
The Persian Wars by Herodotus
[From various translations]

BOOK 1
Introduction and examination of the origins of the Persian Wars.

[1.0] THESE are the researches of Herodotus of Halicarnassus, which he publishes, 
in the hope of thereby preserving from decay the remembrance of what men have 
done, and of preventing the great and wonderful actions of the Greeks and the 
Barbarians from losing their due meed of glory; and withal to put on record what 
were their grounds of feuds.

[1.1] According to the Persians best informed in history, the Phoenicians began to 
quarrel. This people, who had formerly dwelt on the shores of the Erythraean Sea, 
having migrated to the Mediterranean and settled in the parts which they now 
inhabit, began at once, they say, to adventure on long voyages, freighting their 
vessels with the wares of Egypt and Assyria. They landed at many places on the 
coast, and among the rest at Argos, which was then preeminent above all the states 
included now under the common name of Hellas. Here they exposed their 
merchandise, and traded with the natives for five or six days; at the end of which 
time, when almost everything was sold, there came down to the beach a number of 
women, and among them the daughter of the king, who was, they say, agreeing in 
this with the Greeks, Io, the child of Inachus. The women were standing by the 
stern of the ship intent upon their purchases, when the Phoenicians, with a general 
shout, rushed upon them. The greater part made their escape, but some were seized 
and carried off. Io herself was among the captives. The Phoenicians put the women 
on board their vessel, and set sail for Egypt. Thus did Io pass into Egypt, according 
to the Persian story, which differs widely from the Phoenician: and thus 
commenced, according to their authors, the series of outrages.

[1.2] At a later period, certain Greeks, with whose name they are unacquainted, but 
who would probably be Cretans, made a landing at Tyre, on the Phoenician coast, 
and bore off the king's daughter, Europa. In this they only retaliated; but 
afterwards the Greeks, they say, were guilty of a second violence. They manned a 
ship of war, and sailed to Aea, a city of Colchis, on the river Phasis; from whence, 
after dispatching the rest of the business on which they had come, they carried off 
Medea, the daughter of the king of the land. The monarch sent a herald into Greece 
to demand reparation of the wrong, and the restitution of his child; but the Greeks 
made answer that, having received no reparation of the wrong done them in the 
seizure of Io the Argive, they should give none in this instance.

[1.3] In the next generation afterwards, according to the same authorities, 
Alexander the son of Priam, bearing these events in mind, resolved to procure 
himself a wife out of Greece by violence, fully persuaded, that as the Greeks had not 



given satisfaction for their outrages, so neither would he be forced to make any for 
his. Accordingly he made prize of Helen; upon which the Greeks decided that, before 
resorting to other measures, they would send envoys to reclaim the princess and 
require reparation of the wrong. Their demands were met by a reference to the 
violence which had been offered to Medea, and they were asked with what face they 
could now require satisfaction, when they had formerly rejected all demands for 
either reparation or restitution addressed to them.

[1.4] Hitherto the injuries on either side had been mere acts of common violence; 
but in what followed the Persians consider that the Greeks were greatly to blame, 
since before any attack had been made on Europe, they led an army into Asia. Now 
as for the carrying off of women, it is the deed, they say, of a rogue: but to make a 
stir about such as are carried off, argues a man a fool. Men of sense care nothing for 
such women, since it is plain that without their own consent they would never be 
forced away. The Asiatics, when the Greeks ran off with their women, never 
troubled themselves about the matter; but the Greeks, for the sake of a single 
Lacedaemonian girl, collected a vast armament, invaded Asia, and destroyed the 
kingdom of Priam. Henceforth they ever looked upon the Greeks as their open 
enemies. For Asia, with all the various tribes of barbarians that inhabit it, is 
regarded by the Persians as their own; but Europe and the Greek race they look on 
as distinct and separate.

[1.5] Such is the account which the Persians give of these matters. They trace to the 
attack upon Troy their ancient enmity towards the Greeks. The Phoenicians, 
however, as regards Io, vary from the Persian statements. They deny that they used 
any violence to remove her into Egypt; she herself, they say, having formed an 
intimacy with the captain, while his vessel lay at Argos, and perceiving herself to be 
with child, of her own free will accompanied the Phoenicians on their leaving the 
shore, to escape the shame of detection and the reproaches of her parents. Whether 
this latter account be true, or whether the matter happened otherwise, I shall not 
discuss further. I shall proceed at once to point out the person who first within my 
own knowledge inflicted injury on the Greeks, after which I shall go forward with 
my history, describing equally the greater and the lesser cities. For the cities which 
were formerly great have most of them become insignificant; and such as are at 
present powerful, were weak in the olden time. I shall therefore discourse equally of 
both, convinced that human happiness never continues long in one stay.

Croesus and Solon of Athens 

[1.29] When all these conquests had been added to the Lydian empire, and the 
prosperity of Sardis was now at its height, there came thither, one after another, all 
the sages of Greece living at the time, and among them Solon, the Athenian. He was 
on his travels, having left Athens to be absent ten years, under the pretence of 
wishing to see the world, but really to avoid being forced to repeal any of the laws 
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which, at the request of the Athenians, he had made for them. Without his sanction 
the Athenians could not repeal them, as they had bound themselves under a heavy 
curse to be governed for ten years by the laws which should be imposed on them by 
Solon.

[1.30] On this account, as well as to see the world, Solon set out upon his travels, in 
the course of which he went to Egypt to the court of Amasis, and also came on a 
visit to Croesus at Sardis. Croesus received him as his guest, and lodged him in the 
royal palace. On the third or fourth day after, he bade his servants conduct Solon. 
over his treasuries, and show him all their greatness and magnificence. When he 
had seen them all, and, so far as time allowed, inspected them, Croesus addressed 
this question to him. "Stranger of Athens, we have heard much of thy wisdom and of 
thy travels through many lands, from love of knowledge and a wish to see the world. 
I am curious therefore to inquire of thee, whom, of all the men that thou hast seen, 
thou deemest the most happy?" This he asked because he thought himself the 
happiest of mortals: but Solon answered him without flattery, according to his true 
sentiments, "Tellus of Athens, sire." Full of astonishment at what he heard, Croesus 
demanded sharply, "And wherefore dost thou deem Tellus happiest?" To which the 
other replied, "First, because his country was flourishing in his days, and he himself 
had sons both beautiful and good, and he lived to see children born to each of them, 
and these children all grew up; and further because, after a life spent in what our 
people look upon as comfort, his end was surpassingly glorious. In a battle between 
the Athenians and their neighbours near Eleusis, he came to the assistance of his 
countrymen, routed the foe, and died upon the field most gallantly. The Athenians 
gave him a public funeral on the spot where he fell, and paid him the highest 
honours."

[1.31] Thus did Solon admonish Croesus by the example of Tellus, enumerating the 
manifold particulars of his happiness. When he had ended, Croesus inquired a 
second time, who after Tellus seemed to him the happiest, expecting that at any 
rate, he would be given the second place. "Cleobis and Bito," Solon answered; "they 
were of Argive race; their fortune was enough for their wants, and they were 
besides endowed with so much bodily strength that they had both gained prizes at 
the Games. Also this tale is told of them:- There was a great festival in honour of 
the goddess Juno at Argos, to which their mother must needs be taken in a car. Now 
the oxen did not come home from the field in time: so the youths, fearful of being too 
late, put the yoke on their own necks, and themselves drew the car in which their 
mother rode. Five and forty furlongs did they draw her, and stopped before the 
temple. This deed of theirs was witnessed by the whole assembly of worshippers, 
and then their life closed in the best possible way. Herein, too, God showed forth 
most evidently, how much better a thing for man death is than life. For the Argive 
men, who stood around the car, extolled the vast strength of the youths; and the 
Argive women extolled the mother who was blessed with such a pair of sons; and 
the mother herself, overjoyed at the deed and at the praises it had won, standing 
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straight before the image, besought the goddess to bestow on Cleobis and Bito, the 
sons who had so mightily honoured her, the highest blessing to which mortals can 
attain. Her prayer ended, they offered sacrifice and partook of the holy banquet, 
after which the two youths fell asleep in the temple. They never woke more, but so 
passed from the earth. The Argives, looking on them as among the best of men, 
caused statues of them to be made, which they gave to the shrine at Delphi."

