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jury, remember these and all the other things that have been said, 
come to our help, and do not let us be destroyed by our enemies. If 
you do this, you will be bringing in a just verdict, and one that will 

benefit you yourselves. 

ancient contestants did not represent their cities but themselves. However, the 

Odes of Pindar celebrate not simply individual glory but also the glory that a city 

could derive from its citizens' victories at the games. The modern parallel would 

perhaps be golf or tennis stars, who compete as. individuals but are nevertheless 

the objects of national pride. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The background to this speech is the oligarchy of the Four Hun
dred, who held power for four months in the Summer of 4II BC. Their 
collapse was followed by an intermediate regime (a moderate oligar
chy), which lasted until full dem6cracy was restored following the bat
tle of Cyzicus in the Spring of 410. Lysias 20 is a defense speech on 
behalf of an elderly man named Polystratus, on a charge that is never 
made explicit but is clearly connected with his membership in the 
oligarchy.' The wording of 20.17 implies a date soon after the resto
ration of full democracy, probably 410 or possibly 409, and at any rate 
considerably earlier than 403/2, which is generally thought to be the 
start ofLysias' career as a speechwriter. Because of the early date, but 
also because of the style and composition (which is sometimes awk
ward), modern scholars have generally concluded that this is probably 
a real speech, or possibly parts of two real speeches,2 but almost cer
tainly not by Lysias. 

Leaving aside questions of literary quality, the main value of 
this speech is as a historical source. It provides us with early and 

1 There has evidently been an earlier trial, resulting in a substantial fine, 

though it is not clear that this has been paid and there is no reference to the threat 

of proceedings for nonpayment (20.14, 20.18, 20.22). The attractive suggestion 

has been made that this was a fine imposed under the intermediate regime, which 

will have lapsed with that regime's collapse. 

2 From 20.II onwards, the speaker is clearly one of Poly stratus' sons (he refers 

consistently to "my father"), but this does not seem to be the case in the earlier 

part of the speech (cf. 20.4). 
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independent, if tendentious, information about the oligarchy of the 
Four Hundred, which is one of the few events in Athenian history for 
which we possess alternative and contradictory narrative accounts 
(Thuc. 8.63-72, 89-98, and Ath. Pol. 29-33). This allows us to con
firm or question some of the details. The task of the defense was dif
ficult, because it was impossible to deny Polystratus' involvement as a 
member of the Four Hundred. Indeed, it was impossible to deny that 
he had served also as one of the Registrars (katalogeis), though it is not 
dear whether these were simply the hundred men chosen to register 
the Five Thousand who were allegedly to form the wider electorate 
for the oligarchic regime (Ath. Pol. 29.5), or whether they were also 
responsible for selecting the Four Hundred themselves (also a task for 
which a hundred men were chosen, according to Thuc. 8.67.3). The 
speaker implies the former and represents Polystratus as being torn 
between duty and generosity: on the one hand, he acted only when 
forced to do so by the threat of punishment (20.14), but he is also said 
to have registered nine thousand in place of five thousand, because of 
his unwillingness to disappoint anybody (20.13). It is, however, diffi
cult to match this latter assertion with the repeated claim that he 
served on the Council-a careful euphemism for membership of the 
Four Hundred-only for eight days (20.IO, 20.14, 20.16) before sail
ing off to Eretria (20.14), because there would not have been time for 
him to do much registration. 

Given the weakness oLPolystratus' position, it is hardly surpris
ing that considerable attention is devoted to the record of the sons 
whom he had brought up to be such a credit to Athens and whose 
military activities are recounted at 20.23 -29. Particularly interesting 
is what is said about the speaker himself, which casts light on the 
situation in Sicily following the collapse of the Athenian Expedition 
of 415-413 BC. This is a topic about which we know little, but he 
claims to have been active in continuing resistance to the victorious 
Syracusans from a base at Catana, and he gives vivid if not always 
comprehensible detail (20.24-26). 

