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T'he Pythagoreans, discerning that things evident to sense experience have
many of the attributes of number, supposed that real things are numbers—not
just that they are associated with numbers as something separable from them-
selves but that they really consist of numbers. And why so? Because the prop-
erties of numbers inhere in musical harmony, in the movements of the heavens,
and in many other things. But for those who hold that number is merely math-
ematical it is impossible to say such a thing.

SOCIETY AND GOVERNMENT—THE POLIS

Athens

By the fifth century different patterns of civic life had grown up in the various Greek
city-states. Athens was the most democratic of them, Sparta more authoritarian.
From 431 to 404 B.C. these two rivals fought in a long-drawn-out struggle, the
Peloponnesian War, with Sparta finally emerging as the victor. Thucydides, who
wrote an extensive history of the war, gave a memorable description of the ideals of
Athens in a speech attributed to the Athenian leader Pericles. How did Thuycidides
define democracy? How did he characterize Athenian attitudes to wealth and
poverty, participation in public affairs, military training?

From Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War

‘Let me say that our system of government does not copy the institutions
of our neighbours. It is more the case of our being a model to others, than of our
imitating anyone else. Our constitution is called a democracy because power is
in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people. When it is a question of
settling private disputes, everyone is equal before the law; when it is a question
of putting one person before another in positions of public responsibility, what
counts is not membership of a particular class, but the actual ability which the
man possesses. No one, so long as he has it in him to be of service to the state,
is kept in political obscurity because of poverty. And, just as our political life is
free and open, so is our day-to-day life in our relations with each other. We do
not get into a state with our next-door neighbour if he enjoys himself in his own
way, nor do we give him the kind of black looks which, though they do no real
harm, still do hurt people’s feelings. We are free and tolerant in our private
lives; but in public affairs we keep to the law. This is because it commands our
dccp respect.

‘We give our obedience to those whom we put in positions of authority, and
we obey the laws themselves, especially those which are for the protection of the
oppressed, and those unwritten laws which it is an acknowledged shame to
break.

From Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Rex Wamer, trans. (Baltimore: Penguin Books,
1954), pp. 117-120
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‘And here is another point. When our work is over, we are in a position to
enjoy all kinds of recreation for our spirits. There are various kinds of contests
and sacrifices regularly throughout the year; in our own homes we find a beauty
and a good taste which delight us every day and which drive away our cares.
Then the greatness of our city brings it about that all the good things from all
over the world flow in to us, so that to us it seems just as natural to enjoy for-
eign goods as our own local products.

“Then there is a great difference between us and our opponents, in our atti-
tude towards military security. Here are some examples: Our city is open to the
world, and we have no periodical deportations in order to prevent people ob-
serving or finding out secrets which might be of military advantage to the en-
emy. This is because we rely, not on secret weapons, but on our own real courage
and loyalty. There is a difference, too, in our educational systems. The Spartans,
from their earliest boyhood, are submitted to the most laborious training in
courage; we pass our lives without all these restrictions, and yet are just as ready
to face the same dangers as they are. Here is a proof of this: When the Spartans
invade our land, they do not come by themselves, but bririg all their allies with
them; whereas we, when we launch an attack abroad, do the job by ourselves,
and, though fighting on foreign soil, do not often fail to defeat opponents who
are fighting for their own hearths and homes. As a matter of fact none of our en-
emies has ever yet been confronted with our total strength, because we have to
divide our attention between our navy and the many missions on which our
troops are sent on land. Yet, if our enemies engage a detachment of our forces
and defeat it, they give themselves credit for having thrown back our entire
army; or, if they lose, they claim that they were beaten by us in full strength.
There are certain advantages, I think, in our way of meeting danger voluntarily,
with an easy mind, instead of with a laborious training, with natural rather than
with state-induced courage. We do not have to spend our time practising to
meet sufferings which are still in the future; and when they are actually upon us
we show ourselves just as brave as these others who are always in strict train-
ing. This is one point in which, I think, our city deserves to be admired. There
are also others:

‘Our love of what is beautiful does not lead to extravagance; our love of the
things of the mind does not make us soft. We regard wealth as something to be
properly used, rather than as something to boast about. As for poverty, no one
need be ashamed to admit it: the real shame is in not taking practical measures
to escape from it. Here each individual is interested not only in his own affairs
but in the affairs of the state as well: even those who are mostly occupied with
their own business are extremely well-informed on general politics—this is a pe-
culiarity of ours: we do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a
man who minds his own business; we say that he has no business here at all. We
Athenians, in our own persons, take our decisions on policy or submit them to
proper discussions: for we do not think that there is an incompatibility between
words and deeds; the worst thing is to rush into action before the consequences
have been properly debated. And this is another point where we differ from
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other people. We are capable at the same time of taking risks and of estimating
them beforehand. Others are brave out of ignorance; and, when they stop to
think, they begin to fear. But the man who can most truly be accounted brave is
he who best knows the meaning of what is sweet in life and of what is terrible,
and then goes out undeterred to meet what is to come.

