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these episodes are approached as original inquiries into moral and political matters, 

assuming the shape of subversive social criticism: immanent critique. A particular 

focus lies on the socio-political ordering principles scrutinized in the Thucydidean 

episodes. In the Mytilenean Debate, it is the principle of expediency (τὸ ξύμφορον) 

that is given the upper hand, whereas in the Melian dialogue the dominating social 

ordering principle is that of safety and survival (σωτηρία). In each episode, a 

contending point of view aims at undermining the pre-eminence of the stronger 

principle. However, the critique only succeeds if the subversion is managed from 

within, and if it pays outward allegiance to the frames determined by the supreme 

communal will. 
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1. Introduction: Thucydides’ History as 

socio-political research

Although on the face of it Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War 

focuses narrowly on its chosen subject matter of foreign relations, power politics 

and war – particularly on the “greatest of movements” (κίνησις μεγίστη) 

between Athens and Sparta –1) Thucydides’ work can actually be 

understood to investigate questions of a social, political and moral character 

much more broadly. In this vein, the American historian of Classical Greece 

Josiah Ober has argued that he work of Thucydides gives evidence of the 

actual “invention of political science.”2) According to this point of view, the 

Thucydidean discovery of political science would amount to an earliest 

attempt to guide future action by offering understanding of socio-political 

systems.3) In truth, interpretations aimed at identifying socio-political and 

moral lessons in the speeches contained in the History have a long pedigree. 

Jacqueline de Romilly, for instance, read them as expounding especially on 

the “continuity of conflict” represented by “the essential fact of Athenian 

imperialism.”4) Later, Kurt Raaflaub, too, has called attention to the fact that 

many of the Thucydidean speeches are best approached as set pieces 

containing reflections on political actions and ideas, particularly such 

reflections that pertain to Thucydides’ analysis of democracy.5) In the same 

vein, individual episodes in Thucydides’ work have been given specific 

political and moral interpretations. For instance, Louis Bodin read the 

Mytilenean Debate as centered on the conflict between φύσις (‘nature’) and 

νόμος (‘law’) in interstate relations,6) whereas Clifford Orwin concentrated his 

1) See Thuc. 1.1.1-2. 

2) Ober (2006), 156. 

3) Ober (2006), 132. 

4) Romilly (1963), 32. 

5) Raaflaub (2006), 193. 



Classical Greek Political Science in Action 19

interpretation of the same episode on the interplay of principles of justice 

and expediency evidenced in the text.7) In more recent years, Victoria Wohl 

has scanned the Mytilenean Debate for expressions of “political passions,” 

which she then found dramatized in the narrative parts of the Thucydidean 

text.8) The most common reading among scholars of the Melian Dialogue, on 

the other hand, holds that the episode represents a kind of “dietetics of 

power”; i.e., a study on the inescapable presence of might in politics as well 

as in social relations in general.9) 

The purpose of this investigation is to add to the inquiries addressing 

episodes in Thucydides’ History as disclosing and reflecting on issues of a 

social and political character.10) Particularly, this study will map the hitherto 

neglected terrain of aspects of social critique inherent in Thucydides’ work. 

In the context of this article, social critique refers to the type of 

investigations that modern social philosophers term ‘immanent critique’; i.e., 

a sort of reflexive self-transcending social practice, where the ultimate aim is 

to aid the transforming of society by undermining and refashioning generally 

6) See Bodin (1940), 42-44. The best more recent work in English on 
Thucydides and Classical Greek interstate politics is Polly Low’s Interstate 

Relations in Classical Greece: Morality and Power (2007). 

7) Orwin (1984), 485-494. 

8) Wohl (2017), 443-457. 

9) See e.g. Treu (1954), 271 and Bosworth (1993), 30. Recently, this common 
scholarly assumption has been reaffirmed by Burcu Sunar Cankurtaran, who 
in his Classical reception study has interpreted the Hollywood-movie “Blood 
Diamond” in relation especially to the Melian Dialogue as representing 
Africa as a continent of hard power politics. See Cankurtaran (2019). 

