Chapter Seven of The Peloponnesian Wars by Thucydides
The Melian Debate

The Athenians decided to launch an expedition against the island of Melos.  They had thirty ships, 1200 hoplites (the front-line ground troops of the empire), 300 archers, and 20 mounted archers from Athens itself, along with eight ships and another 1500 hoplites from allies and other islands in league with Athens.

Melos was a colony of Sparta at the time.  Many years before, when all of the other islands had formed a voluntary alliance of Greek states that invited Athens to take the lead in a war of liberation and vengeance against mighty Persia, Melos alone had refused to join.  When that informal alliance, called the Delian League, evolved into the Athenian Empire, Melos continued to remain unaffiliated.  Melos enjoyed all of the benefits of the empire, without bearing any of the burdens.  In the growing conflict between Athens and Sparta, Melos first tried to remain neutral.  But then, when Athens began to bring pressure to bear on Melos and laid waste to some Melian land, Melos became an open enemy of Athens.

The Athenian generals Cleomedes and Tisias encamped with their force in Melian Territory.  Before doing any harm, they first sent representatives to try to negotiate with the Melians.  The Melian leadership did not invite these representatives to speak to the general populace.  Instead, the Melians asked them to present their offer to a smaller governing body.

The Athenian spokesperson began in this way:  “So we are not to speak before the people as a whole.  No doubt that’s because you fear that once the mass of people heard our arguments, they would be swayed by us and led astray.  That’s clearly your motive in having us speak to just a few.  So be it.  But let’s not just exchange set speeches here.  Please, interrupt us whenever we say something controversial or disagreeable to you.  Let’s deal with that before going on to the next point.”
The Melian representative responded, “No one can object to each of us putting forward our views in a calm atmosphere.  That is perfectly reasonable.  What is very inconsistent with your proposal is the present threat, indeed, the certainty, that you will make war against us.  We believe that you have come to judge the argument yourselves.  The likely end of it all will either be war, if we prove that we are in the right and therefore refuse to surrender to you, or else slavery.”

“There is no point in continuing this discussion,” said the Athenian, “if you are just going to list all of your suspicions.”  If you have met with us here for a reason other than to look the facts in the face and consider how you can save your city from destruction, we are wasting our breath.”

“You should know that it’s pretty natural and understandable for people in a position such as ours to have all kinds of different theories and points of view.  However, you are right to say that we have come here to discuss the safety of our country.  So let’s proceed along the lines that you have laid down.”

The Athenians then began their presentation.  “We on our side will use no fine phrases or fancy terms.  We won’t insist that we have a right to our empire because we fought and defeated the feared Persians.  We will resist the temptation to remind you of the injuries that you have inflicted on us.  No, that’s just a great mass of words that no one will believe.  But we ask you to respond in kind.  We ask that you refrain from denying that you have quietly sided with Sparta in this war.  And, please don’t claim that you have never done us any harm.  Instead, use this time we have together to try to get what is possible for you to get.  You know, as well as we, that when these matters are discussed by practical people, the standards of justice depends on the equality of power to compel it.  The strong do what they have the power to do.  And the weak accept what they must accept.”
“What you are doing,” said the Melian who responded, “is taking justice out of the discussion.  You are trying to force us to confine our thoughts to self-interest alone.  We believe that there is such a thing as fair play and just dealing.  These concepts are for the general good of all people, including people who fall into danger.  We wish to use and profit by arguments that appeal to these principles, not just some mathematical calculation of gain and loss.  This is a way of thinking that affects you as much as anybody, maybe not today, but in the future when your own weakness and your own fall will be followed by the most terrible vengeance.”

“Even assuming that our empire does someday come to an end,” said the Athenian, “we are not worried or depressed about what would happen next.  You can trust us to face the risks involved.  We are more concerned, as a major power, a ruling power in the world, of being attacked and defeated by our own subjects.  But enough of that talk.  We want to make the case to you that it is for the good of your own empire that we are here, and that it is for the preservation of your city that we say what we now say.  We don’t want any trouble as we bring you into our empire.  And we want you to survive, to be spared, both for your own good and our good as well.”
“How in the world would it be just as good for us to be the slaves as for you to be the masters?” asked the Melian.

“If you give in,” said the Athenian, “you save yourself from destruction and disaster.  If we don’t have to destroy you, then we can profit from you.”

“What about neutrality?” said the Melian.  “Couldn’t we be friends, not enemies?  Could we refrain from being allies of either side?”