[1.32] When Solon had thus assigned these youths the second place, Croesus broke 
in angrily, "What, stranger of Athens, is my happiness, then, so utterly set at 
nought by thee, that thou dost not even put me on a level with private men?"

"Oh! Croesus," replied the other, "thou askedst a question concerning the condition 
of man, of one who knows that the power above us is full of jealousy, and fond of 
troubling our lot. A long life gives one to witness much, and experience much 
oneself, that one would not choose. Seventy years I regard as the limit of the life of 
man. In these seventy years are contained, without reckoning intercalary months, 
twenty-five thousand and two hundred days. Add an intercalary month to every 
other year, that the seasons may come round at the right time, and there will be, 
besides the seventy years, thirty-five such months, making an addition of one 
thousand and fifty days. The whole number of the days contained in the seventy 
years will thus be twenty-six thousand two hundred and fifty, whereof not one but 
will produce events unlike the rest. Hence man is wholly accident. For thyself, oh! 
Croesus, I see that thou art wonderfully rich, and art the lord of many nations; but 
with respect to that whereon thou questionest me, I have no answer to give, until I 
hear that thou hast closed thy life happily. For assuredly he who possesses great 
store of riches is no nearer happiness than he who has what suffices for his daily 
needs, unless it so hap that luck attend upon him, and so he continue in the 
enjoyment of all his good things to the end of life. For many of the wealthiest men 
have been unfavoured of fortune, and many whose means were moderate have had 
excellent luck. Men of the former class excel those of the latter but in two respects; 
these last excel the former in many. The wealthy man is better able to content his 
desires, and to bear up against a sudden buffet of calamity. The other has less 
ability to withstand these evils (from which, however, his good luck keeps him 
clear), but he enjoys all these following blessings: he is whole of limb, a stranger to 
disease, free from misfortune, happy in his children, and comely to look upon. If, in 
addition to all this, he end his life well, he is of a truth the man of whom thou art in 
search, the man who may rightly be termed happy. Call him, however, until he die, 
not happy but fortunate. Scarcely, indeed, can any man unite all these advantages: 
as there is no country which contains within it all that it needs, but each, while it 
possesses some things, lacks others, and the best country is that which contains the 
most; so no single human being is complete in every respect - something is always 
lacking. He who unites the greatest number of advantages, and retaining them to 
the day of his death, then dies peaceably, that man alone, sire, is, in my judgment, 
entitled to bear the name of 'happy.' But in every matter it behoves us to mark well 
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the end: for oftentimes God gives men a gleam of happiness, and then plunges them 
into ruin."

Book 7
The Battle of Marathon 

102. Having got Eretria into their power, they stayed a few days and then sailed for 
the land of Attica, pressing on hard and supposing that the Athenians would do the 
same as the Eretrians had done. And since Marathon was the most convenient place 
in Attica for horsemen to act and was also very near to Eretria, therefore Hippias 
the son of Peisistratos was guiding them thither. 103. When the Athenians had 
information of this, they too went to Marathon to the rescue of their land; and they 
were led by ten generals, of whom the tenth was Miltiades, whose father Kimon of 
Stesagoras had been compelled to go into exile from Athens because of Peisistratos 
the son of Hippocrates: and while he was in exile it was his fortune to win a victory 
at the Olympic games with a four-horse chariot, wherein, as it happened, he did the 
same thing as his half-brother Miltiades had done, who had the same mother as he. 
Then afterwards in the next succeeding Olympic games he gained a victory with the 
same mares and allowed Peisistratos to be proclaimed as victor; and having 
resigned to him the victory he returned to his own native land under an agreement 
for peace. Then after he had won with the same mares at another Olympic festival, 
it was his hap to be slain by the sons of Peisistratos, Peisistratos himself being no 
longer alive. These killed him near the City Hall, having set men to lie in wait for 
him by night; and the burial-place of Kimon is in the outskirts of the city, on the 
other side of the road which is called the way through Coile, and just opposite him 
those mares are buried which won in three Olympic games. This same thing was 
done also by the mares belonging to Euagoras the Laconian, but besides these by 
none others. Now the elder of the sons of Kimon, Stesagoras, was at that time being 
brought up in the house of his father's brother Miltiades in the Chersonese, while 
the younger son was being brought up at Athens with Kimon himself, having been 
named Miltiades after Miltiades the settler of the Chersonese. 104. This Miltiades 
then at the time of which we speak had come from the Chersonese and was a 
general of the Athenians, after escaping death in two forms; for not only did the 
Phenicians, who had pursued after him as far as Imbros, endeavour earnestly to 
take him and bring him up to the presence of the king, but also after this, when he 
had escaped from these and had come to his own native land and seemed to be in 
safety from that time forth, his opponents, who had laid wait for him there, brought 
him up before a court and prosecuted him for his despotism in the Chersonese. 
Having escaped these also, he had then been appointed a general of the Athenians, 
being elected by the people.

105. First of all, while they were still in the city, the generals sent off to Sparta a 
herald, namely Pheidippides an Athenian and for the rest a runner of long day-
courses and one who practised this as his profession. With this man, as 
Pheidippides himself said and as he made report to the Athenians, Pan chanced to 
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meet by mount Parthenion, which is above Tegea; and calling aloud the name of 
Pheidippides, Pan bade him report to the Athenians and ask for what reason they 
had no care of him, though he was well disposed to the Athenians and had been 
serviceable to them on many occasions before that time, and would be so also yet 
again. Believing that this tale was true, the Athenians, when their affairs had been 
now prosperously settled, established under the Acropolis a temple of Pan; and in 
consequence of this message they propitiate him with sacrifice offered every year 
and with a torch-race. 106. However at that time, the time namely when he said 
that Pan appeared to him, this Pheidippides having been sent by the generals was 
in Sparta on the next day after that on which he left the city of the Athenians; and 
when he had come to the magistrates he said: "Lacedemonians, the Athenians make 
request of you to come to their help and not to allow a city most anciently 
established among the Hellenes to fall into slavery by the means of Barbarians; for 
even now Eretria has been enslaved, and Hellas has become the weaker by a city of 
renown." He, as I say, reported to them that with which he had been charged, and it 
pleased them well to come to help the Athenians; but it was impossible for them to 
do so at once, since they did not desire to break their law; for it was the ninth day of 
the month, and on the ninth day they said they would not go forth, nor until the 
circle of the moon should be full.

107. These men were waiting for the full moon: and meanwhile Hippias the son of 
Peisistratos was guiding the Barbarians in to Marathon, after having seen on the 
night that was just past a vision in his sleep of this kind,—it seemed to Hippias that 
he lay with his own mother. He conjectured then from the dream that he should 
return to Athens and recover his rule, and then bring his life to an end in old age in 
his own land. From the dream, I say, he conjectured this; and after this, as he 
guided them in, first he disembarked the slaves from Eretria on the island 
belonging to the Styrians, called Aigleia; and then, as the ships came in to shore at 
Marathon, he moored them there, and after the Barbarians had come from their 
ships to land, he was engaged in disposing them in their places. While he was 
ordering these things, it came upon him to sneeze and cough more violently than 
was his wont. Then since he was advanced in years, most of his teeth were shaken 
thereby, and one of these teeth he cast forth by the violence of the cough: and the 
tooth having fallen from him upon the sand, he was very desirous to find it; since 
however the tooth was not to be found when he searched, he groaned aloud and said 
to those who were by him: "This land is not ours, nor shall we be able to make it 
subject to us; but so much part in it as belonged to me the tooth possesses."

