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The Peloponnesian Wars: Causes, Events, and Consequences 

 

The Peloponnesian Wars were a series of conflicts that took place between 460 BCE and 404 BCE, 

involving the two most powerful city-states of ancient Greece: Athens and Sparta. These wars, 

particularly the second one, reshaped the ancient Greek world, leading to the decline of Athens and 

the rise of Macedon as a dominant power in the region. This essay will discuss the causes, events, and 

consequences of the Peloponnesian Wars. 

 

Causes 

1. Rivalry Between Athens and Sparta: 

The rivalry between Athens and 

Sparta, the two most powerful city-

states in ancient Greece, was a major 

cause of the Peloponnesian Wars. 

Athens, a democratic and maritime 

power, had established a vast empire 

through its leadership of the Delian 

League, a military alliance formed to 

fight against the Persians. Sparta, on 

the other hand, was a militaristic and 

oligarchic state, and the leader of the 

Peloponnesian League, an alliance of city-states in the Peloponnese. The two cities had conflicting 

interests and were vying for dominance in the region. 

 

2. The Growth of Athenian Power: The growth of Athenian power and influence was a major source 

of concern for Sparta and its allies. Athens, under the leadership of Pericles, had embarked on a 

program of expansion and consolidation of its empire. The construction of the Long Walls, which 

connected Athens to its port of Piraeus, and the use of the Delian League treasury to fund the 

construction of the Parthenon and other public buildings, were seen as provocative acts by Sparta 

and its allies. 

 

3. The Corinthian-Corcyraean Conflict: The immediate cause of the Peloponnesian War was a conflict 

between Corinth and Corcyra (modern-day Corfu) over the city of Epidamnus. Corcyra was a 

colony of Corinth, but it had become independent and was now seeking to establish its own 

colonies. The conflict between the two cities escalated, and Athens, an ally of Corcyra, became 

involved. This led to a series of events that ultimately led to the outbreak of war between Athens 

and Sparta. 
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Events  

1. The First Peloponnesian War (460-445 BCE): The First Peloponnesian War was a series of 

conflicts between Athens and Sparta and their respective allies. It was marked by a series of 

indecisive battles and skirmishes, both on land and at sea. The war ended in 445 BCE with the 

signing of a Thirty Years' Peace treaty, which established a balance of power between Athens 

and Sparta and their respective alliances. 

 

2. The Second Peloponnesian War (431-404 

BCE): The Second Peloponnesian War 

was a much larger and more protracted 

conflict. It began in 431 BCE when Sparta 

declared war on Athens, citing its failure 

to adhere to the terms of the Thirty 

Years' Peace treaty. The war was divided 

into three phases: 

 

a. The Archidamian War (431-421 

BCE): This phase of the war was 

named after the Spartan king 

Archidamus II. It was marked by a series of invasions of Attica by Sparta and a naval 

blockade of the Peloponnese by Athens. The war ended in 421 BCE with the signing of the 

Peace of Nicias, which was supposed to last for 50 years but was never fully implemented. 

 

b. The Sicilian Expedition (415-413 BCE): This phase of the war was marked by an ill-fated 

expedition by Athens to conquer the city of Syracuse in Sicily. The expedition ended in a 

complete disaster for Athens, with the loss of its entire fleet and a large portion of its army. 

 

c. The Decelean War (413-404 BCE): This phase of the war was marked by a renewed offensive 

by Sparta, with support from Persia. Sparta established a permanent base in Decelea, in 

Attica, and waged a war of attrition against Athens. The war ended in 404 BCE with the 

surrender of Athens. 

 

Consequences 

1. The Decline of Athens: The Peloponnesian Wars resulted in the decline of Athens as a major 

power in the ancient Greek world. The loss of its fleet, its manpower, and its financial resources 

severely weakened Athens and its empire. The city was subjected to a harsh occupation by 

Sparta and its allies, and its democratic institutions were dismantled. 
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2. The Rise of Macedon: The decline of Athens and Sparta as dominant powers in the region 

created a power vacuum that was eventually filled by the kingdom of Macedon. Under the 

leadership of Philip II and his son Alexander the Great, Macedon would go on to conquer the 

entire Greek world and establish a vast empire stretching from the Adriatic Sea to the Indus 

River. 

 

3. The End of the Classical Age: The Peloponnesian Wars marked the end of the Classical Age of 

ancient Greece, a period characterized by the growth of democracy, the flourishing of arts and 

sciences, and the establishment of a distinct Greek culture and identity. The wars ushered in a 

period of instability and decline, known as the Hellenistic period, which lasted until the 

conquest of Greece by the Romans in 146 BCE. 

 
 

The Peloponnesian Wars were a pivotal event in the history of ancient Greece. They marked the end of 

the classical period and the beginning of a new era characterized by the rise of Macedon and the 

spread of Greek culture throughout the ancient world. The wars were a result of the conflicting 

interests and ambitions of Athens and Sparta, and their outcome reshaped the political landscape of 

the ancient Greek world. 

 


