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Pericles’ Funeral Oration is one of the most celebrated speeches in ancient Greek history,
exemplifying the ideals of democracy, civic pride, and collective responsibility. Delivered during the
Peloponnesian War, Pericles’ words offer timeless insights into the foundations of Athenian
democracy and the values that underpin it. A particularly notable excerpt from this speech
emphasizes the concept that “Our Constitution...favors the many instead of” the few, highlighting
the democratic principle of equality and participation for all citizens. In this article, we explore the
context, significance, and enduring relevance of this quotation, examining how it reflects the core
ideals of democracy and why it remains pertinent today.

Understanding the Context of Pericles’ Funeral Oration

The Historical Background

Pericles’ Funeral Oration was delivered around 431 BC during the first year of the Peloponnesian
War. Athens was engaged in a protracted conflict with Sparta and its allies, creating a climate of
national crisis and rallying patriotism among Athenians. The speech was part of a public funeral
ceremony honoring those who had fallen in battle, serving both as a tribute and a means to inspire
civic unity.

The Purpose of the Speech

Pericles aimed to:

- Honor fallen soldiers

- Reinforce Athenian democratic values

- Inspire the living to uphold Athens’ ideals

- Emphasize the unique qualities of Athenian society

By praising the virtues of Athens’ democracy, Pericles positioned the city-state as a model of political
and social excellence, contrasting it with other forms of governance.



The Core Principles of Democracy in Pericles’
Quotation

The Meaning of “Favors The Many Instead Of”

The phrase underscores the democratic ethos that power and privileges are distributed among the
many citizens rather than concentrated in the hands of a few elites. It encapsulates the idea that in
Athens:

- All eligible citizens had a voice

- Political participation was open and inclusive

- The state’s policies reflected the collective will

Pericles believed that this system ensured fairness, prevented tyranny, and fostered civic
responsibility.

Key Elements of Athenian Democracy Highlighted

- Equal Political Rights: Every citizen could participate in decision-making assemblies.

- Equality Before the Law: No one was above the law, regardless of social status.

- Public Service: Citizens were expected to contribute to the common good.

- Rotation of Power: Leadership roles were often filled through random selection or election,
minimizing corruption.

These principles created a political environment where the power truly rested with the many.

The Significance of Pericles’ Quote in Ancient Greece

The Democratic Ideals Embodied

Pericles’ statement reflects the core values of Athenian democracy, emphasizing:
- Inclusiveness: Democracy was based on broad participation.

- Equality: Citizens had equal opportunities to influence policy.

- Responsibility: Citizens shared collective responsibility for Athens’ welfare.

This philosophy fostered a sense of belonging and civic pride among Athenians, strengthening the
city’s resilience during wartime.

The Contrast with Other Governance Systems

Pericles contrasted Athens’ democratic system with:
- Oligarchy: Rule by a few privileged individuals



- Tyranny: Power concentrated in a single ruler
- Monarchy: Sovereignty vested in a king or monarch

He argued that Athens’ system promoted fairness and prevented the abuses often associated with
other forms of government.

The Impact on Athenian Society

The democratic ideals articulated in the speech inspired:
- Civic engagement

- Respect for laws and institutions

- A culture of debate and deliberation

These elements contributed to Athens’ reputation as a beacon of democratic governance in the
ancient world.

Modern Relevance of Pericles’ “Favors The Many
Instead Of”

The Legacy of Democratic Principles

Today, the phrase resonates as a foundational principle of modern democracy:

- Representation: Governments are designed to serve the majority.

- Inclusiveness: Efforts to expand voting rights and civic participation.

- Equality: Laws and policies aim to protect minority rights while empowering the majority.

Pericles’ emphasis on collective participation continues to influence democratic institutions
worldwide.

Lessons for Contemporary Society

Modern democracies face challenges such as:
- Political polarization

- Voter apathy

- Inequality and social injustice

The ancient ideal that “favoring the many” is crucial for a healthy democracy reminds us of the
importance of inclusive governance and civic engagement.

Critiques and Limitations

While the concept is noble, practical issues include:



- The risk of “mob rule” if majority interests override minority rights
- The need for informed and responsible citizens
- Balancing majority rule with protections for individual and minority rights

Understanding these limitations helps refine democratic systems to be more just and effective.

Analyzing the Language and Rhetoric of the Quotation

Persuasive Techniques Used by Pericles

- Inclusive Language: Words like “the many” emphasize collective participation.
- Appeal to Patriotism: Framing democracy as a source of national strength.
- Moral Authority: Pericles’ reputation lent credibility to his words.

Implications of the Phrase

- It promotes a sense of shared responsibility.
- It underscores the importance of civic virtue.
- It encourages citizens to value participation over privilege.

