Discuss if the Delian League became an Athenian Empire

The Delian League was originally created to be an anti-Persian force that would prevent future invasion by the Persian Empire, named after the Island of Delos where the treasury was originally kept. It was made up of many states and Polis, including Chios, Lesbos, Plataea, Corcyra, Zacynthus, Ionia and the Hellespont, all of which were allies of Athens.[footnoteRef:1] The members were required to pay tribute in the form of money, infantry or ships to the league to provide defensive force against any potential Persian invasion or, arguably, to exact revenge upon the Persian Empire for the destruction brought by the War[footnoteRef:2]. However over time it can be argued that Athens claimed more control over the administration of the League, used it to enact power over other states and polis, resulting in the League becoming either a tool to facilitate the establishment of an Empire or the start of the Athenian Empire itself. [1:  Thuc. Peloponnesian War: 2:8]  [2:  Powell 1988: 6] 

There is little doubt that the Delian League was the foundation from which the Athenians built their empire, the alliance with so many states acted as a gateway for Athenian influence to spread through Hellenistic Greece and exert control. Athens often sent political officers to reform allied cities or garrisons to suppress revolts[footnoteRef:3], thus cementing their power as peacekeepers of the Delian League. Within the League Athens exerted extensive control carrying out numerous administrative and politics check on their allies; the deployment of several hundred Athenian governors, officials, garrisons and episkopoi (supervisors) to support or enforce a democracy on the host city.[footnoteRef:4] The settlers never tried to enact the same democratic model as used in Athens, they always took into consideration the size of the community they were manipulating. Nonetheless they changed it as much as possible to either suit the Athenian system or best benefits Athens. Even then Athens mostly promoted a democratic society over the oligarchic systems but did not condemn them if they could be exploited for their best interests, often in regards to obtaining tribute[footnoteRef:5]. Those Polis that contributed ships to the federal fleet, such as Samos, Chios and Lesbos were less likely to face Athenian involvement[footnoteRef:6], thus proving the benefits of appeasing Athens. The collection of tribute was originally used for building up a naval fleet with Anti-Persian intentions, whether to protect Greece from or to punish the Persian Empire, with the treasury being kept on the island of Delos. However the treasury was moved to Athens sometime between 478-454BC whereupon it was decided that a sixtieth of tribute paid by each state would go to the Goddess Athena , the patron Goddess of the city.[footnoteRef:7] Consequently the League quickly started to be manipulated by Athens in accord to its own interests, becoming more of a monetary implement in constructing the foundations for an Empire. [3:  Sealey 1976: 305]  [4:  Hornblower 2011: 15]  [5:  Hornblower 1986: 154]  [6:  Sealey 1976: 304]  [7:  Sealey 1976: 244] 

 With this increased economic control it becomes evident that Athens viewed the Delian League as a means to fund endeavours closer to home, as shown with the construction of the Parthenon which was sourced from the treasury at the insistence of Pericles[footnoteRef:8], this level of disregard for being a part of the league is also shown within Athens’ foreign policies. The Delian League’s foundation in preventing a return of Persian invasion was undermined by Athens’ alliance with Argos and Thessaly as both had either abstained from the Persian Wars or had sided with the invaders.[footnoteRef:9] This alliance was formed without prior consultation of the league, proving how Athens acted independently and only used the league for its own benefit, as shown by obtaining allies that had more of an incentive to fight against Sparta than Persia. Athens involvement in affairs abroad can further be seen in the Congress Decree which invited all Greek states to send delegates to a meeting of congress in Athens. This Congress was to address a threefold agenda that primarily focused on Athenian interests such as addressing the Greek sanctuaries burned by the Persians and considering the measures to be taken to keep the peace of the seas, both of which were more applicable to Athens than any other state.[footnoteRef:10]  Although the congress never met it shows how Athens exercised its position as a superpower in Classical Greece and attempted to exert its power over other states and polis both within and without the Delian League and use them to its own benefaction. The Athenian control itself became borderline oppression as they controlled and taxed grain distribution, exempting any heading directly for Athens, established military and administrative garrisons and centred all judicial proceedings in Athens.[footnoteRef:11] It can therefore be argued that the Athenian moulded the Delian League to suit its needs and to establish the beginnings of an Athenian Empire, the foreign ties allowed Athens to exert control over numerous cities and spread its influence into other colonies. [8:  Plu. Per. 12.1]  [9:  Powel 1988: 36]  [10:  Sealey 1976: 283-285]  [11:  Hornblower 1986: 152] 

That is not to say that the consolidation of Athenian power was unrivalled; a failed campaign in Egypt cost the League roughly 200 trireemes and a further 50 in the relief expedition. Although the numbers aren’t certain, it is known that more than half the Delian fleet was lost in Egypt, which would have drastically reduced Athenian power[footnoteRef:12]. Moreover there were indications of disaffection from the League by numerous cities that were either noticeably absent from the tribute lists from around 449-7; such places as Astacus, Perinthus, Neandria and Aegina were amongst those that disaffected. Furthermore an Athenian Decree was found regarding the regulations for Colophon, ), a city known to have rebelled against Athens, as well as an oath relating to Athens being the founding city (and hence entitled to tribute to be paid to them)[footnoteRef:13]. Therefore although Athens’ power was extensive, it was not absolute nor beyond reproach as it had been challenged numerous times both within the League and external to it.  [12:  Powell 1988: 41]  [13:  Sealey 1976: 288-289] 

Athens reputation as a lead naval power made it a popular choice as leader of the Delian League, a choice which enabled the domination of Athens over the League.[footnoteRef:14]Many scholars argue that the greed of Athens meant that the development of an Empire from the League was inevitable, along with circumstances of the time such as the Peace of Callais in which ‘the treaty precipitated a crisis which may be said to have transformed the alliance from a Delian League into an Athenian Empire’[footnoteRef:15]. Indeed it is said that the Delian League in its developed form is often referred to as the Athenian Empire due to the authoritarian leadership of Athens[footnoteRef:16], thus showing the effectiveness of the extensive interference of Athens in other Polis in establishing a powerful dominion. Thus what was originally supposed to be a binary system with equal power was undermine when the members of the Delian League lost their autonomy to Athens and became subordinates[footnoteRef:17] facilitation the establishment of an empire. The conquering of this hegemonic League, although not unassailable, as proven by the disaffection and rebellion of a few members, is shown best in the shift of interest and intention. The primary focus on prevention of Persian invasion quickly shifted to embody more anti-Spartan sentiments in the lead up to the Great Peloponnesian War as Athens took more control of the directive of the League and used it to enact more personal ambitions. Through assuming monetary control over the League and possessing both the treasury and the fleet within Athens itself, along with enacting independently from the League but still using its resources, the City subsumes the League marking the start of an Empire. Conclusively it is beyond reproach that the Delian League became the Athenian Empire due to the oppressive actions of Athens, however it should be considered that the Empire was in a state of flux that never reached stability under Athenian control[footnoteRef:18]. Hence although the League was the foundation for the Empire, the lack of stability proves that, despite extensive Athenian control, the states quest of independence prevented a complete consolidation of power that would ensure the longevity of the Empire.  [14:  Powell 1988: 2]  [15:  Sealey 1976: 282]  [16:  Sealey 1976: 304]  [17:  Hansen 2006: 129]  [18:  Sealey 1976: 304] 
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