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Pericles' Funeral Oration remains one of the most celebrated speeches in ancient history, embodying
the spirit of Athenian democracy and civic pride. Delivered during the Peloponnesian War to honor
fallen soldiers, Pericles' words not only paid tribute to the sacrifice of Athenians but also articulated
the core principles that made Athens a unique and influential city-state. Central to his speech is the
assertion that "Our constitution is called a democracy because power is in the hands not of a
minority but of the whole people." This statement underscores the fundamental values of
participation, equality, and collective responsibility that define Athenian democracy.

In this article, we delve into the themes of Pericles' Funeral Oration, exploring its historical context,
the essence of Athenian democracy, and the enduring relevance of Pericles' message today.

Historical Context of Pericles' Funeral Oration

The Peloponnesian War and Athenian Society

The speech was delivered around 431 BC during the early years of the Peloponnesian War between
Athens and Sparta. Athens, at the height of its power, was a democracy that fostered cultural,
political, and military dominance in Greece. The war was a brutal conflict that tested the resilience
of Athenian society and its democratic ideals.

The Purpose of the Funeral Oration

Pericles' speech was part of a public funeral held to honor the fallen soldiers who fought in the war.
It served multiple purposes:

- To commemorate and honor the deceased
- To inspire the living with patriotic and civic virtues
- To reinforce the legitimacy and values of Athenian democracy

The oration exemplifies how leaders used speeches not only to honor the dead but also to rally their
citizens around shared ideals.



The Core Principles of Athenian Democracy in Pericles’
Oration

Equality and Participation

Pericles emphasizes that all citizens, regardless of wealth or status, participate equally in political
life. This inclusivity is a cornerstone of Athenian democracy.

- Universal suffrage: Every male citizen had the right to vote

- Equal participation: Decisions were made collectively in assemblies
- Open debate: Citizens actively engaged in discussions and policymaking

Freedom and Responsibility

Pericles extols the virtues of freedom, which in Athens extended beyond mere liberty to include civic
responsibility.

- Citizens are responsible for defending the city and its democratic ideals

- The freedom to speak and debate openly fosters a vibrant political culture
- Citizens accept the risks and sacrifices necessary to preserve democracy

Shared Identity and Civic Pride

The speech underscores a collective identity rooted in shared values, history, and commitment to the
city-state.

- The concept of Athens as a "city of free men"

- Pride in the city's achievements, arts, and military prowess
- The importance of unity in facing external threats

The Significance of "Power Is In The Hands Not Of"

The Meaning Behind the Statement

Pericles' famous declaration that the constitution is called a democracy because power resides in the
hands of the people highlights the participatory nature of Athens' political system. It reflects the
belief that:

- Sovereignty lies with the citizens



- Power is exercised directly through assemblies or indirectly via elected officials
- Authority is collective, not concentrated in a single ruler or elite

The Democratic Ideals Embodied

This phrase encapsulates essential democratic principles:
- Popular sovereignty: The authority of the people to govern themselves

- Accountability: Leaders are accountable to the citizens
- Equality before the law: All citizens have equal rights and protections

Pericles' Vision of the Ideal Citizen

Virtues and Responsibilities

Pericles believed that the true Athenian citizen exemplified virtues such as courage, wisdom,
moderation, and patriotism.

- Active participation in civic affairs

- Respect for laws and institutions
- Dedication to the common good

The Role of Education and Culture

He also emphasized the importance of education and cultural development in fostering responsible
citizens.

- Promotion of arts, philosophy, and public debate

- Cultivation of civic virtues and moral character
- Encouragement of lifelong learning and engagement

The Enduring Relevance of Pericles' Oration

Lessons for Modern Democracies

Pericles' speech offers valuable insights for contemporary democratic societies:

- The importance of civic participation and engagement
- The need to uphold equality and protect minority rights



- The role of leaders in inspiring civic pride and responsibility

Challenges Facing Democracies Today

Despite the progress made since ancient Athens, modern democracies face challenges such as:

- Political apathy and disengagement
- Influence of special interests and corruption
- Threats to democratic institutions and norms

Pericles' emphasis on collective responsibility and active participation remains relevant as a guiding
principle for sustaining healthy democracies.

