Discuss if the Delian League became an Athenian Empire. 


In this essay I will discuss the Delian League and the ways in which it transformed into the Athenian Empire. The Delian League was important as “the declared aim was to punish the Persians for their acts of sacrilege in Greece (the burning of temples, especially Athens) and to liberate fellow Greeks in the east[footnoteRef:1].” While the Delian League did accomplish the liberation of Greeks from Persia they were not liberated from their fellow Greek leadership. Athens need of money, ships and grain after the Persian pillage of Attica allowed them to use the rouse of the Delian League to possess these from their allies. The term allies could be used loosely as they had such an intense control it would have been considered more of an empire.  [1:  R.L. Fox, The Classical World, p128] 


By 461 BC Pericles had a name for himself after the ostracism of two war mongers; Themistocles and Cimon. Pericles introduced pay for jurors and opened up the archonship to poorer Athenians and in 451 BC changed the definition of an Athenian citizen so that only those with both an Athenian mother and father could be citizens[footnoteRef:2]. By appearing to put the Athenian people first Pericles would have gained favour in the ekklesia, this rise in Athenian politics allowed him to create colonies to act as garrisons in their allies’ territories. These ‘colonies’ gave Athens an advantage over their allies as any attempts at revolting could be put down quickly and efficiently, due to the ever-present Athenian garrison. They also protected Athenian officials sent out to install ‘puppet’ governments. This is particularly evident in 469 BC when Naxos revolted due to it not being allowed to leave the league. The subjugation of Naxos can be seen as a turning point of the evolution from League to Empire as Athens uses this power put down a revolt that their greed caused. Athens were unwilling to let any polis leave caused a tension within the league as it became evident that they were unhappy with what was quickly becoming an empire. However, Pericles’ use of garrisons made perfect sense so that Athens could maintain control. Pericles’ rise in politics and the use of the Athenian army shows that Athens was well on its way to creating an empire. Thucydides[footnoteRef:3] says that Athens’ dealing with Eion (strategic location taken from Persia 476-475 BC), Skyros (freed from pirates and setting up a cleruchy 474-473 BC), Carystus (the forcing of an independent and unwilling state to join the league 472 BC) and Naxos (reducing a rebellious member to subject status 469 BC) were stepping stones in Athens rise to power. There were three types of league members. Those who contributed ships (independent, those which contributed money (independent) and those paying tribute (non-autonomous subject states).  [2:  Peter Jones, Eureka!, 147]  [3:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1.98-100] 


Thucydides tells us in his Pentecontaetia that the Athenian army embarked at Pegae[footnoteRef:4] which was under Athenian control to sail down the coast to Sicyon where they defeated the troops who opposed them. This suggests that the league members were not happy with Athenian rule and wished to gain their independence. The revolt of Sicyon ended with an Athenian triumph, however Pericles then received word that Megara had revolted and that the Peloponnesians were on the verge of invading Attica. Megara had destroyed the Athenian garrisons except for a few who had managed to escape. The revolt at Megara resulted in the Margarian decree. This is mentioned in Aristophanes’ Acharnians[footnoteRef:5], where Dikaiopolis makes a personal peace with Sparta allowing him to bypass the decree and trade with a Margarian. Aristophanes makes fun of this decree by trading ‘pigs’ for salt and garlic. [4:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian war, 1.111
]  [5:  Aristophanes, Acharnians, 729-835] 


Another turning point for the Delian League becoming the Athenian Empire was in 454 BC as the treasury was moved from Delos to Athens[footnoteRef:6]. This signifies a change as before then an international congress controlled the treasury instead of just one polis. The allied funds became part of the Athenian treasury, where an Athenian council supervised the income and decided in the tribute owed by each state. This movement of the treasury was an outcome of the defeat in Egypt, by the Persian army and a Phoenician fleet, costing them men and ships. The reason Athens gave for this was that it was possible for the Persians to raid the Aegean. Therefore making it unsafe to keep the treasure there. The safety of the treasury is a justifiable reason for moving the treasury, however the movement was significant in the evolution of the Delian League into Empire. This also meant that Athens could decide how the money was used without consulting any of the allies. Without consulting the allies it was decided that one sixteenth of the tribute was paid into the sacred treasury of Athena, as well as Pericles proposal that 5000 talents be used to fund the rebuilding of Athens.  [6:  Old Oligarch, 1.16-8] 


