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This paper explores the expansion of the Athenian empire as well as her entrance into war with 
Sparta. It considers the movement of the three Periclean speeches, in order to understand 

Pericles' particularly grand attempt at public enlightenment while struggling to retain stability 
within a city embattled by war and disease. Ultimately, the paper seeks to examine the 

interdependency of Periclean and popular motives and aims during Athenian imperial reign. 
Specifically, the question pursued is: to what extent is Pericles himself is moved by the erotic 

longing for eternal Athenian power that he calls upon the citizenry as a whole to embrace? 



Introduction

	
 This paper explores the expansion of the Athenian empire as well as her entrance into 

war with Sparta. It considers the movement of the three Periclean speeches, in order to 

understand Pericles’ particularly grand attempt at public enlightenment while struggling to retain 

stability within a city embattled by war and disease. Ultimately, the paper seeks to examine the 

interdependency of Periclean and popular motives and aims during Athenian imperial reign. 

Specifically, to what extent is Pericles himself is moved by the erotic longing for eternal 

Athenian power that he calls upon the citizenry as a whole to embrace. 

	
 Following the devastation of the plague, Pericles gives in passing some indication 

that he is aware of the transitory nature of all human things, including presumably the Athenian 

empire. However, this admission stands in considerable tension with the powerful rhetoric of the 

funeral oration, promising eternal remembrance for imperial Athens, which it is difficult to 

imagine being delivered with such force by a speaker who himself does not believe in the 

validity of such promises. This hopefulness on the part of Pericles could explain his most striking 

political failing: the inability to sufficiently anticipate and prepare for his own untimely death at 

the hands of the plague. Pericles may have been blinded by his own democratic rhetoric, 

imagining an empire, created by his extraordinary political talents, powerful enough to endure 

eternally, without the need to be reliant upon any foreign or divine assistance. In order to craft an 

accurate political portrait of Pericles it is necessary to reconcile his apparent inclination to invest 

himself fully in the project of forging an Athens powerful enough to rescue even the lowliest of 

her citizens from the fate of being forgotten after death with his critical moments of political 

prudence, in which, combating popular calls, he insists that the city resist further expansion until 
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she has thoroughly defeated the Spartans and others seeking to combat her growing influence in 

the Peloponnesian War.

	
 The final section of this paper concerns itself with the aftermath in Athens of the 

untimely death of Pericles, setting the stage for the statesmen who serve as the inheritors of post-

Periclean Athens and the problems inherent to her peculiar political landscape, since Pericles 

takes little action to ensure the smooth transition of leadership in the wake of his own untimely 

demise. The uniquely Periclean combination of imperial hopefulness and military prudence 

proves to be a tenuous one at best following the death of its creator. In the absence of any 

predetermined Periclean successor, Athens finds herself, for the first time, free to pursue her 

imperial hopes without any restriction, quickly forgetting the prudent warning of the deceased 

Pericles. 

	
 The unleashing of such hopefulness within Athens proves particularly problematic 

because of the devastation wrought by the plague. The arrival of the plague undermines 

considerably the rhetoric of the funeral oration, with its self-assured silence on the divinely 

supported justice of Athenian imperial ambitions. Interpreted by many as divine punishment for 

Athenian action prior to and during the current war, the plague introduces deep reservations into 

the Athenian populace as to the wisdom of their desired imperial expansion, for they are quickly 

reminded of the fragility of human life and its extreme vulnerability to either fortune or divine 

favor. The combination of Pericles’ considerable rhetorical skill and his blindness to his own 

fragility leaves to whoever stands to inherit his role within Athens a considerable challenge: the 

successful post-Periclean statesman must be able to calm the superstition and fear overtaking 

Athenian citizens, so as to ensure that they do not lose sight of the immediate threat to their 

continued survival, the attacking Spartans. At the same time, however, any successor would 
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himself be a product of Periclean Athens, likely fostering his own hope an empire worthy of 

erotic love and capable of eternal remembrance. Given this problem of succession--which, in 

fact, proves part of the Athenian undoing by giving rise to immoderate Alcibiades--we must 

wonder whether there aren’t inherent limits to the Periclean project, rendering impossible the 

very end it seeks to achieve and, accordingly, calling into question the wisdom of the entire 

undertaking from its origins.

Chapter 1: Thucydides’ Archeology and the Roots of Periclean Progressivism 

	
 In Thucydides, we encounter to a thinker whose only known work opens with a striking 

deprecation of the past and whose assurance of the superiority of his own time seems at least at 

first to be unquestionable. From the outset we see Thucydides tracing a clear ascent on the part of 

the Greeks from the ancient age in which the paltry achievements of human beings are magnified 

by men like Homer with tales of angered gods and divine intervention and toward Thucydides’ 

own generation in which the greatness of the human action undertaken allows him to grasp the 

permanent truth concerning human nature, stripped, finally, of any unwarranted poetic 

adornment. It is an ascent that reaches its pinnacle in Thucydides’ account of imperial Athens, 

whose leading citizen, Pericles, presents the city as having no need at all of a Homer, able 

instead to establish for herself eternal memorials of all her imperial achievements. Famously 

calling upon citizens to fall in love with the power of imperial Athens, Pericles presents the city 

as the proper object of the erotic longings of her citizens. In examining, then, first the apparent 

progress of Thucydides’ opening archeology and later the stated self-sufficiency of Periclean 

Athens, we’ll be witness to an enlightened, pre-modern attempt to satisfy, by purely human 

means, the deepest longings of mortal men. From this we might hope to come to understand with 
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greater clarity the human concern for political glory and eternal remembrance. We turn first, 

then, to the archeology of Thucydides.

	
  “Thucydides, an Athenian, wrote the history of the war between the Peloponnesians and 

the Athenians, how they warred against each other; having begun from its very outset, with the 

expectation that it would prove to be a great one, and more worthy of relation than all that had 

been before it.” 1 Indeed, he says, the quarrel was “the greatest movement that ever happened 

amongst the Greeks, and some part of the barbarians, and extending, as one may say, even to 

most nations of the world” (I.1.2). In support of this assertion, Thucydides goes on to show that 

in all previous times, the several tribes of the country that would come to be called Hellas had no 

settled population, were without commerce, never “mixed with one another without fear,” and so 

“used what they had as but barely to live on it, without having any superfluity of riches or 

planting on their land, (because it was uncertain when another should invade them, and carry all 

way)” (I.2.2). So weak were the men of the ancient times that prior to the outbreak of the Trojan 

War, the inhabitants of Hellas never engaged in any common action and so had not yet even 

come to be called by a common name, the Hellenes (I.3.2). 

	
 Nor was the Peloponnesian War greater than every earlier action only on account of the 

superior size and preparedness of those involved. Its greatness was also and above all to be found 

in the fact that it “permitted Thucydides to grasp the truth of things and of human nature in 

particular.” 2  The magnitude of the war, that is, allowed him to compose a “possession for ever” 
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1 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, Rev. Henry Dale, trans. (London: George Bell &  Sons, 1896) 
I.1.1.
Unless otherwise noted, all subsequent references are to this edition. References are to book, chapter, and, when 
appropriate, line.