The rhetoric underscores democracy’s core belief: power derived from the collective.

Conclusion: The Enduring Wisdom of Pericles’ Funeral
Oration

Pericles’ assertion that “Our Constitution...favors the many instead of” the few encapsulates the
essence of democratic governance. It highlights the importance of inclusiveness, equality, and civic
participation—values that continue to underpin modern political systems. While the specific context
of ancient Athens differs from contemporary democracies, the principles remain relevant, inspiring
ongoing efforts to build fairer, more inclusive societies. Reflecting on Pericles’ words encourages us
to cherish and uphold the democratic ideals that empower the many to shape their future
collectively.

FAQs About Pericles’ Funeral Oration and Democratic



Principles

1. What is the full quote from Pericles’ Funeral Oration?
The full phrase is often summarized as “Our Constitution...favors the many instead of the few,”
emphasizing the democratic nature of Athens’ government.

2. Why is Pericles’ speech considered a masterpiece of rhetoric?
Because it combines patriotic appeal, moral authority, and inclusive language to inspire civic
pride and unity.

3. How does Pericles’ idea relate to modern democracy?
It underscores the importance of participation, equality, and collective responsibility,
principles central to contemporary democratic systems.

4. What lessons can modern democracies learn from Pericles?
The value of civic engagement, the need for responsible citizenship, and the importance of
safeguarding minority rights while empowering the majority.

5. Are there criticisms of the idea that “the many” should govern?
Yes, critics argue that majority rule can sometimes marginalize minorities or lead to mob rule
if not checked by safeguards and informed decision-making.

In summary, Pericles’ statement from his Funeral Oration remains a powerful testament to the
democratic ideals that have shaped societies for centuries. It reminds us that a thriving democracy
depends on the active participation of its citizens and the equitable distribution of political power
among the many. As we reflect on these ancient words, we are encouraged to continue fostering
inclusive governance and civic responsibility in our own time.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Pericles' Funeral Oration as it
relates to the Constitution?

The main theme emphasizes that the Constitution favors the many over the few, promoting equality
and collective well-being.

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

Pericles praises the democracy for allowing all citizens to participate equally in political life,
highlighting its fairness and inclusiveness.



What does the phrase 'Our Constitution ... Favours The Many
Instead Of' suggest about Athenian values?

It suggests that Athenian values prioritize the rights and interests of the majority, emphasizing
collective strength and equality over aristocratic privilege.

How is the idea of equality reflected in Pericles' description of
Athens?

Pericles describes Athens as a society where all citizens are considered equal before the law and
have equal opportunities to contribute and participate.

In what way does Pericles' Funeral Oration serve as a form of
civic nationalism?

It instills pride in Athenian democracy, emphasizing shared values of equality, participation, and
collective sacrifice for the greater good.

Why is Pericles' Funeral Oration considered a significant
speech in the context of democratic principles?

Because it eloquently articulates the virtues of democracy, emphasizing the importance of equality,
civic duty, and the collective spirit that underpin Athenian society.

Additional Resources

Read The Quotation From Pericles' Funeral Oration: “Our Constitution . . . Favors The Many Instead
Of” is a compelling line that captures the essence of Athenian democracy as described by the ancient
Athenian statesman Pericles. This phrase, often excerpted from his famous funeral speech,
underscores the foundational principles of democratic governance—namely, that political power and
decision-making are intended to serve the majority of citizens rather than a privileged few.
Understanding this quotation in its historical, philosophical, and practical contexts offers invaluable
insights into the ideals that shape democratic societies today.

Introduction: The Power of Pericles’ Funeral Oration

Pericles’ Funeral Oration, delivered during the Peloponnesian War, is celebrated as one of the most
eloquent expressions of Athenian democracy. It honors fallen soldiers, celebrates Athens’ greatness,
and articulates the virtues of democratic governance. The line, “Our Constitution . . . Favors The
Many Instead Of,” succinctly encapsulates the core principle that the political system is designed to
benefit the collective citizenry rather than a select elite.

This phrase invites us to reflect on the nature of democracy, the purpose of constitutional design,
and the ongoing debate about majority rule versus minority rights. It remains relevant today as
modern democracies grapple with balancing the will of the majority with protections for individual



and minority rights.

Historical Context of Pericles’ Funeral Oration

Who Was Pericles?

Pericles (c. 495-429 BCE) was a prominent Athenian statesman, orator, and general. His leadership
marked the golden age of Athens, characterized by cultural flourishing, military strength, and
democratic innovation.

