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The Persian and Peloponnesian Wars
The Persian Wars

As the Greeks spread throughout the Mediterranean, they came into contact with the Persian Empire. The Persians had already conquered the Ionian Greeks in Asia Minor. In 499 BCE, the Ionian cities tried to revolt against the Persians and the Athenian navy assisted them but it was unsuccessful. This attack led Darius I to seek revenge, even though they were victorious. In 490 BCE, the Persians landed on the plain of Marathon, about 26 miles from Athens. On this field the Athenians attacked and defeated the Persians.

After Darius I died in 486 BCE, Xerxes became the new Persian ruler. Xerxes led an invasion of Greece in 480 BCE. The Athenians were forced to abandon their city, but the Greek navy managed to defeat the Persian fleet. A few months later, early in 479 BCE, the Greeks formed the largest Greek army up to that time. They then attacked and defeated the Persian army at Plataea, northwest of Athens.

1. Why did Darius I want to attack Greece? What happened to the Persians?
2. What did defeating the Persians prove to the rest of the world?

The Growth of the Athenian Empire

After the defeat of the Persians, Athens took over the leadership of the Greek world. In the winter of 478-477 BCE, the Athenians formed the Delian League. This was an alliance of Greek city-states united against the Persians. Its headquarters was on the island of Delos, but its chief officials were the Athenians. The Delian League continued the attack against the Persians. Eventually it liberated nearly all of the Greek states in the Aegean Sea that were under Persian control. In 454 BCE, the Athenians moved the treasury of the Delian League from Delos to Athens. By controlling the Delian League, Athens created an Empire.

Between 461 and 429 BCE, Athens expanded its new empire. This period in Greek history is known as the Age of Pericles. Pericles was a dominant figure in Athenian politics during this time. He ruled during a great period of prosperity where democracy flourished, and Athens was at its height of power and brilliance.

1. How did Athens build and empire?

2. Who is Pericles?

The Age of Pericles

In the Age of Pericles, every citizen in Athens played a role in government. The form of government was a direct democracy. A direct democracy is a democratic system in which people participate directly in government decision-making through mass meetings. In Athens, every male citizen over the age of 18 was a part of the assembly and voted on all major issues. Most residents of Athens were not citizens. Meetings of the assembly were held every ten days on a hillside east of the Acropolis. The assembly passed all laws, elected public officials, and made financial decisions on war and foreign policy. Pericles made it possible for poor citizens to take part in public affairs, by making lower class citizens eligible for public office and by paying officeholders.


On a daily basis, a large body of officials ran the government. Ten officials, known as generals, were the directors of policy. These officials were elected, so they could be reelected or removed from office. The Athenian also developed the system of ostracism. If a person was considered harmful to the city, he could be banned from the city for ten years, if at least six thousand assembly members wrote his name on pottery fragments.

Under Pericles, Athens became the center of Greek culture. The Persians had destroyed much of the city during the Persian Wars. Pericles used the Delian League treasury to rebuild the city. New statues and temples were built to Greek gods. Art, architecture, and philosophy also flourished. Athens’ achievements alarmed the other Greek states, especially Sparta. This eventually led to a new war.

1. What is a direct democracy?

2. Why is this style of government unique?

3. Describe the Age of Pericles.

The Great Peloponnesian War

After the defeat of the Persians, the Greek world became divided into two main parts: the Athenian Empire and Sparta. Sparta and its allies feared the Athenian Empire. A series of disputes between Athens and Sparta led to the beginning of the Peloponnesian War in 431 BCE. Pericles knew that the Spartan army could defeat Athens in an open battle. So the Athenians decided to stay behind the walls of their city. In the second year of the war, a plague broke out in Athens and killed more than a third of its people. Pericles himself dies in 429 BCE. Despite these losses, the Athenians held out for 27 years. In 405 BCE, the Athenian navy was destroyed and within the next year Athens surrendered. The great war was over, and the Athenian Empire was destroyed.

The Great Peloponnesian War weakened all of the Greek states. It also ruined any possibility of cooperation among them. During the next 70 years, Sparta, Athens, and Thebes struggled for control. In the process they ignored the growing power of Macedonia. This would eventually cost them their freedom.

1. What was the cause of the Peloponnesian War?

2. What happened to Greece because of the Peloponnesian War?