10) The modern categories of the social and political are of course not found in 
the Classical Greek sources themselves, since our modern socio-political 
terms and concepts derive from the 18th century (the so-called Sattelzeit). 
See Koselleck (1972), XV. In truth, the historicity of our own conceptual 
framework should always be kept in mind when interpreting pre-modern 
texts. However, to even begin understanding the ancient sources, we need to 
fit them to our own terms and concepts. Cf. Lloyd (2004), 2: “... we 
cannot, on pain of distortion, impose our own conceptual framework. Yet we 
have to.”
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accepted norms and values.11) The focus of this investigation will thus be on 

the socio-political and moral content of the speech sections in the History, 

with the specific aim of determining the extent to which Thucydides’ work 

may be seen to practice social criticism of this subversive kind.12) 

The evidence for the research conducted here is provided by two of the 

most famous episodes in the History: The Mytilenean Debate in Book III on 

the one hand, and the Melian Dialogue in Book V on the other hand. In 

the Mytilenean Debate, there is a dominant moral and socio-political ordering 

principle in place, and in fact this principle serves as the guiding line for 

the whole discussion. The principle is that of τὸ ξύμφορον (‘expediency’). 

The first object of this article is thus to investigate how the contesting of 

the principle of expediency is carried out in the Mytilenean Debate. After 

this, the discussion moves to the Melian Dialogue in Book V of Thucydides’ 

work. Here, a similar sole dominant normative principle is first established 

and then opposed – namely, σωτηρία (‘safety and survival’). 

2. The Mytilenean Debate and criticism of the 

principle of τὸ ξύμφορον

The background to the Mytilenean Debate is roughly the following. 

Mytilene – an oligarchic city-state belonging to the (first) Delian League 

set up by Athens in the aftermath of the Persian Wars –13) decided to 

11) Cf. Särkelä (2018), 130-138. 

12) More recently, the varying normative principles and views scrutinized in the 
History have begun to be interpreted pointedly as literary tropes in service 
of the overall structuring of the narrative. See e.g. Allison (2013). There is 
no doubt that such a function may have been served as well. However, this 
does not preclude the possibility that these very principles and views were 
handled by Thucydides for the main purpose of inquiring questions of a 
moral and socio-political nature.  
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revolt against the Athenians. The Athenians, however, informed as they were 

of the expected mutiny, dispatched forces against the Mytileneans. After 

having been surrounded by the Athenian troops, the Mytileneans were forced 

to surrender and negotiate for truce. While the Athenian forces held the rest 

of the city-state captive, the Mytileneans were allowed to send an envoy to 

Athens. However, as news of the revolt reached Athens, a “Tamerlanean” 

decision was taken in the Athenian assembly. The conclusion was that the 

whole of the male population of Mytilene would be slaughtered and all the 

women and children sold into slavery.14) In order to execute their horrendous 

decision, the Athenians sent a trireme to Mytilene, but the next day they 

resolved to try the case one more time. In the debate that followed, the 

main political leader of the “post-Periclean” Athenian democracy, Cleon, is 

portrayed as speaking first.15) 

In his speech, Cleon bases the main bulk of his line of reasoning on the 

necessity stemming from Athens’ rise to dominance among the Greek 

city-states.16) As Cleon would have it, matters had simply evolved to the 

point where the Athenians had to choose between resolutely putting down 

any attempt at diminishing their power – or surrender their rule:

... against what may seem reasonable, it is expedient that these men too 

are punished (καὶ τούσδε ξυμφόρως δεῖ κολάζεσθαι), or else we must 

give up our dominion, and out of lack of danger play the honest man 

13) On the first Delian League (named after the Cycladic isle of Delos, where 
its founding oaths were sworn in 478 BCE) and on the converting of it into 
an instrument of Athenian “external power-politics” see Cartledge (2016), 
146-147. 

14) For the account of the events forming the background to the debate, see 
Thuc. 3.2-6, 3.8-15, 3.27-28, and 3.35-36. For discussion, see Legon (1968), 
200-207.

15) For a rehabilitation of Cleon from his denigrators (above all Thucydides and 
Aristophanes), see Finley (1962).