2 Robert C. Bartlett. The Idea of Enlightenment: A Postmortem Study (Toronto: University of Toronto Press) 2001, 
69-70.



that would prove useful for all of those in the future who would wish “to see the truth of what 

both has happened, and will hereafter happen again, according to human nature” (1.22.4). “The 

superiority of the present, then, consists not least in its greater access or openness to the character 

of things viewed in the light of fixed necessity or nature.” 3

	
 That Thucydides would open his work with such a deprecation of the past is striking. The 

accomplishments of the ancient times apparently pale in comparison with those of Thucydides’ 

own day. But the “distant past is closer to the origins or the beginning, and the beginning are as 

such closer to the divine; in the distant past, including and especially the Trojan war, the gods are 

said to have intervened directly in the lives of human beings.” 4 Even in the very opening of his 

work, then, Thucydides begins to call into question what had traditionally been said, particularly 

by Homer and others of his craft, concerning the role played by the gods in the affairs of human 

beings.5 Of Agamemnon’s ability, for instance, to raise an armament and sail on to Troy, 

Thucydides says it was not so much owing to any divinely sworn oaths to Tyndareus as it was 

due to the fact that “he surpassed the men of that day in power”—it was “not so much by favour 

as by fear” that he was able to make his expedition (I.9.1-3). Similarly, Thucydides credits Minos 

with putting an end to piracy on what would come to be called the Hellenic Sea, so that he might 

be better able to secure his own wealth (I.4.1). Until Minos did this, however, piracy enjoyed a 

certain respectability, with ancient poets presenting many tales of villagers eagerly asking every 

5

3 Bartlett, The Idea of Enlightenment, 70.

4 Ibid.

5 Of the poets, Thucydides says in his opening archeology: “If, however, from the proofs which have been 
mentioned any one should suppose that things were, on the whole, such as I have described them, instead, of rather 
believing what either the poets have sung of them, setting them off in terms of exaggeration, or historians have 
composed, in language more attractive to the ear than truthful, their subjects admitting no proof, and most of them, 
through length of time, having come to be regarded as fabulous—and if he should consider that, allowing for their 
antiquity, they have been sufficiently ascertained from the most certain data, he would not be mistaken in his 
opinion” (I.21).



voyager who came to their town if he was a pirate, “as though neither those of whom they 

inquire, disowned the employment; nor those who were interested in knowing, reproached them 

with it” (I.5.2). Only after Minos, apparently the strongest pirate of them all, saw the greater 

commercial advantage to be gained by subduing the sea did piracy come to be considered “base” 

by the men of ancient times (1.9.1). Thucydides makes no mention here of what we learn 

concerning Minos from Plato: that he was said, by Homer, to have been the son of, and educated 

in the kingly arts by, Zeus himself.6

	
  The opening archeology is essentially progressive in character: it suggests that “there has 

been a more or less steady progress from the crude beginning to the more orderly, civil, and 

rational present whose culmination is the present war and, to repeat, the discernment of the truth 

of the human way the war encouraged.” 7 Indeed, Thucydides would seem to be presenting, 

before the letter, precisely that for which the modern Enlightenment calls: a moving away from 

unwarranted, irrational superstition and toward clear-sighted, hardheaded rational calculation of 

interest.

	
 But if this is what Thucydides begins to show in his archeology concerning the course of 

human history, it reaches its fullest manifestation only in Book II, in his depiction of Periclean 

Athens.  In his famous funeral oration, Pericles presents an image of Athens and her empire as 

the noblest of all human projects. Athens, alone, he says, has “no further need [of a] Homer to 

praise [her]” (II.41.4). By her daring and innovation, Athens has “compelled every sea and land 

6

6 Cf. Plato, Minos 319a10-320b10.
See particularly, 320b3: “Rather, this intercourse [between Minos and Zeus) was, as I say, one that took place 
through talking, with a view to education in virtue, whence he established for his citizens these laws, by means of 
which Crete—as well as Lacedaemon—is happy for all time, ever since it began to use them, for they are 
divine” (Thomas Pangle, trans.).

7 Bartlett, The Idea of Enlightenment, 72.



to become accessible” to her and “every where established everlasting records” of deeds evil and 

good (II.41.4). Here, then, it would seem is a city that, through her own efforts, has been so 

successful in escaping the naturally miserable and fleeting condition of mankind that she can 

promise her citizens nothing short of eternal remembrance.8 And it is owing to this that citizens 

ought to gaze upon the power of Athens and become her (erotic) lovers (II.43.1). 

	
 If we take the words spoken by Pericles in his funeral oration with what we have already 

heard from Thucydides in the archeology concerning the superiority of the present 

Peloponnesian War over any of the events of the past, it is possible to see why it is that Pericles’ 

speech has so often been taken to be indicative of Thucydides’ own view of not only the imperial 

city but also human affairs more broadly. As one commentator puts it, “if Thucydides’ admiration 

for the Periclean empire, and for the Olympian figure who presided over its destinies stops short 

this side of idolatry, it does not stop short of it by much.” 9 In support of this view it is often noted 

that Thucydides, having given his reader three speeches by Pericles, offers, in his own name, the 

following appraisal of the man who led Athens at the height of her imperialism: “as long as he 

was at the head of the city in time of peace, he governed it with measuredness, and kept it in 

7

8 It is likely also this promise of a thoroughly secular means by which to achieve immortality that inspires Hannah 
Arendt’s praise of Periclean Athens: “The polis—if we trust the famous words of Pericles in the Funeral Oration—
gives a guaranty that those who forced every sea and land to become the scene of their daring will not remain 
without witness and will need neither Homer nor anyone else who knows how to turn words to praise them; without 
assistance from others, those who acted will be able to establish together the everlasting remembrance of their good 
and bad deeds, to inspire admiration in the present and in future ages. In other words, men’s life together in the form 
of the polis seemed to assure that the most futile of human activities, action and speech, and the least tangible and 
most ephemeral of man-made “products,” the deeds and stories which are their outcome, would become 
imperishable…it assures the mortal actor that his passing existence and fleeting greatness will never lack the reality 
that comes from being seen, being heard, and, generally, appearing before an audience of fellow men, who outside 
the polis could attend only the short duration of the performance and therefore need Homer and “others of his craft” 
in order to be presented to those who were not there.”
Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958): 197-8.

9Charles Kahn.” Plato’s Funeral Oration: The Motive of the Menexenus” Classical Philology 58, no. 4 (October 
1963) 223.  



safety, and it was at the height of its greatness in his time: and when the war broke out, he 

appears to have foreknown its power in this respect also” (II.65.5). After his death, citizens, 

owing to their “private ambition and private gain…adopted evil measures both towards 

themselves and their allies.” Only Pericles, by his “high rank and talents” could control the 

“multitude with an independent spirit,” leading, and never being led by, them (II.65.8). In short, 

Athens was “in name a democracy,” but in fact “a government administered by the first man” (II.

65.9).

	
 Thucydides’ praise of Pericles is, then, apparently quite strong, especially if one considers 

his typical reticence. And indeed there seems to be some further evidence to suggest that 

Thucydides holds a favorable view of Periclean Athens: the author uncharacteristically does not 

pair the speeches of Pericles with those of any other figure, implying, perhaps, that they stand in 

no need of correction.

