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Rhetoric and History 
(Thucydides 6. 16- 18) 

Thucydides, like most of his successors in the ancient world is a 
' rhetorical historian. This much he tells us himself when he says that he 

wrote his speeches clis O' Uv E06Kovv Eµ,ol, £KaaTot 1Tepl TWv alel 1rap6v-rwv -rd 
OEov-ra µ6.AwT' el1Teiv ( r. 22. I): for rd 8Eov-ra AEyew is what the rhetorician 
claims to teach. Thus Gorgias in announcing his purpose in the Helen 
writes: -roiJ O' airroiJ dv8p6s AEtm re rd OEov Op0Ws Kal EA.Eygat ... roVs 
,.,,,,.,,,f,ofl,lvovs 'EMv17v (2), or Isocrates, in attacking the dialecticians: 

I I ~ ) \ I >,;,:-I I \ C' \ I 
'TT'Epl fL€V TWV fLE/\/lOVTWV EWEVal 1Tpoa1rowvµ,evovs' 7TEpi OE -rWv 1rapowrwv 

µ,'1)8€:v rWv ?>E6vrwv µ:frr' el1T€tv µ~-re avµ,fJovAeiJaai Ovvaµivovs (xiii. 7-8). 
rd OEovra is a two-fold notion, as indeed rhetoric itself is two-fold. On 
the one hand, it presupposes a system of practical reasoning: the orator 
must be aware of the relevant factors in political deliberation and able 
in the light of that awareness, to construct arguments for particula; 
circumstances. An elementary form of such theory can be found in the 
Rhetorica ad Alexandrum and complex examples ofit in Thucydides. So in 
his speeches recommending and rejecting an alliance or a war we can see 
in action arguments like those mentioned in the later treatise ( 1424 
b 28ff.) ;1 we can also see an implicit discussion oflarger questions such as 
the merits of foresight against experiment (6. 9-18), expediency against 
justice ( r. 32-42; 3. 37-48) or prudence against honour (5. 85- 113). To 
this extent, then, rhetoric is the medium of thought about politics 
embodying a rational approach to practical questions and designed t~ 
answer them in the best possible way; 2 and -rd 8€ovTa is the application of 
this in any particular situation. But the orator's business is not only­
indeed, not necessarily-to find the wisest thing to do: it is to persuade, 
and rhetoric, in one classic formulation is defined as 'the manufacturer 
of persuasion' (Plat. Garg. 453 a). Against this background T<i alov-ra 
means something more like what Aristotle, in speaking of drama, calls Td. 
''''''(Pt b) ''' 0'(Rh Evov-ra KaL Ta apµ,o-rTov-ra oe. 1450 5 or Ta V7rapxovTa 1Tt ava et. 
r 355 b ro): i.e. those elements that a speech needs in order to present its 

1 Cf. R. Zahn, Die erste Periklesrede (Kiel, 1934), 69-71. Note also Arist. Rhet. 1359 
b 33ff., 1369 a 7ff. 

2 On the wide knowledge rhetorical skill may imply, see]. H. Finley, Three Essays on 
Thurydides (Cambridge, 1967), 35n. 52 (- HSCP 49 (1938), 52 n. 1). 
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case effectively ( whether or not the case is valid). There must be 
something of this sense in Thucydides' use of the term, for not all of his 
speeches, which commonly contradict each other, can be offered to the 
reader as the right advice. 

Why does oratory deserve a place in the work of a great historian 
!ike !hucydides? In part because that place corresponds to its place 
m history. Men who went into political life prepared themselves at 
the schools of Gorgias and his like. 1 p-fiTwp is, in effect, the Greek 
for 'politician'; and the dominant statesman in a democracy is, in 
Thucydides' phrase (3. 36. 6; 6. 35. 2), the one 'best able to persuade the 
people', since to get through a policy means convincing the assembly, 
the peop!e, that it is right. For this reason Plato's Gorgias grows naturally 
from a dialogue about the art of words into a diaiogue about the art of 
government.' However, the speeches in Thucydides do not simply try to 
mirror their counterparts in real life; for -rd OEov-ra in r. 22 is in clear 
contrast to Twv a.A170ws A,x0lvTwv. In fact, Thucydides has created 
r~et~rically ideal equivalents to the actual wording while, as he says, 
st1ckmg as closely as possible to the gist of it. 

This is not an idle game of the intellect. In the speeches Thucydides 
does, what any artist and any historian must do: he refashions his subject 
in order to draw out its significance. (We cannot say anything in detail 
about this process, but we know from his own words that it took place.) 
This means not simply reproducing it; the Mytilenean debate has to be 
reworked to become Thucydides, 3. 37-46, just as the Mont Sainte­
Victoire does to become a Cezanne. At the same time, the overriding 
purpose is to be faithful to the reality-granted that to interpret 
something, however inadequately, is more faithful to reality than to 
fight shy of interpretation altogether. Moreover, Thucydides is repre­
senting words in words, and his reshaping uses techniques analogous to 
those of the orators themselves; for both he and they are producing a 
piece ofrhetoric. But there is still a difference between the subject and its 
representation. Cleon and Pericles are seeking to persuade an audience: 
Thucydides is seeking not merely to record that attempt, but to show us 
how and why they succeeded or failed, to help us understand, and so also 
to judge, the speaker and his public. This purpose we can achieve in two 
main ways: by sifting the arguments and by examining their relation to 
the narrative. The speeches are so constructed that a careful reader can 
see into-or see through-the speaker's reasoning; and the debate form, 
which confronts opposing arguments, is one of.the chief means to this 
end. There may also be a revealing relation between speeches which do 
not belong together in time; a particularly valuable point of reference 

1 e.g. Xen. Anab. 2. 6. 16f. 
2 Cf. E. R. Dodds, Plato Gorgias (Oxford, 1959), 3£ 
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are those of Pericles, for Thucydides Athens' best leader. So too a 
complex pattern of verbal and conceptual echoes be twee~ 

0

speech and 
narrative helps him trace the path from proposal to event. I his relatmn 
of words to deeds is at the heart of Thucydides' thinking; for the whole 
'work is a passionate, though often gloomy, enquiry into the possibility of 
rational behaviour in politics and war. Hence Thucydides' concerns are 
close to those of rhetorical theory; and this is why he chooses to present 
his history as a comhination of ,\6yo, and ipya ( r. 22), rather than leave 
the facts to speak alone. 

I wish now to examine Thucydides 6. 16-18 in the light of these 
remarks. 

Alcibiades' speech begins with a .\va,, o,a/30.\ij,, an attempt to wipe 
out the slurs of his opponent (12. 2). This is sound rhetorical practice: 
a defendant, according to Aristotle (Rhet. 1415 a 28-34; cf. Rhd. ad Alex. 
1437 b 38-41), should in his prologue clear the way for his rnse by 
rebutting attacks on his reputation, whereas the prosecutor, as N~c1as 1n 

fact does, should save them for his epilogue, from where they will best 
leave their sting in the hearers' minds. Also normal is his justification for 
such a beginning ( dvd.yK'"f] ydp €vrEV0Ev &p[aa0ai, €1TEt8~ µ.ov NiK{a,; · 
Ka0fi,f,aTo). 1 Its rhetorical value is to imply that his adversary has spoken 
off the point and to present a self-eulogy, which might otherwise be 
invidious, as inevitable. Alcibiades' other main speech (6. 89-91) also 
begins-and indeed ends-with an ~pologia; a'.'d his persistent need 
to clear his character focuses attcnt10n upon 1t. Contrast the quite 
impersonal .\vais oia/30.\ij, of Diodotus in 3. 42. There what coun~s is 
the relation between politicians and assembly in general: here lt 1s 
Alcibiades' behaviour and ethics which have influenced and will again 
influence the course of history, as has just been explained in chapter 15. 
It is his ambitiousness and unconventionality which cause him to be 
suspected of tyrannical aspirations and force him, after the mutilation of 
the Hermae, to flee Athens; and those too are the qualities he shows i'.' 
turning traitor to his own city. This is of strategic i?1portan~e since his 
advice both helps to rouse the inert Spartans and directs their strategy, 
and so ultimately leads to the disaster in Sicily. These facts agam 
underlie Thucydides' judgement on the expedition in 2. 65. 11, where he 
says that it failed not so much because it was a mistake in itself as becau~e 
the people at home did not vote the right measures for the armada m 
the West. It is generally agreed that the latter phrase alludes to the 
treatment of Alcibiades. But it does not imply that his presence on 
the campaign would have hrought success, only that his recall and 
condemnation began a chain of events which ended in catastrophe, 

