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Explain the role of the Persian Empire during the Great Peloponnesian War (431- 404BCE). 

The Great Peloponnesian War was fought between 431 and 404 BCE, in which Athens and Sparta were fighting for power, taking place on the peninsula of Peloponnesus. These two Greek powers were fighting for control of Greece. The Peloponnesian League was a group of allied city states led by the Spartans, and Athens led the Delian League.[footnoteRef:1] On the Eastern side of the Aegean was the Persian Empire; their role was greatly influential in determining the balance of power throughout the course of the war. The Persian Empire spread from India to Europe, lasting from 550 to 331 BCE. It was led by a series of rulers, known as satraps, each overseeing a region or state.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Hornblower, Spawforth 2004: 211]  [2:  Hornblower 2011: 1] 


Interaction between Persia, Athens and Sparta was complex. The Persians were playing a delicate, diplomatic game on their western borders to maintain a balance of power that suited them. The Persians saw how powerful Athens became at their borders, and it was in their interests to weaken Athenian influence there. Early in the war, Persia regarded Athens as the greatest threat, so siding with Sparta would help rebalance power in the Greek world for the benefit of Persia. Later, when Sparta grew too powerful, they switched sides to support Athens. Overall, the Persian role was to tactically protect their own interests, and to ensure that neither Sparta nor Athens grew too powerful.

The Persian Empire had a great impact on the outcome of the Great Peloponnesian War, having power on both the Delian League and the Peloponnesian League at different points throughout this period (431 – 404 BCE). The interactions of the Persian Empire with both sides of the Great Peloponnesian War are examined, and the impact of their involvement is evaluated. Ancient sources, such as Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon wrote about the events following the Peloponnesian War, and provide a more contemporary account. Modern scholars, such as Hornblower, Scott and Tannenbaum provide analysis and evaluation.

Historically, Persia had been a common enemy of both Sparta and Athens, encouraging them to become allies. Sparta and Athens joined forces against Persia at the Battle of Thermopylae in 480-79BCE.  However, relations between Athens and Sparta worsened after the battle. Athens and Sparta approached, together, the powerful tyrant of Syracuse, Gelon. Herodotus writes about this encounter in The Histories.[footnoteRef:3] The Greek city states were not able to persuade Gelon to help them against Persia, but both powers were quick to turn against each other. Both offered each other’s land and power to Gelon, hoping he would hand over his armies. This, however, failed, leaving no positive outcomes and only tensions between the two.[footnoteRef:4] Both had to relinquish the idea of becoming the great Greek city that lead the fight against the Persian Empire.  [3:  Hdt. Hist. 7.157-162]  [4:  Hdt. Hist. 7.157-162] 


When tensions between Athens and Sparta grew, the Spartans went to the Persians to seek alliance. The link between Athens and Sparta was not strong enough to maintain the peaceful but uneasy alliance when other factors created tensions between the two. When this fragile link broke, and Sparta and Athens began hostilities, Sparta sought treaties with Persia. There were three treaties between 412 and 411 BCE. Persia used these treaties and this link with Sparta as a way to serve their own interests, however it was Sparta that needed Persia more as hostilities with Athens grew. The treaties were never fully acted upon and the promises were never carried out. But when Darius’ son Cyrus became the Persian ruler, then Persia began a more committed support of Sparta. Their support was in order to gain Spartan mercenaries. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The key support that Persia was able to offer an ally was funding for the building and maintaining of a large naval fleet. The cost of such a fleet would have been too much for Sparta alone. The Persian ruler, Cyrus, succeeded in helping Sparta defeat Athens in 405 BCE. This was not the first time he had helped the Spartans directly; in 408 BCE Darius II sent his young son to lead the Persian forces with the Spartans against the Athenians.[footnoteRef:5] Darius II helped further by creating multiple treaties with the Spartans, the first in 412 BCE. This was not a successful treaty as it concluded that all Greek land outside the Peloponnese was to be given to the Persian Empire; this emphasises that the Persian Empire made their political positions and interests a priority when it came to alliances with the Peloponnesian League.  [5:  Xen. Hell. 1.4.3] 