‘Again, in questions of general good feeling there is a great contrast be-
tween us and most other people. We make friends by doing good to others, not
by receiving good from them. This makes our friendship all the more reliable,
since we want to keep alive the gratitude of those who are in our debt by show-
ing continued goodwill to them: whereas the feelings of one who owes us
something lack the same enthusiasm, since he knows that, when he repays our
kindness, it will be more like paying back a debt than giving something spon-
taneously. We are unique in this. When we do kindnesses to others, we do not
do them out of any calculations of profit or loss: we do them without after-
thought, relying on our free liberality. Taking everything together then, I de-
clare that our city is an education to Greece, and I declare that in my opinion
each single one of our citizens, in all the manifold aspects of life, is able to show
himself the rightful lord and owner of his own person, and do this, moreover,
with exceptional grace and exceptional versatility. And to show that this is no
empty boasting for the present occasion, but real tangible fact, you have only
to consider the power which our city possesses and which has been won by
those very qualities which I have mentioned. Athens, alone of the states we
know, comes to her testing time in a greatness that surpasses what was imag-
ined of her. In her case, and in her case alone, no invading enemy is ashamed
at being defeated, and no subject can complain of being governed by people
unfit for their responsibilities. Mighty indeed are the marks and monuments
our empire which we have left. Future ages will wonder at us, as the present
age wonders at us now. We do not need the praises of a Homer, or of anyone
else whose words may delight us for the moment, but whose estimation of facts
will fall short of what is really true. For our adventurous spirit has forced an
entry into every sea and into every land; and everywhere we have left behind
us everlasting memorials of good done to our friends or suffering inflicted on
our enemies.

‘This, then, is the kind of city for which these men, who could not bear the
thought of losing her, nobly fought and nobly died. It is . . . for you to try to be like
them. Make up your minds that happiness depends on being free, and freedom de-
pends onbeing courageous. Let there be no relaxation in face of the perils of the war.”

Sparta

Plutarch wrote in the first contury A.D., but his Life of Lycurgus, based on carlier
sources, described Spartan institutions as they had existed scveral centuries before.
(Lycurgus seas the legendury founder of Sparta’s constitution.) How did attitudes to the
individual and the state differ in Athens and Sparta? How did the differences affect po-
litical ideals, education, and everyday life?
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From Plutarch. Life of Lycurgus

Among the many changes and alterations which Lycurgus made, the first
and of greatest importance was the establishment of the senate, which, having
a power equal to the kings’ in matters of great consequence, and as Plato ex-
presses it, allaying and qualifying the fiery genius of the royal office, gave
steadiness and safety to the commonwealth. For the state, which before had no
firm basis to stand upon, but leaned one while toward an absolute monarchy,
when the kings had the upper hand, and another while toward a pure democ-
racy, when the people had the better, found in this establishment of the senate a
central weight, like ballast in a ship, which always kept things in a just equilib-
rium; the twenty-eight always adhering to the kings so far as to resist democ-
racy, and, on the other hand, supporting the people against the establishment of
absolute monarchy. . ..

After the creation of the thirty senators, his next task, and, indeed, the most
hazardous he ever undertook, was the making a new division of their lands. For
there was an extreme inequality among them, and their state was overloaded
with a multitude of indigent and necessitous persons, while its whole wealth
had centered upon a very few. To the end, therefore, that he might expel from
the state arrogance and envy, luxury and crime, and those yet more inveterate
diseases of want and superfluity, he obtained of them to renounce their proper-
ties, and to consent to a new division of the land, and that they should live all
together on an equal footing; merit to be their only road to eminence, and the
disgrace of evil, and credit of worthy acts, the one measure of difference be-
tween man and man. . ..

