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In ancient Greece, city-states competed with one another for political and military 
control. The two most powerful city-states, Athens and Sparta, had very different 
cultures. In the following selection, the Athenian historian Thucydides contrasts the two 
cultures. Thucydides puts a fictional speech into the mouth of a messenger from the city-
state of Corinth. The date is 432 BC, Corinth and Athens have been quarreling, and now 
Corinth wants Sparta’s help in fighting the Athenians. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
Describe Thucydides’ view of the Athenians. Do you think it is biased? 
 
 
 
[You Lacedaemonians1 have allowed Athens to develop her power, and have sat idly by 
while your own power was in danger.] Of all Hellenes, O Lacedaemonians, you are the 
only people who never do anything. On the approach of an enemy you are content to 
defend yourself against him, not by acts, but by intentions, and seek to overthrow him not 
in the infancy but in the fullness of his strength. How came you to be considered safe? 
That reputation of yours was never justified by facts. We know that the Persian made his 
way from the ends of the earth before you encountered him in a worthy manner; and now 
you are blind to the doings of the Athenians, who are not at a distance as he was, but 
close at hand.  
 
Have you never considered what manner of men these Athenians are with whom you will 
have to fight, and how utterly unlike yourselves? They are revolutionary, quick in the 
conception and in the execution of every new plan; while you are conservative—careful 
only to keep what you have, originating nothing, and not acting even when action is 
necessary. They are bold beyond their strength; they run risks which prudence would 
condemn; in the midst of misfortune they are full of hope. Whereas it is your nature, 
though strong, to act feebly; when your plans are most prudent to distrust them, and when 
calamities befall to think you will never be delivered from them. They are impetuous, and 
you are dilatory; they are always abroad, and you are always at home. For they hope to 
gain something by leaving their homes, but you are afraid that any new enterprise will 
imperil what you have already. When conquerors they pursue their victory to the 
uttermost; when defeated they fall back the least.
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Their bodies they devote to their country as though they belonged to other men. Their 
true self is their mind, which is most truly their own when employed in her service. When 
they do not carry out an intention which they have formed, they seem to have sustained a 
personal bereavement: when an enterprise succeeds they have gained a mere installment 
of what is to come; but if they fail they at once conceive new hopes and so fill up the 
void. With them alone, to hope is to have, for they lose not a moment in the execution of 
an idea. This is the lifelong task, full of toil and danger, which they are always imposing 
upon themselves.  
 
None enjoy their good things less, because they are always seeking for more. To do their 
duty is their only holiday, and they deem the quiet of inaction to be as disagreeable as the 
most tiresome business. If a man should say of them in a word, that they were born 
neither to have peace themselves, nor to allow peace to others, he would simply speak the 
truth. 
 
In the face of such an enemy, Lacedaemonians, you persist in doing nothing. [Your 
policy of inaction] would hardly be successful, even if your neighbors were like 
yourselves, and in the present case, as we pointed out just now, your ways as compared 
with theirs are old-fashioned. 
 
. . . [Therefore act promptly], and we will remain your friends if you choose to bestir 
yourselves. Take heed then; you have inherited from your fathers the leadership of the 
Peloponnesus2: see that her greatness suffers no diminution at your hands. 
 
 
 
1. Lacedaemonians: Spartans 
2. Peloponnesus: the peninsula that forms part of the mainland of southern Greece 
 
 
Excerpt from History of the Peloponnesian War by Thucydides, Book I, translated by 
Benjamin Jowett, in Readings in Ancient History, Volume 1, edited by William Stearns 
Davis (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1912), pp. 212–214. 
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