108. Hippias then conjectured that his vision had been thus fulfilled: and 
meanwhile, after the Athenians had been drawn up in the sacred enclosure of 
Heracles, there joined them the Plataians coming to their help in a body: for the 
Plataians had given themselves to the Athenians, and the Athenians before this 
time undertook many toils on behalf of them; and this was the manner in which 
they gave themselves:— Being oppressed by the Thebans, the Plataians at first 
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desired to give themselves to Cleomenes the son of Anaxandrides and to the 
Lacedemonians, who chanced to come thither; but these did not accept them, and 
said to them as follows: "We dwell too far off, and such support as ours would be to 
you but cold comfort; for ye might many times be reduced to slavery before any of us 
had information of it: but we counsel you rather to give yourselves to the Athenians, 
who are both neighbours and also not bad helpers." Thus the Lacedemonians 
counselled, not so much on account of their goodwill to the Plataians as because 
they desired that the Athenians should have trouble by being involved in a conflict 
with the Boeotians. The Lacedemonians, I say, thus counselled the men of Plataia; 
and they did not fail to follow their counsel, but when the Athenians were doing 
sacrifice to the twelve gods, they sat down as suppliants at the altar and so gave 
themselves. Then the Thebans having been informed of these things marched 
against the Plataians, and the Athenians came to their assistance: and as they were 
about to join battle, the Corinthians did not permit them to do so, but being by 
chance there, they reconciled their strife; and both parties having put the matter 
into their hands, they laid down boundaries for the land, with the condition that the 
Thebans should leave those of the Boeotians alone who did not desire to be reckoned 
with the other Boeotians. The Corinthians having given this decision departed; but 
as the Athenians were going back, the Boeotians attacked them, and having 
attacked them they were worsted in the fight. Upon that the Athenians passed 
beyond the boundaries which the Corinthians had set to be for the Plataians, and 
they made the river Asopos itself to be the boundary of the Thebans towards the 
land of Plataia and towards the district of Hysiai. The Plataians then had given 
themselves to the Athenians in the manner which has been said, and at this time 
they came to Marathon to bring them help.

109. Now the opinions of the generals of the Athenians were divided, and the one 
party urged that they should not fight a battle, seeing that they were too few to 
fight with the army of the Medes, while the others, and among them Miltiades, 
advised that they should do so: and when they were divided and the worse opinion 
was like to prevail, then, since he who had been chosen by lot to be polemarch of the 
Athenians had a vote in addition to the ten (for in old times the Athenians gave the 
polemarch an equal vote with the generals) and at that time the polemarch was 
Callimachos of the deme of Aphidnai, to him came Miltiades and said as follows: 
"With thee now it rests, Callimachos, either to bring Athens under slavery, or by 
making her free to leave behind thee for all the time that men shall live a memorial 
such as not even Harmodios and Aristogeiton have left. For now the Athenians have 
come to a danger the greatest to which they have ever come since they were a 
people; and on the one hand, if they submit to the Medes, it is determined what they 
shall suffer, being delivered over to Hippias, while on the other hand, if this city 
shall gain the victory, it may become the first of the cities of Hellas. How this may 
happen and how it comes to thee of all men to have the decision of these matters, I 
am now about to tell. Of us the generals, who are ten in number, the opinions are 
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divided, the one party urging that we fight a battle and the others that we do not 
fight. Now if we do not, I expect that some great spirit of discord will fall upon the 
minds of the Athenians and so shake them that they shall go over to the Medes; but 
if we fight a battle before any unsoundness appear in any part of the Athenian 
people, then we are able to gain the victory in the fight, if the gods grant equal 
conditions. These things then all belong to thee and depend on thee; for if thou 
attach thyself to my opinions, thou hast both a fatherland which is free and a native 
city which shall be the first among the cities of Hellas; but if thou choose the 
opinion of those who are earnest against fighting, thou shalt have the opposite of 
those good things of which I told thee." 110. Thus speaking Miltiades gained 
Callimachos to his side; and the opinion of the polemarch being added, it was thus 
determined to fight a battle. After this, those generals whose opinion was in favour 
of fighting, as the turn of each one of them to command for the day came round, 
gave over their command to Miltiades; and he, accepting it, would not however yet 
bring about a battle, until his own turn to command had come. 111. And when it 
came round to him, then the Athenians were drawn up for battle in the order which 
here follows:— On the right wing the polemarch Callimachos was leader (for the 
custom of the Athenians then was this, that the polemarch should have the right 
wing); and he leading, next after him came the tribes in order as they were 
numbered one after another, and last were drawn up the Plataians occupying the 
left wing: for ever since this battle, when the Athenians offer sacrifices in the 
solemn assemblies which are made at the four-yearly festivals, the herald of the 
Athenians prays thus, "that blessings may come to the Athenians and to the 
Plataians both." On this occasion however, when the Athenians were being drawn 
up at Marathon something of this kind was done:— their army being made equal in 
length of front to that of the Medes, came to drawn up in the middle with a depth of 
but few ranks, and here their army was weakest, while each wing was strengthened 
with numbers. 112. And when they had been arranged in their places and the 
sacrifices proved favourable, then the Athenians were let go, and they set forth at a 
run to attack the Barbarians. Now the space between the armies was not less than 
eight furlongs: and the Persians seeing them advancing to the attack at a run, made 
preparations to receive them; and in their minds they charged the Athenians with 
madness which must be fatal, seeing that they were few and yet were pressing 
forwards at a run, having neither cavalry nor archers. Such was the thought of the 
Barbarians; but the Athenians when all in a body they had joined in combat with 
the Barbarians, fought in a memorable fashion: for they were the first of all the 
Hellenes about whom we know who went to attack the enemy at a run, and they 
were the first also who endured to face the Median garments and the men who wore 
them, whereas up to this time the very name of the Medes was to the Hellenes a 
terror to hear. 113. Now while they fought in Marathon, much time passed by; and 
in the centre of the army, where the Persians were drawn up, the Barbarians were 
winning,—here, I say, the Barbarians had broken the ranks of their opponents and 
were pursuing them inland, but on both wings the Athenians and the Plataians 
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severally were winning the victory; and being victorious they left that part of the 
Barbarians which had been routed to fly without molestation, and bringing together 
the two wings they fought with those who had broken their centre, and the 
Athenians were victorious. So they followed after the Persians as they fled, 
slaughtering them, until they came to the sea; and then they called for fire and 
began to take hold of the ships. 114. In this part of the work was slain the 
polemarch Callimachos after having proved himself a good man, and also one of the 
generals, Stesilaos the son of Thrasylaos, was killed; and besides this Kynegeiros 
the son of Euphorion while taking hold  there of the ornament at the stern of a ship 
had his hand cut off with an axe and fell; and many others also of the Athenians 
who were men of note were killed. 115. Seven of the ships the Athenians got 
possession of in this manner, but with the rest the Barbarians pushed off from land, 
and after taking the captives from Eretria off the island where they had left them, 
they sailed round Sunion, purposing to arrive at the city before the Athenians. And 
an accusation became current among the Athenians to the effect that they formed 
this design by contrivance of the Alcmaionidai; for these, it was said, having 
concerted matters with the Persians, displayed to them a shield when they had now 
embarked in their ships. 116. These then, I say, were sailing round Sunion; and 
meanwhile the Athenians came to the rescue back to the city as speedily as they 
could, and they arrived there before the Barbarians came; and having arrived from 
the temple of Heracles at Marathon they encamped at another temple of Heracles, 
namely that which is in Kynosarges. The Barbarians however came and lay with 
their ships in the sea which is off Phaleron, (for this was then the seaport of the 
Athenians), they anchored their ships, I say, off this place, and then proceeded to 
sail back to Asia.

117. In this fight at Marathon there were slain of the Barbarians about six 
thousand four hundred men, and of the Athenians a hundred and ninety and two. 
Such was the number which fell on both sides; and it happened also that a marvel 
occurred there of this kind:— an Athenian, Epizelos the son of Cuphagoras, while 
fighting in the close combat and proving himself a good man, was deprived of the 
sight of his eyes, neither having received a blow in any part of his body nor having 
been hit with a missile, and for the rest of his life from this time he continued to be 
blind: and I was informed that he used to tell about that which had happened to 
him a tale of this kind, namely that it seemed to him that a tall man in full armour 
stood against him, whose beard overshadowed his whole shield; and this apparition 
passed him by, but killed his comrade who stood next to him. Thus, as I was 
informed, Epizelos told the tale.
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HISTORY OF THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR
by Thucydides

