
12.4. Demosthenes / The Last Stand 

Demosthenes’s urgings fell upon deaf ears. The Athenians of 
the 340’s were not those of a century before. The only thing 
that could rouse them was a direct threat to the city itself. 
This came at last. Philip was patient, and his progress in 
conquering Greece was piecemeal. At last he stood athwart 
central Greece, and at last the Athenians were convinced that 
they must either fight or accept Macedonian rule. They joined 
with Thebes to test the issue in a single battle. It was too late; 
Philip’s army was too strong. In August 338 BCE the 
combined Greek armies were crushed by Philip at Chaeronea 
in Boeotia in the battle that tradition has called “the last stand 
of Greek freedom.”  

The following selection is abridged from the third of the 
orations known as the Philippics, in which Demosthenes tried 
from 344 to 341 to rouse the Athenians to resistance.  

Dem. 3. Source: Demosthenes. The Olynthiac: And Other Public 
Orations of Demosthenes. Trans. Charles Rann Kennedy. London: H.G. 
Bohn, 1852. 

Many speeches, men of Athens, are made in almost every 
assembly about the hostilities of Philip, hostilities which ever 
since the treaty of peace he has been committing as well against 
you as against the rest of the Greeks; and all (I am sure) are 
ready to avow, though they forbear to do so, that our counsels 
and our measures should be directed to his humiliation and 
chastisement: nevertheless, so low have our affairs been brought 
by inattention and negligence, I fear it is a harsh truth to say, 
that if all the orators had sought to suggest, and you to pass 
resolutions for the utter ruining of the commonwealth, we 
could not, methinks, be worse off than we are. A variety of 
circumstances may have brought us to this state; our affairs 
have not declined from one or two causes only: but, if you 
rightly examine, you will find it chiefly owing to the orators, 
who study to please you rather than advise for the best. Some of 
whom, Athenians, seeking to maintain the basis of their own 
power and repute, have no forethought for the future, and 
therefore think you also ought to have none; others, accusing 
and calumniating practical statesmen, labour only to make 
Athens punish Athens, and in such occupation to engage her, 
that Philip may have liberty to say and do what he pleases. 
Politics of this kind are common here, but are the causes of your 
failures and embarrassment.  

I beg, Athenians, that you will not resent my plain speaking of 
the truth.  

Only consider. You hold liberty of speech in other matters to 
be the general right of all residents in Athens, insomuch that 
you allow a measure of it even to foreigners and slaves, and 
many servants may be seen among you speaking their thoughts 
more freely than citizens in some other states; and yet you have 
altogether banished it from your councils. The result has been 
that in the assembly you give yourselves airs and are flattered at 
hearing nothing but compliments, in your measures and 
proceedings you are brought to the utmost peril. If such be your 
disposition now, I must be silent: if you will listen to good 
advice without flattery, I am ready to speak. For though our 

affairs are in a deplorable condition, though many sacrifices 
have been made, still, if you will choose to perform your duty, 
it is possible to repair it all. A paradox, and yet a truth, am I 
about to state. That which is the most lamentable in the past is 
best for the future. How is this? Because you performed no part 
of your duty, great or small, and therefore you fared ill: had you 
done all that became you, and your situation were the same, 
there would be no hope of amendment. Philip has indeed 
prevailed over your sloth and negligence, but not over the 
country; you have not been worsted; you have not even 
bestirred yourselves.  

If now we were all agreed that Philip is at war with Athens and 
infringing the peace, nothing would a speaker need to urge or 
advise but the safest and easiest way of resisting him. But since, 
at the very time when Philip is capturing cities and retaining 
divers of our dominions and assailing all people, there are men 
so unreasonable as to listen to repeated declarations in the 
assembly, that some of us are kindling war, one must be 
cautious and set this matter right: for whoever moves or advises 
a measure of defence is in danger of being accused afterwards 
as author of the war.…  

But what has caused the mischief? There must be some cause, 
some good reason, why the Greeks were so eager for liberty 
then, and now are eager for servitude. There was something, 
men of Athens, something in the hearts of the multitude then, 
which there is not now, which overcame the wealth of Persia 
and maintained the freedom of Greece, and quailed not under 
any battle by land or sea; the loss whereof has ruined all, and 
thrown the affairs of Greece into confusion. What was this? 
Nothing subtle or clever: simply that whoever took money from 
the aspirants for power or the corruptors of Greece were 
universally detested: it was dreadful to be convicted of bribery; 
the severest punishment was inflicted on the guilty, and there 
was no intercession or pardon. The favourable moments for 
enterprise, which fortune frequently offers to the careless 
against the vigilant, to them that will do nothing against those 
that discharge all their duty, could not be bought from orators 
or generals; no more could mutual concord, nor distrust of 
tyrants and barbarians, nor anything of the kind. But now all 
such principles have been sold as in open market, and those 
imported in exchange, by which Greece is ruined and diseased. 
What are they? Envy where a man gets a bribe; laughter if he 
confesses it; mercy to the convicted; hatred of those that 
denounce the crime: all the usual attendants upon corruption. 
For as to ships and men and revenues and abundance of other 
materials, all that may be reckoned as constituting national 
strength—assuredly the Greeks of our day are more fully and 
perfectly supplied with such advantages than Greeks of the 
olden time. But they are all rendered useless, unavailable, 
unprofitable, by the agency of these traffickers… . 

