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Ancient Greece: The Search for Justice 
 
 
Student Handout 
 
The Peloponnesian War, a death struggle between Athens and Sparta, sapped the energy of 
the entire Hellenic world.   Events of the war, as well as the motives of its military and 
political leaders were dispassionately chronicled by the Athenian historian Thucydides who 
often exposed the gap between ethical ideals and the realities of human behavior.  In a 
“Memorial Day” speech at the end of the first year of the war, the Athenian leader, Pericles, 
honored the sacrifices of those who lost their lives.  Thucydides was there and reported his 
words. 

 
Pericles’ Funeral Oration excerpted from Thucydides: Peloponnesian War 
 
16 “Our form of government does not enter into rivalry with the institutions of others. We do not 
copy our neighbors, but are an example to them. It is true that we are called a democracy, for the 
administration is in the hands of the many and not of the few. But while the law secures equal 
justice to all alike in their private disputes, the claim of excellence is also recognized; and when a 
citizen is in any way distinguished, he is given the opportunity for public service, not as a matter 
of privilege, but as the reward of merit. Neither is poverty a bar, but a man may benefit his 
country whatever be the obscurity of his condition. There is no exclusiveness in our public life, 
and in our private intercourse we are not suspicious of one another, nor angry with our neighbor 
if he does what he likes; we do not put on sour looks at him which, though harmless, are not 
pleasant. While we are thus unconstrained in our private intercourse, a spirit of reverence 
pervades our public acts; we are prevented from doing wrong by respect for authority and for the 
laws, having an especial regard to those which are ordained for the protection of the injured as 
well as to those unwritten laws which bring upon the transgressor of them the condemnation of 
public opinion…. 
20 “To sum up: I say that Athens is the school of Hellas, and that the individual Athenian in his 
own person seems to have the power of adapting himself to the most varied forms of action with 
the utmost versatility and grace. This is no passing and idle word, but truth and fact; and the 
assertion is verified by the position to which these qualities have raised the state. For in the hour 
of trial Athens alone among her contemporaries is superior to the report of her. No enemy who 
comes against her is indignant at the reverses which he sustains at the hands of such a city; no 
subject complains that his masters are unworthy of him. And we shall assuredly not be without 
witnesses; there are mighty monuments of our power which will make us the wonder of this and 
of succeeding ages; we shall not need the praises of Homer or of any other eulogist whose poetry 
may please for the moment, although his representation of the facts will not bear the light of day. 
For we have compelled every land and every sea to open a path for our valor, and have 
everywhere planted eternal memorials of our friendship and of our enmity. Such is the city for 
whose sake these men nobly fought and died; they could not bear the thought that she might be 
taken from them; and every one of us who survive should gladly toil on her behalf.  
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List the most important Athenian ethical values both clearly stated and implied by Pericles.   
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The Melian Debate excerpted from Thucydides: Peloponnesian War  
 
2 The Melians are a colony of Lacedaemon 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. … 
89 Athenian envoys 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  
90 Melian commissioners 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… 
91 Athenian envoys … 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.  
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92 Melian commissioners And how, pray, could it turn out as good for us to serve as for you to 
rule?  
93 Athenian envoys Because you would have the advantage of submitting before suffering the 
worst, and we should gain by not destroying you.  
94 Melian commissioners So that you would not consent to our being neutral, friends instead of 
enemies, but allies of neither side.  
95 Athenian envoys 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.  
96 Melian commissioners 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?  
97 Athenian envoys 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.  
100 Melian commissioners 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.  
101 Athenian envoys Not if you are well advised, the contest not being an equal one, with honor 
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.  
104 Melian commissioners 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, … 
111 Athenian envoys ,… 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. … 
112 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,  
2 Melian commissioners 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. [3] 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.  
114 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… [3] 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, [4] 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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Write a short essay in which you account for the inconsistency between the arguments and 
the actions of the Athenians at Melos with their apparent perception of themselves 
reflected in the words of Pericles. 
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