The Occasion of the Speech

The funeral speech was delivered around 431 BCE during the first year of the Peloponnesian War, a
period of intense conflict between Athens and Sparta. The Athenians held public funerals for those
who died in battle, and Pericles’ address served both as a tribute and as a political statement about
Athenian values.

Purpose of the Oration

- Honor the fallen soldiers

- Inspire the living to uphold Athens’ ideals
- Reinforce the legitimacy and virtue of Athenian democracy

Dissecting the Quotation: “Our Constitution . . . Favors The Many Instead Of”

The Core Meaning

The phrase highlights that Athens’ political system is designed to prioritize the collective good of the
many citizens rather than the interests of an elite minority. It underscores the democratic principle
that political power resides with the populace, and policies are enacted for the benefit of the broader
community.

Key Components of the Quotation

- Our Constitution: Refers to the political framework that governs Athens—democratic in nature.

- Favors The Many: Emphasizes the majority rule, a fundamental democratic principle.

- Instead Of: Implies a contrast with other systems—such as aristocracy or oligarchy—where power
is concentrated among a few.

The Philosophical Foundations of Democracy in Pericles’ Speech
Democracy as a System of Equality

Pericles believed that democracy was rooted in the idea of isonomia—equality before the law.
Citizens, regardless of wealth or birth, had the right and responsibility to participate in governance.



The Role of Public Service

Pericles praised the Athenian model where every citizen could contribute to the city’s well-being.
This participation was seen as a duty and a privilege, fostering a sense of collective identity.

The Virtue of the Many
Pericles argued that the strength of Athens lay in its citizenry’s capacity for collective action,

sacrifice, and civic virtue. The system encouraged citizens to prioritize the city’s needs over personal
gain.

Modern Interpretation and Significance
Democracy in Practice

The phrase encapsulates the ideal that democratic systems aim to serve the majority’s interests,
fostering policies that promote social welfare, justice, and equality.

Limitations and Challenges

While the concept champions majority rule, real-world democracies must also safeguard minority
rights—a tension that persists today.

Relevance in Contemporary Politics
- Majoritarianism: The view that the majority should have the power to make decisions.
- Protection of Minorities: Ensuring that majority rule does not lead to tyranny of the majority.

- Constitutional Safeguards: Checks and balances that protect individual rights within a democratic
framework.

Analyzing the Structure of Athenian Democracy

Features that Embody “Favors The Many”

- Direct Participation: Citizens voted on laws and policies directly.

- Equal Political Rights: All male citizens had the right to speak and vote in the assembly.

- Rotation of Offices: Many public positions were filled by lot to prevent concentration of power.
Limitations of the Athenian Model

- Excluded Groups: Women, slaves, and non-citizens were disenfranchised.

- Slavery and Inequality: The system was built on social inequalities that modern standards consider
unacceptable.

Comparing Ancient Athens to Modern Democracies



Similarities

- Emphasis on majority rule
- Democratic assemblies and voting
- Civic participation as a duty

Differences

- Inclusion and suffrage: Modern democracies expand voting rights to all adult citizens

- Protections for minorities: Enshrined through constitutions and legal frameworks

- Representation: Modern systems often employ representative democracy rather than direct
participation

The Ethical and Practical Balance: Majority Rule vs. Minority Rights
The Dilemma

While the phrase celebrates the power of the majority, real democracies must ensure that this power
does not infringe upon the rights of minorities or vulnerable groups.

Strategies for Balance

- Constitutional Protections: Bill of Rights, human rights laws
- Judicial Review: Courts can strike down laws that violate fundamental rights
- Deliberative Democracy: Encouraging reasoned debates and inclusive decision-making

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Pericles’ Philosophy

The quotation from Pericles’ funeral oration, “Our Constitution . . . Favors The Many Instead Of,”
captures the essence of democratic governance—serving the collective interest through the active
participation of citizens. While rooted in ancient Athens, its principles continue to influence modern
political thought, emphasizing the importance of equality, civic virtue, and collective responsibility.

In an era where democratic institutions face challenges from populism, inequality, and political
polarization, revisiting Pericles’ ideals reminds us of the foundational goal: to establish systems that
genuinely prioritize the common good, respecting both the power of the majority and the rights of
minorities. As citizens, leaders, and scholars, understanding and upholding these principles remains
vital for the health and legitimacy of any democratic society.

Key Takeaways:

- Pericles’ funeral speech articulates the value of democracy, emphasizing that the constitution
favors the many.

- The Athenian system was built on principles of equality, participation, and civic virtue.

- Modern democracies strive to balance majority rule with protections for minorities.



- The phrase remains a powerful reminder of the core ideals that underpin democratic governance.

Reflective Question: How can modern democracies ensure that the principle of “favoring the many”
does not undermine the rights of minorities and individuals?
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