The third and most masterly stroke of this great lawgiver, by which he
struck a yet more effectual blow against luxury and the desire of riches, was the
ordinance he made, that they should all eat in common, of the same bread, and
same meat, and of kinds that were specified, and should not spend their lives at
home, laid on costly couches at splendid tables, delivering themselves up into
the hands of their tradesmen and cooks, to fatten them in corners, like greedy
brutes, and to ruin not their minds only but their very bodies, which, enfeebled
by indulgence and excess, would stand in need of long sleep, warm bathing,
freedom from work, and, in a word, of as much care and attendance as if they
were continually sick. It was certainly an extraordinary thing to have brought
about such a result as this, but a greater yet to have taken away from wealth, as
Theophrastes observes, not merely the property of being coveted, but its very
nature of being wealth. For the rich, being obliged to go to the same table with
the poor, could not make use of or enjoy their abundance, nor so much as please
their vanity by looking at or displaying it.. ..

In order to promote the good education of their youth (which, as [ said before,
he thought the most important and noblest work of a lawgiver), he went so far
back as to take into consideration their very conception and birth, by regulating

From Plutarch’s Lives, The Translation Called Dryden’s rev. A. H. Clough (Boston: Little, Brown and
Co., 1872), pp. 90, 93-96, 100106, 109, 115, 119-120.
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their marriages. For Aristotle is wrong in saying, that, after he had tried all ways
to reduce the women to more modesty and sobriety, he was at last forced to leave
them as they were, because that in the absence of their husbands, who spent the
best parts of their lives in the wars, their wives, whom they were obliged to leave
absolute mistresses at home, took great liberties and assumed the superiority; and
were treated with overmuch respect and called by the title of lady or queen. The
truth is, he took in their case, also, all the care that was possible; he ordered the
maidens to exercise themselves with wrestling, running, throwing the quoit, and
casting the dart, to the end that the fruit they conceived might, in strong and
healthy bodies, take firmer root and find better growth, and withal that they, with
this greater vigor, might be the more able to undergo the pains of child-bearing.
And to the end he might take away their over-great tenderness and fear of expo-
sure to the air, and all acquired womanishness, he ordered that the young women
should go naked in the processions, as well as the young men, and dance, too, in
that condition, at certain solemn feasts, singing certain songs, while the young
men stood around, seeing and hearing them. On these occasions, they now and
then made, by jests, a befitting reflection upon those who had misbehaved them-
selves in the wars; and again sang encomiums upon those who had done any gal-
lant action, and by these means inspired the younger sort with an emulation of
their glory. Those that were thus commended went away proud, elated, and grat-
ified with their honor among the maidens; and those who were rallied were as
sensibly touched with it as if they had been formally reprimanded; and so much
the more, because the kings and the elders, as well as the rest of the city, saw and
heard all that passed. Nor was there any thing shameful in this nakedness of the
young women; modesty attended them, and all wantonness was excluded. It
taught them simplicity and a care for good health, and gave them some taste of
higher feelings, admitted as they thus were to the field of noble action and glory.
Hence it was natural for them to think and speak as Gorgo, for example, the wife
of Leonidas, is said to have done, when some foreign lady, as it would seem, told
her that the women of Lacedaemon were the only women of the world who could
rule men; “With good reason,” she said, “for we are the only women who bring
forth men.” ...

Lycurgus allowed a man who was advanced in years and had a young wife
to recommend some virtuous and approved young man, that she might have a
child by him, who might inherit the good qualities of the father, and be a son to
himself. On the other side, an honest man who had love for a married woman
upon account of her modesty and the well-favoredness of her children, might,
without formality, beg her company of her husband, that he might raise, as it
were, from this plot of good ground, worthy and well-allied children for him-
self. And indeed, Lycurgus was of a persuasion that children were not so much
the property of their parents as of the whole commonwealth, and, therefore,
would not have his citizens begot by the first comers, but by the best men that
could be found: the laws of other nations seemed to him very absurd and in-
consistent, where people would be so solicitous for their dogs and horses as to
exert interest and pay money to procure fine breeding, and yet kept their wives
shut up, to be made mothers only by themselves, who might be foolish, infirm,
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or diseased; as if it were not apparent that children of a bad breed would prove
their bad qualities first upon those who kept and were rearing them, and well-
born children, in like manner, their good qualities. . . .