1 Cf. 1. 37. 1; 3. 61. 1; 6. 82. 1; Herod. g. 27. 1; Gorg. Palam. 32; Eur, Hipp. 990. 
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and so that the internal squabbles which fed on susp1c10ns against 
Alcibiades were the ultimate cause of Athens' defeat. 1 Since his 
personality generates such suspicions, it is a historical factor of 
coi',.siderable weight. 

The character of Alcibiades and the questions which gather around 
it are also illumined by the contrast with Nicias; for chapter 16 corre­
sponds tog. 2 in the earlier speech, both representing the topic A~istotle 
calls 1r,p/ ainov (Rhet. 1415 a 28). The older man represents h'.s own 
caution as a patriotic virtue, the younger does the same for his own 
extravagance. Both speakers' view is limited by their own interests and 
habits ofmind; 2 neither embodies, as Pericles can claim to do (2. 60. 5), 
the ideal statesman. But Alcibiades' claims for himself are particularly 
disturbing. Nicias argues: 'I have an interest in the city's prosperity as 
one who has something to lose by her misfortune' (i.e. 'I depend on the 
city'); Alcibiades: 'My success increases the city's ~ower' ~i.~. 'T~e city, 
in a sense, depends on me'). But let us now examine Alcibiades argu­
ment as a whole. 

Alcibiades' .\vais o,a/30.\-ij, is distinguished by its aggressive and 
entirely unapologetic tone, in sharp contrast with Rhetorica adAlexandrum 
1437,a 1-b 15 which suggests lines of self-justification for a speaker in an 
assembly. It falls into three main sections: 

( 1) 16. 1 -3 answer Nicias' charge that Alcibiades seeks his own glory 
and enrichment at the city's expense. Nicias' lO{p. EAAaµ,1rpVvea0a1, and 
w,f,,.\710-fj he polemically echoes with .\aµmpvvoµ~, and ~oi, iUo,? Tt.Arnt 
... w,f,,,\fj. At this point he is arguing from exped1en'.'y: his b~h~vmur, he 
claims, in fact does the city good and so far from takmg the oty s money, 
he has spent his own for its benefit as well as his. . 

(2) 16. 4-5 answer the implicit charge of arrogance by assertmg that 
his behaviour is also morally justified and therefore should not brmg 
odium upon him. Aaµ,1rp6nrn in this section again echoes Nicias' 
EAAaµ,1rpVvea0ai. 

(3) 16. 6-17. 1 appeal to his past activities as a statesman to ~efute 
Nicias' claim that he is too young. ~ €µ,YJ ve6rqs Kai &vom sarcastically 
echoes veW-repos and vew-rEpcµ. 

In other words, Alcibiades presents himself as a useful and just citizen; 
but he does so in a highly individual way. 

His opening sentence makes a double claim: 'I have a better right 
than others to hold office' and 'I am worthy to do so'. This may be set 

1 Cf. J. de Romilly, Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism (Eng. tr, 1963; Paris, 1956), 
207-9. I refer to this work in what follows as TAI. On the harmony between 2. 65 and 
Book 6 see W. Liebeschuetz, Historia 17 (1968), 302-6. 

2 On 6. 9. 2 cf. G. F. Bender, Der Begriff des Staatsmannes bei Thukydides (Wiirzburg, 
1938), 54; see also p. 49 n. 138 on 7. 77. 2. 
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against a passage in Rhetorica ad Alexandrum ( 142 7 a 40 ff.; cf. Isocr. 
6. 1-6, Lys. 16. 20) which tells a young speaker to refute those who 
hold his youth against him, as Nicias has just done here, by asserting 
that Jhe subject under debate is one which particularly concerns a 
man of his age: Alcibiades' npoa'YjKEt µoi corresponds to EK ToV 
1Tpoa~Kov-ros roVT<p there. But Alcibiades' argument is for himself tout 

court, not for himself as a young man; it is also of general application and 
not confined to the circumstances of the debate. Pericles' words in his 
last speech, likewise a A.Vais Oiaf3oAfjs, are also a striking contrast: 8s 
oDSEVds {jaawv o1oµ.ai elvai yvWvaf TE -rd OEovra Kai Epµ,17ve-Daai -raiha, 
,)_\I\I \ I I <1,>1 \I (I 
<pll\01TOl\tS TE Kat xp77µ,a-rwv KpEwawv ... war Et µ,oi Kat µ,taws 17yovµ,evoi 
µ,iii\Aov J,dpwv 1TpoaEivai aVrd 1roAEµ,Eiv €1TEla01J-rE, oVK Uv elK6rws vDv -roV ye 
dOtKeiv al,rfav <f,epolµ,17v (2. 60. 5; 7). Both use the words µB),Aov E-rEpwv. 
But Pericles justifies his claim by his incorruptibility, his public spirit 
and his political wisdom, Alcibiades by his prowess as a racehorse-owner 
and choregos. So Thucydides' censure (2. 65. 8) on those who got 
power €( oV 1Tpoa7JK6vrwv clearly applies to him no less than to others. 
And Alcibiades' argument is related to the judgement of the historian, 
expressed on three different occasions, that Alcibiades' own interests 
played a considerable or decisive part in his actions as a statesman;1 
and the preceding narrative (6. 15. 2) heavily stresses his egoistic 
motives. Again, the condemnation (2. 65. 7) of politicians who acted 
with a view to 'private gains and private ambitions' fits Alcibiades: Td 
t.'Sia ... EVTvx'tJaas-xp'tJµ,aat TE Kal 86fr, WqJeA'tjaELv (6. r5. 2) corresponds 
to KaTd TdS' lOtas <{nAonµ,{as-Kal Td iota KEpOTJ. Here, then, his claim to 
disinterested statesmanship is weak. 

Let us now consider in more detail his arguments. One line of thought 
is that while he gains honour and glory, the city gains not only that, but 
solid benefit from his activities ( 16. 1; compare and contrast Lys. 19. 63). 
This rather artificial distinction is intensified by the subsequent anti­
thesis between v6µ,lf] µ,Ev ydp nµ,'tj . .. and qJ0ovefTal qJVaEL, which serves to 
suggest that Alcibiades' honour comes only from the other Greeks and is 
less real than the envy he incurs at home. 2 The assumption that such 
envy is natural finds support in a proverb to be found in Herodotus: 
-rroAtfJ'T'YJS' µ,EV -rroAtfJTYJ eV -rrp&.aaovn <{,0ovEel (7. 237. 2). The reality as 
Thucydides has just described it is less bleak: now at least his prestige is 
to prevail over any suspicions. Furthermore d,ef,,,\fi at tbe end of the 
section, governing €avT6v as well as T~v 1r6Aiv, undermines the pretence 
that he has won for himself only honour and glory. In fact his prestige 
has helped put him in office now (15. 3); and Nicias has suggested that 

1 C£ TAI 228, quoting 5. 43. 2 and 8. 47. I. 
2 C£ F. Heinimann, Nomos und Physis (Basel, 1945), 164-6, who also adduces the 

Herodotus passage. 
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he will use his office to cover his private expenses, a suggestion 
-Thucydides confirms in the phrase xp~µ.aa{-r, Kai 066] d,ef,,,\~am ( 15. 2). 
But Alcibiades' words are designed to win bim, in one breath, both 
admiration and sympathy; he both commends his personal triumphs 
and makes them seem a form of self-sacrifice: and that neatly chops off 
both heads of Nicias' accusation that he indulges his pride to the city's 
detriment. The point is reinforced by the phrase xop71y{ai, Kai aAA<,u 
T',0- Nicias bad identified only one area of his expenditure, racing; 
Thucydides has just spoken of 'racing and other expenses' ( 15. 3). But 
Alcibiades, reversing the emphasis of the historian's phrase, mentions a 
form of public spending and tucks away under tbe blanket-term aU<,u 
T<p his private extravagances. 