BOOK II
The Funeral Speech of Pericles

In the same winter the Athenians gave a funeral at the public cost to those who had 
first fallen in this war. It was a custom of their ancestors, and the manner of it is as 
follows. Three days before the ceremony, the bones of the dead are laid out in a tent 
which has been erected; and their friends bring to their relatives such offerings as 
they please. In the funeral procession cypress coffins are borne in cars, one for each 
tribe; the bones of the deceased being placed in the coffin of their tribe. Among these 
is carried one empty bier decked for the missing, that is, for those whose bodies 
could not be recovered. Any citizen or stranger who pleases, joins in the procession: 
and the female relatives are there to wail at the burial. The dead are laid in the 
public sepulchre in the Beautiful suburb of the city, in which those who fall in war 
are always buried; with the exception of those slain at Marathon, who for their 
singular and extraordinary valour were interred on the spot where they fell. After 
the bodies have been laid in the earth, a man chosen by the state, of approved 
wisdom and eminent reputation, pronounces over them an appropriate panegyric; 
after which all retire. Such is the manner of the burying; and throughout the whole 
of the war, whenever the occasion arose, the established custom was observed. 
Meanwhile these were the first that had fallen, and Pericles, son of Xanthippus, 
was chosen to pronounce their eulogium. When the proper time arrived, he 
advanced from the sepulchre to an elevated platform in order to be heard by as 
many of the crowd as possible, and spoke as follows:

"Most of my predecessors in this place have commended him who made this speech 
part of the law, telling us that it is well that it should be delivered at the burial of 
those who fall in battle. For myself, I should have thought that the worth which had 
displayed itself in deeds would be sufficiently rewarded by honours also shown by 
deeds; such as you now see in this funeral prepared at the people's cost. And I could 
have wished that the reputations of many brave men were not to be imperiled in the 
mouth of a single individual, to stand or fall according as he spoke well or ill. For it 
is hard to speak properly upon a subject where it is even difficult to convince your 
hearers that you are speaking the truth. On the one hand, the friend who is familiar 
with every fact of the story may think that some point has not been set forth with 
that fullness which he wishes and knows it to deserve; on the other, he who is a 
stranger to the matter may be led by envy to suspect exaggeration if he hears 
anything above his own nature. For men can endure to hear others praised only so 
long as they can severally persuade themselves of their own ability to equal the 
actions recounted: when this point is passed, envy comes in and with it incredulity. 
However, since our ancestors have stamped this custom with their approval, it 
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becomes my duty to obey the law and to try to satisfy your several wishes and 
opinions as best I may.

"I shall begin with our ancestors: it is both just and proper that they should have 
the honour of the first mention on an occasion like the present. They dwelt in the 
country without break in the succession from generation to generation, and handed 
it down free to the present time by their valour. And if our more remote ancestors 
deserve praise, much more do our own fathers, who added to their inheritance the 
empire which we now possess, and spared no pains to be able to leave their 
acquisitions to us of the present generation. Lastly, there are few parts of our 
dominions that have not been augmented by those of us here, who are still more or 
less in the vigour of life; while the mother country has been furnished by us with 
everything that can enable her to depend on her own resources whether for war or 
for peace. That part of our history which tells of the military achievements which 
gave us our several possessions, or of the ready valour with which either we or our 
fathers stemmed the tide of Hellenic or foreign aggression, is a theme too familiar to 
my hearers for me to dilate on, and I shall therefore pass it by. But what was the 
road by which we reached our position, what the form of government under which 
our greatness grew, what the national habits out of which it sprang; these are 
questions which I may try to solve before I proceed to my panegyric upon these men; 
since I think this to be a subject upon which on the present occasion a speaker may 
properly dwell, and to which the whole assemblage, whether citizens or foreigners, 
may listen with advantage.

"Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighbouring states; we are rather a 
pattern to others than imitators ourselves. Its administration favours the many 
instead of the few; this is why it is called a democracy. If we look to the laws, they 
afford equal justice to all in their private differences; if no social standing, 
advancement in public life falls to reputation for capacity, class considerations not 
being allowed to interfere with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way, if a man 
is able to serve the state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition. The 
freedom which we enjoy in our government extends also to our ordinary life. There, 
far from exercising a jealous surveillance over each other, we do not feel called upon 
to be angry with our neighbour for doing what he likes, or even to indulge in those 
injurious looks which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inflict no positive 
penalty. But all this ease in our private relations does not make us lawless as 
citizens. Against this fear is our chief safeguard, teaching us to obey the 
magistrates and the laws, particularly such as regard the protection of the injured, 
whether they are actually on the statute book, or belong to that code which, 
although unwritten, yet cannot be broken without acknowledged disgrace.

"Further, we provide plenty of means for the mind to refresh itself from business. 
We celebrate games and sacrifices all the year round, and the elegance of our 
private establishments forms a daily source of pleasure and helps to banish the 
spleen; while the magnitude of our city draws the produce of the world into our 

Greek Historians                                                      11



harbour, so that to the Athenian the fruits of other countries are as familiar a 
luxury as those of his own.

"If we turn to our military policy, there also we differ from our antagonists. We 
throw open our city to the world, and never by alien acts exclude foreigners from 
any opportunity of learning or observing, although the eyes of an enemy may 
occasionally profit by our liberality; trusting less in system and policy than to the 
native spirit of our citizens; while in education, where our rivals from their very 
cradles by a painful discipline seek after manliness, at Athens we live exactly as we 
please, and yet are just as ready to encounter every legitimate danger. In proof of 
this it may be noticed that the Lacedaemonians do not invade our country alone, 
but bring with them all their confederates; while we Athenians advance 
unsupported into the territory of a neighbour, and fighting upon a foreign soil 
usually vanquish with ease men who are defending their homes. Our united force 
was never yet encountered by any enemy, because we have at once to attend to our 
marine and to dispatch our citizens by land upon a hundred different services; so 
that, wherever they engage with some such fraction of our strength, a success 
against a detachment is magnified into a victory over the nation, and a defeat into a 
reverse suffered at the hands of our entire people. And yet if with habits not of 
labour but of ease, and courage not of art but of nature, we are still willing to 
encounter danger, we have the double advantage of escaping the experience of 
hardships in anticipation and of facing them in the hour of need as fearlessly as 
those who are never free from them.

"Nor are these the only points in which our city is worthy of admiration. We 
cultivate refinement without extravagance and knowledge without effeminacy; 
wealth we employ more for use than for show, and place the real disgrace of poverty 
not in owning to the fact but in declining the struggle against it. Our public men 
have, besides politics, their private affairs to attend to, and our ordinary citizens, 
though occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public matters; 
for, unlike any other nation, regarding him who takes no part in these duties not as 
unambitious but as useless, we Athenians are able to judge at all events if we 
cannot originate, and, instead of looking on discussion as a stumbling-block in the 
way of action, we think it an indispensable preliminary to any wise action at all. 
Again, in our enterprises we present the singular spectacle of daring and 
deliberation, each carried to its highest point, and both united in the same persons; 
although usually decision is the fruit of ignorance, hesitation of reflection. But the 
palm of courage will surely be adjudged most justly to those, who best know the 
difference between hardship and pleasure and yet are never tempted to shrink from 
danger. In generosity we are equally singular, acquiring our friends by conferring, 
not by receiving, favours. Yet, of course, the doer of the favour is the firmer friend of 
the two, in order by continued kindness to keep the recipient in his debt; while the 
debtor feels less keenly from the very consciousness that the return he makes will 
be a payment, not a free gift. And it is only the Athenians, who, fearless of 
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consequences, confer their benefits not from calculations of expediency, but in the 
confidence of liberality.

"In short, I say that as a city we are the school of Hellas, while I doubt if the world 
can produce a man who, where he has only himself to depend upon, is equal to so 
many emergencies, and graced by so happy a versatility, as the Athenian. And that 
this is no mere boast thrown out for the occasion, but plain matter of fact, the power 
of the state acquired by these habits proves. For Athens alone of her contemporaries 
is found when tested to be greater than her reputation, and alone gives no occasion 
to her assailants to blush at the antagonist by whom they have been worsted, or to 
her subjects to question her title by merit to rule. Rather, the admiration of the 
present and succeeding ages will be ours, since we have not left our power without 
witness, but have shown it by mighty proofs; and far from needing a Homer for our 
panegyrist, or other of his craft whose verses might charm for the moment only for 
the impression which they gave to melt at the touch of fact, we have forced every 
sea and land to be the highway of our daring, and everywhere, whether for evil or 
for good, have left imperishable monuments behind us. Such is the Athens for which 
these men, in the assertion of their resolve not to lose her, nobly fought and died; 
and well may every one of their survivors be ready to suffer in her cause.