	
 But if Pericles and the progress of the archeology appear at first to be Thucydides’ 

response to Homer, then we must still consider yet another of the reasons that Thucydides gives 

as testament to his claim that the current war is the greatest of motions:

	
 Now of former achievements, the greatest that was performed was the Median 
[War]; and yet that had its decision quickly, in two battles by sea and two by land. But of 
this war both the duration was very long, and the sufferings that befell Greece in the 
course of it, such as were never matched in the same time. For neither were so many 
cities ever taken and laid desolate, some by barbarians and some by the parties 
themselves opposed in the war; (some, too, changed their inhabitants when taken;) nor 
was there so much banishing of men and blood-shed, partly in the war itself, and partly 
through sedition. And things which were before spoken of from hearsay, but scantily 
confirmed by fact, were rendered not incredible; both about earthquakes, which at once 
extended over the greatest part of the world, and most violent at the same time; and 
eclipses of the sun, which happened more frequently than was on record of former times; 
and also great droughts in some parts, and from them famines also; and what hurt them 
most, and destroyed a considerable part—the plague. For all these things fell upon them 
at once along with this war: which the Athenians and Peloponnesians began by breaking 
the thirty years’ truce after the taking of Euboea (I.23.1-4).
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By the conclusion of the archeology Thucydides’ statement concerning the greatness of the 

present war no longer denotes only the superiority of the cities involved in both size and 

preparedness, but, instead, serves as a testament to the unsurpassed suffering inflicted by the 

conflict. While one might have initially been tempted to think that the war in some way served as 

a stage on which the greatest achievements and abilities of human beings could be made 

manifest, Thucydides now seems to have thrown serious doubt over such an impression. So far 

does the war seem to be from “being the zenith of human ‘progress,’” that it would instead 

appear to be “the nadir of human development, brought about by the hubristic attempt to depart 

from the governance characteristic of the beginning, the governance of superintending gods, and 

to order the world instead by means of autonomous human reason.” 10

	
 We would do well to recall, too, that while it is certainly the case that Pericles’ funeral 

oration is not matched with a reply in speech, it is followed by what we might consider to be a 

response in deed: the plague—a disaster that was taken by many Athenians to be divine 

punishment for the impious imperialism pursued by the city under Pericles’ leadership (II.54), 

and a disaster that Thucydides, at least in part, suggests was introduced to Athens by her 

commercial character and constant interactions with foreign traders (II.48.1-2, 54.5). Perhaps, 

then, Thucydides’ praise of Pericles and his progressive project is not quite as unqualified as 

some would claim. The arrival of the plague would seem to bring the awful reality of 

unexpected, untimely, and inescapable death, in its most horrific of forms, back to the forefront 

of every citizen’s mind. It would seem to call into question Pericles’ confident assertion that 

imperial Athens has been able to establish everywhere everlasting memorials of deeds both evil 

and good—that is, that she promises to lend a certain permanency to the lives of her citizens that 

9

10 Bartlett, The Idea of Enlightenment, 73.



can withstand the harsh decaying factors of both time and chance, and is for this reason, the 

proper object of their erotic longing. Far from being final, then, the archeology’s opening praise 

of the progressivism that culminates in Pericles’ funeral oration seems to be only Thucydides’ 

first word on political eros and its imperialistic tendencies. In order to discern Thucydides’ as 

well as our own final assessment of the progressive Periclean project, however, Before we can 

turn, however, to his other later statements on, and finally his own assessment of, the matter, we 

must first consider more carefully Pericles’ own assessment of imperial Athens, under his 

leadership, through an examination of his three Thucydidean speeches and their political impact.

Chapter 2: The Periclean Case for War 

	
 Although Pericles is most famous for the lofty, emotionally rousing rhetoric of his funeral 

oration, in which the Athenian empire is presented as the largest and most impressive human 

undertaking ever yet seen in the world, he is first introduced to us by Thucydides as a rhetorician 

and strategist of a notably different sort. Pericles first appears in Thucydides’ History as the 

Athenians are confronted with the possibility of entering into a conflict that threatens to consume 

all of Greece and that many are claiming will inevitably occur. Unlike in the later case of 

Alcibiades, Thucydides does not chronicle the complete ascent of Pericles to political power 

within Athens. Instead, by the time Pericles first appears in the History, Thucydides makes it 

clear that he has already risen to the position of “first citizen” of Athens, an effectively unitary 

leader in a regime called (only) by name a democracy. Although at the time of his introduction 

Pericles already presides over an Athens that is experiencing a flourishing of artistic, scientific, 

and philosophic activity, Thucydides appears largely uninterested in devoting his attention to any 

such unpolitical achievements.
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 Pericles enters Thucydides’ History at a moment in which Athens stands at a political 

impasse. Thucydides reports that an assembly had been called to deliberate concerning the affair 

at Megara. None of the speeches given in the assembly are judged by Thucydides as deserving of 

being including in his work except for that of Pericles, who is introduced with the brief but 

approving remark that he was “the principle man at that time of all Athens and most sufficient 

both for speech and action” (I.139). The conclusion of Pericles’ speech marks the conclusion of 

the assembly and the first book of the History, with the second opening with general hostilities 

between the Athenians and the Spartans having already begun. In addition to his introductory 

praise of Pericles, Thucydides also positions his first appearance and speech within the History at 

the critical moment at which Athens decides to enter into a war that will ultimately prove to be 

undoing. Indeed, as Thucydides presents it, the content of Pericles’ first speech stands alone 

between the indecision of the Athenian assembly and the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War. 

	
 The first speech of Pericles opens with a strong statement, addressed equally to all of the 

Athenians present, of the necessity of not conceding to the demands brought to them by the 

Spartans in a proclaimed attempt to refrain from engaging in outright hostilities. The initial 

grounds on which Pericles insists that Athens must not yield to the Spartan entreaties are legal 

ones. According to the peace treaty forged at the conclusion of the Persian War, disputes between 

cities ought first to be submitted to arbitration, before any acts of aggression are undertaken. The 

Spartans, Pericles insists, have neither made any active attempt to undertake the process of 

arbitration, nor, he adds with apparent assuredness, would they agree to the process were it 

offered to them, in accordance with the peace treaty, by the Athenians (I.140). According to the 

letter of the treaty, argues Pericles, Sparta has become the first city to dissolve the existing peace 

and undertake aggressive action toward the Athenians and their allies, since, he claims, she has 
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come their city no longer to “expostulate but to command” (I.140). While Pericles clearly intends 

to place the blame for the outbreak of hostilities upon the shoulders of the Spartans, it is worth 

noting that he quickly dismisses the possibility of an Athenian offer on the professed grounds 

that he is certain that such a gesture would be rejection and taken as a sign of Athenian 

weakness.

	
 The apparent Spartan disregard for the peace treaty is only the first reason given by 

Pericles as justification for Athenian resistance to their demands. A second argument follows 

founded on a claim concerning Greek equality. Even as he grants that the Megarean affair may 

be relatively small in the grand scheme of Greek politics, Pericles insists that any act of 

concession on the part of Athens shall undermine her reputation for constancy and resolution in 

the eyes of Sparta and the rest of Greece (1.140). By giving way to Spartan demands, Athens 

opens the door for greater subjugation in the future, she will be viewed as a city that yields to the 

demands of external forces on the basis of fear--a fact that will only bring her increasingly 

greater challenges to her freedom in time. For the sake of maintaining her equal political status 

within Greece, Pericles insists, Athens must firmly deny the requests with which the Sparta has 

come before her. 