16) Cf. Bodin (1940), 40: “Pour Cléon, du point de vue d l’empire, d’òu s’ordonne 
tout son argumentation ...”
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(ἐκ τοῦ ἀκινδύνου ἀνδραγαθίζεσθαι).17)

However, after thus having stated his adherence to the principle of 

expediency, Cleon actually finishes his speech by deviating from it. 

Interestingly, the concluding plea of Cleon takes the form of an appeal to 

the Athenians’ former, not-yet-depleted, selves: 

Do not become betrayers of yourselves (προδόται ὑμῶν αὐτῶν). Rather, 

by bringing your judgment as close as could be to what you were about 

to suffer (ἐγγύτατα τῇ γνώμῃ τοῦ πάσχειν), as well as to how above all 

else you valued to have them in your hands, pay them back right away 

without softening in their presence (μὴ μαλακισθέντες πρὸς τὸ παρόν), 

and without forgetting the danger once hanging over you. Punish them 

as they deserve (κολάσατε δὲ ἀξίως), and set down a clear example 

(παράδειγμα σαφές) for the other allies, that were they to rebel we 

would retaliate with death (ὃς ἂν ἀφιστῆται, θανάτῳ ζημιωσ-όμενον).18) 

Thus Cleon wraps up his speech with a lofty plea to rightful punishment 

(κολάζειν ἀξίως, ‘to punish worthily’), but nevertheless maintains that it is 

the expedient value of his proposal – the establishing of an effective 

warning παράδειγμα – that should be given the most weight by the 

Athenians in the process of their political decision-making. 

In the main argument put forward by Cleon’s antagonist, Diodotus, on the 

other hand, the kernel seems to be Diodotus’ complete denial of Cleon’s 

conviction as to how Athens’ power can be upheld, and the principle of τὸ 

ξύμφορον maintained. Like Cleon before him, Diodotus begins by paying his 

allegiance to the principle of expediency, or to the advantage of Athens.19) 

17) See Thuc. 3.40.4: On (the Thucydidean account of) the Athenian empire in 
the Periclean age as exercising “moderate imperialism” in not unconditionally 
paying heed to the “natural right of the stronger to excess,” see Wet (1963), 
115-116. Cf. Thuc. 5.111.4. In picturing Cleon’s attitude here, Thucydides 
places before us his understanding of the beginnings of the undoing of this 
moderateness. 

18) Thuc. 3.40.7. 
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However, he then argues for the exact opposite of Cleon’s proposal 

regarding what will actually be most expedient for the Athenians.

By way of butchering the whole demos in Mytilene, and thus killing 

without regard to class, the very own divide and conquer strategy of the 

Athenians would be undermined. The consequence would be that the masses 

could no longer be relied upon in the subdued city-states; Athens’ “only 

remaining ally” (ὃ μόνον ἔτι ξύμμαχόν) in her imperial dominion would be 

lost – this is indeed a great insight in the speech delivered by Diodotus.20) 

In truth, it seems natural to assume as well that Diodotus argumentation is 

limited to proposing different stratagems from those suggested by Cleon; i.e., 

an alternative set of actions by means of which τὸ ξύμφορον can be more 

steadfastly sustained. Diodotus’ reasoning appears to be a sincere argument 

from expediency, but should it be taken at face value? 

In the opening part of his speech, Diodotus had stated that no one who 

speaks honestly to the assembly can hope to win a debate.21) Perhaps we 

should look for Diomedes’ actual argument between the lines of his speech, 

then, or at least turn our attention to the more fine-drawn strategies of 

reasoning he employs. In fact, the uncompromising principle of justice with 

19) Thuc. 3.44.2.

20) See Thuc. 3.47.1-4. For a description of real-world Athenian imperial policy 
in relation to different regime types and citizen classes, see Gillis (1971), 
44: “if oligarchic Mytilene met her obligations, and if a democratic upheaval 
might cause trouble for Athens, it was in the Athenian interest to remain 
aloof. Rarely, as at Samos in 440 BC., did Athens set up a democracy.” 
Not at Samos either did the Athenians favor the cause of a foreign demos, 
however, or at least they did so only because they stood to gain thereby 
themselves. “Such was the strategic importance of Samos to the functioning 
of the Athenian alliance and to Athens’ naval control of the Aegean that its 
internal politics were never merely a local, domestic affair.” See Cartledge 
(2016), 148. The lower classes in Athens’ allied city-states were, in all 
likelihood, not pro-Athenian in any non-subsidiary sense either. See Bradeen 
(1960), 264. 

