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THUCYDIDES’ MELIAN DIALOGUE AND ITS RECEPTION
Ivan Matijasi¢ (Venice/CHS)

§ 1. Thucydides 5.84-116, especially 104-105: M#jAwov: Xodemdv pév kai fueig (ed {ote) vopifopev
7pog SVvapiv Te TV dpetépav kai TV TOXNY, €l p dmd Tod loov Eotal, dywvileoOat: Spwg 8¢ moTedopey
Tf) pev ToxM €x Tod Beiov pn édacowoeoBat, 5Tt dotot TPOG 0D Sikaiovg ioTaueda, Tiig 8¢ Svvapews TG
¢Neimovt TV AakeSapoviwv Npiv Evppayiav tpootoeodal, avdyknv éxovoav, kai ei pf Tov &Aov, Tfig

ve §uyyeveiag Eveka kai aioxvvy Pondeiv. kai od Tavtamaoty odtwg dAéYws Opacvvoueda.

ABnvaiou: [1] tfig puév Toivoy mpdg 10 Belov edpeveiag 008 fpels oidpeda AedeiyeoBar: 0088V yap Ew Tiig
avOpwmeiag T@V pev £¢ 10 Oelov vopioews, T@v 8’ € 0@ag adTodg BovAnoews SIKAlODUEY 1) TPACTOUEY.
[2] fryodueda yéap 6 e Oiov §6En TO dvBpwmeldy Te caP®ds S1d TavTOG V7O PUoEwWS dvaykaiag, oD &v
Kpatij, Apxewv: kal fpeig odte O€vTeg TOV vOpOV 0DTe Keévw Tp@TOL Yproapevol, 8vta 8¢ mapadafovteg
Kal éoopevov € aiel katadeiyovteg xpwueda adT®, €id6Teg Kal dudg &v kal &Movg €v Tfj adTf) Svvapet
UV Yevopévovg Sp@vtag &v Tadtd. [3] kal mpdg ptv 1o Oelov oBtwg ék Tod eikdTog 00 PoPodpeda
glaoowoeobat: Tg 8¢ ¢ AakeSatpoviovg 86Eng, v S 10 aioypov 81) Pondrjoety DIy moTeDETE ADTOVG,

pakapicavteg Dp@V 0 depdxkakoy od {nAoduev o depov.

(“‘MELIANS: We can assure you that we do not underestimate the difficulty of facing your power
and a possibly unequal fortune. Yet, as for fortune, we trust that our righteous stand against injustice
will not disadvantage us in divine favour; and that Spartan help will make up for our deficiency in
strength—if for no other reason, they will be bound to fight for us out of kinship and a sense of

honour. So our confidence is not as completely illogical as you suggest.

ATHENIANS: [1] Well, we do not think that we shall be short of divine favour either. There is
nothing in our claim or our conduct which goes beyond established human practice as shown in
men’s beliefs about the divine or their policy among themselves. [2] We believe it of the gods, and
we know it for sure of men, that under some permanent compulsion of nature wherever they can
rule, they will. We did not make this law; it was already laid down, and we are not the first to follow
it; we inherited it as a fact, and we shall pass it on as a fact to remain true for ever; and we follow it in
the knowledge that you and anyone else given the same power as us would do the same. [3] So as for
divine favour, we can see no reason to fear disadvantage. As for your trusting fantasy about the
Spartans, that a sense of honour, of all things, will bring them to your aid, we can only admire your

innocence and pity your folly. Transl. M. Hammond, Oxford World’s Classics)

§ 2. Xenophon, Hellenica, 2.2.3-4: év 8¢ taig AB7vaug i) ITapddov dpikopévng voktog ENEYeTo 1)
ovpPopd, kal oipwyn €k Tod Ielpatdg S1i TOV pakp@v Te@V eig doTv Siijkev, 0 €Tepog TR £Tépw
TaApaYYEMwY: WoT’ EKelvng TG VUKTOG 00S¢lg éxoun01), 00 povov Todg dmoAwAoTag evBodvTeg, AN
oA pdMov €Tt avTol Eavtos, meiceaOat vopifovteg ola émoinoav MnAiovg te Aakedatpoviwy dmoikovg
dvtag, kpatoavteg moAtopkiq, kal Totiondg kai Zxwvaiovg kal Topwvaiovg kal Aiywhtag kai &Movg

moModg T@v ENAvwv. T 8 dotepaia ékkAnoiav émoinoay, év 1) €80&e Tog Te Mpévag dmox@oat TANV
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£vOg Kal T Telxn evTpemiley kai puAakig éploTdval kai TAAA TAVTA W £ig TOAopKiav Tapaokevaley
TV TOAW. Kai oDtot puév mepl tadta floav. (‘It was at night that the Paralus arrived at Athens with
tidings of the disaster, and a sound of wailing ran from Piraeus through the long walls to the city, one
man passing on the news to another; and during that night no one slept, all mourning, not for

the lost alone, but far more for their own selves, thinking that they would suffer such treatment as
they had visited upon the Melians, colonists of the Lacedaemonians, after reducing them by siege,
and upon the Histiaeans and Scionaeans and Toronaeans and Aeginetans' and many other Greek
peoples. On the following day they convened an Assembly, at which it was resolved to block up all
the harbours except one, to repair the walls, to station guards, and in all other respects to get the city
ready for a siege. They busied themselves, accordingly, with these matters.” Transl. C.L. Brownson,