"Indeed if I have dwelt at some length upon the character of our country, it has been 
to show that our stake in the struggle is not the same as theirs who have no such 
blessings to lose, and also that the panegyric of the men over whom I am now 
speaking might be by definite proofs established. That panegyric is now in a great 
measure complete; for the Athens that I have celebrated is only what the heroism of 
these and their like have made her, men whose fame, unlike that of most Hellenes, 
will be found to be only commensurate with their deserts. And if a test of worth be 
wanted, it is to be found in their closing scene, and this not only in cases in which it 
set the final seal upon their merit, but also in those in which it gave the first 
intimation of their having any. For there is justice in the claim that steadfastness in 
his country's battles should be as a cloak to cover a man's other imperfections; since 
the good action has blotted out the bad, and his merit as a citizen more than 
outweighed his demerits as an individual. But none of these allowed either wealth 
with its prospect of future enjoyment to unnerve his spirit, or poverty with its hope 
of a day of freedom and riches to tempt him to shrink from danger. No, holding that 
vengeance upon their enemies was more to be desired than any personal blessings, 
and reckoning this to be the most glorious of hazards, they joyfully determined to 
accept the risk, to make sure of their vengeance, and to let their wishes wait; and 
while committing to hope the uncertainty of final success, in the business before 
them they thought fit to act boldly and trust in themselves. Thus choosing to die 
resisting, rather than to live submitting, they fled only from dishonour, but met 
danger face to face, and after one brief moment, while at the summit of their 
fortune, escaped, not from their fear, but from their glory.
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"So died these men as became Athenians. You, their survivors, must determine to 
have as unfaltering a resolution in the field, though you may pray that it may have 
a happier issue. And not contented with ideas derived only from words of the 
advantages which are bound up with the defence of your country, though these 
would furnish a valuable text to a speaker even before an audience so alive to them 
as the present, you must yourselves realize the power of Athens, and feed your eyes 
upon her from day to day, till love of her fills your hearts; and then, when all her 
greatness shall break upon you, you must reflect that it was by courage, sense of 
duty, and a keen feeling of honour in action that men were enabled to win all this, 
and that no personal failure in an enterprise could make them consent to deprive 
their country of their valour, but they laid it at her feet as the most glorious 
contribution that they could offer. For this offering of their lives made in common by 
them all they each of them individually received that renown which never grows 
old, and for a sepulchre, not so much that in which their bones have been deposited, 
but that noblest of shrines wherein their glory is laid up to be eternally remembered 
upon every occasion on which deed or story shall call for its commemoration. For 
heroes have the whole earth for their tomb; and in lands far from their own, where 
the column with its epitaph declares it, there is enshrined in every breast a record 
unwritten with no tablet to preserve it, except that of the heart. These take as your 
model and, judging happiness to be the fruit of freedom and freedom of valour, 
never decline the dangers of war. For it is not the miserable that would most justly 
be unsparing of their lives; these have nothing to hope for: it is rather they to whom 
continued life may bring reverses as yet unknown, and to whom a fall, if it came, 
would be most tremendous in its consequences. And surely, to a man of spirit, the 
degradation of cowardice must be immeasurably more grievous than the unfelt 
death which strikes him in the midst of his strength and patriotism!

"Comfort, therefore, not condolence, is what I have to offer to the parents of the 
dead who may be here. Numberless are the chances to which, as they know, the life 
of man is subject; but fortunate indeed are they who draw for their lot a death so 
glorious as that which has caused your mourning, and to whom life has been so 
exactly measured as to terminate in the happiness in which it has been passed. Still 
I know that this is a hard saying, especially when those are in question of whom you 
will constantly be reminded by seeing in the homes of others blessings of which once 
you also boasted: for grief is felt not so much for the want of what we have never 
known, as for the loss of that to which we have been long accustomed. Yet you who 
are still of an age to beget children must bear up in the hope of having others in 
their stead; not only will they help you to forget those whom you have lost, but will 
be to the state at once a reinforcement and a security; for never can a fair or just 
policy be expected of the citizen who does not, like his fellows, bring to the decision 
the interests and apprehensions of a father. While those of you who have passed 
your prime must congratulate yourselves with the thought that the best part of your 
life was fortunate, and that the brief span that remains will be cheered by the fame 
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of the departed. For it is only the love of honour that never grows old; and honour it 
is, not gain, as some would have it, that rejoices the heart of age and helplessness.

"Turning to the sons or brothers of the dead, I see an arduous struggle before you. 
When a man is gone, all are wont to praise him, and should your merit be ever so 
transcendent, you will still find it difficult not merely to overtake, but even to 
approach their renown. The living have envy to contend with, while those who are 
no longer in our path are honoured with a goodwill into which rivalry does not 
enter. On the other hand, if I must say anything on the subject of female excellence 
to those of you who will now be in widowhood, it will be all comprised in this brief 
exhortation. Great will be your glory in not falling short of your natural character; 
and greatest will be hers who is least talked of among the men, whether for good or 
for bad.

"My task is now finished. I have performed it to the best of my ability, and in word, 
at least, the requirements of the law are now satisfied. If deeds be in question, those 
who are here interred have received part of their honours already, and for the rest, 
their children will be brought up till manhood at the public expense: the state thus 
offers a valuable prize, as the garland of victory in this race of valour, for the 
reward both of those who have fallen and their survivors. And where the rewards 
for merit are greatest, there are found the best citizens.

"And now that you have brought to a close your lamentations for your relatives, you 
may depart."

BOOK II
The Plague at Athens

In the very beginning of summer the Peloponnesians and their confederates, with 
two-thirds of their forces as before, invaded Attica under the conduct of Archidamus 
the son of Zeuxidamas, king of Lacedaemon, and after they had encamped 
themselves, wasted the country about them. They had not been many days in Attica 
when the plague first began amongst the Athenians, said also to have seized 
formerly on divers other parts, as about Lemnos and elsewhere; but so great a 
plague and mortality of men was never remembered to have happened in any place 
before. For at first neither were the physicians able to cure it through ignorance of 
what it was but died fastest themselves, as being the men that most approached the 
sick, nor any other art of man availed whatsoever. All supplications to the gods and 
enquiries of oracles and whatsoever other means they used of that kind proved all 
unprofitable; insomuch as subdued with the greatness of the evil, they gave them 
all over.
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48. It began, by report, first in that part of Ethiopia that lieth upon Egypt, and 
thence fell down into Egypt and Africa and into the greatest part of the territories of 
the king. It invaded Athens on a sudden and touched first upon those that dwelt in 
Piraeus, insomuch as they reported that the Peloponnesians had cast poison into 
their wells (for springs there were not any in that place). But afterwards it came up 
into the high city, and then they died a great deal faster. Now let every man, 
physician or other, concerning the ground of this sickness, whence it sprung, and 
what causes he thinks able to produce so great an alteration, speak according to his 
own knowledge. For my own part, I will deliver but the manner of it and lay open 
only such things as one may take his mark by to discover the same if it come again, 
having been both sick of it myself and seen others sick of the same.

49. This year, by confession of all men, was of all other, for other diseases, most free 
and healthful. If any man were sick before, his disease turned to this; if not, yet 
suddenly, without any apparent cause preceding and being in perfect health, they 
were taken first with an extreme ache in their heads, redness and inflammation of 
the eyes; and then inwardly, their throats and tongues grew presently bloody and 
their breath noisome and unsavoury. Upon this followed a sneezing and hoarseness, 
and not long after the pain, together with a mighty cough, came down into the 
breast. And when once it was settled in the stomach, it caused vomit; and with 
great torment came up all manner of bilious purgation that physicians ever named. 
Most of them had also the dry heaves which brought with it a strong convulsion, 
and in some ceased quickly but in others was long before it gave over. Their bodies 
outwardly to the touch were neither very hot nor pale but reddish, livid, and 
beflowered with little pimples and whelks, but so burned inwardly as not to endure 
any the lightest clothes or linen garment to be upon them nor anything but mere 
nakedness, but rather most willingly to have cast themselves into the cold water. 
And many of them that were not looked to, possessed with insatiate thirst, ran unto 
the wells, and to drink much or little was indifferent, being still from ease and 
power to sleep as far as ever. As long as the disease was at its height, their bodies 
wasted not but resisted the torment beyond all expectation; insomuch as the most of 
them either died of their inward burning in nine or seven days whilst they had yet 
strength, or, if they escaped that, then the disease falling down into their bellies 
and causing there great exulcerations and immoderate looseness, they died many of 
them afterwards through weakness. For the disease, which took first the head, 
began above and came down and passed through the whole body; and he that 
overcame the worst of it was yet marked with the loss of his extreme parts; for 
breaking out both at their privy members and at their fingers and toes, many with 
the loss of these escaped; there were also some that lost their eyes. And many that 
presently upon their recovery were taken with such an oblivion of all things 
whatsoever, as they neither knew themselves nor their acquaintance.