21) See Thuc. 3.43.2: δεῖν ... τὸ πλῆθος ... ψευσάμενον πιστὸν γενέσθαι (“the 
people’s trust is to be gained through lying”). 
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which Cleon had wrapped up his speech – the advisability of a punishment 

“worthy of the crime” (κολάζειν ἀξίως, ‘to punish worthy’) – seems to be 

disregarded by Diodotus as well, albeit much more subtly:22) 

For my own part, neither did I stand up for the purpose of 

counter-arguing in the business of the Mytilenaeans nor to accuse any 

man (οὔτε ἀντερῶν περὶ Μυτιληναίων οὔτε κατηγορήσων). For we 

contend not now, if we are wise, about their injustice towards us (περὶ 

τῆς ἐκείνων ἀδικίας ἡμῖν), but about the wisest counsel for ourselves 

(περὶ τῆς ἡμετέρας εὐβουλίας).23) 

What Diodotus does in the above lines is to set himself as an example 

before the assembly. This he does, I would conjecture, in order to work 

towards undermining the legitimacy of the principle of τὸ ξύμφορον which 

both he and Cleon – as well as the rest of the Athenian assembly – 

adhere to in what they state expressly.24) Although thus remaining outwardly 

compliant to the supremacy of expediency, Diodotus manages to implicitly 

introduce and defend an alternative moral perspective – one which calls for 

the counterbalancing of ἀδικία (‘injustice’) through εὐβουλία (‘wise counsel’). 

In effect, this means that Diodotus’ true plea is for a form of justice – or, 

more specifically, that he calls attention to the fact that it is actually always 

more harmful to do injustice than to suffer it. The question of what reasons 

Diodotus – or Thucydides through Diodotus – could have had suggesting 

that this is so, is a matter of speculation. A qualified guess – which would 

be in line with how Thucydides’ “view of the human predicament” has 

traditionally been understood – could be that the underlying rationale is 

22) Contra Hawthorn (2014), 91: “The difference between Cleon and Diodotus 
was merely that one was afraid of what might follow if Athens did not use 
extreme force, the other of what might follow if it did.” 

23) See Thuc. 3.44.1. 

24) Cf. Orwin (1984), 489: “Explicitly he wisely leaves it at suggesting that to 
kill the Mytilenaians would, although just, serve no useful purpose” (my 
italics). 
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based on the realization that one really only has to suffer the consequences 

of self-imposed harm, whereas what harm others do to oneself is as 

uncontrollable as the whims of fate.25) 

In truth, the combination of an outward adherence to the principle of 

expediency, together with an implicit raising of a competing moral point of 

view over and above the former, could have been exactly what Diodotus 

needed to win over (enough of) the hearts of his fellows in the assembly.26) 

Because after all, the reason the Athenians had decided to reconsider their 

previous decision was precisely that after deciding to kill or enslave 

everyone in Mytilene, they had come to realize that they might have done 

wrong to innocent people.27) Consequently, the Athenians may actually have 

been more prone from the beginning to disregard the principle of 

expediency, than what is suggested by the explicit content in the arguments 

set forth by both Cleon and Diodotus. 

However that may be, through his speech Diodotus manages to win a 

bare majority of the votes,28) and another trireme is hastily dispatched with 

25) Cf. Cornford (1907), 69-70: “Man, isolated from, and opposed to, Nature, 
moves along a narrow path, unrelated to what lies beyond, and lighted only 
by a few dim rays of human ‘foresight’ (gnome), or by the false, wandering 
fires of Hope. He bears within him, self-contained, his destiny in his own 
character; and this, with the purposes that arise out of it, shapes his course. 
That is all, in Thucydides’ view, that we can say; except that, now and 
again, out of the surrounding darkness come the blinding strokes of Fortune, 
unaccountable and unforeseen.”