	
 To this point in his first Thucydidean speech, Pericles has advocated for the rejection of 

the proposed Spartan resolution of the Megarean affair. This is to say that he has not yet turned 

directly to the question of outright war and whether Athens ought to employ military aggression 

in her professed attempt to maintain her equal footing in the face of Spartan demands. It is only 

after Pericles has given two distinct arguments for resisting the Spartans founded on 

conventional and widely acceptable claims to legality and equality that he turns explicitly to give 
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his own advice for fully dealing with Sparta, advice centrally concerned with the declaration of 

war. 

	
 It is with this turn, beginning at I.141, to Pericles’ own advice on handling the Spartan 

challenge by which Athens is confronted that Thucydides’ first Periclean speech begins to take 

on a far more unconventional, not to say radical, tone. Given that Pericles will ultimately urge his 

Athenian audience to enter into war with Sparta and her allies, we must consider why it is that he 

delays giving his truest advice until he has fully addressed the questions of legality and equality. 

The beginning of such an answer can perhaps be located in an earlier section of his speech that 

we have, nonetheless, not yet examined. At the opening of his address to the Athenian assembly, 

Pericles reminds his audience that the advice that he is about to give is not new; in fact, he 

claims, he intends his speech only to repeat that which he has already said on multiple occasions. 

Why the immediate insistence upon his consistency, even redundancy? Pericles tells his audience 

that “men have not the same passions in the war itself which they have when they are incited to it 

but change their opinions with the events” (I.140). Pericles attempts to establish a certain 

authority with his audience by confiding in them the contrast between his steadfastness and the 

changeability of other men when faced with the necessity of executing the deeds for which they 

had earlier called in speech. Unlike other speakers, Pericles can be trusted to remain resolute in 

his opinions, despite whatever Athens must confront in her future. 

	
 Unlike his nephew Alcibiades who readily denounces by name those whom he mistrusts 

and considers inferior to himself in the political realm, Pericles does not directly attack or refute 

any of the speakers who have come before him. Instead he makes a statement that seems to apply 

to human nature as such, subsequently asserting that fickleness is not a natural quality by which 

he himself is afflicted. On the surface, Pericles appears to be the more prudent speaker when 
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compared with the vehement denunciations of the young Alcibiades. However, in his refusal to 

identify any particular politicians unable to abide consistently by their word, Pericles appears 

actually to be indicting all men, including all those to whom he is currently speaking, on the very 

same charge. Over and against their own changeableness, members of the Athenian assembly 

ought to appreciate and defer to the steadfast leadership of Pericles. In a skillful attempt to win 

the attention of his audience, Pericles also manages to point quietly toward a problem with 

human beings as such, one that afflicts and even condemns the same men whose allegiance his 

hopes to secure. 

	
 With an impressive rhetorical shift, Pericles turns his indictment of human changeability 

into a forceful appeal for fidelity from his Athenian audience. From a broad statement about 

human nature, Pericles moves to a direct address of his listeners. “And I require of you with 

whom my counsel shall take place that if we miscarry in aught, you will either make the best of 

it, as decreed by common consent, or if we prosper, not to attribute it to your own wisdom 

only” (I.140). With this statement, Pericles invites, indeed besieges, his audience to summon the 

steadfastness in the face of an uncertain future that he himself has long claimed to demonstrate. 

Under Periclean guidance, a united Athenian people can undertake an attempt to defy the natural 

imperfect tendencies of mankind and to face the uncertainties of war and fortune with a 

resoluteness that had never before been demonstrated on such a scale. 

	
 Given the great difficulty of the promise by which Pericles has just asked his audience to 

abide, to remain constant no matter what may result from the Spartan entreaties, it becomes clear 

why he would choose to turn immediately to a relatively temperate call to avoid yielding to 

Spartan demands on the basis of the conventional grounds of legality and equality. Given that it 

appears that  it is especially in times of war that the fortunes of men are most unknown and, 
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accordingly, their resoluteness most challenged, it is not surprising that Pericles delays 

introducing the topic until he has made clear the gravity of the Spartan challenge to their free and 

equal standing within Greece. Indeed, by the time the prospect of war is first mentioned, Pericles 

has so manipulated the character of the situation such that his audience presented with a choice 

that to them could only have one answer: “resolve therefore from this occasion either to yield 

them obedience before you receive damage, of if we must have war...not to give way nor keep 

what he possess in fear (I.141). Lest they wish to reduce themselves to the sort of men who 

readily submit to obedience and relative servitude to the Spartans without so much as a 

challenge, the Athenian assembly is confronted with the necessity of going to war. Indeed, so 

carefully does Pericles introduce the prospect, that at first he presents war as merely his own 

personal preference. Thus apparently leaving the decision to his audience, Pericles’s speech has 

successfully placed them in a position where to avoid war would amount to the uncontested 

relinquishing of the freedom and equality that constitute very the heart of Greekness. 	


	
 Just as soon as Pericles has explicitly introduced and advocated for the idea of going to 

war against the Spartans, he turns to a lengthy discussion of the numerous particular ways in 

which the Athenians are at an advantage against their would-be enemies. Having confronted his 

audience with the prospect of war, Pericles judges it necessary to remind his audience quickly of 

the very many reasons why they may not need to be excessively worried (and so hesitant) about 

what the future might hold for them--the sort of worrying, we have already seen, that especially 

inclines men to waver in their opinions out of fear of the unknown. 

	
 In general, the edifying portrait of Athens that Pericles proceeds to paint for his audience 

concerns itself with the material or physical advantages of the city. This is to say that unlike in 

his next speech, the famous funeral oration, Pericles does not say much about the Athenian 
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“character,” those qualities possessed by the citizens that not only make them superior in ability 

to defeat their opponent, but also, Pericles claims, grant them a superior title to victory and 

expansion. It is possible that Pericles shifts from reliance upon the physical to the psychological 

characteristics of the Athenians only after the war has begun and it is becoming apparent that the 

it may last far longer than had originally been anticipated. 

	
 Pericles begins his favorable portrayal of the Athenian readiness for war with reference to 

the lacking Spartan naval presence. Sparta never produced (and likely never could) a leader like 

Themistocles, who saw the great advantage of cultivating an expansive, experienced Athenian 

navy. On land, the same slowness to action praised earlier by the Spartan king, is criticized by 

Pericles and his insistence that the Spartans are unwilling to engage an enemy quickly or for long 

(I.141). So, too, is Sparta lacking for money, Pericles insists, for her confederacy is bound 

together only loosely, making it a difficult and lengthy task to assemble any appreciable sum 

necessary for the execution of war. Indeed, in a confirmation of Thucydides’ earlier assessment 

of Periclean Athens being democratic only in name, Pericles criticizes the equal footing Sparta 

affords to each of its allies in deliberative matters. Being of equal vote, the Spartan allies each 

bring their own personal interests into the assembly, and, caring little for the common good of 

the confederacy, waste much time in their unwillingness to make any concessions that might 

threaten their interests at home. In times of war, the Athenian Pericles insists that the strict 

adherence to procedural equality is not a virtue but rather a vice, one that threatens to render a 

city impotent precisely in those times when swift, unilateral action most needs to be taken.