But there are in this passage other significant antitheses. N6µ.<,u and 
nµ,'tj contrast with EK ToiJ Opwµ,Evov and OVvaµ,tS', and again with laxVs-: 
this echoes the earlier contraposition of o6tav and d,ef,,,\{av. Further, 
<{,0oveiTai <{,Vaei contrasts with laxVs- <{,a{verai. This latter antithesis 
introduces something of a confusion. For if <{,atveTai is set against <{,VaEL, it 
must denote an impression as opposed to a fact; and in that case the same 
force is naturally to be felt in V1rovoefTai-as in Ev6µ,iaav, which is picked 
up by v6µ,<tJ-just before. V1rovoefTat or ef,a{veTal need not carry such 
overtones; but in a context where appearance and reality are being 
contrasted, it is hard to exclude them. So Alcibiades' subtle antithesis is 
blurred because the words for reality (ovvaµ.is and iaxv,), which are in 
the first instance set against words for appearance, are then linked to 
further words for appearance. The confusion is deliberate: the historian 
is unmasking his character. The real benefit Alcibiades says he has 
brought the city is at the most a diplomatic success, an increase in its 
prestige. Kai i'mep ovvaµ.,v ( I 6. 2) has already made it clear that the 
appearance of strength his successes gave was partly illusory; and where 
he is about to recommend an expedition which, as Nicias' second speech 
makes painfully clear, will test to the full the real strength of Athens, this 
line of argument is all the more suspect. Sure enough, when he does so, 
the tell-tale words ooK<i and o6toµ.,v slip out (17. 1; 18. 4): he expects 
results from the mere fact that Nicias 'is evidently successful' and that 
Athens 'will be seen' to sail against Sicily. Likewise, his proposals as a 
general are centred on diplomacy (6. 48) and Thucydides clearly 
implies that they were inferior to Lamachus' more vigorous ones 
(7. 42. 3). Similar implications attach to Alcibiades' account of his 
past activities in the Peloponnese. In short, he deals above all in 
semblances; and his attempt to show they are something more only rams 
home this judgement. 

In 16. 4-5 he develops one of the themes of 1-3, his own position 
within the city. Broadly speaking, the argument is an example of what 
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Aristotle calls T61ros <K Twv 1rpds aAA')Aa (Rhet. 1397 a 23ff.), 1 i.e. its 
apparent form is: 'ifit is right for the unfortunate to be treated by others 
as inferior, then it is right for the prosperous to treat others in that way'. 
But as so often, the rhetorical argument is a veil for sophistry. There are 
two main oddities in it. One "is the shift from 1rpds o~OEva ... laoµ,o£pei to 
µ,ij foov ,rvai (I quote the two phrases in their order oflogical priority). 
First we have a fact: a man in trouble 'does not equally share' his 
misfortune; from this we move to a judgement: a successful man is right 
to 'behave unequally'. Similarly, laoµ,olpEL refers to a state of affairs, 
whereas µ,~ foov elvm refers to a deliberate choice of behaviour. The 
seeming balance between the two phrases, with their common faos­
element, conceals a logical jump. It is, in fact, a transition familiar in 
sophistic rhetoric. A close analogy is Darius' argument in Herodotus: 
'Oligarchy and democracy both in time, by a natural process, lead to 
monarchy; hence monarchy is best' (3. 82), or Callicles' in the Gorgias: 
'Stronger is better by nature'. Further: just as the illusory balance 
between 1Tp6s oVOEva laoµ,oipei andµ,~ foov Elvat made the reasoning more 
specious, so also does a hidden imbalance. KaKWs 1rp&aawv corresponds 

• ' . I d b '.J.' ( " ' not to EV 1rpaaawv or an equ1va ent wor , ut to Er.p Eavrcµ µ,Eya 
<f,povovvTa. The purpose of this is to make it seem that success and pride 
are synonymous, since the word for pride takes the place of the expected 
word for success. So the concluding challenge ( -r} rd. iaa vEµ,wv rU 6µ,oia 
avTabo6Tw) rings altogether emptily, because by now Alcibiades' 
attitude has been established as inevitable, and so right. 

The ideology of this section is also remarkable. Dover's comment 
implies that since 'pity had less scope in Greek ethics than in ours', 
Alcibiades' remarks are relatively inoffensive. But it would be strange if 
they were not in some way disturbing, however plausible. In fact many 
accounts and justifications of pity can be found in fifth-century and 
earlier literature.' Moreover, pity is one of the leading ideals of Attic 
democracy (especially Plat. Menex. 244 e), perhaps most strikingly 
represented in the Theseus of Euripides' Supplices ( especially 763-8) or 
Sophocles' Oedipus Coloneus; and for the orators Athens and her demo­
cracy are distinguished from other countries and constitutions by their 
humanity (<f,,,\av0pw1rfa) and kindliness (1rpr;,.6T')S),3 So too when Cleon 
brands pity as one of'themost dangerous things for an empire' (3. 40. 2), 
he confirms his own principle that a democracy is incapable of ruling 

1 Cf L. Radcrmacher, Artium Scriptores (Wien, 1951), C 51; Plat. Gorg. 476 a-477 a 
and Dodds ad loc. 

2 e.g. Soph. Ajax 121 ff.; Oed. Col. 565 ff.; Herod. I. 86. 6. In general, see W. Burkert, 
,(um altgriechischen Mitleidsbegrijf (Erlangen, 1955); E. B. Stevens, 'Some Attic common­
places of pity', A]Ph 65 (1944), 1-25. 

3 e.g. Isocr. 7. 20; Dem. 22. 51 ( = 24. 163), 23. 69, 24. r 71. 
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others (3. 37. 1 ). Rather than characteristically Greek, then, Alcibiades' 
position is undemocratic, un-Athcnian, and ind~ed mere!y br~tal. It 
also has uneasy political implications; for this goes ill with the 
democratic ideal of equality as expressed by Pericles (2. 37. r ).1 In short, 
his words illustrate the collapse of traditional ethics and manners which 
Thucydides carefully traces in his work; the <f,6ais-based morality is p_art 
of the epoch. And if such arguments can be offered to the Atheman 
people in their assembly, that sho':"s not only Alcibiades' audacity and 
1rapavoµ,{a, but equally how precarious the democracy and its ideals are. 