We have no direct evidence for the result of the case, but it appar
ently did not produce the consequences envisaged at 20.35, where the 
speaker suggests that conviction would lead to the loss of citizenship 
for the whole family (presumably as a result of an unpayable fine, 
which would be hereditary). Nothing further is heard of the defendant 
himself, but two sons of a Polystratus who is evidently the same man 
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are commemorated in a series of fourth-century memorial stones, all 
of which are elaborately carved and evidently costly pieces of work. 
The implication is that the family not only continued to enjoy full 
citizen rights at Athens but also retained considerable wealth.3 

The value ofLysias 20 as near-contemporary (if highly misleading) 
evidence for the revolution of the Four Hundred is discussed in an 
excursus on "Sources for the Revolution," in A. W. Gomme, A. Ao
drewes, and K. J. Dover, A Historical Commentary on Thucydides (Ox
ford, 1981), vol. 5, pp. 20I-206. 

20. ON BEHALF OF POLYSTRATUS: DEFENSE SPEECH ON A 

CHARGE OF OVERTHROWING THE DEMOCRACY 

[I] In my opinion, you should not be angry at the name of the 
Four Hundred but at the actions of some of them. Some were engaged 
in plots, but others served bn the Council! not to harm either the city 
or any of you but with good intentions. Polystratus here was one of 
these. [2] He was selected by the members of his tribe (phule) because 
he was honest in his dealings both with the members of the deme and 
with your democracy. The prosecution are now accusing him of being 
hostile towards your democracy, but he was chosen by the members 
of his tribe, who could best distinguish the characters of their own 
members. [3] Why would he have desired an oligarchy? Was he of an 
age to achieve success among you as a speaker or to trust in his physi
cal strength, so that he could commit violent outrages (hubris) against 
any of you? But you can see how old he is: it would be more appro
priate for him to restrain other people from such actions. [4] Ad
mittedly if a person desired a different constitution when he had suf
fered atimia 2 for a previous offense, then he would be doing this for 
his own sake because of his earlier misdeeds. But this man had not 

3The memorial stones are IG IF 12499, 12658, and 12967. Identification is 

made overwhelmingly probable because all three were found near Keratea, within 

a couple of miles of the family's deme Deiradiotai (cf. 2o.12n). 

I Lit. "entered the Council-chamber," a frequent phrase thtoughout the 

speech. The reference is to the oligarchic junta of Four Hundred rather than to 
the democratic Council of Five Hundred. 

2Loss of citizen rights, as a judicial penalty or in consequence of an unpaid 
debt to the city. 
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committed any offense that would make him hate your democracy for 
his own or his children's sake. One of them was in Sicily, and the 
others in Boeotia, so he did not desire a different constitution for their 
sakes either. [5] The prosecution accuse him of holding many public 
offices, but nobody can show that he behaved improperly in office. It 
is not, in my opinion, people like this who act wrongly in such situa
tions. Instead, what is wrong is if somebody holds few offices but acts 
against the interests of the city. It was not those who held office prop
erly who betrayed the city, but those who did so unjustly. [6] In the 
first place, when this man was a public official at Oropus,3 he did not 
betray the city and set up a different constitution-even though all 
the other officials betrayed their responsibilities. They did not await 
trial, and so convicted themselves of wrongdoing. He believes that he 
has done nothing wrong, and is paying the penalty. [7] In the case of 
the criminals, the prosecutors are accepting bribes and stealing them 
away,4 but they denounce as guilty those from whom they could not 
profit. They bring similar accusations against those who made propos
als in the Council and those who did not. [8] But the defendant did not 
make even a single proposal concerning your democracy. Those who 
were well disposed to you, but were not hated by the oligarchs, do not 
in my opinion deserve to suffer any harm at your hands. Some of 
those who spoke against the oligarchs went into exile, and others were 
executed, so even if somebody wanted to oppose them for your sake, 
fear and dread at their su,fferings deterred everyone. [9] As a result, 

most of them gave up entirely, because the oligarchs were expelling 
some of them and executing others. They 5 placed in power those who 
would obey them and not plot or pass information to the enemy: so 
you could not easily change the constitution. It is not right that such 
people should be punished for the support they gave you. [10] It seems 
outrageous to me if somebody who made no proposals is going to 
suffer the same as those who made proposals that were against the 

'Oropus was a piece of disputed territory on the northern border between 

Attica and Boeotia. It does not appear to have been in Athenian hands at this time 

(Thuc. 8.95.3), and some scholars change the text to Oreus, which was the only 

city in Euboea to remain loyal to Athens after the failure of Thy mocha res' expe

dition (Thuc. 8.95-7). 