	
 To this point in his speech, Pericles has sought to convince his Athenian audience that 

they are currently in a favorable position to undertake a war that he himself as argued is the best 

reaction to the Spartan demands that they face. Notably missing from his case for the superiority 
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of Athens is any mention of her democratic regime. Indeed, he seems to criticize as dangerous 

excessive adherence to democratic principles in times of unrest--albeit only in the external 

example of Sparta. Having presented what appears to be a thorough-going critique of the 

Spartans and their prospects in the impending war, Pericles does not conclude his case for war, as 

we might expect. Instead, having introduced a subtle critique of democratic deliberation, he turns 

to his audience and urges them to take further action, under his leadership, to ensure their victory 

over the Spartans. For the remainder of the speech, Pericles no longer takes an Athenian victory 

as given, but rather appeals to his audience to adopt a new and radical strategy that is here 

introduced for the first time.

	
 Despite having argued that the Athenians ought to take heart in their superior preparations 

and resources for a coming war against Sparta, Pericles now asks his audience to consider 

another possibility: “if we dwelt in the islands, whether of us then were more inexpugnable? We 

must therefore now, drawing near as can be to that imagination, lay aside the care of the fields 

and villages, and not for the loss of them, out of passion, give battle to the Peloponnesians, far 

more in number than ourselves” (I.143). Only now, late in his first speech, does Pericles give any 

explicit indication that the Spartans may prove to be a more formidable opponent than he had 

first led his audience to believe. The reference to the superior numbers of the Spartans serves as a 

justification of the more radical measures for which Pericles now calls. Showing his indebtedness 

to Themistocles, Pericles urges the Athenians to abandon their Attic territory, to mourn not at its 

destruction, and instead to summon a passion for Athens that requires no ties to the land. 

	
 With the call to abandon the countryside, Thucydides offers us the clearest glimpse of the 

character of Periclean Athens, which reaches its peak in the funeral oration. By the conclusion of 

his first Thucydidean speech, Pericles has begun to detach Athens, and the civic attachment to 
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her, from that which traditionally would have constituted her very core. Not only does Pericles 

call for the abandonment of a significant portion of Athenian territory without so much as an 

attempt to preserve it, but in doing so, he also asks the Athenians to abandon their ancestral 

graves and those gods closely associated with those particular pieces of land. In place of their 

abandoned ancestral attachments, the Athenians, Pericles seems to suggest, ought to love the idea 

of Athens, of their city constituted by citizens willing to sacrifice freely all that to which they 

conventionally have claim for the sake of their endurance as a free and honorable people. With 

this suggestion, a new notion of equality begins to emerge, one that is not a detriment (as is the 

case in Sparta) but rather an advantage to a city in wartime: under a gifted statesman and 

rhetorician like Pericles, all Athenian citizens alike are called to abandon their conventional 

attachments for the sake a new, as of yet unclear, vision of their city that claims to be able to 

exist even when devoid of any physical place on earth.

	
 Yet, for all the forcefulness with which Pericles delivers the final section of his speech, he 

remains aware that his proposal is not likely to be embraced without resistance. Although 

Pericles admits that, were he to have things precisely his way, the Athenians would go out and 

destroy their countryside preemptively as a signal to the Spartans of their character, he concedes 

that the notion is impossible (I.143). The very most, Pericles appears to conclude, that he can ask 

of the Athenians is that they be willing to accept the prospect of the destruction of their land at 

the hands of the invading Spartans. In this “compromise” between Pericles and the Athenian 

citizenry we see not only the beginnings of the Periclean project, which only emerges in its 

entirety in the funeral oration, but also the seeds of resistance and doubt concerning that project, 

which will reemerge with a vengeance with the continuation of the war and the arrival of the 

plague. Perhaps in an attempt to ease the pain of abandoning many of their ancestral ties, Pericles 
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promises the Athenians that their willingness to sacrifice will not unrewarded. “Out of the 

greatest dangers, whether to cities or private men, arise the greatest honors,” Pericles promises (I.

144). Invoking the actions of the previous generation of Athenians during the Persian War, 

Pericles appeals to his audience to confront courageously the coming war with the Spartans 

(which is now taken as inevitable) so as to deliver to posterity a city deserving of the Athenian 

name. In order to see in greater clarity just what sort of city Pericles hopes to leave to future 

generations and precisely how it will orient itself toward previous generations, however, it is 

necessary to turn to a consideration of the famous funeral oration.

Chapter 3: Immortality and the Imperial City: Pericles’ Funeral Oration 

	
 As we may say about all works belonging to the genre, the funeral oration of Pericles is, 

of necessity, a speech concerned with death. More precisely, it is a speech concerned with death 

and the traditions by which it is customarily accompanied: as Thucydides tells us, Pericles 

delivers his funeral oration at the close of the first year of the Peloponnesian War, in honor of the 

Athenian soldiers who have already fallen in the early days of battle. According to custom, the 

speech is given at the conclusion of an elaborate public burial ceremony, during which the bones 

of the dead are laid out for public mourning and later buried at the outskirts of the city. But, of 

course, Pericles’ funeral oration is not a tellingly typical representative of the funeral oration 

genre. It culminates, after all, in Pericles’ famous exhortation to his audience to gaze upon the 

power of Athens and to become erotic lovers of her. Pericles must, therefore, concern his speech 

not with honoring the deeds of those who have already fallen, but with presenting the power of 

his imperial city as the proper object her citizens’ eros. The funeral oration thus offers important 

insight into how Pericles himself understands the longings of man.
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   Even from the outset of the funeral oration, Pericles provides evidence that he intends 

his words to do more than remember the dead and console the mourning. Despite how 

inescapably bound up with death and traditional Athenian burial practices his funeral oration 

must be, Pericles refrains from referring to those men who have died in battle as the deceased. 

He instead only calls them, with no little ambiguity, “those who have become good men” (andres 

agathoi genomenoi). 11 If death is unavoidably to be a part of his speech, Pericles will at least 

ensure that its portrayal is carefully crafted: men may die in battle, but in doing so, they become 

worthy of praise in a way that perhaps they were not while they remained alive. The fallen 

soldiers became praiseworthy in the eyes of all who remain, and this, Pericles suggests, ought to 

offer their families and loved ones some consolation in their time of mourning. As for those who 

knew nothing of the deceased, perhaps, they, too, might find something alluring in this prospect 

of winning praise for themselves, in spite of any and all previous transgressions. 

	
 If there remain any doubts of whether Pericles is concerned with more than simply 

satisfying the traditional requirements of public funeral oration, those doubts disappear quickly 

as the speech continues: even as Pericles reminds his audience at the opening of his remarks that 

the practice of publicly eulogizing the fallen is an ancient one, he does not include in this 

introduction any praise of the ancestral law which prescribes it. He admits he would have 

preferred not to have offered an encomium to the fallen at all, instead allowing the “honors of 

those who became good men by deed [to] be presented also by a deed,” and not risking the 

“belief in the virtue of the many” to “one man’s speaking well or badly.” While still strictly 

abiding by the conventions of funeral oration and commemorating the dead, Pericles delivers a 
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speech in praise not of a few fallen soldiers, but instead of Athens herself, whose greatness 

reflects equally well on the living and dead alike and whose astounding power promises to fulfill 

her citizens deepest and most fundamental desires.12

	
 Pericles’ praise of Athens begins, as he says is just and fitting, by honoring her most 

ancient inhabitants. The first Athenians are worthy of praise, for by their virtue they kept their 

country free, handing it safely down to the next generation (II.36.1). Still more deserving of 

praise, however, are the fathers of the present generation, who by “no small toil” of their own 

added to that which they inherited from their own ancestors and are, as such, in large part 

responsible for the current greatness of the Athenian empire (II.36.2). Just, then, as we have 

previously seen Thucydides do, or at least appear to do, in his opening archeology, Pericles 

seems to be preparing his audience for the revelation that the greatest of human achievements are 

to be found not in the ancient past, but rather in the immediate present.