In r 6. 5 he resorts to a rhetorical generalization suggesting there are 
many historical cases to support his claim that successful men are hated 
in their lifetimes but idealized after death. Thrs argument says about 
individuals something like what Pericles says about empire: T6 a, 
µ,iaEia0ai Kal A.v1r'Y]p0Vs Elvat €v r<l,> 1rap6vrt 1rii.ai µ,Ev V1rTJptE a,;, (foot Er;pot 
' ' 'c' " "' ,;:, ' ' ' ' ' ' '.J.0 ,\a (3avE ETEpWV 'Y]slWaaV apxELv, O<JTLS UE E1Tl flEYl(JTOlS TO E1Tl'f OVOV fl, t, 
> /3 \ I " \ \ ' ' \ ,\' ) / ( ,;:,, I a op0Ws OVI\EVETal. µ,taos f.1,EV yap OVK E1Tl 1TO v aVTEXEl, 'YJ UE 1rapaVTLK TE 
A.aµ,1rp6r'Y]s Kat ls rO E1rELra 36ga aidµ,v'Y]uros KaraA.d1rErat (2. 64. 5). 2 But 
that only sets in relief Alcibiades' individualism; moreover, ai.'Jx71uw 
('hollow boast') and 1rpomro{'Y]alV ... Katµ,~ oVaav 3 suggest to the r~ader 
tha'.t the glory of Alcibiades' great man is sterile an? empty, nothmg_ of 
the order of the 'eternal fame' Pericles promises his city. And once again, 
for Alcibiades the city's good proceeds from the individual's, not the 
other way round, as Pericles would have it (2. 60. 5). This supports the 
doubts about his motivation which have already arisen from his own 
words. Alcibiades' sententia has also another purpose, to cast aspersions 
on his opponent; for -rois 6µ,olots alludes to Nicias, with whom he i~ to 
couple himself as an equal in 1 7. r. That envy comes from our peers rs a 
proverb found in Hesiod (Op. 28) and a notion recor_ded by Plato _(Lysz.'. 
215 c-d) and Aristotle (Rhet. 1387 b 23ff.); and zt smts Alcibiades 
purpose very well. For he can thus implicitly ascribe Nicias' accusations 
to mere envy without having to make the slur openly and seem part:Isan. 

The account of the Mantinean campaign and its background con­
tains some colourful repainting of the facts as Thucydides recounts them 
in Book 5 (cf. Dover ad loc.), and 17. r which sums up Alcibiades' 
achievements confirms the reader's doubts. The syntax of the sentence 
points to its tendance. rnvTa is separated by a large gap from the verbs 

1 Ct: Eur. Supp. 404ff.; Plat. Menex. 238 d ff.; Dem. 3. 25£; Isoc~ . .J-32. 
2 Cf TAI 210 . 16. 5 also recalls 2. 45. 1 (envy attacks on1y the Iivmg, not.~c de~d!­

But for Pericles that notion forms part of an incitement to excellence; for Alcibiades 1t 1s 
an excuse for arrogance. . , 

:i The prima .facie function of this phrase is to make a contrast with Amr_ripovs .. • 
fvv6nas: i.e. 'when he really is there in their company ... an unreal claim ?f ~on­
sanguinity'. By forcing the antithesis Alcibiades constructs an argument afortwri (cf. 
Arist. RJ,et, 1397 b 12ff.). 
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which govern it, wµ,[A17a< and ifrma,; this tends to stress the delayed 
verbs. Alcibiades cannot say 'I did such-and-such', for there is nothing 
concrete he has done; he can only say 'I dealt with them ... and 
persuaded them'. That his success was above all diplomatic is brought 
out by his use of concepts which belong to rhetorical theory. rrianv 
1rapaaxfo0a,, like Latin.fidemfacere, is the orator's aim; Plato (Gorg. 454 e) 
uses the same phrase to denote rhetorical, as opposed to philosophical, 
persuasion. Wp..0,1JaE recalls Plato's definition of rhetoric as €1riT~8£vµ,a 
... .fivxiJs ... <p6aEL 8ELv1js 1rpoaoµ,iAEiv Tois dv0pdnrots (Gorg. 463 a; cf. 
484 d, 504 e). A6yois 1rp<1rova, is the rhetorical notion ofaptitude, similar 
to TdOEov-ra; so Isocrates 15. 74, announcing an intention of saying 'what 
is proper to the present situation, ( 1Tp€1rov T<j) 7Tap6vn Katp<j)). OpyiJ is 
what the rhetoricians call, in one sense of that term, ~0os:1 i.e. that 
impression of his character, whether true or feigned, which an orator 
needs to convey in order to convince his audience. 2 The implications of 
Alcibiades' words are confirmed by the narrative of Book 5. He plays a 
considerable part as a diplomat, but Athens' actual intervention in the 
Peloponnese is treated as incompetent and inconclusive: 3 

At this point he turns his attention to the present and to Nicias. His 
insinuation of envy against his senior was designedly oblique; and so 
here he mentions him, with an air of generosity, as a colleague and an 
equal. 'IfNicias bore me a grudge', he seems to say, 'I bear him none.' 
(He excludes the other general, Lamachus, because no such rhetorical 
point can be made out of him.) The factors on which Alcibiades bases his 
hopes are his own 'youth and folly' and Nicias' 'good fortune'. Just as 
before he engulfed patriotism in self-seeking, so here the other qualities 
of the Thucydidean statesman, political intelligence and foresight 
(2. 60. 5; 65. 6), are conspicuously absent.• It is disturbing that '7 Jµ,~ 
vE6r1Js Kal dvoia, originally a polemical and sarcastic echo of Nicias' 
accusations, is now seriously presented as something to rely on. For it is 
one thing to say 'my (so-called) youth and folly achieved x', i.e. 'I, 
though he claims I am young and foolish, achieved x', it is another to say 
'with that youthful folly we shall achieve y'. In the first case the speaker 

1 See esp. Arist. Rhet. 1356 a I ff; Isocr. 15. 278ff. 
2 Cf. comic fragment quoted at Plut. Mor. 33f, 801c (=Menander fr. 407 l. 7 K) 

rp61ros E<10' 0 md0wv roV Myovros, oi} A6yos; also Arist. Rhet. 1356 a 12. 
3 Cf. H. D. Westlake, 'Thucydides and the uneasy peace. A study in political 

incompetence', CQ,21 (1971), 321-5. 
4 Rhel. ad Alex. 1425 a 21 includes TI}v rWv 0EWv EVvow,v .;Jv dJrvx{av npoaayopdJOµtv 

among factors conducive to success in war. Contrast Pericles' last speech (esp. 2. 62. 4) 
which aims to instil an indiflhence to fortune good or bad. In general on rVx11 and the 
Thucydidcan statesman, sec H. Herter, 'Freiheit und Gebundcnheit des Staatsmannes 
bei Thukydides', RhM 93 (1950), 133-53 ( = Thukydides, hrsg. von H. Herter, Wege der 
Forschung 98 (Darmstadt, 1968), 260-81). 
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implies that he has virtues, ignored by his opponent, which have 
brought him success; but in the second (we may recall too that 
Alcibiades' own words have shown that he achieved nothing solid) we 
are bound to conclude that he is really recommending youth and folly. 
The words Ews ... ETt dKp,6.'w support this conclusion, because youth is 
indeed a transitory thing, a 'peak' from which a man in time declines. 
Further, the personification 1J Eµ,'tj vE6T1JS-Kal dvoia emphasized by mh~v 
just afterwards (rather than<µ,<) and the superfluous µ,<T' a.tiTfis tend 
to identify Alcibiades with those qualities. 1 So his elegant polemic, 
satisfying perhaps to an audience, must give the reader pause. 