Thucydides suggests that Athens became the leader of the Delian League because of the arrogant and harsh behaviour of Pausanias[footnoteRef:7]. Pausanias was in charge of an allied fleet in 478 BC to resume operations against Persia and “treated his own allies harshly and arrogantly and scattered insults far and wide with his officailness and absurd pretensions”. Aristotle writes what “Aristides was the instigator who hinted at taking advantage of Pausanias’ disgraceful behaviour”[footnoteRef:8]. Athens also felt they were qualified to lead the Delian League. The Athenians that shared a common decent with the Ionians were held in high regard[footnoteRef:9] after salamis as they had a large experienced navy. Thucydides[footnoteRef:10] says that the Spartans, who were friendly with the Athenians at the time, believed the Athenians were quite capable of conducting the war. Their acceptance of leadership was helped by Sparta’s lack of interest they had previously shown for the future of the Aegean and Ionia. “We did not gain this empire by force, it came to us when you were unwilling to fight on the end against the Persians[footnoteRef:11].” Sparta also had their own domestic problems[footnoteRef:12] as they were continuing to fear that the helots would revolt. Sparta needed to consolidate their position as leader within the Peloponnese. Her political horizons were bounded by the coasts of the Peloponnese so Sparta was becoming increasingly isolated and inward looking. [7:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War,  1.128 ]  [8:  Aristotle, 23.3-5]  [9:  Herodotus, The Histories, 2.11]  [10:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1.95]  [11:  Thucydides Peloponnesian War, 1.75]  [12:  Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, 28.6] 


Greece engaged in an invasion of Egypt proving that the Delian League was undertaking their original aim of weakening Persia. Thucydides[footnoteRef:13]. Thucydides suggests that Athens did not gain anything from this expedition[footnoteRef:14]. Diodorus and Thucydides versions of events seem to match up in the cases of the Egypt, however Thucydides leaves out a detail that Diodorus’ account contains. Diodorus mentions that the Athenians were attracted by Inaros’ plea to help because he promised them many favours and a share in the Egyptian Kingdom, to which the Athenians responded with “great enthusiasm[footnoteRef:15]”. The Chalcis Decree was an oath to never revolt against Athens and her allies made by the city of Chalcis in Euboea after the failure of a revolt.   [13:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1.104]  [14:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1.109-10]  [15:  Diodorus 11.71] 


There was an increased demand on allies as the Spartan-Athenian relationship deteriorated between 465-449 BC. Thucydides tells us that more allies were reluctant to face military service and avoided serving abroad. The allies “had assessment made by which instead of producing ships they were to pay a corresponding sum on money.” Due to this the allies became ill-prepared and inexperience in warfare “for this position it was the allies themselves who were to blame.” The process of reducing independent allies to subjects continued, while Athens maintained that she had no choice. Old Oligarch says that Athens relied on its allies to pay their tribute, suggesting that they maintained that the allies only possess enough for survival and to work without being able to plot defection[footnoteRef:16]. Athens explained their point of view to Sparta as explained by Thucydides[footnoteRef:17]. Arguably the main reason Athens relationship with allies changed was due to the growth of radical democracy in Athens.  [16:  Old Oligarch 1.14-15]  [17:  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War,  1.75] 


The Delian league did move towards an Athenian Empire. Evidence shows that Athens did this through a variety of methods including the moving of the treasury from Delos to Athens. Their creation of tension within the league meant that Athens had to use their military power to stop revolts causing the allies to feel trapped within the league as they were not permitted to leave. Athens maintained the idea that they were still a league while simultaneously withdrawing each states independence. This loss of independence clearly shows that Athens made the transition from Delian League to Athenian Empire. Athens allowing states to pay tribute instead of ships worked in their favour as it meant that their subjects became less capable in war, therefore masking it much easier for Athens to put down any attempts at revolting. This transition appears as though it was carefully planned so as the members would not think to do anything about being ruled until it was too late. Overall the literary evidence makes it very clear that the Delian League did become the Athenian Empire. 
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