regrettable and lamentable outcome.

      After Aristides rose to prominence in the years following the Persian Wars, the spotlight of military leadership fell to Cimon, son of Miltiades. The two men settled into a tacit division of labor: one managed the city’s internal affairs, the other led its outward-facing campaigns. On the surface Athens’ institutions remained the same, but in practice power once again concentrated in the hands of the aristocratic few.

      The Spartans, for their part, feared that the Greek cities on the Asian shore would sooner or later become a new source of trouble. Reluctant to take on a sustained naval role so far from the Peloponnese, they were unwilling to commit themselves to long campaigns across the Aegean. Some suggested shifting vulnerable populations away from the Persian frontier, but there was no clear program to uproot whole city-states. Athens, however, had a pressing strategic need: grain shipments from the Black Sea traveled through the Hellespont, and any Persian dominance of those straits threatened the city’s lifeline. For that reason Athens insisted on defending the Ionian cities and took the lead in offensive operations against Persian interests. The Greek communities of Asia Minor, eager to regain autonomy rather than abandon their homes, threw in their lot with Athens and backed its decision.

      At that moment the Spartan commander Pausanias was swaggering and bullying, his behavior stoking deep resentment among the other Greeks. So delegations came to Aristides and told him they hoped Athens would take the lead — that they were all willing to follow Athens’ direction. For Athens, it must have felt like a dream come true. But the city-states had long been used to looking to Sparta as their elder, so Aristides put on a show of reluctance. “If tomorrow you change your minds and again acknowledge Sparta as the elder brother,” he said, “would that not leave me in an awkward position?”

      To prove their resolve, the allied cities arranged a public, stinging humiliation for the Spartans and carried out a symbolic oath: they cast a lump of iron into the sea and declared that so long as that iron did not float back to the surface, they would unshakeably follow Athens. This sort of dramatic gesture — recorded in ancient sources as part oath, part theater — helped convince Aristides that the moment had come, and only then did he accept their request.

      Thus more than one hundred and fifty city-states from Asia Minor, from Thrace along the Black Sea, and from twenty or so islands in the Aegean — in short, a vast eastern coalition — acknowledged Athens’ leadership and founded the Delian League. The League took its name from Delos, the mythic birthplace of Apollo, and in Apollo’s name established its headquarters and treasury there.

      Members of the Delian League fell into two distinct camps. The more powerful poleis kept their own fleets but accepted Athens’ unified command; the weaker ones, unable to afford or man warships, paid money instead. Shipbuilding and crew training were expensive, time-consuming and risky, so most city-states chose to contribute cash—essentially outsourcing naval warfare to Athens. That arrangement suited Athens perfectly: other cities’ tributes became the funding for an Athenian fleet of unprecedented strength.

      As the league’s chief arbiter, Aristides drew up the assessment system: a common annual contribution—often recorded around 460 talents—was apportioned among members according to their means, and each was expected to deposit its share in the treasury on Delos. It should be noted that the league’s financial administration was long dominated by Athens and many of its officials were Athenian; later, the treasury would even be moved from Delos to Athens.

      Once the Delian League took formal shape, the Athenian navy seemed like a tiger that had sprouted wings. Under the command of the formidable general Cimon, it won victory after victory. The fleet secured control of the Hellespont, protected vital grain routes, and helped free many Greek cities in Asia Minor from Persian domination. In a short span Athens’ naval power routed Persian forces and established Athenian dominance across much of the Aegean and along the coasts of Asia Minor.

      Compared with the loose, oath-bound Peloponnesian League, the Delian League at first looked like a tighter, better thought-out instrument of alliance. Its founding arrangements tried to put everything on paper: members were expected to contribute either ships or money, and over time those contributions were regularized into fixed tributes that appear in the Athenian tribute lists after the treasury was moved from Delos to Athens. Athens also assumed the league’s naval command and, in practice, its leadership on strategy and operations.

      The charter included provisions intended to keep the alliance intact — for example, measures to discourage internecine war among members — but the idea that there was a formal “fifty-year” ban on withdrawal is not supported by the main ancient sources and should be treated as doubtful. What is clearer is that, although each city-state could claim an equal vote in theory, the league’s roster was dominated by many small poleis and by Athens’ overwhelming naval power. Under that voting arrangement, therefore, Athenian proposals typically carried the day: equality on paper, hegemony in practice.
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