“Not a chance,” the Athenian said.  “It’s not your hostility that really hurts us.  Our problem is that, if we agree to friendly terms with you, our subjects would regard that as a sign of our weakness.  Your subjugation and hatred are signs of our power.”

“So that’s your subjects’ idea of fair play!  Don’t they make any distinction between islands like ours, which are quite unconnected with you, and your own historical colonists and those rebels who have fiercely resisted you and whom you have to conquer?”

The Athenian representative responded sharply, “Most people don’t make a distinction between right and wrong.  Most people will assume that those who preserve their independence do so because they are strong enough to do so.  They will think that we don’t attack because we are too weak or too fearful.  By conquering you, we do two things:  increase the size of our empire and make our position more secure.  We rule the seas.  You are among the weaker islands.  It is particularly important that you should not escape.”

“Well,” said the Melian, “if you won’t let us mention justice, we will tell how we see our interests and yours.  Isn’t it true that you will make enemies of all neutral states when they see what is happening here?  Won’t they all conclude that, in the course of time, you will attack them too?  And doesn’t that mean that you are forcing others to become your enemies, even if they have no intention or inclination to do so?  Aren’t you then strengthening the hand of the enemies you already have?”

“We are really not frightened of states on the continent,” said the Athenian.  “Our main concern is islanders like yourselves, who are still unsubdued.  Islands like yours, along with those subjects of ours who have already become embittered by the demands of our empire, are most likely to act in a reckless manner.  That’s where danger lies.”

“If that’s the case,” said the Melian, “if you have to take such risks to keep your current subjects from rebelling and escaping, we would be great weaklings and cowards if we failed to resist, rather than submit to slavery.”

“Not if you have any common sense, it’s not,” responded the Athenian.  “Look, this is not a fair fight, with honor on one side and shame on the other.  Here’s the question:  are you going to save your own lives by not resisting those who are far stronger than you are?”

“If we surrender,” said the Melian, “then all our hope is lost at once.  So long as we resist, there is hope.  In war, fortune sometimes levels the odds, even when there is a difference in numbers.”

“Hope!  That comforter in danger!” exclaimed the Athenian.  “If a nation has some solid advantages to fall back on, then it can indulge in hope.  But hope is a very expensive commodity for those risking their all by relying on it.  They discover just how expensive when they are already ruined.  Don’t let this happen to you.  You are weak.  Your fate depends on one single movement of the scale.  Don’t do what so many people do – miss the chance to save yourselves in a human and practical way.  You know what they do?  They turn to what is blind and vague.  They resort to prophecies and oracles and other such things.  These things encourage ‘hope’ and lead good people to terrible ruin.”

“Say what you want,” said the Melian spokesperson, “we trust that the gods will give us good fortune because we are standing for what is right, and we are against what is wrong.  As for our lack of power, we believe that our alliance with the Spartans, our historical kinsmen, will address that.  If for no other reason than for honor’s sake, the Spartans are bound to come to our aid.  Our confidence is not nearly as irrational as you might think.”

The Athenian was ready with the following arguments:  “You say the gods favor you.  We think that we have just as much of their favor as you do.  Our beliefs and our actions are perfectly consistent with the principles that govern their conduct.  So, as far as the gods are concerned, we see absolutely no reason why we should be at a disadvantage.”
“Let’s talk about the law of nature,” the Athenian continued.  “Here it is:  to rule wherever and whenever one can.  We didn’t invent this law.  And we weren’t the first to notice it and abide by it.  No, we found it already in existence and in force, and we will someday leave it for those who come after us.  We are simply acting I accordance with it.  If you had our power, you would act the same way.

Last by not least,” the Athenian said, “you are kidding yourself if you think the Spartans will act out of some sense of honor and come to your aid.  We congratulate you on your naiveté.  But we don’t envy you your folly.  As far as the Spartans are concerned, they are quite good and aggressive when it comes to their own immediate concerns and their own constitution.  But, as for their relations with others, let us just say that the Spartans are notorious for convincing themselves that whatever they do is honorable and what suits their interests is just.  This attitude of theirs means that they are not going to be of much help to you in your absurd quest for safety.”

“We disagree,” said the Melian leader.  “This is the point we feel most sure about.  It is in the Spartans’ self-interest not to betray us, their own colonists and kinsmen.  If they did, they would lose the confidence of their other friends among the Hellenes.  And they would be benefiting you, their enemies.”
“You’re forgetting something,” the Athenian said.  “If one follows one’s self-interest, one wants to be safe, secure.  The path of justice and honor often leads to danger and risk.  Where danger and risk are concerned, the Spartans are not, as a general rule, very venturesome.”

