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"I do not blame the persons who have reopened the case of the Mitylenians, nor do I approve the 

protests which we have heard against important questions being frequently debated. I think the two 

things most opposed to good counsel are haste and passion; haste usually goes hand in hand with 

folly, passion with coarseness and narrowness of mind. As for the argument that speech ought not to 

be the exponent of action, the man who uses it must be either senseless or interested: senseless if he 

believes it possible to treat of the uncertain future through any other medium; interested if, wishing 

to carry a disgraceful measure and doubting his ability to speak well in a bad cause, he thinks to 

frighten opponents and hearers by well-aimed calumny. What is still more intolerable is to accuse a 

speaker of making a display in order to be paid for it. If ignorance only were imputed, an unsuccessful 

speaker might retire with a reputation for honesty, if not for wisdom; while the charge of dishonesty 

makes him suspected, if successful, and thought, if defeated, not only a fool but a rogue. The city is 

no gainer by such a system, since fear deprives it of its advisers; although in truth, if our speakers are 

to make such assertions, it would be better for the country if they could not speak at all, as we 

should then make fewer blunders. The good citizen ought to triumph not by frightening his 

opponents but by beating them fairly in argument; and a wise city, without over-distinguishing its 

best advisers, will nevertheless not deprive them of their due, and, far from punishing an unlucky 

counsellor, will not even regard him as disgraced. In this way successful orators would be least 

tempted to sacrifice their convictions to popularity, in the hope of still higher honours, and 

unsuccessful speakers to resort to the same popular arts in order to win over the multitude.  

 

"This is not our way; and, besides, the moment that a man is suspected of giving advice, however 

good, from corrupt motives, we feel such a grudge against him for the gain which after all we are not 

certain he will receive, that we deprive the city of its certain benefit. Plain good advice has thus come 

to be no less suspected than bad; and the advocate of the most monstrous measures is not more 

obliged to use deceit to gain the people, than the best counsellor is to lie in order to be believed. The 

city and the city only, owing to these refinements, can never be served openly and without disguise; 

he who does serve it openly being always suspected of serving himself in some secret way in return. 

Still, considering the magnitude of the interests involved, and the position of affairs, we orators must 

make it our business to look a little farther than you who judge offhand; especially as we, your 

advisers, are responsible, while you, our audience, are not so. For if those who gave the advice, and 

those who took it, suffered equally, you would judge more calmly; as it is, you visit the disasters into 

which the whim of the moment may have led you upon the single person of your adviser, not upon 

yourselves, his numerous companions in error.  

 

"However, I have not come forward either to oppose or to accuse in the matter of Mitylene; indeed, 

the question before us as sensible men is not their guilt, but our interests. Though I prove them ever 

so guilty, I shall not, therefore, advise their death, unless it be expedient; nor though they should 

have claims to indulgence, shall I recommend it, unless it be dearly for the good of the country. I 

consider that we are deliberating for the future more than for the present; and where Cleon is so 

positive as to the useful deterrent effects that will follow from making rebellion capital, I, who 

consider the interests of the future quite as much as he, as positively maintain the contrary. And I 

require you not to reject my useful considerations for his specious ones: his speech may have the 

attraction of seeming the more just in your present temper against Mitylene; but we are not in a 

court of justice, but in a political assembly; and the question is not justice, but how to make the 

Mitylenians useful to Athens.  



 

"Now of course communities have enacted the penalty of death for many offences far lighter than 

this: still hope leads men to venture, and no one ever yet put himself in peril without the inward 

conviction that he would succeed in his design. Again, was there ever city rebelling that did not 

believe that it possessed either in itself or in its alliances resources adequate to the enterprise? All, 

states and individuals, are alike prone to err, and there is no law that will prevent them; or why 

should men have exhausted the list of punishments in search of enactments to protect them from 

evildoers? It is probable that in early times the penalties for the greatest offences were less severe, 

and that, as these were disregarded, the penalty of death has been by degrees in most cases arrived 