4 I.e., helping them escape justice. 

5 I.e., the oligarchs. 
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interests of your democracy. He committed no offense against you for 
seventy years but allegedly did so in eight days. Some people, who 
have been criminals throughout their lifetime, win over their prose
cutors and become honest at the office of the logistai,6 whereas others, 
who have always behaved honorably towards you, become criminals. 

(' 

[Many editors believe that there is a change of speaker here (see the 
Introduction). ] 

[II] In their previous accusations, the prosecutors made many false 
allegations against my father, including the claim that Phrynichus was 
a relative of his'! Anybody who wishes can testify during my speech 
that he was closely connected with Phrynichus. But in fact their ac
cusation was false. Not even in childhood were they friends. Phryni
chus was a poor man, and worked as a shepherd in the countryside, 
but my father was brought up in the town (astu). [12] When he 
reached adulthood, my father became a farmer, whereas Phrynichus 
came to the town and became a sykophant.8 So their styles oflife have 
nothing in common. For example, when Phrynichus was paying off a 
fine to the Treasury, my father did not contribute money for him, and 
yet situations like this reveal most clearly who one's friends are. It is 
not right that my father should suffer simply for being a member of 
Phrynichus' deme 9-unless you also are criminals because he was a 
fellow-citizen of yours. [13] How could anybody do more for the com
mon people than the man who served as Registrar (katalogeus) 10 after 

you had voted to hand over public affairs to five thousand people and 
who registered nine thousand. He did this to avoid quarreling with 

6The Iogistai, together with the euthunoi, were the public officials who pre

sided over the judicial audit of the accounts (Iogoi, euthunai) of every outgoing 

official at the end of his term of office. 

7 Phrynichus was one of the extremist leaders among the Four Hundred. His 

assassination (discussed at Lys. 13.70 -76) sparked off the regime's collapse. 

S Malicious prosecutor. The term is used parricularly by those who claim to be 

the rich and inoffensive victims of rabble-rousing democratic politicians. 

9Rather a specious argument, given that Deiradiotai (the deme ofPhrynichus 

and therefore also of Polystratus) was a fairly small deme. It had three seats on the 

Council, which may imply a total size of about 120 -180 adult males. 

IOThe function of the Registrars is discussed in the Introduction. 
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any of the deme members, but so that he could register anybody who 
wanted it, and could do it as a favor if there was a problem about any 
individual. Surely the people who overthrow the democracy are not 
those who make more people into citizens but those who make fewer 
out of more. [14] He was unwilling either to swear the oath or to act 
as Registrar, but they compelled him to do so by imposing fines (epi
bolai) and punishing him. After he had given way to pressure and had 
sworn the oath, he served on the Council for eight days and then 
sailed off to Eretria. 11 He displayed no cowardice 12 in the sea battle, 
and returned here wounded, by which time the regime had already 
collapsed. So the defendant, who made no proposals and served on 
the Council for no more than eight 4ays, has had a massive fine im
posed on him,13 whereas many who spoke against your interests and 
remained in the Council-chamber to the end were acquitted. [15] I do 
not speak from envy of those men but out of pity for ourselves. Some 
people, who were thought to be guilty, were saved by the pleas of those 
who in public affairs had eagerly supported your interests. Others, 
who had done wrong, bought off their accusers and did not even ap
pear guilty. How could our situation be other than appalling? [16] The 
prosecution accuse the Four Hundred of being criminals. But you 
yourselves were persuaded by them to hand over power to the Five 
Thousand-and if you, who were so many, were persuaded, then 
surely each of the Four Hundred could similarly have been persuaded. 
It is not these men who are doing wrong, but the people who deceive 
and damage you. The defendant shows his loyalty 14 to you in many 
ways; in particular, ifhe had wanted there to be a revolution of some 
sort against your democracy, he would never have sailed off after 
spending eight days on the Council. [17] Somebody may object that 
he sailed away because he was keen to make money, just as some 

II Possibly as part of Thymochares' disastrous expedition, which precipitated 

the fall of the Four Hundred (Thuc. 8.9502), but more likely before it. 

12 Or "no criminal intentions." 

13 The language here implies that a fine has been imposed but not necessarily 

that it has been paid or is still owing (c£ the Introduction). 