The Persians were quick to change allies when it was politically advantageous for them. Cyrus’ ambitions were eventually crushed by rival Persian leaders and the new leadership responded by supporting the Athenian navy against Sparta’s in 394 BCE at Knidos, during the Battle of Cnidus. In his book, From Democrats to Kings, Scott writes how the Spartans were ‘first and foremost soldiers of the land, not sailors of the seas’,[footnoteRef:6] so when faced with the large Persian navy fleet led by the Athenians, Sparta stood no chance in being victorious. This shows that even before the Great Peloponnesian War, the Persian Empire was playing between the two powers, and only helping when it was beneficial for themselves. [6:  Scott 2009: 35] 


The Persians were careful to not concede too much to Sparta in the alliance, and always drove hard bargains. This is seen in the series of treaties between the Persian Empire and Sparta; in 411 BCE the third treaty was created, however the first treaty was reflected in this: ‘the country of the King… shall be the King’s’. The Persians were putting their own interests first, despite the last disagreement over this term, therefore showing how important the Persian Empire considered their positions and interests when forming alliances with other large powers.

Athens and other Greek powers were willing to form alliances when it served their own interests, but Herodotus shows how personal interests were always the priority. Herodotus talks about the Greek powers coming together against the Persians in their approach to Gelon for support, but being mindful of not allowing one to achieve hegemony. He writes how Athens concedes leadership of an allied fleet.  ‘Knowing that, they gave ground and waived their claim, but only so long as they had great need of the others.’[footnoteRef:7] The Athenians know that it would unbalance the alliance and put the unity of Hellas at risk. ‘the Athenians waived their claim, considering the safety of Hellas of prime importance and seeing that if they quarrelled over the leadership, Hellas must perish’.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Hdt. Hist. 8.3.2]  [8:  Hdt. Hist. 8.3.1] 


The naval battle between Sparta and Athens in 405 BCE at Aigospotamoi was the decisive event of the Great Peloponnesian War, and it was Persian influences that were key to determining the result. This was the final battle between the Delian League and the Peloponnesian League, with the Persian Empire supporting the Spartans. The two main sources, Xenophon and Diodorus of Sicily, do not agree with each other, causing problems when looking at what really happened during this determining battle.[footnoteRef:9] In Xenophon’s account, he writes that the admiral, Lysander, used ‘strict discipline’ to win the battle, however Diodorus disagrees by saying that Lysander ‘relies on deserters for information about the enemy’.[footnoteRef:10] Despite disagreement amongst the ancient sources about these details, it was Persian funding support of Sparta for naval strength that secured their victory over Athens. [9:  Hay 2017]  [10:  Barry S. Strauss 1983: 24] 


Thucydides comments on the lack of evidence about which of the Greek powers started the Great Peloponnesian War. He writes that they ‘labour under they know not which began’,[footnoteRef:11] and Tannenbaum discusses the reason why Thucydides does not name who was responsible for starting the war: ‘He did not want to tell us who started the war, but to show us how wars start’.[footnoteRef:12] However the end result is clear; in 404 BCE, the Spartans defeated the Athenians and became the largest Greek power. Their victory was assured ultimately by the funding and support of the Persian Empire. The Great Peloponnesian War was not the end of hostilities between Athens and Sparta, and in the further conflicts that ensued, Persia continued to exploit divisions between the two. [11:  Thuc. 4.20.2]  [12:  R.F. Tannenbaum 1975: 535] 


In conclusion, the Persians manipulated the Greek city states in order to maintain a balance of power, and prevent any one power from becoming too dominant. At each stage in the war they were involved in ensuring that their own interests were protected. The Persians had originally been a common enemy of Sparta and Athens, providing a reason for the two to become allies. Tensions periodically arose between Athens and Sparta, such as after the failed negotiations with Gelon, and these were exploited by Persia. They played a diplomatic game to protect their position and concerns, even as far as to seek treaties with Sparta between 412 and 411 BCE. The treaties appear to have been a way for Persia to influence rather than provide genuine support for Sparta, with perhaps the exception of Cyrus the Young’s support of Sparta in 405 BCE. Persian offers of support to both Sparta and Athens were almost always heavily weighted in their own favour. Athens and Sparta were aware of the danger of breaking a Greek alliance and this further highlights the diplomatic skill of the Persians in their success at undermining such an alliance. In the final stages of the Great Peloponnesian War, it was Persian funding that allowed Sparta to defeat the might of the Athenian fleet, an outcome that otherwise would have been unlikely.
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