50. For this was a kind of sickness which far surmounted all expression of words 
and both exceeded human nature in the cruelty wherewith it handled each one and 
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appeared also other-wise to be none of those diseases that are bred amongst us, and 
that especially by this. For all, both birds and beasts, that use to feed on human 
flesh, though many men lay abroad un-buried, either came not at them or tasting 
perished. An argument whereof as touching the birds is the manifest defect of such 
fowl, which were not then seen, neither about the carcases or anywhere else. But by 
the dogs, because they are familiar with men, this effect was seen much clearer.

51. So that this disease (to pass over many strange particulars of the accidents that 
some had differently from others) was in general such as I have shown, and for 
other usual sicknesses at that time no man was troubled with any. Now they died 
some for want of attendance and some again with all the care and physic that could 
be used. Nor was there any to say certain medicine that applied must have helped 
them; for if it did good to one, it did harm to another. Nor any difference of body, for 
strength or weakness, that was able to resist it; but it carried all away, what physic 
soever was administered. But the greatest misery of all was the dejection of mind in 
such as found themselves beginning to be sick (for they grew presently desperate 
and gave themselves over without making any resistance), as also their dying thus 
like sheep, infected by mutual visitation, for the greatest mortality proceeded that 
way. For if men forebore to visit them for fear, then they died forlorn; whereby 
many families became empty for want of such as should take care of them. If they 
forbore not, then they died themselves, and principally the honestest men. For out 
of shame they would not spare themselves but went in unto their friends, especially 
after it was come to this pass that even their domestics, wearied with the 
lamentations of them that died and overcome with the greatness of the calamity, 
were no longer moved therewith. But those that were recovered had much 
compassion both on them that died and on them that lay sick, as having both known 
the misery themselves and now no more subject to the danger. For this disease 
never took any man the second time so as to be mortal. And these men were both by 
others counted happy, and they also themselves, through excess of present joy, 
conceived a kind of light hope never to die of any other sickness hereafter.

52. Besides the present affliction, the reception of the country people and of their 
substance into the city oppressed both them and much more the people themselves 
that so came in. For having no houses but dwelling at that time of the year in 
stifling booths, the mortality was now without all form; and dying men lay tumbling 
one upon another in the streets, and men half-dead about every conduit through 
desire of water. The temples also where they dwelt in tents were all full of the dead 
that died within them. For oppressed with the violence of the calamity and not 
knowing what to do, men grew careless both of holy and profane things alike. And 
the laws which they formerly used touching funerals were all now broken, every one 
burying where he could find room. And many for want of things necessary, after so 
many deaths before, were forced to become impudent in the funerals of their 
friends. For when one had made a funeral pile, another getting before him would 
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throw on his dead and give it fire. And when one was in burning, another would 
come and, having cast thereon him whom he carried, go his way again.

53. And the great licentiousness, which also in other kinds was used in the city, 
began at first from this disease. For that which a man before would dissemble and 
not acknowledge to be done for voluptuousness, he durst now do freely, seeing 
before his eyes such quick revolution, of the rich dying and men worth nothing 
inheriting their estates. Insomuch as they justified a speedy fruition of their goods 
even for their pleasure, as men that thought they held their lives but by the day. As 
for pains, no man was forward in any action of honour to take any be cause they 
thought it uncertain whether they should die or not before they achieved it. But 
what any man knew to be delightful and to be profitable to pleasure, that was made 
both profit able and honourable. Neither the fear of the gods nor laws of men awed 
any man, not the former because they concluded it was alike to worship or not 
worship from seeing that alike they all perished, nor the latter because no man 
expected that lives would last till he received punishment of his crimes by 
judgment. But they thought there was now over their heads some far greater 
judgment decreed against them before which fell, they thought to enjoy some little 
part of their lives.

Such was the misery into which the Athenians being fallen were much oppressed, 
having not only their men killed by the disease within but the enemy also laying 
waste their fields and villages without. In this sickness also (as it was not unlikely 
they would) they called to mind this verse said also of the elder sort to have been 
uttered of old:

A Doric war shall fall,
And a great plague withal.

Now were men at variance about the word, some saying it was not loimos [plague], 
that was by the ancients mentioned in that verse, but limos [famine]. But upon the 
present occasion the word loimos deservedly obtained. For as men suffered, so they 
made the verse to say. And I think if after this there shall ever come another Doric 
war and with it a famine, they are like to recite the verse accordingly. There was 
also reported by such as knew a certain answer given by the oracle to the 
Lacedaemonians when they inquired whether they should make this war or not: 
that if they warred with all their power, they should have the victory, and that the 
God himself would take their parts. And thereupon they thought the present misery 
to be a fulfilling of that prophecy. The Peloponnesians were no sooner entered Attica 
but the sickness presently began, and never came into Peloponnesus, to speak of, 
but reigned principally in Athens and in such other places afterwards as were most 
populous. And thus much of this disease.
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BOOK III
CHAPTER 82-85

Corcyra: Human nature laid bare in civil war 

(82) For not long afterwards nearly the whole Hellenic world was in commotion; in 
every city the chiefs of the democracy and of the oligarchy were struggling, the one 
to bring in the Athenians, the other the Lacedaemonians. Now in time of peace, men 
would have had no excuse for introducing either, and no desire to do so; but, when 
they were at war, the introduction of a foreign alliance on one side or the other to 
the hurt of their enemies and the advantage of themselves was easily effected by 
the dissatisfied party.71 And revolution brought upon the cities of Hellas many 
terrible calamities, such as have been and always will be while human nature 
remains the same, but which are more or less aggravated and differ in character 
with every new combination of circumstances. In peace and prosperity both states 
and individuals are actuated by higher motives, because they do not fall under the 
dominion of imperious necessities; but war, which takes away the comfortable 
provision of daily life, is a hard master and tends to assimilate men's characters to 
their conditions.

When troubles had once begun in the cities, those who followed carried the 
revolutionary spirit further and further, and determined to outdo the report of all 
who had preceded them by the ingenuity of their enterprises and the atrocity of 
their revenges. The meaning of words had no longer the same relation to things, but 
was changed by them as they thought proper. Reckless daring was held to be loyal 
courage; prudent delay was the excuse of a coward; moderation was the disguise of 
unmanly weakness; to know everything was to do nothing. Frantic energy was the 
true quality of a man. A conspirator who wanted to be safe was a recreant in 
disguise. The lover of violence was always trusted, and his opponent suspected. He 
who succeeded in a plot was deemed knowing, but a still greater master in craft was 
he who detected one. On the other hand, he who plotted from the first to have 
nothing to do with plots was a breaker up of parties and a poltroon who was afraid 
of the enemy. In a word, he who could outstrip another in a bad action was 
applauded, and so was he who encouraged to evil one who had no idea of it. The tie 
of party was stronger than the tie of blood, because a partisan was more ready to 
dare without asking why. (For party associations are not based upon any 
established law, nor do they seek the public good; they are formed in defiance of the 
laws and from self-interest.) The seal of good faith was not divine law, but 
fellowship in crime. If an enemy when he was in the ascendant offered fair words, 
the opposite party received them not in a generous spirit, but by a jealous 
watchfulness of his actions.72 Revenge was dearer than self-preservation. Any 
agreements sworn to by either party, when they could do nothing else, were binding 
as long as both were powerless. But he who on a favourable opportunity first took 
courage, and struck at his enemy when he saw him off his guard, had greater 
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pleasure in a perfidious than he would have had in an open act of revenge; he 
congratulated himself that he had taken the safer course, and also that he had 
overreached his enemy and gained the prize of superior ability. In general the 
dishonest more easily gain credit for cleverness than the simple for goodness; men 
take a pride in the one, but are ashamed of the other.

