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Warfare and Society in Ancient Greece 
 

Lecture 10 
Thucydides and the Athenian empire 

 
  

 
Athens  the  imper ia l  c i t y  

 
[Arist.] Ath.  Resp .  XXIII.3XXIV. 
The heads of the People in these periods were Aristeides son of Lysimachus and Themistocles son of 
Neocles, the latter practising to be skillful in military pursuits, and the former in politics […]. The 
rebuilding of the walls was directed by both these statesmen jointly although they were at variance 
with one another; but the secession of the Ionian states from the Lacedaemonian alliance was 
promoted by Aristeides, who seized the opportunity when the Lacedaemonians were discredited 
because of Pausanias. Hence it was Aristeides who assessed the tributes of the allied states on the 
first occasion, two years after the naval battle of Salamis[…], and who administered the oaths to the 
Ionians when they swore to have the same enemies and friends, ratifying their oaths by letting the 
lumps of iron sink to the bottom out at sea. 
Afterwards, now that the state was emboldened and much money had been collected, he began to 
advise them to aim at the leadership, and to come down from their farms and live in the city, telling 
them that there would be food for all, some serving in the army and others as frontier-guards and 
others conducting the business of the community, and then by this method they 
would keep the leadership […]. They also established a plentiful food‐supply for the multitude, as 
Aristeides had proposed; for the combined proceeds of the tributes and the taxes and the allies 
served to feed more than twenty thousand men. For there were six thousand jurymen, one thousand 
six hundred archers and also one thousand two hundred cavalry, five hundred members of the 
Council, five hundred guardians of the docks, and also fifty watchmen in the city, as many as seven 
hundred officials at home and as many as seven hundred abroad; and in addition to these, when later 
they settled into the war, two thousand five hundred hoplites, twenty guardships and other ships 
conveying the guards to the number of two hundred elected by lot; and furthermore the prytaneum, 
orphans, and warders of prisoners — for all of these had their maintenance from public funds. 
 
Thucydides, 1.89-91 
The way in which Athens came to be placed in the circumstances under which her power grew was 
this. 
[2] After the Medes had returned from Europe, defeated by sea and land by the Hellenes, and after 
those of them who had fled with their ships to Mycale had been destroyed, Leotychides, King of the 
Lacedaemonians, the commander of the Hellenes at Mycale, departed home with the allies from 
Peloponnese. But the Athenians and the allies from Ionia and Hellespont, who had now revolted 
from the king, remained and laid siege to Sestos, which was still held by the Medes. After wintering 
before it, they became masters of the place on its evacuation by the barbarians; and after this they 
sailed away from Hellespont to their respective cities. [3] Meanwhile the Athenian people, after the 
departure of the barbarian from their country, at once proceeded to carry over their children and 
wives, and such property as they had left, from the places where they had deposited them, and 
prepared to rebuild their city and their walls. For only isolated portions of the circumference had 
been left standing, and most of the houses were in ruins; though a few remained, in which the 
Persian grandees had taken up their quarters.  
Perceiving what they were going to do, the Lacedaemonians sent an embassy to Athens. 
They would have themselves preferred to see neither her nor any other city in possession of a wall; 
though here they acted principally at the instigation of their allies, who were alarmed at the strength 
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of her newly acquired navy, and the valor which she had displayed in the war with the Medes. [2] 
They begged her not only to abstain from building walls for herself, but also to join them in throwing 
down the walls that still held together of the ultra-Peloponnesian cities. The real meaning of their 
advice, the suspicion that it contained against the Athenians, was not proclaimed; it was urged that so 
the barbarian, in the event of a third invasion, would not have any strong place, such as he now had 
in Thebes, for his base of operations; and that Peloponnese would suffice for all as a base both for 
retreat and offence. [3] After the Lacedaemonians had thus spoken, they were, on the advice of 
Themistocles, immediately dismissed by the Athenians, with the answer that ambassadors should be 
sent to Sparta to discuss the question. Themistocles told the Athenians to send him off with all speed 
to Lacedaemon, but not to despatch his colleagues as soon as they had selected them, but to wait 
until they had raised their wall to the height from which defence was possible. Meanwhile the whole 
population in the city was to labour at the wall, the Athenians, their wives and their children, sparing 
no edifice, private or public, which might be of any use to the work, but throwing all down. [4] After 
giving these instructions, and adding that he would be responsible for all other matters there, he 
departed. [5] Arrived at Lacedaemon he did not seek an audience with the authorities, but tried to 
gain time and made excuses. When any of the government asked him why he did not appear in the 
assembly, he would say that he was waiting for his colleagues, who had been detained in Athens by 
some engagement; however, that he expected their speedy arrival, and wondered that they were not 
yet there.  
91. At first the Lacedaemonians trusted the words of Themistocles, through their friendship for him; 
but when others arrived, all distinctly declaring that the work was going on and already attaining 
some elevation, they did not know how to disbelieve it. [2] Aware of this, he told them that rumors 
are deceptive, and should not be trusted; they should send some reputable persons from Sparta to 
inspect, whose report might be trusted. [3] They despatched them accordingly. Concerning these 
Themistocles secretly sent word to the Athenians to detain them as far as possible without putting 
them under open constraint, and not to let them go until they had themselves returned. For his 
colleagues had now joined him, Abronichus, son of Lysicles, and Aristides, son of Lysimachus, with 
the news that the wall was sufficiently advanced; and he feared that when the Lacedaemonians heard 
the facts, they might refuse to let them go. [4] So the Athenians detained the envoys according to his 
message, and Themistocles had an audience with the Lacedaemonians, and at last openly told them 
that Athens was now fortified sufficiently to protect its inhabitants; that any embassy which the 
Lacedaemonians or their allies might wish to send to them, should in future proceed on the 
assumption that the people to whom they were going was able to distinguish both its own and the 
general interests. [5] That when the Athenians thought fit to abandon their city and to embark in 
their ships, they ventured on that perilous step without consulting them; and that on the other hand, 
wherever they had deliberated with the Lacedaemonians, they had proved themselves to be in 
judgment second to none. [6] That they now thought it fit that their city should have a wall, and that 
this would be more for the advantage of both the citizens of Athens and the Hellenic confederacy; 
[7] for without equal military strength it was impossible to contribute equal or fair counsel to the 
common interest. It followed, he observed, either that all the members of the confederacy should be 
without walls, or that the present step should be considered a right one.  
 