The epithet drnx/2s attached to Nicias is also worth attention. In 
Nicias' own mouth a reference to his good fortune would naturally be 
taken as a form of modesty, a manner of praising himself which would 
not offend gods or men; in fact Plutarch (Nie. 6. 2) says that he used to 
speak in that way, and Demosthenes does so when in praising his own 
foresight he ascribes it in part to <tiTvxia. (5. 11). But in another's mouth 
it can be a veiled sneer which implies the lack of more substantial merit. 
At the same time it is a sneer which can masquerade as a compliment 
and seem to back up Nicias' own modest words nµ,Wµ,ai EK ToD TowVTov 
(g. 2). For if a man can be condemned for his bad luck as Aeschines 
condemns Demosthenes (3. 157), then he can be praised for his good 
luck. That seems to be implicit in the words used of Brasidas: o,d To 
Ethvxeiv TE Kal nµ,aaBai EK TOD 1roAEµ,eiv (5. 16. I) .2 It is illuminating that 
Demosthenes in reply to his accuser (18. 252; cf. 192f.; 300) views 
SvaTvx{a as out of man's control; for Alcibiades is exploiting an 
ambiguity_in Greek notions about TVX') which comes out in the fourth­
century debate: it belongs to a man casually and/or intrinsically. 3 

Dover's note is, I suspect, too rigorously logical to do justice to the 
rhetoric of our passage; for rhetoric is, to a great extent, playing on 
contradictions or tensions in the audience's thinking. 'Alcibiades' 
argument', he remarks, 'only makes sense if eiJTvx{a is treated as an 
abiding characteristic, and that is irreconcilable with its treatment as 
a pure chance.' In fact, Alcibiades is also exploiting the notion Demo­
sthenes invokes, that EVTvxla is transitory, because the whole phrase 
is dependent on i!ws ... en: he can appeal the more urgently for the 
campaign by making its success depend on things which do not last, 
fortune and youth. In the event Nicias' good fortune does not hold, as 

1 Cf. Soph. Ant. 95 and Jebb ad loc.; Lys. 32. 23; R. S. Radford, Personification and the 
use of abstract subjects in the Attic orators and Thucydides (Baltimore, 1901 ), 46f.; K.-G. ii (2), 
§ 6or. 7. 

2 Cf. e.g. Plat. Euthyd. 279 dff., where e-Vrvx{a and aoc/la arc linked (cf. Arist. Phys. 
197 b 2-6). 

3 Cf. Arist. EE 1246 b 37ff. on the problem. 
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he himself brings out, with pathetic irony, in his last speech (7. 77. 2). 
And whereas Pericles steadies the city by calmly envisaging unexpected 
misfortune(r. r40. r; 2.64. r-2) and even the end of the empire (2. 64 .. 3), 
Alcibiades, by refusing to do so, puts her at fortune's mercy: this applies 
even where it is her security he claims to be considering (see below on 
r8. r-3). 

He now turns to policy. r 7. 2-6 ( Tct JKcf) try to show that Sicily is not a 
power to be feared. This does not correspond closely to anything in 
Nicias' first speech, though Ir. r-2 are in a sense Td EKEf, but his second is 
largely devoted to this point. Alcibiades tries to divert attention from the 
risks of the campaign and of success in it to the general possibility-and 
later necessity--of conquest. 

His opening words (r7. 2: oxllois . .. Jmooxa.,) allude to the trans­
plantations of population by Sicilian tyrants early in the fifth century; 
the case of Leontini, whose 8vvaTo£ the Syracusans incorporated in 
423 BC expelling the rest of the people, justifies to some degree his 
treating this as a contemporary phenomenon, though the basis for the 
generalization is not very large. But what is more dubious is the 
conclusion he draws from it, that the Sicilians will lack patriotism. There 
is indeed faction in Syracuse, as is to emerge in the debate Thucydides 
recounts (6. 32 4r); and there are traitors there as late as summer 4.r3 
( 7. 48. 2), who, as Dover suggests, may be some of the wealthy 
Leontinians. But Alcibiades ignores a point which both Nicias and 
Hermocrates make and is confirmed in the narrativc,1 that nothing 
unites like a common enemy. The counterpart-perhaps indeed the 
basis-of his view of Syracuse is Athens' conventional boast of 
autochthony 2 and the picture of its democracy as a harmonious blend of 
classes,3 bothofwhichoccurin the Funeral Speech (2. 36. r; 37. r) and 
in democratic oratory in general; Alcibiades' words are seductive to his 
audience because he implicitly holds up to them, by contrast with 
Sicilian political life, an ideal image of their own. But subsequent events 
show up far more disunity in Athens, the city and its forces, than in 
Syracuse. Nicias later describes tbe dissolution of the Athenian troops 
(7. r3. 2), and it comes about largely because they are, to borrow 
Alcibiades' phrase, an Dx.\os [Vp,p,EiKTos, a mixture of classes and peoples 
who have not the same interest in victory as their opponents ( cf. 6. 69. 3). 
Thucydides himself stresses the internal dissension in dealing with the 
Hermocopid affair and in 2. 65 where he sees it as the principal cause of 
Athens' defeat. 

Now in his account of the Sicilian politicians ( I 7. 3: On OE EKaaTOS 

' Cf. TAJzo6; also 6. 79. 3; 7. '5· L 
2 e.g. Eur. Heracl. 69; Lys. 2. r 7; Plat. Menex. 237 b. 
3. Cf. Lys. 2. 18; Dem. 20. 1 IO. Both themes arc combined in Plat. Menex. 238 e-239 a. 
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. .. TaiJra EToip,6.(ETai) Alcibiades means to make a complete contrast to 
himself: the Sicilians are self-interested hoarders, be is a public-spirited 
spender ( r6. 3); and both points arc arguments for the policy he is now 
advocating. But as Nicias observes (20. 4), tbe Syracusans have their 
own corn and many hoplites: this for a start falsifies Alcibiades' assertion 
that they do not invest in arms or farm-buildings. What is more, his 
words are painfully applicable to himself. The syntax of the sentence, 
whose accumulation of participles delays the main verb, places heavy 
stress on Es /1,\.\r,v yfjv olK7}aEw. The speaker means that phrase to echo 
TWv 1ro.\iTWv Tds fLETaf30.\ds above: the Sicilians' whole behaviour, he 
implies, is determined by the continual threat of exile. But at the same 
time these words describe what Alcibiades himself is to do in the end, 
make for Sparta; and he will then be, ifhe was not before, a aTaauf(wv. 
Further, he is now the persuasive orator and he is also suspected of 
wanting the generalship for profit, a charge Thucydides allows to stick. 
And in general both Alcibiades and Athenian politicians are the ones 
whose self-seeking Thucydides sets in relief (2. 65) and their behaviour is 
for him the main cause of the expedition's failure. The next sentence 
(r6.xv O' av . .. WU1TEp 1rvv0av6p,E0a) has a corresponding irony; for it is 
the Athenian people who are about to succumb to 'pleasing words'. The 
desire which seizes them (6. 24. 3) is correlative to the ~DWI) of 
Alcibiades' proposals;' he is clearly one of those who 'speak sweetly' 
(2. 65. 8: Trpo, ~Sov~v n AE-yctv) to give themselves an authority they 
would otherwise lack. It is true that by contrast with the Sicilians as he 
paints them, Alcibiades' persuasiveness creates a kind of unity among 
the people, young and old and soldiers all alike; but it is a unity which, 
as Thucydides makes clear, rests on a delusion. It is true too that the 
Syracusan debate reveals division in the city; and Athenagoras' speech 
in its blind confidence and championship of democratic unity corre­
sponds to Alcibiades'. But he docs not, unlike Alcibiades, carry the day; 
and the Syracusan generals have begun in time to take tbe necessary 
action (6. 4r). So despite the conflicts among the Syracusans, they are 
less deceived than the Athenians; nor do those conflicts cripple them. 