The cause of all these evils was the love of power, originating in avarice and 
ambition, and the party-spirit which is engendered by them when men are fairly 
embarked in a contest. For the leaders on either side used specious names, the one 
party professing to uphold the constitutional equality of the many, the other the 
wisdom of an aristocracy, while they made the public interests, to which in name 
they were devoted, in reality their prize. Striving in every way to overcome each 
other, they committed the most monstrous crimes; yet even these were surpassed by 
the magnitude of their revenges which they pursued to the very utmost,73 neither 
party observing any definite limits either of justice or public expediency, but both 
alike making the caprice of the moment their law. Either by the help of an 
unrighteous sentence, or grasping power with the strong hand, they were eager to 
satiate the impatience of party-spirit. Neither faction cared for religion; but any fair 
pretence which succeeded in effecting some odious purpose was greatly lauded. And 
the citizens who were of neither party fell a prey to both; either they were disliked 
because they held aloof, or men were jealous of their surviving.

(83) Thus revolution gave birth to every form of wickedness in Hellas. The 
simplicity which is so large an element in a noble nature was laughed to scorn and 
disappeared. An attitude of perfidious antagonism everywhere prevailed; for there 
was no word binding enough, nor oath terrible enough to reconcile enemies. Each 
man was strong only in the conviction that nothing was secure; he must look to his 
own safety, and could not afford to trust others. Inferior intellects generally 
succeeded best. For, aware of their own deficiencies, and fearing the capacity of 
their opponents, for whom they were no match in powers of speech, and whose 
subtle wits were likely to anticipate them in contriving evil, they struck boldly and 
at once. But the cleverer sort, presuming in their arrogance that they would be 
aware in time, and disdaining to act when they could think, were taken off their 
guard and easily destroyed.

(84) Now in Corcyra most of these deeds were perpetrated, and for the first time. 
There was every crime which men could commit in revenge who had been governed 
not wisely, but tyrannically, and now had the oppressor at their mercy. There were 
the dishonest designs of others who were longing to be relieved from their habitual 
poverty, and were naturally animated by a passionate desire for their neighbour's 
goods; and there were crimes of another class which men commit, not from 
covetousness, but from the enmity which equals foster towards one another until 
they are carried away by their blind rage into the extremes of pitiless cruelty. At 
such a time the life of the city was all in disorder, and human nature, which is 
always ready to transgress the laws, having now trampled them underfoot, 
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delighted to show that her passions were ungovernable, that she was stronger than 
justice, and the enemy of everything above her. If malignity had not exercised a 
fatal power, how could any one have preferred revenge to piety, and gain to 
innocence? But, when men are retaliating upon others, they are reckless of the 
future, and do not hesitate to annul those common laws of humanity to which every 
individual trusts for his own hope of deliverance should he ever be overtaken by 
calamity; they forget that in their own hour of need they will look for them in vain.

(85) Such were the passions which the citizens of Corcyra first of all Hellenes 
displayed towards one another. 

BOOK V
CHAPTER 17

Sixteenth Year of the War - The Melian Conference - Fate of Melos

THE next summer Alcibiades sailed with twenty ships to Argos and seized the 
suspected persons still left of the Lacedaemonian faction to the number of three 
hundred, whom the Athenians forthwith lodged in the neighbouring islands of their 
empire. The Athenians also made an expedition against the isle of Melos with thirty 
ships of their own, six Chian, and two Lesbian vessels, sixteen hundred heavy 
infantry, three hundred archers, and twenty mounted archers from Athens, and 
about fifteen hundred heavy infantry from the allies and the islanders. The Melians 
are a colony of Lacedaemon [Sparta] that would not submit to the Athenians like 
the other islanders, and at first remained neutral and took no part in the struggle, 
but afterwards upon the Athenians using violence and plundering their territory, 
assumed an attitude of open hostility. Cleomedes, son of Lycomedes, and Tisias, son 
of Tisimachus, the generals, encamping in their territory with the above armament, 
before doing any harm to their land, sent envoys to negotiate. These the Melians did 
not bring before the people, but bade them state the object of their mission to the 
magistrates and the few; upon which the Athenian envoys spoke as follows:

Athenians. Since the negotiations are not to go on before the people, in order that 
we may not be able to speak straight on without interruption, and deceive the ears 
of the multitude by seductive arguments which would pass without refutation (for 
we know that this is the meaning of our being brought before the few), what if you 
who sit there were to pursue a method more cautious still? Make no set speech 
yourselves, but take us up at whatever you do not like, and settle that before going 
any farther. And first tell us if this proposition of ours suits you.

The Melian commissioners answered:

Melians. To the fairness of quietly instructing each other as you propose there is 
nothing to object; but your military preparations are too far advanced to agree with 
what you say, as we see you are come to be judges in your own cause, and that all 
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we can reasonably expect from this negotiation is war, if we prove to have right on 
our side and refuse to submit, and in the contrary case, slavery.

Athenians. If you have met to reason about presentiments of the future, or for 
anything else than to consult for the safety of your state upon the facts that you see 
before you, we will give over; otherwise we will go on.

Melians. It is natural and excusable for men in our position to turn more ways than 
one both in thought and utterance. However, the question in this conference is, as 
you say, the safety of our country; and the discussion, if you please, can proceed in 
the way which you propose.

Athenians. For ourselves, we shall not trouble you with specious pretences- either of 
how we have a right to our empire because we overthrew the Mede, or are now 
attacking you because of wrong that you have done us- and make a long speech 
which would not be believed; and in return we hope that you, instead of thinking to 
influence us by saying that you did not join the Lacedaemonians, although their 
colonists, or that you have done us no wrong, will aim at what is feasible, holding in 
view the real sentiments of us both; since you know as well as we do that right, as 
the world goes, is only in question between equals in power, while the strong do 
what they can and the weak suffer what they must.

Melians. As we think, at any rate, it is expedient- we speak as we are obliged, since 
you enjoin us to let right alone and talk only of interest- that you should not destroy 
what is our common protection, the privilege of being allowed in danger to invoke 
what is fair and right, and even to profit by arguments not strictly valid if they can 
be got to pass current. And you are as much interested in this as any, as your fall 
would be a signal for the heaviest vengeance and an example for the world to 
meditate upon.

Athenians. The end of our empire, if end it should, does not frighten us: a rival 
empire like Lacedaemon, even if Lacedaemon was our real antagonist, is not so 
terrible to the vanquished as subjects who by themselves attack and overpower 
their rulers. This, however, is a risk that we are content to take. We will now 
proceed to show you that we are come here in the interest of our empire, and that 
we shall say what we are now going to say, for the preservation of your country; as 
we would fain exercise that empire over you without trouble, and see you preserved 
for the good of us both.

Melians. And how, pray, could it turn out as good for us to serve as for you to rule?

Athenians. Because you would have the advantage of submitting before suffering 
the worst, and we should gain by not destroying you.

Melians. So that you would not consent to our being neutral, friends instead of 
enemies, but allies of neither side.
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Athenians. No; for your hostility cannot so much hurt us as your friendship will be 
an argument to our subjects of our weakness, and your enmity of our power.

Melians. Is that your subjects' idea of equity, to put those who have nothing to do 
with you in the same category with peoples that are most of them your own 
colonists, and some conquered rebels?

Athenians. As far as right goes they think one has as much of it as the other, and 
that if any maintain their independence it is because they are strong, and that if we 
do not molest them it is because we are afraid; so that besides extending our empire 
we should gain in security by your subjection; the fact that you are islanders and 
weaker than others rendering it all the more important that you should not succeed 
in baffling the masters of the sea.

Melians. But do you consider that there is no security in the policy which we 
indicate? For here again if you debar us from talking about justice and invite us to 
obey your interest, we also must explain ours, and try to persuade you, if the two 
happen to coincide. How can you avoid making enemies of all existing neutrals who 
shall look at case from it that one day or another you will attack them? And what is 
this but to make greater the enemies that you have already, and to force others to 
become so who would otherwise have never thought of it?

Athenians. Why, the fact is that continentals generally give us but little alarm; the 
liberty which they enjoy will long prevent their taking precautions against us; it is 
rather islanders like yourselves, outside our empire, and subjects smarting under 
the yoke, who would be the most likely to take a rash step and lead themselves and 
us into obvious danger.