26) Of course we cannot know what factors actually turned the votes in favor of 
Diomedes proposal. In contrast to my suggestion, Sungwoo Park has 
suggested that it might have been Cleon’s reluctance to please the assembly 
that was the decisive reason why the Athenians voted against his proposal. 
See Park (2008), 102. Clifford Orwin, on the other hand, conjured that 
because the vote was close (Thuc. 3.49.1) and the Athenians had already 
changed their minds once (Thuc. 3.36.4), it must be the case that Cleon had 
changed more minds than Diodotus. See Orwin (1984), 492.

27) See Thuc. 3.36.4.

28) Thuc. 3.49.1.
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the purpose of chasing down the first. The second trireme arrives just in 

time to prevent the execution of the first decision, and thus a whole society 

may be saved from extinction.29)

3. The Melian Dialogue and criticism of the 

principle of σωτηρία

The Melian Dialogue is Thucydides’ account of the debate between a pair 

of Athenian ambassadors, Cleomedes and Teisias, and the social elite, αἱ 

ἀρχαί καὶ οἱ ὀλίγοι (‘the commanders and the few’), in charge of the 

oligarchic city-state of Melos: another revolting ally that the Athenians 

thought they needed to subdue.30) The vast majority of modern readings 

have understood the Dialogue, and the claims and rhetorical styles of the 

two sides, in terms of the relationship between power and weakness – 

particularly that pertaining between strong and weak states.31) To cite an 

example of this most common scholarly view, the Melian Dialogue has been 

29) Thuc. 3.49.4. 

30) For the full Median episode, see Thuc. 5.84-116. For the Dialogue, see 
5.85-113. Thucydides’ claim that the Melians were originally “neutrals 
(belonging to neither),” πρῶτον οὐδετέρων ὄντες (Thuc. 5.84.2), and then 
forced into war by the Athenians, can hardly be taken to offer a historically 
exhaustive account of the events leading up to the Melian dialogue. For we 
know from epigraphic evidence that ca. 10 years before 416 BC – which 
would be the approximate year of the Athenian attack against Melos and the 
negotiations carried on between the conflicting parties – Melos counted 
among the city-states due to pay tribute to the Athenian empire: see IG13 

(71). Indeed, since Thucydides had already mentioned an earlier retributive 
mission conducted by the Athenians against Melos in 426 BC (which 
probably was connected to the Melians’ refusal to pay tribute), one may 
wonder what happened in between 426 and the final strike of 416. Cf. 
Thuc. 3.91.1-3. 

31) Cf. n. 9 above. 
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described as 

the outcome of Thucydides’ private meditations on the morality of power, 

illustrating in the privacy of a closed conclave the timeless truth that 

great powers in fact pursue their own interests.32)

In truth, this understanding of the overriding motive underlying the 

inclusion of the episode in Thucydides’ History does find express echoes in 

the statements of the Athenian side in the Melian Dialogue. For in their 

argumentation over and against the Melian political elite, the Athenian 

ambassadors twice take recourse to the view that justice and rightfulness 

may only prevail between equals – whereas between unequal subjects, the 

less powerful always has to yield to the stronger party.33) Underlying the 

Athenians’ rejection of all forms of rightfulness, however, lies the assumption 

that in the kind of predicament facing the Melians, a fundamentally differing 

principle ought to be given precedence. In fact, also the statement regarding 

which principle should be given the most weight by the Melians is twice 

repeated by the Athenians; the first time when the Athenians enter into the 

discussion, and the second time when they withdraw.34) 

In the Melian Dialogue it is the principle of tending to σωτηρία (‘safety 

and survival’), which is turned into the same kind of overriding normative 

regulation guiding the whole of the discussion, as we witnessed τὸ ξύμφορον 

being singled out as in the Mytilenean Debate. By thus nailing σωτηρία into 

the very frame of the dialogue, the Athenians give themselves free hands to 

disqualify any argument that could be conceived of as counter-productive 

32) See Bosworth (1993), 30. The corresponding German version is to read the 
work as a treatise centred on “die Frage, ob irgendein ideeller Wert, ob 
irgendwelche Imponderabilien noch relevant sind für die zwischenstaatliche 
Politik oder ob alles nur Macht und Despotie der Macht ist, sein muß und 
sein kann.” See Treu (1954), 271.