Kai l'-~v of!o' ... JmAia071 ( r 7. 5), which clearly excepts Athens from the 
charge of exaggerating her strength, recalls again a Periclean dictum: 
p,6v71 ydp TWv viJv dxofjs Kpdaawv Es 1rdpav :!pxErai (2. 41. 3); and in 
5. 68. 2 Thucydides himself alludes to men's habit of overstating their 
numbers in battle. But the historian, in saying this, is simply suspend­
ingjudgement; and Pericles was far from basing a policy on his assertion 
~quite the reverse, in fact, since his strategy was defensive. Alcibiades, 
however, boldly extends what may or may not have proved true of 

1 Cf. the 'Dclian epigram': mfVTwv O' 'Y]Ourrov lDv ns Jp(irO rvxEfv (Arist. Eth. Eud. 1214 
a 5; ct: Eth. Nie. 1099 a.25; Theognis 256). 
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Greece to Sicily, but itis plain that he does so in ignorance of the enemy's 
real numbers. The reader's doubts are reinforced when he comes to 
Nicias' counter-assertions (20. 4); but Alcibiades ingeniously appeals 
to the spirit of conquest, based on ignorance, which Thucydides points 
to at the very beginning of Book 6. The final argument in this section, 
that many Sikel tribes will join Athens, does come true (6. 88. 4; rn3. 2) 
and shows, like 17. 4 (watr<p 1rvv0av6µ.,0a), that the speaker at least has 
some information. But the whole line of thought is unsatisfactory for two 
reasons: it Uses some scraps of knowledge to make rash generalizations 
and predictions about Sicilian weakness; and it implies an unreally rosy 
vision of Athens by contrast with her enemy-to-be. These very defects 
are also what commend it to the audience: it is clearly just what they 
want to hear. 

17. 6-8 now turn to the security of Athens (Td ,v0a/l,), replying to the 
arguments of chapter ro; 17. 7 (1roAEµ,lovs inroA.d1rovTas) echoes IO. I 

( 1ToA(q.dovs 1roA.A.0Vs ... V1roA.t1T6vras-). The invocation of the ancestors is a 
stock-in-trade of Attic rhetoric,' which in Thucydides is associated with 
Pericles ( 1. 144. 4; 2. 36. 1 ff.; 2. 62. 3); Pericles too uses them as examples 
of strenuous boldness. Also Periclean themes are the reliance on naval 
superiority ( I. 141. 3-4) and the disregard for the invasion of Attica 
(1. 143. 3-5; 2. 62. 2-3). But Alcibiades' argument is shaky. Partly 
because it distorts the facts of the past (see Dover ad Joe.); but worse than 
this is that Athens risks facing two large wars at once. Thucydides shows 
the gravity of this double war in 7. 28. 3 ( cf. 6. 10. 1; 34. 3; 36. 4); and his 
narrative follows carefully the steps by which Athens is brought to this 
predicament (6. 93. 2; rn5). It is in fact Alcibiades who makes it possible 
by proposing to the Spartans that they fortify Decelea and reinforce 
Syracuse. This brings out the unscrupulous one-sidedness of his 
argument here. And Pericles' reliance on the navy was part of a cautious 
and relatively economical strategy: Thucydides makes the contrast in 
the narrative which follows (6. 31. 2) by recalling the naval activities of 
430 BC, which employed as many ships, but for a 'short voyage' with 
'modest equipment'. So too Pericles tones down his praise ofboldness by 
also commending calculation, 2 the quality most evident in his strategy. 
But Alcibiades' use of these themes from Periclean oratory is, in a sense, 
fatally logical. 'If our navy is so powerful, and if we have nothing serious 
to fear at home,' he says in effect, 'let us exploit that power and conquer 
abroad: if our ancestors won the empire by taking risks, and if they are 

1 C£ K. Jost, Das Beispiel und Vorbild der Voifahren bei den attischen Rednern (Paderborni 
1936). Here it serves also to reverse Nicias' appeal to the older men: cf. D. P. Tompkins, 
'Stylistic characterization in Thucydides. Nicias and Alcibiades', YClS 22 ( 1972) i 2 rnf.; 
cf. Radermacher, op. cit. C 50, on the argument from past to future. 

2 C£ I. 144. 4i 2. 4.0. 3; 43. Ij fo. 5. 
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an example to us, then we too should take risks.' This logic makes his 
words very persuasive; it also reveals how difficult was the position of 
Pericles or anyone who followed his defensive policies. For the themes of 
his oratory, attractive because they appeal to Athens' glorious traditions 
( cf. Plat. Gorg. 513 b-c; Arist. Rhet. 1365 b 21 ff.), lead all too easily to a 
strategy quite opposed to his. 

The next section of the·speech ( 18. 1) slips in a moral argument, the 
appeal to an oath: 'we must hold to our pact with our allies since we 
swore ie; it then goes on to a prudential argument: 'it will favour the 
security of our empire and ourselves'. It is all to the good for an orator if 
he can invoke both justice and expediency; this for example is what 
Cleon does in the M ytilenean Debate. But there is a snag here, as there, 
in this combination of arguments. The moral point provokes the objec­
tion Nicias made: 'they have not helped us, so why should we help them?' 
( I 3. 2). To which Alcibiades retorts: 'our purpose in making the alliance 
was to protect ourselves'. But this shows that the original moral argu­
ment was quite hollow; and it confirms the fact Thucydides repeatedly 
brings out, that the real aim of Athens' intervention in Sicily was con­
quest.' It also shows, like many other passages in Thucydides, the 
fraudulence of moral arguments in politics. At the same time, Alcibiades 
can appear to have proved in two distinct ways that Athens must take 
action and cast a brief gleam of righteousness on his audience's 
ambitions. 

What follows ( 18. 1-2: oVydp i'va . .. 7TpoKaTaAaµ,j3dvH) reverses Nicias' 
argument in IO. 1 and develops the line of 17. 6-8. Both speakers discuss 
the supposed threat from Syracuse; and both are concerned with 
Athens' safety. Alcibiades' words seem the more persuasive because he 
accepts the leading idea of his opponent, the need for security, but shows 
that it leads to different conclusions. 2 A question the reader may well ask 
is: 'How much of a threat was Syracuse to Athens?' The belief that it was 
may rest partly on the notion that Ionians and Dorians are natural 
enemies, which finds expression in the mouths of both Hermocrates and 
Euphemus (6. 80. 3; 82. 2); but both are exploiting the idea to make 
their own case, and Thucydides is at pains to point out that the allies of 
the two sides, Syracuse and Athens, were by no means all of the same 
race ( 7. 5 7-59. 1). And clearly rivalry between the races would not alone 
be a sufficient motive for making war. Nor is there any suggestion that 
Athens' activities in Sicily in 427-4 n.c. might move them to retaliate; 
rather, 'the Peloponncsians, after losing sixty ships at Pylos (4. 16. 3 
and 23. 1), could no longer hope to challenge the Athenians at sea even 