Nor was it lawful, indeed, for the father himself to breed up the children af-
ter his own fancy; but as soon as they were seven years old they were to be en-
rolled in certain companies and classes, where they all lived under the same or-
der and discipline, doing their exercises and taking their play together. Of these,
he who showed the most conduct and courage was made captain; they had their
eyes always upon him, obeyed his orders, and underwent patiently whatsoever
punishment he inflicted; so that the whole course of their education was one con-
tinued exercise of a ready and perfect obedience. The old men, too, were specta-
tors of their performances, and often raised quarrels and disputes among them, to
have a good opportunity of finding out their different characters, and of seeing
which would be valiant, which a coward, when they should come to more dan-
gerous encounters, Reading and writing they gave them, just enough to serve
their turn; their chief care was to make them good subjects, and to teach them to
endure pain and conquer in battle. To this end, as they grew in years, their disci-
pline was proportionably increased; their heads were close-clipped, they were ac-
customed to go barefoot, and for the most part to play naked. . . . Their lovers and
favorers, too, had a share in the young boy’s honor or disgrace; and there goes a
story that one of them was fined by the magistrate, because the lad whom he
loved cried out effeminately as he was fighting. And though this sort of love was
so approved among them, that the most virtuous matrons would make profes-
sions of it to young girls, yet rivalry did not exist, and if several men’s fancies met
in one person, it was rather the beginning of an intimate friendship, while they all
jointly conspired to render the object of their affection as accomplished as possi-
ble. ... Their discipline continued still after they were full-grown men. No one was
allowed to live after his own fancy; but the city was a sort of camp, in which every
man had his share of provisions and business set out, and looked upon himself
not so much born to serve his own ends as the interest of his country.

One of the greatest and highest blessings Lycurgus procured his people was
the abundance of leisure which proceeded from his forbidding to them the ex-
ercise of any mean and mechanical trade. Of the money-making that depends
on troublesome going about and seeing people and doing business they had no
need at all in a state where wealth obtained no honor or respect. The Helots
tilled their ground for them, and paid them yearly in kind the appointed quan-
tity, without any trouble of theirs. . ..

And this was the reason why he forbade them to travel abroad, and go
about acquainting themselves with foreign rules of morality, the habits of ill-
educated people, and different views of government. Withal he banished from
Lacedaemon all strangers who could not give a very good reason for their com-
ing thither; not because he was afraid lest they should inform themselves of
and imitate his manner of government (as Thucydides says), or learn any thing
to their good; but rather lest they should introduce something contrary to good
manners. With strange people, strange words must be admitted; these novel-
ties produce novelties in thought; and on these follow views and feelings
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discordant character destroys the harmony of the state. He was as care-

\\'hl“\l' ]
his city from the infection of foreign bad habits, as men usually are

ful to save
to prevent the introduction of a pestilence.

The Peloponnesian War

After the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta had dragged on for nearly
twenty years, Aristophanes, the greatest Greek comic playwright, protested against the
war in his play Lysistrata. Led by Lysistrata, the women of Athens first refused to sleep
with their husbands, then seized the Athenian treasury to cut off funds for the war. In the
following reading Lysistrata speaks with a magistrate sent to quell the women's rebellion.

How did Lysistrata think that women could bring the war to an end?

From Lysistrata

Lysistrata Thank you
All through the war—and what a long war—
By controlling ourselves we managed to endure
Somehow what you men did. We never once
Let ourselves grumble—not that we approved
What you did do. Simply, we understood you.
Oh, how often at home one would hear you spouting
Hot air about something serious!—and masking
Our misery with a smile we'd ask you gently,
‘Dear, in the Assembly today, did you decide
Anything about peace?” And, ‘what’s that to do with you'
You'd growl, ‘Shut up! And 1 did.

Stratyllis. I never did!
Magistrate.  You'd have been sorry if you hadn’t! — Well

Lysistrata. 1 held my tongue. And immediately you'd make
Some even more crazy decision, and Id sigh and say,
‘But how can you have passed this lunatic thing?’
And you'd frown and mutter ‘Stick to your spinning,
‘Or you will have something to complain of
far is men's business.’

Magistrate.  And quite right too!

Lysistrala Shouldn’t we try to save you from your follies?—
When we see vou mooning about the streets moaning
lsn’t there a man left in this country?’ ‘Not one,’

Says the old blimp with you. So we called a rally
Of all the women and planned: av would save Greece.
Why wait any longer? Now you must listen to us—

From [usistrata, P Dickinson, trans. in Aristophanes Agaiest War (London Oxford University Press,

1957), pp. 126-130
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