33) See Thuc. 5.101 and 5.114.4. 

34) See Thuc. 5.87 and Thuc. 5.111.2.
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with regard to the prospects of maintaining safety and ensuring survival. 

The Athenians then proceed to counter what they regard as unwarranted 

attempts to break the frames of the debate by classifying the Melian views 

and arguments as useless hopes, resting on false assurances of divine 

intervention. Particularly striking in this regard is the countering argument 

the Athenians deliver after the Melians have given expression to their trust 

in divinely sanctioned τύχη (‘fate’), and in their confidence in an ensuing 

rescue operation delivered by the Spartans.35) The Athenians disclaim this 

reassurance in the following manner: 

With regard to the goodwill of the gods (πρὸς τὸ θεῖον εὐμενείας), we do 

not think we have worsened our prospects at all (οὐδ᾽ ἡμεῖς οἰόμεθα 

λελείψεσθαι). Neither have we formed any judgments nor have we 

committed any deeds that would not be in accordance with what humans 

believe about the gods (τῶν μὲν ἐς τὸ θεῖον νομίσεως) and practice 

among themselves. Our belief about divinity and our assured idea about 

humanity (ἡγούμεθα γὰρ τό τε θεῖον δόξῃ τὸ ἀνθρώπειόν τε σαφῶς) is 

that by a necessity of nature anyone will rule over anything he has in his 

power (διὰ παντὸς ὑπὸ φύσεως ἀναγκαίας, οὗ ἂν κρατῇ, ἄρχειν·). And 

this law has not been placed down by us and we are not the first to 

make use of it, but as it was given we took it to ourselves, and so 

make use of it now, and as it shall always remain we pass it on to 

others (ὄντα δὲ παραλαβόντες καὶ ἐσόμενον ἐς αἰεὶ καταλείψοντες χρώμεθα 

αὐτῷ). Because we know that you as well as anyone else who would 

come to possess the same power we hold now would do as we do (ἐν 

τῇ αὐτῇ δυνάμει ἡμῖν γενομένους δρῶντας ἂν ταὐτό). Thus, it is 

reasonable for us not to fear that we would be treated unfavorably by 

the divinity (πρὸς μὲν τὸ θεῖον οὕτως ἐκ τοῦ εἰκότος οὐ φοβούμεθα 

ἐλασσώσεσθαι). As regarding your belief about the Spartans, that they 

would come to your help out of shame (τῆς δὲ ἐς Λακεδαιμονίους δόξης, 

ἣν διὰ τὸ αἰσχρὸν δὴ βοηθήσειν ὑμῖν πιστεύετε αὐτούς), we consider you 

blessed because of your innocence, but we do not envy your foolishness 

(μακαρίσαντες ὑμῶν τὸ ἀπειρόκακον οὐ ζηλοῦμεν τὸ ἄφρον).36)

35) See Thuc. 5.104. 

36) See Thuc. 5.105.1-3.
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In the above lines, the disdain inherent in the two concluding sentences is 

certainly noticeable (πρὸς μὲν τὸ θεῖον ... τῆς δὲ ἐς Λακεδαιμονίους δόξης 

... οὐ ζηλοῦμεν τὸ ἄφρον). In effect, the Athenians here relegate the 

Melians’ trust in divine justice and godly sanctioned retribution to the status 

of the same kind of ἄφρον (‘foolishness’) they deem to be lying at the 

heart of the false conviction that Sparta would be ready to aid Melos. None 

of these futile reassurances, so the Athenian counter-argument concludes, is 

in any way supported by what ought to be the overriding concern for the 

Melians: σωτηρία. 

