
Strategic/Operational:
1) Persian Strategy – Most historians agree that the Persians’ strategy was to draw the Athenian army out from behind their protective 
city walls. This would allow the Persians to fight the Greeks at Marathon or sail around the isthmus, disembark, and ‒ aided by sympathetic
Persian loyalists inside ‒ take the now lightly defended city. But the enemy always gets a vote. In this case, Miltiades’s “vote” was decisive.
First, his tactical performance was wholly unexpected. By shattering the Persian army in a crushing double envelopment, Miltiades had not
only thrown off their plans, but he had also created new doubts in the minds of the Persians. And second, when the Persians sailed around 
the isthmus to attack Athens, they had not anticipated that the Greeks would move so quickly to meet them. By the time the ships arrived, 
the Persians were staring at the same army that had just humiliated them at Marathon. Suddenly, the price of disembarking and fighting 
seemed too high. In these two profound ways, Miltiades completely blunted the Persians’ strategy and preserved the freedom of Greece.

2) The Power of Morale – Since the time of Sun Tzu, military strategists have recognized the importance of spirit and morale on the
effectiveness of an army. Even military theorist Carl von Clausewitz, using the analogy of a sword, wrote that the physical force [of an
army] is the “wooden handle” and the moral forces are the “noble metal, the real bright-polished weapon.”7 Marathon is a clear example of 
this powerful martial ingredient. For the Greeks, morale was a strategic advantage. Athenian and Plataean soldiers marched to Marathon 
as defenders of their homeland and families against a foreign invader. If they lost, they would likely be executed or enslaved. The Persians, 
on the other hand, were motivated more by servitude to a far-away king, money, or martial pride. When the Persians sensed loss, they 
could flee. The Greeks didn’t have this luxury. It was all or nothing. These stark differences in motivation on the two sides certainly played a 
key role in the outcome.

3)  Miltiades Seizes the Initiative – Operationally, the conditions facing the belligerents converging on Marathon 
heavily favored the Persians. The Greeks were divided, Athenian allies were few, and dissension roiled in Athens. 
The Persians, meanwhile, not only had the advantage of ships and men but also the advantage of a nearly invincible

reputation. If Athens had played by Datis’s script, the Greeks would likely have lost. But Miltiades turned the tables 
by seizing the initiative. He attacked at Marathon rather than waiting for the Persians to move. He enveloped 

his enemy rather than letting them play to their strengths with maneuver. And finally, he raced back to
Athens with the army to prevent the Persians from disembarking to attack. Throughout all phases of the
campaign, Miltiades seized and retained the initiative to create a decisive Greek victory. 

Tactical:
1)  The Greek Phalanx – Despite Persian advantages in numbers, resources, and even confidence, the

Athenians had one important tactical advantage over their Persian invaders. Perfected over the previous 
centuries, the Greek phalanx was optimized for this period of warfare and the terrain of Greece. Trained men

working in disciplined unison, armed with long spears and overlapping shields, had a significant advantage 
against a more lightly armed and less disciplined opponent in a linear fight. If a commander could orient
forward and keep the line steady, the phalanx proved powerful. And while the Persians fought bravely, their
army was composed of numerous groups of men from many states. They were simply not able to match the
discipline of the Greek phalanx. Accounts of Marathon tell of groups of Persians, six to twelve men in each, 
rushing forward against this phalanx wall to their death. Miltiades was able to use this tactical advantage well.

2)  Miltiades’s Tactical Masterpiece – Great battlefield commanders have an uncanny ability to understand 
their own strengths and weaknesses compared to their enemy, then use terrain and tactics to nullify enemy 

strengths and amplify their own. Although the historical record of Marathon is certainly one-sided and open 
to some interpretation, it is still clear that Miltiades possessed this skill. By selecting a more restricted area 

on the plain and anchoring his flanks on streams and marshy terrain, he negated the Persians’ advantage in 
maneuver. And by accepting risk by thinning his center to cover the longer line of the Persian front ‒ while still 

ensuring his flanks were strong ‒ he likely envisioned the possibility of the double envelopment that followed. It
is important to note that this would have been highly unorthodox in its time. Weakening one portion of the line 

while strengthening another was simply not done. In fact, there is no known example of a general deviating from 
the standard deployment of spearmen in a phalanx for more than 100 years after the battle.8 The next famous 

deviation was Hannibal’s double envelopment against the Romans at Cannae (see Battle Digest Vol. 1,
Issue 6), 274 years later. This only underscores Miltiades’s creative tactics at Marathon. 

Ancient & Medieval:

 Marathon

Persians: Approximately 25,000 men, including infantry, cavalry, 
and archers. This invasion force was sent by King Darius I of Persia 
under the shared command of Datis and Artaphernes. 