1 Cf. TAI2oon. r. 
2 On this technique ('retorsion') see J. de Romilly, Histoire et raison chez Thucydide 

(Paris, 1956), 202ff.; cf Hermogenes, p. 50. 2off. (Rabe) on dvaarpo<p~. 
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if they were to receive substantial assistance from the west'. 1 All the 
passages which refer to a Syracusan threat come from speeches which 
have an interest in presupposing it; 2 and Nicias rejects the idea ( r r. 2). 
What emerges then from Alcibiades' reasoning is something about 
Athens' empire-or his view of it-not something about Syracuse's 
intentions. And in fact his thoughts in r8. 2 are devoted to empire and its 
consequences. Once again they recall, but with a difference, Pericles. 
When Alcibiades says that Athens won her empire by coming to others' 
rescue and invokes Athens' €7TtTYJ3EVµ,aTa, that echoes the Funeral 
Speech (2. 36. 4; 40. r; cf. 2. 6r. 4; 64. 2). He also echoes Pericles' last 
speech, when he brings to mind, as he did before, how Athens won her 
empire (cf. 2. 62. 3), when he warns against 0 'letting go' of any of her 
subjects because an imperial power must rule or be ruled ( cf. 2. 63. r-2), 
and when he attacks the 'quiet life' ( TO ~avxov; cf. 2. 63. 2-3). 3 Again, 
Alcibiades' strategy is in sharp contrast to Pericles'; but again, it grows 
easily out of the Periclean dicta. TO ~avxov is applied not only to persons 
within the city, but to the policy of the whole city; it can thus seem 
necessary for the Athenians not merely to share their commitment to the 
empire as it stands, but constantly to enlarge it. So too the empire is 
thought to be threatened not only by its subjects, but by anyone less 
powerful than itself. This principle extends beyond the allied cities what 
both theMytileneans (3. r2. 3) and Cleon (3. 37. 2) sayonlyofthem; 
and it requires Athens not merely to rule firmly or even harshly, but to 
attack, and as far away as Sicily. Thus €1rt/3ovAE-6Etv becomes not, as for 
Cleon, what Athens' allies do, but what she herself must do. Hence when 
Alcibiades assumes that Syracuse is a threat to Athens, he is not arguing 
from any specific observations about the western city but propounding 
the logic of imperialism as he sees it. The fl.aw in such reasoning, 1 quite 
apart from its indifference to facts, is clear. Even assuming that Athens 
conquer Sicily, that means only that she antagonizes still more peoples 
and puts herself at still greater risk: thus Nicias has just warned against 
the consequences of victory (r r. r; cf. 6. 86. 3), as Pericles had against 
enlarging the empire (r. r44. r; 2. 65. 7). And whereas Pericles had 
pointed out that she could, if she wished, extend her rule of the seas 
(2. 62. 2), Alcibiades urges that she has no choice but to do what his 
predecessor rejected, extend her empire. So to recall Athens' need for 
security, so far from protecting her, endangers her: the fear which 
governs the behaviour of empires ( r. 76. 2; 5. 97; 6. 83. 4) is in the end 

1 H. D. Westlake, Essays on the Greek Historians and Greek Histmy (Manchester, 1969)) 
115 f. ( ~ Historia g ( 1960 ), '.l95 f.). 

2 See Westlake, op. cit. 114£ 
3 On Periclean echoes in Alcibiades' speech) see A. W. Gomme, More Essays in Greek 

History and Literature (Oxford, 1962), 108f. (=]HS 71 (1951), 78£) and TAI 210-12. 
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self-defeating. At the same time Alcibiades' reasoning is persuasive not 
only because he again appeals to the city's traditions and character in 
exalting her 1roAv1rpayµ,oaVvr,, but because he makes aggression seem no 
less than a necessity for the imperial power. 1 This double line of 
argument is subtly introduced when, again echoing Pericles (2. 64. 5), 
he links 'us' with 'all other empires'. His law has hardly the same claim 
to validity as Pericles': no one would deny that all empires are to some 
degree hated, but to say that they were all acquired by 'helping others' is 
no more than a projection from the ideal history of Athens. But it 
strengthens his argument by presenting his policy as a universal 
imperative, not merely as typically Athenian. 

The structure of this sentence is complex. When we meet 1rcfvre:s in the 
conditional clause we naturally take it after what precedes to mean 'all 
imperial powers'; but in the light of what follows it means 'everyone in 
the city'. This shift is accompanied by two others. From a generalization 
about past empires, and the Athenian empire in the past, we move to a 
hypothesis about the present Athenian empire in the J1T<i-clause (f3paxv 
av n ... KLv3vve:Voiµ,e:v); and from a third person plural in the protasis of 
the conditional we move to a first person plural in the apodosis. In short, 
the protasis points forwards and backwards at the same time. All this has 
a distinct purpose, which emendation would destroy. The tendency of 
the syntax is to link 'us' and 'them' ('they' meaning 'other empires') and 
'us in the past' with 'us in the present', by obscuring the transition from 
one to the other. This serves to conceal from the hearer one of the cruces 
in Alcibiades' argument from r 7. 7 onwards: that the policies for gaining 
an empire need not be the same as the policies for maintaining it. At the 
same time it tends to confuse what 'we, like all other empires and 
ourselves in the past', must do with what 'we all in the city' must do: thus 
the appeal to history, with its implication that Athens must enlarge her 
conquest, is identified with the democratic ideal of unity. There was the 
same force, as we just saw, in the 'Periclean' attack on rd 1Javxov. Once 
again, to observe the rhetorical subtleties is to question the thought they 
insinuate. 

At r 8. 4 begins the peroration which sums up and intensifies Alci­
biades' previous words. It culminates in a cluster of sententiae which 
neatly illustrates Quintilian's observation: 'Quid quad interim quae per 
sc leuia sunt et infirma, turba ualent, ideoque congerenda sunt potius, et 
uelut eruptione pugnandum?' (4. 5. 7). 2 His brief remarks about the 
expedition arc light-headedly confident; the possibility of total defeat 
-what in fact happens-is never considered. He also chooses to forget 

1 In general compare the prescriptions of Hermogencs, p. 144. 15-155. 17 Rabe 
(also p. 133. 4-14). 

2 Cf. ToITlpkins, op. cit. 204"" 14, on Alcibiades' use of para taxis. 
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that in the Sicilian campaign of 427-4 BC there was 'little trace of the 
marked superiority in seamanship that Athens expecte~ to enjoy over all 
the Greeks'. 1 But he now turns swiftly away from m1htary details and 

against Nicias. 
Openly to criticize Nicias might be risky, becaus: he could seem to be 

pursuing a private squabble rather than the pubhc good. But he side­
steps this danger by representing his opponent's words as fostering 
dissension in the city and betraying its principle of tireless action. 2 So he 
himself appears once again as the spokesman of the whole city, rather 
than of its youth alone. He achieves this above all because he has given 
voice like Pericles, to Athenian ideals as Nicias has quite failed to do. So 
too h~re his claim to be the leader of the united people is immediately 
followed by yet another appeal to the forefathers, which again echoes 
Pericles ( 1. 144. 4). (aµ.a vi.o, y<patTi.po,, /Jov>.,vovT<, is Alcibiad:s' own 
contribution, tailored to the needs of the present argument.) As m 18. 2 

one element in Alcibiades' reasoning is its assimilation of past and 
present; and that strengthens its o:her mah1 element, ~he call for unity. 

A curious feature in the express10n of this thought 1s the shift from a 
distinction between youth and age to a distinction between Td cf>aVAov, Tll 
µ.laov, and rO 1rllvv 0.Kpif3i&s. How are the two related? -rO 1T6.vv dKp1,/3ls is a 
quality of old age, 'precision'; as Aristotle puts it (Rhet. 1390 a 15), Kai 

1-.uiAAov {Wai Kard Aoyiaµdv ~ Kard -rO -ijOos. By contrast with rO 1rdvv 
dKpt,/3/s, TD <f>aiYAov naturally means 'casual, thoughtless' and refers to the 
easy-going ways of the young. So whereas Nicias has seen a blac_k-_and­
white contrast between 'desire' and 'forethought' ( 13. 1 ), Alcibiades 
resolves that distinction into two apparent extremes, 'casualness' and 
'thorough-going precision', with a mean betwe~n then:i-and sugg~sts 
that a blend of all three will make the best recipe. Thrn thought 1s a 
comforting compromise; but it hardly bears examination. The meaning 
of 7 0 1nfvv &Kpif3ls is hard to pin down and is no doubt meant to be so. It 
might be a seemingly generous concession to Nicias ( cf. Classen-Steup 
ad loc.), i.e. it might be saying that older men indeed have the_valuable 
quality of 'precision', but that that needs to be mixed with other 
qualities. In that case we might justly recall the story Bertrand Russell' 
tells against Aristotle's doctrine of the mean: 'There was once a mayor 
who had adopted Aristotle's doctrine; at the end of his turn of office_he 
made a speech saying that he had endeavoured to steer the narrow !me 
between partiality and impartiality.' For 7() 1Tdvv &,Kpif3€s corresponds 

1 Westlake, op. cit.116. . . 
2 -rlllv ,\6ywv serves to imply that Nicias is himself a suitable general ( cf. 17. I); It 1s only 

his words which encourage inactivity and disunity (similarly Hermogenes, P· 349· 
24 ff. Rabe). 