 
  

 
 

Thucyd ides ’  de f ens iv e  s t ra t egy  
 

Thucydides, 2.65.7 
Such were the arguments by which Pericles tried to cure the Athenians of their anger against him and 
to divert their thoughts from their immediate afflictions. 
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[2] As a community he succeeded in convincing them; they not only gave up all idea of sending to 
Sparta, but applied themselves with increased energy to the war; still as private individuals they could 
not help smarting under their sufferings, the common people having been deprived of the little that 
they ever possessed, while the higher orders had lost fine properties with costly establishments and 
buildings in the country, and, worst of all, had war instead of peace. [3] In fact, the public feeling 
against him did not subside until he had been fined. [4] Not long afterwards, however, according to 
the way of the multitude, they again elected him general and committed all their affairs to his hands, 
having now become less sensitive to their private and domestic afflictions, and understanding that he 
was the best man of all for the public necessities. [5] For as long as he was at the head of the state 
during the peace, he pursued a moderate and conservative policy; and in his time its greatness was at 
its height. When the war broke out, here also he seems to have rightly gauged the power of his 
country. [6] He outlived its commencement two years and six months, and the correctness of his 
previsions respecting it became better known by his death. [7] He told them to wait quietly, to pay 
attention to their marine, to attempt no new conquests, and to expose the city to no hazards during 
the war, and doing this, promised them a favorable result. What they did was the very contrary, 
allowing private ambitions and private interests, in matters apparently quite foreign to the war, to 
lead them into projects unjust both to themselves and to their allies—projects whose success would 
only conduce to the honor and advantage of private persons, and whose failure entailed certain 
disaster on the country in the war. [8] The causes of this are not far to seek. Pericles indeed, by his 
rank, ability, and known integrity, was enabled to exercise an independent control over the 
multitude—in short, to lead them instead of being led by them; for as he never sought power by 
improper means, he was never compelled to flatter them, but, on the contrary, enjoyed so high an 
estimation that he could afford to anger them by contradiction. 
 