“But they depend on us more than others,” the Melian countered.  “We are of the same race.  We share the same feelings.  And because of our location, close to the Peloponnesus, maintaining relations with us means that they can operate more easily.”

“Here’s what really matters:  a positive preponderance of power in action,” insisted the Athenian.  “And the Spartans are more attentive to this point than others.  When they attack a neighbor, they do so with overwhelming force.  They bring a great army of allies.  It is hardly likely then, that while we control the seas, they will sail over to your island.”

The Melian would not give up his argument:  “But they might send others.  The Cretan Sea is a wide one.  It’s hard to intercept everyone.  Some can slip through safely.  And if they can’t make it through, they could turn against your own land or against allies that you have left unprotected somewhere else.  So you may end up with trouble nearer home, maybe even in your own country.”

“Could happen,” acknowledged the Athenian, “and it may happen in your case.  But you must know that we have never relinquished a siege operation because we were afraid of others intervening.  We are shocked to hear that, even though you said you would discuss how to preserve yourselves, you have said nothing to this point that would convince a person to come to the conclusion that he could be preserved.  All your points relate to what you hope may happen in the future.  In the present, at this moment, your actual resources are too limited to give you any chance of survival.  You will continue to show an absence of common sense if, after you ask us to retire from this negotiation, you fail to respond with any more wisdom than you’ve shown to this point.  Don’t be led astray by a false sense of honor.  That’s what brings many people to ruin when they confront an obvious danger that also affects their pride.  This thing, this word – dishonor – has a seductive force of its own.  It forces people in danger to surrender to it.  It leads them into irrevocable disaster.  This is dishonor compounded because it has come about from within prideful people, from their own folly, not from misfortune.  If you see things clearly, if you are not clouded by this concept, you will avoid this path.  You will see that there is really nothing at all disgraceful in giving way to the greatest city in Hellas.  This is especially true when you consider what reasonable terms we are offering:  alliance on a tribute-paying basis and liberty to enjoy your property.”
“This is the safe rule,” concluded the Athenian, “to stand up to one’s equals; to behave with deference toward one’s superiors; and to treat one’s inferiors with moderation.  Think it over when you have withdrawn from this meeting.  And let this one point stay constant in your minds:  you are discussing the fate of your country, your one and only country, whose future for good or for ill depends on which way you decide.”

The Athenians then withdrew from the meeting.  The Melians were left to themselves.  They reached a conclusion that was much the same as they had indicated in their earlier statements and responses.  When the Athenians returned to hear the results of the Melian deliberations, the Melians said the following:

“Our decision is just the same as it was at the start.  We are not prepared to give up in a short moment the liberty that our city has enjoyed for 700 years, since its very founding.  We place our trust in the fortune that the gods will send and which has preserved us up to now.  And we count on the help of men – specifically, the Spartans.  We shall try to save ourselves.  But we invite you to allow us to be your friends, to be enemies of neither side in this conflict.  Let’s negotiate a treaty agreeable to both you and to us, after which you will leave our land.”

The Athenians, just before breaking off the discussion and leaving, made one last appeal:

“You seem to us quite unique in your tendency to assert that the future is more certain than the clear realities that are right before your eyes.  You redefine uncertainties into realities, simply because you would like them to be so.  You are deluded, trusting in Spartans, luck, and hopes.”
The Athenian representatives then returned to their army.  Once they reported, the Athenian generals immediately began hostilities.  They built a wall around the entire city of Melos.  Later, they left behind a garrison of some of their own Athenian troops and some allied troops to blockade Melos by land and sea.  They left and went home with the greater part of their army.  The force they left behind maintained the siege.

After some time, the Melians launched a night raid and captured part of the Athenian lines opposite the marketplace.  The Melian raiders killed some troops and then, after capturing some corn and other useful commodities, retreated and made no further move.  The Athenians responded by making their blockade tighter.  In this way, the summer ended.
In the following winter, the Spartans planned to invade the area.  But when the sacrifices involved in this action seemed unfavorable, they gave up the expedition.  About this same time, the Melians captured another part of the Athenian lines where there were only a few from the garrison on guard.  As a result of this, Athens sent out another army under the command of Philocrates.  Siege operations were now carried out vigorously.  There was some treachery within the Melian camp as well, and the Melians had to surrender unconditionally.

The Athenians put to death all the Melian men of military age and sold the women and children into slavery.  The Athenians took Melos over, sending 500 Athenians to colonize it.