Loeb)

B

§ 3. Xenophon, Hellenica, 2.2.9: AboavSpog 8¢ apukopevog gig Alywav dméSwke thv oAy AlywiTal,
doovg £d0vato mAtioTovg adT@Y abpoicag, we & adtwg kai MnAiotg kai Toig &Motg doot Tfig adT@V
¢otépovto. (‘Meantime Lysander, upon reaching Aegina, restored the state to the Aeginetans,
gathering together as many of them as he could, and he did the same thing for the Melians also and

for all the others who had been deprived of their native states. Transl. C.L. Brownson, Loeb)

§ 4. Isocrates, Panegyricus, 100-102: Méxpt pév odv To0Twv 0id” 8Tt TévTeg &V OpodoYH oty TALioTWY
ayabaov thv oA TV NueTépav aitiav yeyevijobat, kal Sikalwg &v adTig TV Nyepoviav eivar: peta 8¢
TadT’ f8N TIVEG NUOV KaTNYopodow, we Emeldr) TV apxMV Tiig OadaTTng TapeAdPousy, TOMDY Kak@V
aitiot Toig “ENnot katéotnuey, kal T0v ¢ MnAiwv dvdpamodiopdv kai 1ov Zkiwvaiwv SAedpov év TovTolg
T0ig AdyoLg HUY Tpo@épovory. [101] &y 8 fyodpa mp@dTtov putv 008tV elvar TobTo onpeiov Mg Kakdg
fipxouey, €l TIveg T@V TOAEUNTAVTWY NPTV 0@OSpa paivovTal kodaoBévteg, & oA T68e pelfov

TEKPN PLOV WG KAADG SLwKODUEY Td TOV CUPUAYWY, OTL T@Y TOAEWY TOV VP’ NUTV 00o@Y 00Sepia TadTalg
Tdig ovpgopais mepiémeaey. [102] Emert’ ei pév &XoL TvEG TOV adTOY TpayUdTwy TpadTEPOY
émepeAnOnoay, eikdtTwg &v AUV EMTIP@EeV: €l 8¢ prTe ToDTO YEyove uno’ 0idovT’ €07Ti TOTOVTWY TOAEWY TO
TAf00g kpately, Av pr| Tig KOAdLy Tovg ¢SapapTavovTag, TG odk {1 Sikaldv EoTv fludg Ematvey, of Tiveg

EayioTolg XaAemvavTEG TAEIOTOV XPOVOV THV ApXTV KaTaoXelv AdvvNOnuev;

(‘Now up to this point I am sure that all men would acknowledge that our city has been the author of
the greatest number of blessings, and that she should in fairness be entitled to the hegemony. But
from this point on some take us to task, urging that after we succeeded to the sovereignty of the sea
we brought many evils upon the Hellenes; and, in these speeches of theirs, they cast it in our teeth
that we enslaved the Melians and destroyed the people of Scione. [101] I, however, take the view, in
the first place, that it is no sign that we ruled badly if some of those who were at war with us are
shown to have been severely disciplined, but that a much clearer proof that we administered the
affairs of our allies wisely is seen in the fact that among the states which remained our loyal subjects
not one experienced these disasters. [102] In the second place, if other states had dealt more

leniently with the same circumstances, they might reasonably censure us; but since that is not the
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case, and it is impossible to control so great a multitude of states without disciplining those who
offend, does it not follow that we deserve praise because we acted harshly in the fewest possible cases

and were yet able to hold our dominion for the greatest length of time?’ Translation G. Norlin, Loeb)