8 History off'Vestern Philosophy (London, 1946), 196. 
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to Nicias' word, 1Tp6voia; therefore it is something good and should not 
be combined with To cf,av>.ov which is'simply bad. At the same time To 
1Tdvv &Kpi{3Es could be an attempt to discredit Nicias' 1rp6voia; it wo~ld 
then carry the unfavourable connotation of 'pedantry' 1 and would 
genuinely supply an opposite extreme to To cf,avAov. There is a further 
attempt to discredit the old and their characteristics just below in the 
word €yy'T)p6.aEa0ai; for in that context age is associated with weakness 
and decline, and this strengthens Alcibiades' covert preference for 
youth. 2 But even then the result of the imagined compromise must still 
b_e 7rpOvoia, thinking which avoids both fussiness and vagueness. In 
either case-and no doubt Alcibiades is trying to have his cake and eat 
it, to be polemical and seem magnanimous-he fails to show his 
opponent wrong, and the inclusion of 7() <f,aiJAov is as suspect as his praise 
of 'youth and folly' in 17. I. But his argument is seductive, as 
recommendations of a middle way commonly are. It also has another 
a~traction, that it proposes to blend not only different qualities, but 
divergent social groups; for 7() <paVAov, 7() µiaov, and,,.() 1rdvv &Kpi{3Es, like 
v<OT'), and yfjpa,, are also categories of people. It thus reinforces his 
repeated claim to stand for national unity. 

A~,cibiades now renews his warnings against inactivity. He strength­
ens them by combining them with fresh arguments. The first is Athens' 
need to :efresh and improve her skills in war. The need to keep the navy 
m prac1:ce is_a_':'otive whic? Thucydides records for Athens' reinforcing 
the earlier S1c1han exped1t10n (3. 115. 4) and a fact which Pericles too 
sees (1: 142. g),'_but that ?oes not-nor did it for Pericles-require a 
campaign hke this one. Alcibiades' words conflate two ideas: that a skill, 
to be mastered, must be constantly practised or developed and that an 
empire, to be controlled, must be constantly expanded ( cf. 18. 2-3); 
so the second is apparently supported by the first. In the event the 
Syracusans reveal themselves more ingenious and adaptable sailors than 
their adversaries. It is they who make the technical innovations which 
bring victory in the narrow waters of the harbour (7. 36)• and lead to 
Athens' final defeat. 

The second argument (18. 7) harks back to 17. 7; 18. 2-3; 18. 6: 
once again a rash strategy is paradoxically praised as the safest. The 
api:eal _to 'customs and laws' speciously supports this point, because 
1:1am_tammg the Athenian 'way oflife' at home is equated with aggres­
s10n 1n war. Further, v6µ.ois intensifies ~0Eai and echoes 6. 14 (AVELv 
Tov, voµ.ov,): Alcibiades' parting shaft is to suggest that his opponent 

1 Cf. Dodds on Plat. Garg. 487 c 6. 2 Cf. Tompkins, op. cit. 212. 
8 Cf., more generally, 1. 18. 3. 
4 'Pi:eparcd' by 6. 72, 7. 21; echoed at 7. 56. 3. See further Kitto, Poiesis (Berkeley 

1966), 303ff., and seep. 143 below. 
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lacks respect for the laws (his disingenuousness in this is revealed by 
6. 89. 6). Darius' victorious speech in Herodotus 3. 82 ends in the same 
way. 

In conclusion I attempt a broad, but not comprehensive, charac­
terization of Alcibiades' reasoning. 

A distinction which he exploits widely is that between appearance 
and reality. His policy is one of tireless action, T6 dµ,VvEa0ai oU A6y<p dAA' 
tlpy<p; and he tries to show that now and in the past his aim is to increase 
the city's strength. But his past achievements belong to the realm of 
impressions, and his present policy is based on more impressions: above 
all an ideal image of Athens, together with a distorted view of Sicily and 
a faith in the impolitic qualities of youth and fortune. We may contrast 
Pericles' acute and cautious assessment of the Peloponnesians' weakness 
and the Athenians' strength (1. 141. 2-143). 

Alcibiades seeks, like Pericles, to represent the ideals of democracy, 
above all those of unity and equality. But these conflict with his own 
behaviour, which is revealed as egoistic, because as a politician he seeks 
his own advantage and as a private citizen he indulges his own pride; 
and this egoism leads indeed to catastrophe for Athens when he defects 
to Sparta. Pericles enjoyed a supremacy in the city which made its 
democracy little more than a name (2. 65. g); but it was based on a 
public-spirited statesmanship Alcibiades did not show. 

These are contradictions which Alcibiades' speech lets slip and which 
set him in contrast with Pericles. But perhaps the most striking feature 
of his reasoning is a kind of logic and a kind of homage he pays to his 
predecessor. Pericles' strategy is in contrast with his ideals; 1 and so 
as an orator he is marked by his ability to do two contrary things: d1T6TE 
yoVv ala0otT6 Tl aVToVs 1Tapd KatpOv V/3pEt 0apaoVvTas, A.Eywv KaTE1TA1JaaEv 
' ' '-' /3 , 0 '' ' ' • ,, ' ' 0' ,, ' '0 , E7Tl TO ipO Ela at, Kal UEUW'Ta':; av a11.oyws aV'TtKa lU'T'YJ 1TaAiv ES TO apaELV 
(2. 65. g). 2 His skill as an orator lies in balancing caution against 
confidence, defensive and even passive policies against imperialist ideals. 
So he can present those policies as a demonstration of the city's power 
and an act of heroism in the manner of the generation that won the 
empire (1. 143-4; 2. 63-4). Nicias retains of Pericles only the caution; 
he fails to stand for the democratic empire. But Alcibiades' rhetoric 
reduces the tension in Pericles' thinking to one idea: conquest. Thus 
both the pride in Athenian manners and traditions and the warnings 

1 Cf. Gomme on 2. 65. 5 and 7. 
2 The power to arouse and calm or reverse emotions belongs to the rhetorical art: cf. 

Plat. Phaedr. 267 c; Cic. Grat. 131 and Kroll ad loc. Characteristic of Pericles is that he 
uses this power not as forensic virtuoso but as a public-spirited statesman, and to induce 
in his audience a rational fear or confidence. 
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or calcul,ations of th_e older man find a dangerous harmony in his 
successors words. Thrs reflects not only on Alcibiades and the Athens of 
hrs trme, but on Pericles; for it reveals the greatness but also the 
precariousness, of his achievement as a politician and an ~rator and the 
easy progress of empire to the inevitable end he had foreseen and 
delayed.I 

1 This paper was completed when I read Stahl in The Speeches in Thucydides ( ed. 
Stadtcr, I9?3), 6off., on Thuc. 6. 16-18, an illuminating essay with which I am happy to 
find mysclfm agreement. I wish also to thank Professor A. Andrewes and Dr D. C. Innes 
for helpful comments on an earlier draft. 
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