Thucydides, 2.13 
While the Peloponnesians were still mustering at the Isthmus, or on the march before they invaded 
Attica, Pericles, son of Xanthippus, one of the ten generals of the Athenians, finding that the 
invasion was to take place, conceived the idea that Archidamus, who happened to be his friend, 
might possibly pass by his estate without ravaging it. 
This he might do, either from a personal wish to oblige him, or acting under instructions from 
Lacedaemon for the purpose of creating a prejudice against him, as had been before attempted in the 
demand for the expulsion of the accursed family. He accordingly took the precaution of announcing 
to the Athenians in the assembly that, although Archidamus was his friend, yet this friendship should 
not extend to the detriment of the state, and that in case the enemy should make his houses and 
lands an exception to the rest and not pillage them, he at once gave them up to be public property, so 
that they should not bring him into suspicion. [2] He also gave the citizens some advice on their 
present affairs in the same strain as before. They were to prepare for the war, and to carry in their 
property from the country. They were not to go out to battle, but to come into the city and guard it, 
and get ready their fleet, in which their real strength lay. They were also to keep a tight rein on their 
allies—the strength of Athens being derived from the money brought in by their payments, and 
success in war depending principally upon conduct and capital. [3] Here they had no reason to 
despond. Apart from other sources of income, an average revenue of six hundred talents of silver 
was drawn from the tribute of the allies; and there were still six thousand talents of coined silver in 
the Acropolis, out of nine thousand seven hundred that had once been there, from which the money 
had been taken for the porch of the Acropolis, the other public buildings, and for Potidaea. [4] This 
did not include the uncoined gold and silver in public and private offerings, the sacred vessels for the 
processions and games, the Median spoils, and similar resources to the amount of five hundred 
talents. [5] To this he added the treasures of the other temples. These were by no means 
inconsiderable, and might fairly be used. Nay, if they were ever absolutely driven to it, they might 
take even the gold ornaments of Athena herself; for the statue contained forty talents of pure gold 
and it was all removable. This might be used for self-preservation, and must every penny of it be 
restored. [6] Such was their financial position—surely a satisfactory one. Then they had an army of 
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thirteen thousand heavy infantry, besides sixteen thousand more in the garrisons and on home duty 
at Athens. [7] This was at first the number of men on guard in the event of an invasion: it was 
composed of the oldest and youngest levies and the resident aliens who had heavy armor. The 
Phaleric wall ran for four miles, before it joined that round the city; and of this last nearly five had a 
guard, although part of it was left without one, viz. that between the Long Wall and the Phaleric. 
Then there were the Long Walls to Piraeus, a distance of some four miles and a half, the outer of 
which was manned. Lastly, the circumference of Piraeus with Munychia was nearly seven miles and a 
half; only half of this, however, was guarded. [8] Pericles also showed them that they had twelve 
hundred horse including mounted archers, with sixteen hundred archers unmounted, and three 
hundred galleys fit for service. [9] Such were the resources of Athens in the different departments 
when the Peloponnesian invasion was impending and hostilities were being commenced. Pericles also 
urged his usual arguments for expecting a favorable issue to the war. 
 
 
 

  
 

Imper ia l  war fare  
 

Thucydides, 3.13.5-6 
Nor must it be thought that this is a case of putting yourselves into danger for a country which is not 
yours. Lesbos may appear far off, but when help is wanted she will be found near enough. It is not in 
Attica that the war will be decided, as some imagine, but in the countries by which Attica is 
supported; [6] and the Athenian revenue is drawn from the allies, and will become still larger if they 
reduce us; as not only will no other state revolt, but our resources will be added to theirs, and we 
shall be treated worse than those that were enslaved before. [7] But if you will frankly support us, you 
will add to your side a state that has a large navy, which is your great want; you will smooth the way 
to the overthrow of the Athenians by depriving them of their allies, who will be greatly encouraged 
to come over; and you will free yourselves from the imputation made against you, of not supporting 
insurrection. In short, only show yourselves as liberators, and you may count upon having the 
advantage in the war.  
 
Thucydides, 6.17 
Thus did my youth and so-called monstrous folly find fitting arguments to deal with the power of the 
Peloponnesians, and by its ardour win their confidence and prevail. 
And do not be afraid of my youth now, but while I am still in its flower, and Nicias appears 
fortunate, avail yourselves to the utmost of the services of us both. [2] Neither rescind your 
resolution to sail to Sicily, on the ground that you would be going to attack a great power. The cities 
in Sicily are peopled by motley rabbles, and easily change their institutions and adopt new ones in 
their stead; [3] and consequently the inhabitants, being without any feeling of patriotism, are not 
provided with arms for their persons, and have not regularly established themselves on the land; 
every man thinks that either by fair words or by party strife he can obtain something at the public 
expense, and then in the event of a catastrophe settle in some other country, and makes his 
preparations accordingly. [4] From a mob like this you need not look for either unanimity in counsel 
or concert in action; but they will probably one by one come in as they get a fair offer, especially if 
they are torn by civil strife as we are told. [5] Moreover, the Siceliots have not so many heavy infantry 
as they boast; just as the Hellenes generally did not prove so numerous as each state reckoned itself, 
but Hellas greatly over-estimated their numbers, and has hardly had an adequate force of heavy 
infantry throughout this war. [6] The states in Sicily, therefore, from all that I can hear, will be found 
as I say, and I have not pointed out all our advantages, for we shall have the help of many barbarians, 
who from their hatred of the Syracusans will join us in attacking them; nor will the powers at home 
prove any hindrance, if you judge rightly. [7] Our fathers with these very adversaries, which it is said 
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we shall now leave behind us when we sail, and the Mede as their enemy as well, were able to win the 
empire, depending solely on their superiority at sea. [8] The Peloponnesians had never so little hope 
against us at present; and let them be ever so sanguine, although strong enough to invade our country 
even if we stay at home, they can never hurt us with their navy, as we leave one of our own behind us 
that is a match for them.  
 