14 "His loyalty" is a conjecture. The manuscript reads, "The defendant shows 

you in many ways that ifhe had wanted ... ," but it is hard with this text to make 

sense of the "many ways." 
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people went robbing and pillaging. However, nobody could identify 
anything of yours in his possession. They accuse him of anything else 
more readily than of what he did in office. Moreover, at the time, the 
prosecutors did not show themselves loyal to the democracy in any 
way, nor did they help it. Now, however, when the democracy itselfis 
claiming particular loyalty to itself, they are nominally helping you, 
but in reality themselves. (18] Do not be surprised, gentlemen of the 
jury, that he was sentenced to such a large fine. They caught him 
unprotected and won a conviction by accusing both him and our
selves. Even somebody who had testimony to give in his favor would 
not have been able to testify, through fear of the prosecution; but 
people testified falsely for the prosecutors because they were afraid. 
[19] We would suffer terribly, gentlemen of the jury, if you acquit 
those who cannot deny being in possession of your property simply 
because somebody asks you to, but will not show mercy to us, who 
have been eager supporters of your democracy and whose father has 
done you no wrong. If sJme foreigner arrived here and asked you for 
money or claimed that he should be recorded as a benefactor, you 
would grant it to him. Will you not grant to us that we ourselves may 
have citizen rights among you? [20] Even supposing some people were 
hostile to your system of government and made unsuitable proposals, 
the people who were absent should not be held responsible, given that 
you have acquitted those who were actually present. Supposing some
body here won you over with an ill-advised speech, you yourselves are 
not responsible, but the one who deceived you. [21] The real criminals 
have convicted themselves of guilt in advance, and have Bed to avoid 
paying the penalty. If there are others who are guilty-less than the 
real criminals, but guilty nonetheless-their fear of you and of the 
accusers makes them go on campaign rather than stay at home, so that 
they can either mollify you or win over the prosecutors. (22] Even 
though the defendant committed no offense against you, he has sub
mitted himself to a trial immediately after the events, when you had 
the clearest memory of what happened and he expected to face rigor
ous examination, trusting that he had done nothing wrong and would 
succeed in court with justice on his side. 15 

15 Some of the phrases in this sentence allow different interpretations: "sub

mitted himself to a trial," for instance, could be "paid the penalty," and "expected 
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I shall demonstrate to you that he supported the common people. 
[23] In the first place, the members of his deme would be able to say 
from personal knowledge how often he served on campaign without 
a break. He could have made his property invisible 16 and given you 
no assistance, but instead he wanted you to know about it-so that 
even if he did want to be a criminal that would not be possible, but 
he would have to contribute to war taxes (eisphorai) and to perform 
liturgies. Moreover, he brought us up to be of great help to the city. 
[24] He sent me to Sicily, and to you I was not ... 17-with the result 
that while the expedition was safe, the cavalry knew what sort of char
acter I had. When it was destroyed, and I escaped to Catana, I made 

my base there and devoted myself to damaging the enemy by raiding 
them, with the result that more than thirty minas was set apart as a 
tenth share for the goddess and towards ransoming all those soldiers 

who were in enemy hands. [25] When the people of Catana made 
me serve in the cavalry, I did so. Not even in that context did I avoid 
any danger, with the result that everybody knew my character both as 
cavalryman and as hoplite. I shall provide you with witnesses of these 
things. 

[WITNESSES] 

[26] You have heard the witnesses, gentlemen of the jury. I shall 
now show you how I have behaved towards your democracy. A man 
from Syracuse had arrived at Catana with an oath. He was ready to 
make people swear it and was going individually to each one of those 

to face rigorous examination" could be "was bound to be convicted." (It is not 

even clear whether the reference is to a previous trial or to the present one.) It is 
impossible to retain these ambiguities in English. 

16The point of making his property "invisible" (selling his land and turning 

the proceeds into cash or liquid assets) would have been to avoid the obligation 

to liturgies (a form of compulsory public sponsorship imposed on rich Athenians) 

by not appearing wealthy enough to be liable. 

17Editors agree that at least one word has dropped out of the text here. The 

historical value of the speaker's account of his activities in Sicily after the collapse 

of the Athenian expedition of 415-413 is discussed in the Introduction. 
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present. I immediately spoke against him. I went to Tydeus l8 and 
explained the situation, and he held a meeting, at which various 
speeches were delivered. I shall call witnesses about what I said. 