Key Takeaways from Pericles' Funeral Oration

- Democracy is rooted in the participation of all citizens

- Equality and shared responsibility are fundamental

- Civic pride and shared identity strengthen societal bonds

- Leaders should inspire and uphold democratic virtues

- Sacrifice and collective effort are essential for national resilience

Practical Applications for Citizens and Leaders

- Encourage active civic engagement

- Promote educational initiatives that foster civic virtues
- Ensure transparency and accountability in governance
- Respect and protect democratic institutions

Conclusion: The Legacy of Pericles' Democratic Vision

Pericles' Funeral Oration remains a timeless testament to the values and ideals that sustain
democracy. His assertion that "power is in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people"
captures the essence of collective sovereignty and participation. As democracies around the world
navigate complex challenges, the lessons embedded in Pericles' words continue to inspire citizens
and leaders alike to uphold the principles of equality, responsibility, and civic pride. Embracing
these ideals ensures that democracy remains vibrant, resilient, and true to its foundational purpose
of empowering the people.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main idea conveyed in Pericles' Funeral Oration
regarding democracy?

Pericles emphasizes that democracy is rooted in the collective power of the citizens, where authority
resides in the hands of the people rather than a select few.

How does Pericles describe the Athenian democracy in his
Funeral Oration?

He describes it as a system where each individual has a voice and contributes to the collective
decision-making process, fostering equality and civic responsibility.

Why does Pericles compare Athens' democratic system to
other forms of government in his speech?

He highlights the superiority of democracy by emphasizing its openness, meritocracy, and the active
participation of citizens, contrasting it with aristocracy or tyranny.

What role does Pericles attribute to civic virtues in sustaining
Athenian democracy?

Pericles underscores the importance of civic virtues such as patriotism, courage, and respect for
laws as essential for maintaining the strength and stability of democracy.

How does Pericles' view of democracy in his Funeral Oration
remain relevant today?

His emphasis on citizen participation, equality before the law, and civic responsibility continues to
resonate as foundational principles of modern democratic societies.

Additional Resources

Pericles' Funeral Oration: "Our Constitution Is Called A Democracy Because Power Is In The Hands
Not Of" is one of the most renowned speeches in Western history, epitomizing the ideals of Athenian
democracy and the valor of civic participation. Delivered by the Athenian leader Pericles during the
Peloponnesian War, this speech not only commemorates fallen soldiers but also underscores the
philosophical and political underpinnings of Athens’ unique system of government. Analyzing this
oration provides deep insights into classical democratic principles, the values of civic duty, and the
ideological foundation upon which Athens built its society.

Understanding the Context of Pericles' Funeral Oration

Before delving into the speech's core message, it’s essential to understand the historical and
political context in which Pericles delivered his funeral oration.



The Peloponnesian War and Athenian Patriotism

- The speech was delivered around 431 BCE, during the early years of the Peloponnesian War
between Athens and Sparta.

- Athens was heavily engaged in a conflict that threatened its empire, its democracy, and its way of
life.

- The funeral ceremony was a customary tribute to honor those who had fallen in war, serving both
as a remembrance and a rallying cry.

The Role of the Oration
- Pericles' speech was given at a public funeral for fallen soldiers.
- It aimed to boost morale, reinforce civic pride, and articulate the virtues of Athenian democracy.

- It also functioned as an ideological statement about the nature and strengths of Athens’ political
system.

The Core Themes of Pericles' Funeral Oration

Pericles’ speech is celebrated for its eloquence and profound message. Its central themes can be
summarized as follows:

- The exceptional nature of Athenian democracy
- The qualities that make Athens a model society
- The importance of civic participation and collective responsibility

- The valor and sacrifice of Athenian soldiers
- The unique political and social institutions that sustain Athens

Dissecting the Key Quote: "Our Constitution Is Called A Democracy Because Power Is In The Hands
Not Of"

This iconic phrase encapsulates the essence of Athenian democracy and is often the starting point
for discussions about Pericles’ political philosophy.

"Our Constitution Is Called A Democracy Because Power Is In The Hands Not Of" underscores that:
- Power resides with the people, rather than a ruling elite or monarch.