at, which is itself disregarded in like manner. Either then some means of terror more terrible than 

this must be discovered, or it must be owned that this restraint is useless; and that as long as poverty 

gives men the courage of necessity, or plenty fills them with the ambition which belongs to insolence 

and pride, and the other conditions of life remain each under the thraldom of some fatal and master 

passion, so long will the impulse never be wanting to drive men into danger. Hope also and cupidity, 

the one leading and the other following, the one conceiving the attempt, the other suggesting the 

facility of succeeding, cause the widest ruin, and, although invisible agents, are far stronger than the 

dangers that are seen. Fortune, too, powerfully helps the delusion and, by the unexpected aid that 

she sometimes lends, tempts men to venture with inferior means; and this is especially the case with 

communities, because the stakes played for are the highest, freedom or empire, and, when all are 

acting together, each man irrationally magnifies his own capacity. In fine, it is impossible to prevent, 

and only great simplicity can hope to prevent, human nature doing what it has once set its mind 

upon, by force of law or by any other deterrent force whatsoever.  

 

"We must not, therefore, commit ourselves to a false policy through a belief in the efficacy of the 

punishment of death, or exclude rebels from the hope of repentance and an early atonement of their 

error. Consider a moment. At present, if a city that has already revolted perceive that it cannot 

succeed, it will come to terms while it is still able to refund expenses, and pay tribute afterwards. In 

the other case, what city, think you, would not prepare better than is now done, and hold out to the 

last against its besiegers, if it is all one whether it surrender late or soon? And how can it be 

otherwise than hurtful to us to be put to the expense of a siege, because surrender is out of the 

question; and if we take the city, to receive a ruined town from which we can no longer draw the 

revenue which forms our real strength against the enemy? We must not, therefore, sit as strict 

judges of the offenders to our own prejudice, but rather see how by moderate chastisements we 

may be enabled to benefit in future by the revenue-producing powers of our dependencies; and we 

must make up our minds to look for our protection not to legal terrors but to careful administration. 

At present we do exactly the opposite. When a free community, held in subjection by force, rises, as 

is only natural, and asserts its independence, it is no sooner reduced than we fancy ourselves obliged 

to punish it severely; although the right course with freemen is not to chastise them rigorously when 

they do rise, but rigorously to watch them before they rise, and to prevent their ever entertaining 

the idea, and, the insurrection suppressed, to make as few responsible for it as possible.  

 

"Only consider what a blunder you would commit in doing as Cleon recommends. As things are at 

present, in all the cities the people is your friend, and either does not revolt with the oligarchy, or, if 

forced to do so, becomes at once the enemy of the insurgents; so that in the war with the hostile city 

you have the masses on your side. But if you butcher the people of Mitylene, who had nothing to do 

with the revolt, and who, as soon as they got arms, of their own motion surrendered the town, first 

you will commit the crime of killing your benefactors; and next you will play directly into the hands of 

the higher classes, who when they induce their cities to rise, will immediately have the people on 



their side, through your having announced in advance the same punishment for those who are guilty 

and for those who are not. On the contrary, even if they were guilty, you ought to seem not to notice 

it, in order to avoid alienating the only class still friendly to us. In short, I consider it far more useful 

for the preservation of our empire voluntarily to put up with injustice, than to put to death, however 

justly, those whom it is our interest to keep alive. As for Cleon's idea that in punishment the claims of 

justice and expediency can both be satisfied, facts do not confirm the possibility of such a 

combination.  

 

"Confess, therefore, that this is the wisest course, and without conceding too much either to pity or 

to indulgence, by neither of which motives do I any more than Cleon wish you to be influenced, upon 

the plain merits of the case before you, be persuaded by me to try calmly those of the Mitylenians 

whom Paches sent off as guilty, and to leave the rest undisturbed. This is at once best for the future, 

and most terrible to your enemies at the present moment; inasmuch as good policy against an 

adversary is superior to the blind attacks of brute force." 