	
 It is not surprising, therefore, that next Pericles, turning his attention to the current 

generation of Athenian citizens, offers his highest praise yet. The greatest part of Athens’ empire 

was secured by the effort of those men who are alive and in their prime today, for it is they who 

“equipped the city in all ways to be most self-sufficient, in both war and peace” (II.36.3).13 In the 

majority of his speech that remains to be delivered, then, Pericles offers an extended description 

of the Athenian way of life that has allowed her to flourish. 

	
 Before we consider his account of the Athenian character, we must pause briefly to 

consider what we have just seen Pericles say concerning the city’s greatness—it is, after all, her 

greatness that will eventually come to be presented as satisfying the erotic longings of her 

21

12 Cf. Michael Palmer. “Love of Glory and the Common Good.” American Political Science Review 76, no. 4 
(December 1982) 825-36.

13 Emphasis added.



citizens.  Present-day imperial Athens is, according to Pericles, deserving of the highest praise 

because she has obtained the greatest degree of self-sufficiency. In times both of war and of 

peace, she is in need of nothing from any outside actor. Her military victories, for instance, need 

not depend upon her receiving aid from her allies (or, we may add, the gods)—assistance that is 

always, to a greater or lesser extent, unpredictable. Pericles, we may say, thus presents Athens as 

offering her citizens a certain protection against the insecurity that fortune or chance casts over 

their lives—protection that given the uncertainty with which mortal man must always live 

concerning the time and manner of his eventual death, cannot be taken lightly.14

	
 With this in mind, then, let us return to what Pericles himself has to say concerning the 

Athenian regime and character (πολιτείας καί τρόπων.) While nominally democratic, Athens 

possesses laws that call for the selection of rulers not on the basis of lot but, instead, of merit. Of 

the chance to rule, all men are afforded the opportunity to prove themselves worthy, regardless of 

considerations of wealth or birth (II.37.1). The common affairs of the city are governed freely, 

while private associations are left “unencumbered,” with no man so much as casting a look of 

reproach in the direction of his fellow citizens for acting privately as they please (II.37.2). Games 

and elegant architecture offer citizens the “greatest relaxation from toils,” while Athens’ thriving 

commercialism ensures that they have constant access to the best (and, we may add, the worst) 

that the rest of humanity has to offer (II.38.1-2). In military matters, no attempt is made to 

deceive the city’s enemies by keeping her practices concealed, but rather, remaining open to all, 

she finds confidence in the courage with which she meets all challenges (II.39.1). Unlike the 

Spartans, whose bravery is dependent upon a rigorous education in the laws, Athenians enjoy a 
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far freer existence, without becoming any less daring than their Lacedaemonian adversaries (II.

39.1).

	
 All of the freedom that the Athenians enjoy privately, Pericles is careful to note, 

emphatically does not come at the expense of the public affairs of the city, for they “alone 

believe that one who has no share in these [political things] is not merely unpolitical 

(απράγμονα) but useless” (II.40.2). Pericles praises his citizens for loving “beauty with 

economy” (φιλοκαλούμεν) and “philosophiz[ing] without softness” (φιλοσοφούμεν), which is 

to say that while they engage in reasoned public deliberation, they do not fall into idle 

contemplation, continuing instead to act with daring (II.40.1). It is in his role as a citizen, then, 

that every individual Athenian comes to be “self-sufficient” and “capable of the most graceful 

versatility in the greatest number of roles” (II.41.1). 

	
 Such is the manner of the Athenians, according to Pericles, and it is on account of these 

characteristics, he says, that the city has acquired her present power. Athens is so strong, in fact, 

that she alone “of the current powers proves when tested to be superior to what is said of her,” 

and it is owning to this strength that she has established everywhere “everlasting memorials of 

deeds bad and good,” which will ensure that she will be marveled at not only by her 

contemporaries but by future generations as well (II.41.4). She, therefore, stands in no need of a 

Homer to magnify and adorn her achievements, for when considered on their own merits, they 

will prove themselves to be deserving of eternal remembrance. It is for a city so great as this, 

remarks Pericles, turning once again to the task immediately at hand, that the fallen soldiers 

laying buried before him died, and it is fitting, also, that the living should be willing to suffer on 

her behalf (II.41.5).
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 What, though, are we to make of this, Pericles’ famous praise of Athenian imperialism? 

First it would seem that the empire affords Athenian citizens the grandest of stages on which to 

make their virtue manifest.15 As Pericles is careful to remind his audience on more than one 

occasion, the power of Athens serves as a testament to the virtue of her individual citizens (II.

40.4, 41.2). In wartime, this virtue culminates in willingness of citizens to consign to “hope the 

uncertainty of their future prosperity” and risk their lives for the sake of the city, just as the fallen 

soldiers Pericles has been chosen to eulogize have already done (II.42.4). In “showing how the 

citizen comes fully into his own only in this most demanding and fulfilling of cities,” Pericles 

may be said to have reconciled the happiness of the individual with the common good of Athens, 

but this, in itself, is not sufficient to justify his claim that citizens should be willing to die for the 

sake of their city—doing this is his next, far more difficult, task.16

	
 In “giving their bodies in common,” says Pericles, the fallen soldiers individually won 

“an ageless praise and a burial place of the greatest distinction.” Even those who had lived 

otherwise entirely wicked lives were able to earn redemption, through their willingness to fight 

and die on behalf of Athens (II.43.2). In return for a willingness to forsake their private concerns

—their bodily lives, prosperity, and families—Athenian citizens are able, through the public-

spirited action of sacrificing for their city, to gain that which he presents as the most fundamental 

concern to them as individuals: glory, or rather,  glory as a means by which to obtain a certain 

sort of immortality. 

	
 We can now begin to see why death, apparently the unavoidable theme of any funeral 

oration, is only explicitly spoken of once in Pericles’ speech. The soldiers were willing to 
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sacrifice their lives for the sake of the city, but the death to which they succumbed, says Pericles, 

was “unfelt,” and certainly less “grievous to a man of pride” than the “degradation that 

accompanies softness [or “cowardice”]” (II.43.6).17  And not only was the public-spirited 

sacrifice painless, but the benefits which were, and continue to be, reaped are of the highest sort. 

The honor that the soldiers secured for themselves is eternal, whereas the bodies of mortal men 

always decay over time. Properly understood, then, the sacrifice for which Pericles calls does not 

appear to be truly sacrificial, as it is made with an eye to obtaining immortal glory. Rather, on 

account of their willingness to sacrifice everything, even their lives, in the name of service to 

imperial Athens the fallen solders win for themselves the ultimate reward for mortal men—

immortality. 