Melians. Well then, if you risk so much to retain your empire, and your subjects to 
get rid of it, it were surely great baseness and cowardice in us who are still free not 
to try everything that can be tried, before submitting to your yoke.

Athenians. Not if you are well advised, the contest not being an equal one, with 
honour as the prize and shame as the penalty, but a question of self-preservation 
and of not resisting those who are far stronger than you are.

Melians. But we know that the fortune of war is sometimes more impartial than the 
disproportion of numbers might lead one to suppose; to submit is to give ourselves 
over to despair, while action still preserves for us a hope that we may stand erect.

Athenians. Hope, danger's comforter, may be indulged in by those who have 
abundant resources, if not without loss at all events without ruin; but its nature is 
to be extravagant, and those who go so far as to put their all upon the venture see it 
in its true colours only when they are ruined; but so long as the discovery would 
enable them to guard against it, it is never found wanting. Let not this be the case 
with you, who are weak and hang on a single turn of the scale; nor be like the 
vulgar, who, abandoning such security as human means may still afford, when 
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visible hopes fail them in extremity, turn to invisible, to prophecies and oracles, and 
other such inventions that delude men with hopes to their destruction.

Melians. You may be sure that we are as well aware as you of the difficulty of 
contending against your power and fortune, unless the terms be equal. But we trust 
that the gods may grant us fortune as good as yours, since we are just men fighting 
against unjust, and that what we want in power will be made up by the alliance of 
the Lacedaemonians, who are bound, if only for very shame, to come to the aid of 
their kindred. Our confidence, therefore, after all is not so utterly irrational.

Athenians. When you speak of the favour of the gods, we may as fairly hope for that 
as yourselves; neither our pretensions nor our conduct being in any way contrary to 
what men believe of the gods, or practise among themselves. Of the gods we believe, 
and of men we know, that by a necessary law of their nature they rule wherever 
they can. And it is not as if we were the first to make this law, or to act upon it 
when made: we found it existing before us, and shall leave it to exist for ever after 
us; all we do is to make use of it, knowing that you and everybody else, having the 
same power as we have, would do the same as we do. Thus, as far as the gods are 
concerned, we have no fear and no reason to fear that we shall be at a disadvantage. 
But when we come to your notion about the Lacedaemonians, which leads you to 
believe that shame will make them help you, here we bless your simplicity but do 
not envy your folly. The Lacedaemonians, when their own interests or their 
country's laws are in question, are the worthiest men alive; of their conduct towards 
others much might be said, but no clearer idea of it could be given than by shortly 
saying that of all the men we know they are most conspicuous in considering what 
is agreeable honourable, and what is expedient just. Such a way of thinking does 
not promise much for the safety which you now unreasonably count upon.

Melians. But it is for this very reason that we now trust to their respect for 
expediency to prevent them from betraying the Melians, their colonists, and thereby 
losing the confidence of their friends in Hellas and helping their enemies.

Athenians. Then you do not adopt the view that expediency goes with security, 
while justice and honour cannot be followed without danger; and danger the 
Lacedaemonians generally court as little as possible.

Melians. But we believe that they would be more likely to face even danger for our 
sake, and with more confidence than for others, as our nearness to Peloponnese 
makes it easier for them to act, and our common blood ensures our fidelity.

Athenians. Yes, but what an intending ally trusts to is not the goodwill of those who 
ask his aid, but a decided superiority of power for action; and the Lacedaemonians 
look to this even more than others. At least, such is their distrust of their home 
resources that it is only with numerous allies that they attack a neighbour; now is it 
likely that while we are masters of the sea they will cross over to an island?
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Melians. But they would have others to send. The Cretan Sea is a wide one, and it is 
more difficult for those who command it to intercept others, than for those who wish 
to elude them to do so safely. And should the Lacedaemonians miscarry in this, they 
would fall upon your land, and upon those left of your allies whom Brasidas did not 
reach; and instead of places which are not yours, you will have to fight for your own 
country and your own confederacy.

Athenians. Some diversion of the kind you speak of you may one day experience, 
only to learn, as others have done, that the Athenians never once yet withdrew from 
a siege for fear of any. But we are struck by the fact that, after saying you would 
consult for the safety of your country, in all this discussion you have mentioned 
nothing which men might trust in and think to be saved by. Your strongest 
arguments depend upon hope and the future, and your actual resources are too 
scanty, as compared with those arrayed against you, for you to come out victorious. 
You will therefore show great blindness of judgment, unless, after allowing us to 
retire, you can find some counsel more prudent than this. You will surely not be 
caught by that idea of disgrace, which in dangers that are disgraceful, and at the 
same time too plain to be mistaken, proves so fatal to mankind; since in too many 
cases the very men that have their eyes perfectly open to what they are rushing 
into, let the thing called disgrace, by the mere influence of a seductive name, lead 
them on to a point at which they become so enslaved by the phrase as in fact to fall 
willfully into hopeless disaster, and incur disgrace more disgraceful as the 
companion of error, than when it comes as the result of misfortune. This, if you are 
well advised, you will guard against; and you will not think it dishonourable to 
submit to the greatest city in Hellas, when it makes you the moderate offer of 
becoming its tributary ally, without ceasing to enjoy the country that belongs to 
you; nor when you have the choice given you between war and security, will you be 
so blinded as to choose the worse. And it is certain that those who do not yield to 
their equals, who keep terms with their superiors, and are moderate towards their 
inferiors, on the whole succeed best. Think over the matter, therefore, after our 
withdrawal, and reflect once and again that it is for your country that you are 
consulting, that you have not more than one, and that upon this one deliberation 
depends its prosperity or ruin.

The Athenians now withdrew from the conference; and the Melians, left to 
themselves, came to a decision corresponding with what they had maintained in the 
discussion, and answered: "Our resolution, Athenians, is the same as it was at first. 
We will not in a moment deprive of freedom a city that has been inhabited these 
seven hundred years; but we put our trust in the fortune by which the gods have 
preserved it until now, and in the help of men, that is, of the Lacedaemonians; and 
so we will try and save ourselves. Meanwhile we invite you to allow us to be friends 
to you and foes to neither party, and to retire from our country after making such a 
treaty as shall seem fit to us both."
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Such was the answer of the Melians. The Athenians now departing from the 
conference said: "Well, you alone, as it seems to us, judging from these resolutions, 
regard what is future as more certain than what is before your eyes, and what is out 
of sight, in your eagerness, as already coming to pass; and as you have staked most 
on, and trusted most in, the Lacedaemonians, your fortune, and your hopes, so will 
you be most completely deceived."

The Athenian envoys now returned to the army; and the Melians showing no signs 
of yielding, the generals at once betook themselves to hostilities, and drew a line of 
circumvallation round the Melians, dividing the work among the different states. 
Subsequently the Athenians returned with most of their army, leaving behind them 
a certain number of their own citizens and of the allies to keep guard by land and 
sea. The force thus left stayed on and besieged the place. About the same time the 
Argives invaded the territory of Phlius and lost eighty men cut off in an ambush by 
the Phliasians and Argive exiles. Meanwhile the Athenians at Pylos took so much 
plunder from the Lacedaemonians that the latter, although they still refrained from 
breaking off the treaty and going to war with Athens, yet proclaimed that any of 
their people that chose might plunder the Athenians. The Corinthians also 
commenced hostilities with the Athenians for private quarrels of their own; but the 
rest of the Peloponnesians stayed quiet. Meanwhile the Melians attacked by night 
and took the part of the Athenian lines over against the market, and killed some of 
the men, and brought in corn and all else that they could find useful to them, and so 
returned and kept quiet, while the Athenians took measures to keep better guard in 
future.

Summer was now over. The next winter the Lacedaemonians intended to invade the 
Argive territory, but arriving at the frontier found the sacrifices for crossing 
unfavourable, and went back again. This intention of theirs gave the Argives 
suspicions of certain of their fellow citizens, some of whom they arrested; others, 
however, escaped them. About the same time the Melians again took another part of 
the Athenian lines which were but feebly garrisoned. Reinforcements afterwards 
arriving from Athens in consequence, under the command of Philocrates, son of 
Demeas, the siege was now pressed vigorously; and some treachery taking place 
inside, the Melians surrendered at discretion to the Athenians, who put to death all 
the grown men whom they took, and sold the women and children for slaves, and 
subsequently sent out five hundred colonists and inhabited the place themselves.
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