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‘I am here before you neither as the advocate of the Mytilenaeans
nor as their prosecutor. On any sensible view the question at issue for
us is not their guilt but the wisdom of our response. I might prove
them completely guilty, but I would not for that reason urge their
execution if it is not in our interests: I might point to mitigating fac-
tors, but would not therefore recommend sparing them unless that is
clearly to the good of our city. I believe that the decisions we should
be taking are more about the future than the present. And on the
very point of Cleon’s insistence, that our future interest will be
served by imposing the death penalty as a means of preventing fur-
ther revolts, I too reason from our future security and insist on the
opposite conclusion. I beg you not to reject the practicality of my
argument for the specious appeal of his. In your present anger at
Mytilene you might think his argument has the attraction of justice.
But we are not at law with them, so justice is not in point: we are
deliberating how to deal with them to our practical advantage.

‘In the cities of Greece the death penalty is prescribed for many
offences less serious than this and bearing no comparison to it. Even
so, hope still induces men to take the risks, and no one has ever
embarked on a dangerous scheme in the conviction that he will not
survive it. And what rebel city has ever made its move believing that
its own forces, with or without allied help, were inadequate for the
attempt? Mistakes, individual or collective, are in human nature, and
no law will prevent them—witness the whole catalogue of punish-
ments which men have built up with constant additions, all in the
hope of reducing the harm done by criminals. It is likely that in earl-
ier ages the punishments prescribed for the greatest crimes were less
severe, but as offences continued most of these punishments have
over time been raised to the death penalty: yet for all this crime
continues.
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‘So either we must find some still more powerful deterrent, or at
least recognize that this deterrent has no effect. Poverty leading
through sheer necessity to the courage of desperation; power leading
through presumptuous pride to the greed for more; these and the
other conditions of life which hold men in the grip of particular pas-
sions drive them with an irresistible and overmastering force into
dangerous risks. Hope and desire are always ingredients. Where
desire leads, hope follows; desire develops the plan, and hope sug-
gests that fortune will be generous; and both are ruinous, as their
invisible influence is more powerful than the dangers in plain sight.
And fortune does indeed add no less a contribution to the heady mix.
Sometimes it presents itself as an unexpected ally, encouraging a
man to take risks even from an inferior position, and this is yet more
true of cities, inasmuch as there are major issues at stake (freedom,
say—or empire), and when the whole community is doing the same
each individual takes an irrationally exaggerated view of his own
capability. In short, when human nature is set on a determined
course of action, it is impossible—and very naive to think otherwise—
to impose any restraint through force of law or any other deterrent.
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