In the argumentation building up to this relentless closure, we ought to 

pay special attention to how the Athenians draw on the notion of an 

universal “will to power” (παντὸς ... οὗ ἂν κρατῇ, ἄρχειν), which the 

Athenians conceive of as having been given by a necessity of nature (ὑπὸ 

φύσεως ἀναγκαίας). In fact, by having laid bare this “universal law of 

nature,” the Athenians presume themselves to be able to counter just about 

any normative claims that may be derived from religious beliefs – 

alternatively, from any kinds of beliefs that cannot be reconciled with the 

clear and distinct knowledge of the workings of human nature that the 

Athenians think they possess: 

ἡγούμεθα ... τὸ ἀνθρώπειόν ... σαφῶς διὰ παντὸς ὑπὸ φύσεως ἀναγκαίας, 

οὗ ἂν κρατῇ, ἄρχειν 

our assured idea of humanity is that by a necessity of nature anyone will 

rule over anything that is in his power.37) 

However, here as in the remainder of the dialogue, the Athenians fail in 

making the Melians succumb to their view of how – in the given state of 

nature and with the current situation at hands – the sole relevant principle 

37) Cf. Bosworth (1993), 40: “For the Athenians the subjugation of the weaker 
by the stronger is no injustice but a categorical imperative of nature.”
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of σωτηρία may best be fulfilled. The dialogue concludes with the continued 

refusal of the Melians to give up their trust in the goodwill of τύχη, and in 

their assurance of the rescuing power of the Lacedaemonians.38) And of 

course the Athenians for their part are unable tolerate the Melians’ refusal to 

fulfil what the Athenians conceive of as marking the only path towards 

safety and survival for the whole of the Melian city-state – i.e., to 

surrender and become part of the ἀρχή (‘dominion’) of those in possession 

of κράτος (‘power’). 

Thucydides then concludes the episode with laconically stating the 

outcome of the stubbornness of the Melians: 

οἱ δὲ ἀπέκτειναν Μηλίων ὅσους ἡβῶντας ἔλαβον, παῖδας δὲ καὶ γυναῖκας 

ἠνδραπόδισαν.39)

They (the Athenians) killed all adult male Melians they could catch, and 

they turned the women and the children into slaves. 

Hence, the Melians met the fate the Mytileneans had managed to escape, 

exactly, as it seems, because of their unwillingness to conduct themselves in 

accordance with the moral frames set down by their Athenian rulers. The 

usual reading of the Melian Dialogue as giving expression to Thucydides’ 

meditations on the dynamics between power and weakness thus finds strong 

support in the relentless closure of the episode. 

However, at this point in the Thucydidean narrative, the self-assured 

political rationale of the Athenians – which previously had absolved the 

Mytileneans, but which now decided on the opposite fate for the Melians – 

had certainly already begun to run amok; i.e., it had become incapable of 

correcting its own faulty decisions. For what the Athenian ambassadors in 

the Melian Dialogue seem unable to understand, but what was seen clearly 

38) See Thuc. 5.112.2. 

39) See Thuc. 5.116.4.
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by the Athenian assembly as it reached its second decision in the 

Mytilenean case, was that for the greater part of the Melian society there 

never was any choice.40) The fate they had to suffer was the one imposed 

on them by their elite leaders, and these, in their turn, had to choose 

between their own misguided conceptions, and the externally imposed 

principles laid upon them by their Athenian overlords. 

4. Conclusion: Thucydidean social critique

In Thucydides’ Mytilenean Debate as well as in his Melian Dialogue, the 

essence of what could be conceived of as a sort of political autonomy may 

truly be divined.41) This would be a type of political autonomy, then, akin 

to the extreme kind envisioned by modern political theorists like Carl 

Schmitt and Leo Strauss; a conception of genuine politics made possible by 

a sovereign political authority forcefully laying down its own ruling 

principles.42) In Classical Athens, however, it was not a single person or a 

closed group of powerful individuals that remained ungoverned by outside 

authorial orderings, but rather the totality of the enfranchised Athenian male 

citizens.43) In other words, political autonomy followed from sovereign 

authority being dispersed in a larger group of people, and not from it being 

concentrated in the hands of singular men, or even in a single idea (e.g. 