- Every citizen has a voice and influence in governance.
- The political system is designed to promote fairness, equality, and collective decision-making.

The Meaning Behind the Phrase
Democracy as a System of Equal Participation

Pericles emphasizes that Athenian democracy is characterized by widespread participation:



- Citizens are involved in decision-making processes.

- Public office is accessible to all citizens, not just the aristocracy.
- The system encourages individual responsibility and civic virtue.
Contrast with Other Forms of Government

Pericles contrasts Athens’ democracy with other political systems:
- Monarchies, where power is concentrated in a single ruler.

- Oligarchies, where a small elite holds authority.

- Tyranny, where power is seized and maintained through force.

He suggests that Athens’ political system is superior because it distributes power broadly among its
citizens.

Breakdown of "Our Constitution Is Called A Democracy Because Power Is In The Hands Not Of" - A
Detailed Analysis

1. The Role of Citizenship

- Only free male Athenians were considered citizens with political rights.

- Citizenship involved responsibilities like serving in the military and participating in assemblies.
- The speech extols the virtue of active civic engagement and collective responsibility.
2. The Assembly and Decision-Making

- The ekklesia (assembly) was the central democratic institution.

- Decisions on war, law, and policy were made collectively.

- Pericles highlights the importance of this direct participation.

3. Public Office and Meritocracy

- Positions of power were open to all citizens based on merit, not birth.

- The system promoted fairness and prevented corruption.

- This openness fostered a sense of shared ownership and accountability.

4. Equal Justice and Law

- Laws applied equally to all citizens, reinforcing fairness.
- The judiciary was composed of ordinary citizens, emphasizing participatory justice.

The Virtues of Athenian Democracy According to Pericles
Pericles’ speech extols several virtues that made Athens a model society:

- Courage and Patriotism: Soldiers and citizens alike displayed bravery.
- Respect for the Law: Legal fairness and civic responsibility were paramount.



- Cultural Achievements: Athens fostered arts, philosophy, and education.
- Economic Prosperity: Wealth was used for the common good and cultural development.
- Freedom and Equality: Citizens enjoyed rights that distinguished Athens from other states.

The Sacrifice and Valor of Athenian Soldiers
Pericles’ speech pays tribute to those who sacrificed their lives:

- Their sacrifice exemplifies the highest form of civic virtue.
- The fallen are honored as embodiments of Athenian ideals.
- Their memory inspires ongoing commitment to democracy and collective welfare.

The Enduring Legacy of Pericles’ Funeral Oration
This speech continues to resonate today because it articulates:

- The fundamental principles of democratic governance.
- The importance of civic participation.
- The value of sacrifice for the common good.

It remains a powerful reminder that democracy is not just about voting, but about active
engagement and shared responsibility.

Practical Lessons from Pericles’ Democracy
For contemporary readers, the speech offers lessons applicable to modern democratic societies:

- Participation Matters: Civic engagement strengthens democracy.

- Equality Before the Law: Fairness and justice are vital for social cohesion.

- Leadership and Merit: Opportunities should be accessible to all based on ability.

- Community Sacrifice: Upholding democratic values often requires sacrifices from individuals.

Summary: Why "Power Is In The Hands Not Of" Is Still Relevant

Pericles’ assertion that "our constitution is called a democracy because power is in the hands not of"
a privileged few, but of the many, encapsulates the core ideal of democracy. It champions the notion
that political power should be rooted in the collective will of citizens, fostering an environment
where freedom, equality, and responsibility are paramount. As we reflect on this historic speech, it
reminds us of the importance of active participation, civic virtue, and the ongoing effort to sustain
democratic institutions.



Conclusion

Pericles’ Funeral Oration remains one of the most eloquent expressions of democratic ideals in
history. Its emphasis on collective participation, fairness, and civic virtue continues to inspire
modern conceptions of democracy. By understanding the depth of Pericles’ message—particularly
the idea that "power is in the hands not of" a privileged few but of all citizens—we gain insight into
the foundational values that have shaped democratic societies across centuries. Whether in ancient
Athens or contemporary nations, the principles articulated in this speech serve as a guiding light for
the enduring pursuit of justice, equality, and collective well-being.
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