What need of many words? In Oreus Philip’s agents were 
Philistides, Menippus, Socrates, Thoas, and Agapaeus, who 
now hold the government: that was quite notorious: one 
Euphraeus, a man that formerly dwelt here among you, was 
labouring for freedom and independence. How this man was in 
other respects insulted and trampled on by the people of Oreus 



were long to tell: but a year before the capture, discovering what 
Philistides and his accomplices were about, he laid an 
information against them for treason. A multitude then 
combining, having Philip for their paymaster, and acting under 
his direction, take Euphraeus off to prison as a disturber of the 
public peace. Seeing which, the people of Oreus, instead of 
assisting the one and beating the others to death, with them 
were not angry, but said his punishment was just, and rejoiced 
at it. So the conspirators, having full liberty of action, laid their 
schemes and took their measures for the surrender of the city; 
if any of the people observed it, they were silent and 
intimidated, remembering the treatment of Euphraeus; and so 
wretched was their condition that on the approach of such a 
calamity none dared to utter a word, until the enemy drew up 
before the walls: then some were for defence, others for betrayal. 
Since the city was thus basely and wickedly taken, the traitors 
have held despotic rule; people who formerly rescued them, and 
were ready for any maltreatment of Euphraeus, they have either 
banished or put to death; Euphraeus killed himself, proving by 
deed that he had resisted Philip honestly and purely for the 
good of his countrymen.  

What can be the reason—perhaps you wonder—why the 
Olynthians and Eretrians and Orites were more indulgent to 
Philip’s advocates than to their own? The same which operates 
with you. They who advise for the best cannot always gratify 
their audience, though they would; for the safety of the state 
must be attended to: their opponents by the very counsel which 
is agreeable advance Philip’s interest. One party required 
contribution; the other said there was no necessity; one were for 
war and mistrust; the other for peace, until they were ensnared. 
And so on for everything else (not to dwell on particulars); the 
one made speeches to please for the moment, and gave no 
annoyance; the other offered salutary counsel that was 
offensive. Many rights did the people surrender at last, not from 
any such motive of indulgence or ignorance, but submitting in 

the belief that all was lost. Which, by Zeus and Apollo, I fear will 
be your case, when on calculation you see that nothing can be 
done. I pray, men of Athens, it may never come to this! Better 
die a thousand deaths than render homage to Philip, or sacrifice 
any of your faithful counsellors. A fine recompense have the 
people of Oreus got for trusting themselves to Philip’s friends 
and spurning Euphraeus! Finely are the Eretrian commons 
rewarded, for having driven away your ambassadors and 
yielded to Clitarchus! Yes; they are slaves, exposed to the lash 
and the torture. Finely he spared the Olynthians, who 
appointed Lasthenes to command their horse, and expelled 
Apollonides! It is folly and cowardice to cherish such hopes, 
and, while you take evil counsel and shirk every duty, and even 
listen to those who plead for your enemies, to think you inhabit 
a city of such magnitude that you cannot suffer any serious 
misfortune. Yea, and it is disgraceful to exclaim on any 
occurrence, when it is too late, “Who would have expected it? 
However—this or that should have been done, the other left 
undone.” Many things could the Olynthians mention now, 
which, if foreseen at the time, would have prevented their 
destruction. Many could the Orites mention, many the 
Phocians, and each of the ruined states. But what would it avail 
them? As long as the vessel is safe, whether it be great or small, 
the mariner, the pilot, every man in turn should exert himself, 
and prevent its being overturned either by accident or design: 
but when the sea hath rolled over it, their efforts are vain….  

Nor is it enough to adopt these resolutions and oppose him 
by warlike measures: you must on calculation and on principle 
abhor his advocates here, remembering that it is impossible to 
overcome your enemies abroad, until you have chastised those 
who are his ministers within the city. Which, by Zeus and all the 
gods, you cannot and will not do! You have arrived at such a 
pitch of folly or madness or—I know not what to call it: I am 
tempted often to think, that some evil genius is driving you to 
ruin….  