§ 5. Flavius Josephus, Jewish War, 5.365-368: i yap 1) kai moAepeiv Omép éEAevOepiag kaddv, xpiivatl o
np@Tov: 10 8’ dmaf dromeodvTag kal pakpois elfavtag xpovolgs Enerta drooeieadat Tov {uyov
Svabavatodvtwy, 00 PledevBépwy elvat. [366] Setv pévrol kai Seomdtag dSofetv Tamewvotépovg, ody olg
droxeipla T whvta. Tl yap Pwpaiovs Stamepevyévat, mANv el pf T1 St OdAog | kpvog dxpnotov; [367]
petapijvat yap mpog adtods wavtoBev TN TOXNY, Kal kKata €0vog TOV B0V EumeptayovTa Thv dpxny vOv
émi tjg Traliag eivat. vopov ye pnv wpioBat kai wapa Onpoiv ioxvpoTatov kai wap’ avOpwmorg, elkety Tolg
Svvatwtépolg kai O kpatelv Tap” olg dxpm) T@V STAwy elvat. [368] S TodTo Kal Todg TPOYEVOLS ATV
[7oAD] kal Tailg Yuxais kai Tolg owpaoty £t 8¢ kal taig dMatg dpoppais dpeivovg dvtag, elfat Pwpaiots,
o0k &v i pf) TOV Bedv fi8ecav odv adtoig 10D’ dmopeivavtag. (‘Be it granted that it was noble to fight
for freedom, they should have done so at first; but, after having once succumbed and submitted for
so long, to seek then to shake off the yoke was the part of men madly courting death, not of lovers of
liberty. [366] To scorn meaner masters might, indeed, be legitimate, but not those to whom the
universe was subject. For what was there that had escaped the Romans, save maybe some spot
useless through heat or cold? [367] Fortune, indeed, had from all quarters passed over to them, and
God who went the round of the nations, bringing to each in turn the rod of empire, now rested over
Italy. There was, in fact, an established law, as supreme among brutes as among men, “Yield to the
stronger” and “The mastery is for those pre-eminent in arms.” [368] That was why their forefathers,
men who in soul and body, aye and in resources to boot, were by far their superiors, had yielded to
the Romans—a thing intolerable to them, had they not known that God was on the Roman side’
Translation H. St. J. Thackeray, Loeb)

§ 6. Friedrich Nietzsche, Menschliches, Allzumenschliches: Ein Buch Fuer Freie Geister, vol. 1, Leipzig
1886, nr. 92: Ursprung der Gerechtigkeit. - Die Gerechtigkeit (Billigkeit) nimmt ihren Ursprung
unter ungefihr gleich Mdchtigen, wie dies Thukydides (in dem furchtbaren Gespriche der
athenischen und melischen Gesandten) richtig begriffen hat; wo es keine deutlich erkennbare
Ubergewalt gibt und ein Kampf zum erfolglosen, gegenseitigen Schidigen wiirde, da entsteht der
Gedanke, sich zu verstindigen und iiber die beiderseitigen Anspriiche zu verhandeln: der Charakter
des Tausches ist der anfingliche Charakter der Gerechtigkeit. (‘Origin of justice. - Justice (fairness)
originates between parties of approximately equal power, as Thucydides correctly grasped (in the
terrible colloquy between Athenian and Melian ambassadors): where there is no clearly recognizable
superiority of force and a contest would result in mutual injury producing no decisive outcome the
idea arises of coming to an understanding and negotiating over one another’s demands: the
characteristic of exchange is the original characteristic of justice. Transl. R. J. Hollingdale: F.

Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, Cambridge 1986, 49)
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§ 7. John Enoch Powell, “The War and its Aftermath in their Influence upon Thucydidean Studies’
(1936) published in I. Matijasi¢, ‘John Enoch Powell, Thucydides, and Historical Analogy’, in L. lori
& 1. Matijasi¢ (eds), Thucydides in the ‘Age of Extremes’ and Beyond. Academia and Politics (History of
Classical Scholarship Supplementary Volume S), 2022, 89-124:

https://www.hcsjournal.org/ojs/index.php/hcs/article /view/SV05):

“The central point on which any moral estimate of Thucydides must always turn is the Melian
dialogue. And in the opinions expressed about the purpose of this dialogue the change of attitude
since the War has been most marked. (... ) “Those signs of Thucydides’ moral disapprobation of
Athenian policy, which before had been so evident to everyone, could now no longer be found.
Instead, the student now saw the two irreconcilable principles of imperialism and nationalism

expounded, without hybris on either side, in a language of striking power and beauty’

§ 8.]J. Enoch Powell, The Moral and Historical Principles of Thucydides and their Influence in Later
Antiquity (Cambridge Fellowship Dissertation, Churchill Archives Center, Churchill College,
Cambridge, POLL 1/6/24), 1934, 75: ‘If, now, Thucydides represents nations in any moment of
action as but following out logically the consequences of their positions, and that position itself as
brought about by the natural forces of human nature, it follows that he believed moral rules
inapplicable to the conduct of nations or communities. Often we hear that Thucydides suppresses
moral judgments, rather is moral judgment absent from the outset: for his standpoint is Realpolitik,
which considers what is, not what ought to be, and views morality and sentiment themselves as but a
single force among the many whose interplay makes up the grand, un-moral, or indeed super-moral,

sweep of history’