‘the State’).44) 

40) See Thuc. 3.36.4: τῇ ὑστεραίᾳ μετάνοιά τις εὐθὺς ἦν αὐτοῖς καὶ ἀναλογισμὸς ὠμὸν 
τὸ βούλευμα καὶ μέγα ἐγνῶσθαι, πόλιν ὅλην διαφθεῖραι μᾶλλον ἢ οὐ τοὺς αἰτίους 
(“The next day, reflection and reconsideration came to them and they 
thought of how truly raw their decision had been, to destroy a whole city 
rather than only the guilty ones”).

41) Cf. Euben (1986), 372.

42) See Schmitt (2005), 18-19. Cf. Strauss (2007), 120. 

43) Cf. Ober (1998), 367-368. 
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How truly hideous the Athenians’ practice of this political autonomy could 

be, is shown most clearly in the Melian Dialogue. Here, all attempts on part 

of the Melians to force a more humane perspective on the Athenians – e.g. 

by invoking divine powers – prove to be in vain. Indeed, the outcome of 

these failed attempts is simply that the Athenians display their capacity to 

enforce their decisions by wasting the Melian community. In the Mytilenean 

Debate, on the other hand, a criticism of the main socio-moral principle 

adhered to by the Athenian political community (expediency) actually proves 

successful. However, in this case the critique is internal and implicit. Indeed, 

the effective counter-arguments are delivered by a member of the in-group of 

enfranchised citizens, Diodotus, who still outwardly shows himself adhering 

to the dominant principle of expediency. 

This same Diodotus, son of Eucrates – who himself only appears in the 

Mytilenean Debate and nowhere else in the History (or anywhere else in 

extant Classical Greek literature) –45) thus also proves to be the one 

character depicted by Thucydides, who may actually lay claim to having 

successfully practiced an ancient counterpart to subversive social critique.46) 

Indeed, Diodotus manages to replace Cleon’s retaliation-based vision of how 

best to realize expediency, at the same time as he subtly leads the assembly 

towards a radically alternative point of view; one that raises the value of 

self-care in the opting for wise and just decisions over and above 

expediency.

In the Melian Dialogue, however, there is no substitute for Diodotus, no 

one to lead the Athenians – represented by their ambassadors Cleomedes 

and Teisias – towards transforming their moral outlook. In truth, the 

Melians themselves never even attempt to deliver their counter-arguments in 

44) That this kind of autonomy characterized the Athenian 5th-century BCE 
political community is of course common knowledge among Classicist. 

45) See Ostwald (1979), 5. 

46) See the introduction for a definition of the modern concept of subversive 
social criticism as ‘immanent critique.’
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a form that could actually persuade the Athenians to change their mind. 

Rather, they altogether disregard the normative framework determined for 

them by the Athenians.47) Nevertheless, I would claim that the Melian 

Dialogue, too, bears evidence of a social critique. This is the social criticism 

practiced by Thucydides himself in his role as narrator of the episode.48) 

Indeed, it seems to me that Thucydides with his Melian episode not only 

places before his audience the picture of a weaker city-state at the mercy of 

a stronger, as the common scholarly view maintains – but also that of a 

subdued people imprisoned by their weak leaders. If this interpretation were 

correct, there would be more to be learned from the Melian Dialogue, than 

what the effects of power politics are or might be. To be found here in 

particular would be the further lesson applying specifically to clashing 

societies, the one of which is not only weaker but also follows a radically 

different principle of rule than the other. What Thucydides was aiming at in 

the Melian Dialogue, then, may actually amount to very same thing he had 

Diodotus say more explicitly in the Mytilenean Debate: that the wise 

chooses what is best for him, and that such a choice precludes blaming 

others – especially when political reality remains such that the others 

themselves are unlikely to have a choice. 

47) Cf. Giddens (1984), 4: “norms figure as ‘factual’ boundaries of social life, 
to which a variety of manipulative attitudes are possible.” Clearly, the 
Melians were not very successful in manipulating the normative boundaries 
imposed on them by the Athenians. 

48) Cf. Orwin (1984), 494: “It is tempting, as well as plausible otherwise, to 
speculate on the kinship of the thought of this otherwise unknown figure 
[Diodotus] to that of Thucydides himself.” 
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