	
 So, too, does this help us to account for the other notable absence in Pericles’ speech: the 

gods. In the only explicit reference to the gods in any of his Thucydidean speeches, Pericles 

urges citizens to take heart in the vast untapped monetary resources available to the city, if they 

would remove, among other things, the golden appendages of city’s huge statue of Athena (II.

13.5). Similarly, Pericles makes mentions of the sacred sacrificial rites (θυσίαις) only while 

discussing the relaxations from toils available to Athenian citizens, as though their value to the 

city rests exclusively in their utility (II.38.1).  We might, therefore, be tempted to think that 

Pericles presents Athens as having abandoned, as Hobbes might say, the irrational and far-flung 

delusions that lead men to look to the gods in favor of strictly calculative and hard-headed 

rationalism. Athens, he had claimed, has no need of a Homer to magnify and adorn her 

achievements, and implicitly this assertion means, too, that she has no need of the gods. If, 

however, it is indeed the case that the Athenians stand in no need of the gods, it is not because 
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they are now satisfied by the pursuit of comfortable self-preservation, but because Pericles has 

been successful in convincing them that the imperial city can provide them with all that had once 

left them looking to the heavens. Recall, once again, the emphasis which Pericles places on the 

self-sufficiency of the city and her individual citizens. “Athens can dispense with the gods 

because there is no longer any role for them to play. The empire renders them superfluous, by 

satisfying, without reference to the divine, the deepest human longings of the citizens. Stretching 

as far as the mind can see, the empire confers ageless life on each whose radiant virtue shines 

through it.” 18

	
 The funeral oration, as we have noted, culminates in Pericles’ famous exhortation to his 

Athenian audience to “contemplate [daily] the power of our city and become lovers (εραστάς) 

of her” (II.43.1). While it is certainly not unusual to speak of displaying a certain affection 

toward one’s city, it is another thing to consider its power and to speak openly of it as the object 

of one’s erotic longing. Pericles, we may say, appears acutely aware of the deepest desires that 

man, uncertain about everything concerning his own death except its eventual certainty, cannot 

but possess.19 Pericles knows that man longs to lend a permanency, and thus significance, to his 

fleeting mortal existence that it would otherwise lack. Mortal man longs above all to be 

immortal. Pericles would seem, too, to see the connection between such yearnings and a hope for 

just gods: immortal beings who take an interest in the affairs of human beings and are capable of 

remembering and honoring, for all of eternity, the actions of deserving men. For Pericles to be 

dependent upon the gods to supply that which he desires more than anything would require him 

to lead his life with a certain humility—a humility which, to a man whose ambition led him to 
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gain such a staggering degree of political success, must have appeared all too much like begging. 

If one possesses a willingness to sacrifice all, even his life, for the sake of imperial Athens, then 

one, in Pericles’ understanding, is able to secure for himself eternal glory. In transcending his 

own good, a man secures for himself the greatest good: immortality.  Pericles does not attempt, 

then, as his modern admirer, Hobbes, later does, to deny either that there is such a summum 

bonum for human beings or that mortal men are moved, fundamentally, by a concern for 

immortality. Rather he portrays imperial Athens as the means by which to satisfy the erotic 

longing for immortality squarely within the realm of human control.

	
 We have now observed Pericles depicting imperial Athens as standing in no need of 

divine assistance. Instead, her citizens are able to achieve eternal remembrance by means of their 

own outstanding actions. While this attempt to win a certain victory over death may, to a very 

great extent, appear manifestly novel even to a contemporary audience, Thucydides heightens 

our impression by presenting this account of Periclean Athens as standing in stark contrast to the 

other competing pole of Greekness: Sparta—a city whose regime had already enjoyed a stability 

lasting nearly four hundred years and, as we have already seen, whose laws were reputed to be 

divinely given. In order, then, to understand the novelty of Pericles’ undertaking as fully as is 

intended by Thucydides, we must turn our attention for the moment to Sparta and to her leading 

citizen’s understanding of the world.

	
 Perhaps the clearest articulation of the competing portrait of political life offered by 

Sparta is given by her king, Archidamus, who, Thucydides says, was held to be both wise and 

moderate (I.79.2). Archidamus’ speech is delivered immediately before the general outbreak of 

hostilities and is intended, against the urgings of the Spartan ally Corinth, to convince his city to 

refrain from going to war against Athens.  In response to the charge that the Corinthian envoys 
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had leveled against Sparta in their preceding speech, faulting the city for wronging her allies by 

being too slow to act, Archidamus says to his Spartan audience: “and as for the slowness and 

dilatoriness which they most blame in us, be not ashamed of them,” for the quality which they 

condemn is really nothing but a “wise moderation” (I.84.2). It is on account of her slowness that 

Sparta alone does “not grow insolent in success and yield[s] less than others to misfortunes.” 

Spartans are, Archidamus continues, “both warlike and wise”—warlike because “shame partakes 

very largely of moderation, and courage of shame”—wise because they “are brought up with too 

little learning to despise the laws, and with too severe a self-control to disobey them” (I.84.3).

	
 The moderation of the Spartans is here explicitly linked by Archidamus to their sense of 

shame. Combined with a strict obedience to law or custom, it is a sense of shame that constitutes 

Spartan virtue.20 Sparta does not act contrary to law (in this case the letter of their peace treaty 

with Athens) because she would be ashamed to be seen doing so by those observing her actions. 

And while such spectators in part include her friends and allies, Sparta would seem chiefly to 

have in mind the watchfulness of the gods. “The sense of awe restraining the Spartans is…above 

all the reverence they feel in the presence of those beings who are superior to and rule over all 

human beings; it is above all pious reverence.” 21 

	
 The virtue of the Spartans, then, is quite the opposite of that promoted by Pericles: while 

Pericles had praised his citizens for their self-sufficiency, Archidamus, in his speech, commends 
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his audience for recognizing, one could say, their lack of self-sufficiency. The Spartans are not 

led on account of their successes to consider (hubristically) themselves in no need of divine 

assistance. Instead Archidamus directly attributes the faring well of his citizens and the stability 

of his city to their willingness to pay due respect to Spartan law. The Spartans look reverentially 

to the gods, in whose eyes they would be ashamed to appear unjust or undeserving of the good 

fortune of which they have been deemed worthy. And, as we are about to see, the consequences 

of angering the gods are very grave indeed. 

Chapter 4: The Challenge of the Plague to the Periclean Project

	
 If Archidamus’ account of Spartan shamefulness stands in stark contrast to the portrait of 

Athenian self-sufficiency later presented by Pericles, then the onset of the plague in the imperial 

city, bringing with it, as it did, such gruesome devastation, similarly serves to remind us of the 

funeral oration’s abstraction from the harsh realities of death and its toll upon the human body 

and soul. With the arrival of the plague, we may say, death returns to Athens with a vengeance. 

	
 The first thing that we learn from Thucydides concerning the pestilence is that the 

magnitude of its casualties was “no where remembered to have happened” (II.47.3). Of its first 

victims were the doctors, who themselves had no knowledge of its causes and were widely 

exposed to the disease on account of their close proximity to the sick. The plague’s scope, 

however, knew no bounds, attacking all types of men with equal indiscriminateness. “As to the 

supplications that they offered in their temples, or the divinations, and similar means, that they 

had recourse to, they were all unavailing; and at last they ceased from them, being overcome by 

the pressure of the calamity” (II.47.4).