Greeks: Approximately 11,000 men, including 10,000 Athenian 
and 1,000 Plataean hoplites, under the command of Miltiades and 
Callimachus.

In the fifth century B.C.E., the Persian empire dominated 
southwest Asia and the Middle East. With its large armies and 
obedient vassal states, it seemed only a matter of time until 
Persia would conquer the Greek states and expand into Europe. 
But when King Darius I made the first concerted effort in 490 
B.C.E., he faced a new kind of enemy ‒ free citizens of Greece ‒
who fought voluntarily to protect their homeland and preserve
their freedom. In what would become the first major battle of the
Greco-Persian Wars, the Greeks pulled off a tactical masterpiece to
rout the Persian invaders. Historians have referred to this victory
on the plains of Marathon as saving Europe from Asian dictators,
allowing Western civilization to flourish in the centuries to follow.

Actions by the Persians – In the sixth century B.C.E., after the 
collapse of the Assyrian Empire, Cyrus I, “the Great,” began 
building what would become the Persian Empire. By taking 

advantage of a split between the two post-
Assyrian dominant powers, Babylon and Mede 
(present-day Iraq and western Iran), Cyrus was 
able to usurp the Median throne from within 
and become king. By the time of his death in 
530 B.C.E., this vast Persian Empire included 
Central Asia and Asia Minor and stretched from 
the Aegean Sea in the west to the Indus River in 
the east. Cyrus’s son, Cambyses, became the sole 
ruler and added Egypt to the empire before his 
untimely death in 522 B.C.E. from an infected 

wound. After Cambyses’s death, Darius seized the throne and 
continued the legacy of expansion. 

Not everyone in the empire was pleased with the arrangement. 
One group, the Greek colonies in Ionia (western Asia Minor), 

had lived under a satrap (a Persian provincial governor), paid 
their tributes, and fulfilled their military obligations. But by 499 
B.C.E., they had had enough of Persian oppression and sought
military support from mainland Greece for a rebellion. After
Athens and Eretria each sent ships and soldiers to their aid, this
Ionian/Greek force captured and burned Sardis, the capital of
Lydia, in 498 B.C.E. (Map 1)

When Darius heard the news, he indicated he was unfamiliar 
with the Athenians. After learning who they were, he said a 
prayer, “Grant to me God, that I might punish them.” He then 
tasked a slave to remind him every day at dinner, “Master, 
remember the Athenians.”1 Over the next five years, Darius 
ruthlessly crushed the Ionian rebellion. When it was done, he 
turned his attention to Greece. 

To punish Athens and Eretria and prevent further challenges to his 
rule, Darius planned to conquer both the independent cities in the 
Aegean Sea and the Greek mainland. After an initial expedition 
in 492 B.C.E. led by his son-in-law, Mardonius, reestablished the 
satrapy of Thrace (north of Greece), he prepared an expedition 
to invade mainland Greece. While assembling the required fleet 
in Cilicia (southeastern Asia Minor), he sent emissaries to each 
Hellenic state to demand their loyalty. Most Greek states, afraid of 
angering Darius, agreed. But Athens, Eretria, and Sparta refused, 
adding to Darius’s anger. 

Once the expedition was ready, hundreds of ships carrying 
approximately 25,000 men and hundreds of horses moved into the 
Aegean Sea. (Map 1) It was led by Datis, a Median admiral, and 
Artaphernes, whose father was the recent satrap of Sardis. It also 
included Hippias, the deposed former tyrant of Athens who had 
pleaded with Artaphernes’s father to help restore him to power. 
After the Persians sacked the island of Naxos and established a 
supply base, they rowed to Eretria, where, after a short siege, they 
destroyed the city and enslaved its population. Next, they moved 
south to Marathon, where they would disembark and deal with the 
Athenians.

Actions by the Greeks – During Darius’s reign, Greece was a patch-
work of competing city-states. These Greek states were wary of the 
Persians, but because Persian kings had focused on other areas of 
expansion, a significant conflict had not yet erupted between the 
two regions. This changed after the Ionian rebellion, after which it 
was only a matter of time before war came to their shores.
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Strategy & maneuver

Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss some of the problems with Persian King Darius’s strategy for conquering Greece. 
What could he have done differently to increase his chances for success?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Despite some of the historical debate surrounding Miltiades’s decision to attack, explain his most likely 
reasoning for taking the initiative away from the Persians at Marathon.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Describe how Miltiades adjusted his tactical plan to increase his chances for victory while at the same time, 
negating Persian advantages.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) The spirit and morale of an army have proven to be significant advantages in the history of warfare. Discuss 
other campaigns and battles where the morale of an army clearly made a difference in the outcome. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss possible changes in history if the Greeks had failed at Marathon. During this period, would anyone 
else have been able to stop the Persians from conquering Europe?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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