[ WITNESSES] 

[27] Consider also my father's letter, which he gave somebody 
to deliver to me: were its contents good for your democracy or not? 
It contained matters of domestic concern and also the advice that I 
should return when the situation in Sicily was going well. And yet the 
same things were advantageous both to you and to those who were 
there, so he would never have sent such a letter if he had been hostile 

to the city or to you. 
[28] Next, I shall discuss my youngest brother's attitude towards 

you. During the raid by the exiles, who not only did whatever damage 
they could but also continued to ravage and plunder you from the 
fortress,19 he rodt:: forward from the rest of the cavalry and killed one 
of the enemy. I shall produce those who were themselves present as 

witnesses of this. 

[WITNESSES] 

[29] As for my eldest brother, those who actually campaigned to

gether know him - I mean those of you who were in the Hellespont 
with Leon.20 So you know that his character is the equal of anybody's. 

Please come forward for me. 

I8Tydeus cannot be identified with certainty (though Lamachus, one of the 

Athenian generals who had been killed during the expedition, had a son with this 

name). Indeed, it is not even clear whether this man is an Athenian commander 

of a raiding band or a public official in Catana. 
19 The specific context of this raid is unknown, but the reference is presumably 

to Athenian oligarchs in exile assisting the Spartans in their occupation ofDecelea 

("the fortress"), for which see 18·9n. 
20 Evidently the Leon whom Thucydides (8.23) names as a general in 4121r: 

probably to be identified with Leon of Salamis, the victim of the Thirty. For the 

possibility that the latter might be the father of the speaker of Lys. 10, see the 

introduction to that speech. 

! 
~ 

I 
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[WITNESSES] 

[30] Since this is the sort of people we are, it must surely be right 
for us to receive a reward from you. Is it right for us to be destroyed 
because of slanders you have heard against our father but to have no 
benefit for our loyalty towards the city? No, it is not right! If we must 
suffer anything because of the slanders against the defendant, we de
serve to rescue both him and ourselves because of our loyalty. (31] The 
reason we treated you well was not to receive money, but so that if we 
were ever in trouble, you would grant our request for acquittal as a 
fitting reward. YO/l should do this to influence others also, recognizing 
that you will be benefiting not just us but yourselves as well, if anyone 
is loyal to you in future. You have tested us to find out what sort of 
people we are, even before we requested your favor, but you will make 
others more loyal by rewarding appropriately whateVer good anybody 
does you. [32] Do not in any way strengthen the position of those 
who put forward the most wicked argument of all: it is claimed that 
those who are treated badly have better memories than those who are 
treated well. Who will still want to behave honorably, if those who do 
you good are defeated by those who harm you? For you, gentlemen of 
the jury, the situation is as follows: your vote is about us, not property. 
(33] So long as peace continued, we possessed land,21 and our father 
was a successful farmer. However, we were deprived of all this when 
the enemy began their invasions.22 So for these reasons we have been 
loyal towards you. We knew we did not have the money to pay a fine, 
and we believed that we ought to receive a reward for our own loyalty 
towards you. [34] Nevertheless, gentlemen of the jury, we see that if 
somebody brings forward his children and weeps and laments,23 you 
take pity on the children if they are to lose their citizen rights on his 
account, and you pardon the father's crimes on account of the chil
dren, without knowing whether they are going to turn out well or 
badly when they grow up. In our case, you know that we have been 
loyal to you and that our father has done nothing wrong. So it will be 

21 Lit. "visible property," which would include house(s) as well as land. 

22 Perhaps "began their occupation (of Decelea)," i.e., in 4I3. 

23 A technique sufficiently common to be parodied in Aristoph., Wasps 976-

978. 
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far more just for you to reward those whom you have tested, rather 
than people whose future development is unknown to you. [35] Our 
predicament is the opposite of other people's: they bring forward their 
children and plead with you; we bring forward our father and our
selves, and beg you no~ to deprive us of citizen rights and of citizen
ship. Take pity on our father, who is an old man, and on us. If you 
destroy us unjustly, how will he take pleasure in our company, or we 
in each other's, given that we will have been judged unworthy of your
selves and the city? There are three of us, and we beg you to allow us 
to be still more loyal in future. [36] We beg you for the sake of what
ever is most dear to each of you. Those of you who have children, take 
pity on us for their sakes. Those who are the same age as ourselves or 
as our father, take pity and acquit us. Do not yourselves obstruct our 
desire to benefit the city. We would be suffering a terrible fate if we 
were rescued by the enemy24 (who could reasonably have prevented 

our being rescued) but failed to find safety at your hands. , 

24 The point of this remark is obscure. 