	
 Now given what we have already seen concerning the character of both Sparta and 

Athens in the speeches of Archidamus and Pericles respectively, we might well have expected 
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the citizens of the former to have reacted to the devastation of the plague—had it visited Sparta

—by looking for divine assistance. But it is instead in the latter that we observe this response—a 

response that, at least given the Periclean vision of the city, appears rather unexpected. Had 

Pericles not in his funeral oration, in claiming that his city alone stood in no need of Homer, 

implied also that she had no need of the gods? Had he not attempted to woo Athenian citizens 

from their piety through his portrayal of imperial Athens as the means by which to win eternal 

glory? And yet here, in the face of the onset of an utterly indiscriminate illness, the citizens of 

Periclean Athens appeal to the gods. For all of her imperial might, Athens herself can offer her 

citizens no protection from the horror of the plague. Indeed, recalling an ancient prophecy which 

warned “a Dorian war shall come, and plague with it,” the citizens of Athens actually consider 

the sickness to be a divinely sent punishment for their impious imperialism (II.54.2).22 

	
 In his funeral oration, Pericles had presented Athens as a self-sufficient imperial force, 

powerful enough both to have established everywhere everlasting memorials to her deeds both 

evil and good and to stand in no need of any divine assistance. But with the arrival of the plague, 

this Periclean project comes to be seen by the citizens of Athens as a grave act of impiety, 

bringing with it the most devastating and deadly of consequences. Whereas Pericles had called 

on them to become erotic lovers of the glorious power of Athens, citizens now fall into 

lawlessness. As the death toll climbs ever higher, the bodies of the deceased begin, quite literally, 

to pile up, while the sick stagger through the streets searching for water (II.52.2) The sacred 

places, too, in which many had futilely sought refuge, are soon full of corpses, and wrought by 

the indiscriminateness of the plague, the Athenians increasing ignore the sacred burial rites (II.
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struck Athens, the oracle would have been interpreted accordingly (II.54.2-3).



52.3-4). From this initial disregard for law results a general lawlessness of which Thucydides 

gives the following account:

[D]eeds which formerly men hid from view, so as not to do them just as they pleased, 
they now more readily ventured on, since they saw the change so sudden in the case of 
those who were prosperous and quickly perished, and of those who before had had 
nothing, and at once came into possession of the property of the dead. So they resolved to 
take their enjoyment quickly, and with a sole view to gratification, regarded their lives 
and their riches alike as things of a day. As for taking trouble about what was thought 
honourable, no one was forward to do it, deeming it uncertain whether, before he had 
attained to it, he would not be cut off; but everything that was immediately pleasant, and 
that which was conducive to it by any means whatever, this was laid down to be both 
honourable and expedient. And fear of gods, or law of men, there was none to stop them; 
for with regard to the former they esteemed it all the same whether they worshipped them 
or not, from seeing all alike perishing; and with regard to their offences (against the 
latter), no one expected to live till judgment should be passed on him, and so to pay the 
penalty of them; but they thought a far heavier sentence was impending in that which had 
already been passed upon them; and that before it fell on them, it was right to have some 
enjoyment of life (II.53). 

According to Thucydides the disrespect for Athenian law, i.e., the laws passed daily by citizens 

in the assembly, displayed by citizens during the plague’s visitation, is attributable to the fact that 

they no longer expected to live long enough to be punished for transgressing it. This is to say, we 

might also add, that the Athenians apparently no longer expected to enjoy the advantage of living 

law-abiding lives. Their attachment to Athens, and therefore to her laws, was borne of an 

expectation of a certain reward—a reward which came to seem unobtainable with the arrival of 

the plague. Returning to the words of Pericles that we have already examined, we recall that it 

was the promise of eternal glory that the first citizen of Athens had offered his audience. The 

Athenians’ hopes for immortality by means of an attachment to Athens, however, appear to be 

dashed by the plague: the city might have seemed sufficiently powerful to withstand the advance 

of any and all of her human adversaries, but under the attack of the non-human plague, she 

quickly crumbles. If Athens is to be, as Pericles had hoped, the proper object of Athenian erotic 
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longing, she must be able to satisfy her citizens’ (deepest) desire to lend a permanency to their 

otherwise fleeting individual existences. But Pericles’ promise of immortal glory shows itself to 

have been broken. His attempt to lure citizens away from their piety by promising them 

immortality through the attainment of empire now leaves them feeling guilty for having ever 

attempted to heed his impious advice. 

	
 We have already seen, of course, that it is to the gods that the citizens of Athens look after 

the onset of the plague, offering them supplications in hopes of appeasing their anger in the wake 

of what they now consider to be the city’s misguided and impious attempt at self-sufficiency. 

This, though, would seem to be at odds with the disregard for sacred law that, according to 

Thucydides’ account, develops as the plague continues to devastate the city. But while 

Thucydides says that men living in plague-stricken Athens ceased fearing to transgress the law of 

men, he does not say that they disobey the sacred law because they no longer fear that their 

offenses against the gods will be punished. Rather he says that the Athenians, thinking that that 

the gods have already passed down their sentence, seek to enjoy life a little. 

	
 The fear, and accompanying hope, of the Athenians in the gods remains, then, very much 

alive, despite the sufferings they are forced to endure on account of the plague. Believing they 

had brought about the anger of the gods by following the impious words of Pericles, the 

Athenians first seek to redeem themselves by offering supplications in the temples, and then, 

seeing that their efforts bring no relief of their misfortunes and thinking that their future has 

already been determined, they endeavor, as if capable of doing nothing else, to at least act in a 

manner deserving of their awful fate. It is not, we note, hedonism into which the Athenians fall 

when the plague ravages their city, but rather, as Thucydides is careful to note, they remain, in an 

admittedly peculiar manner, concerned with the honorable—with deserving the misery that no 
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human effort, however grand, seems to allow them to escape.23 Rather than admit of a world in 

which their suffering is the result of impersonal chance, the Athenians instead choose to interpret 

their fate (quite explicitly if we consider their decision to recall the ancient oracle as predicting 

λοιμός as opposed to λιμός) as one determined by immortal gods who remain ever watchful 

over a justly ordered world.24 in the wake of Pericles’ forceful words, the Athenians continued to 

believe, that is, that it is possible for some human beings, if not themselves, to gain the 

protection of the only beings of whose immortality they can truly be sure: the gods. 

Chapter 5: The Limits and Legacy of the Periclean Project

	
 It is in the wake of the plague’s devastation that Pericles delivers his final speech. In it 

Pericles must offer a defense of his leadership of a now-embattled Athens—a city which, though 

having suffered relatively few war casualties, has nonetheless been nearly overwhelmed by the 

lawlessness and misery of her citizens. While death is unavoidably the backdrop against which 

Pericles’ funeral oration is delivered, it is the battlefield sacrifice of a few soldiers who, in return 

for their service, are given a proper public burial and, at least as Pericles presents it, are rewarded 

with eternal renown. In contrast, the portrait of death that looms over Pericles’ final speech is far 

less lofty: it is the slow, painful, and seemingly senseless death of Athenians from all parts of the 

city, without regard to whether the victim is deserving of his fate or not. In this sense, then, we 

may say that the last speech of Pericles is in fact his truest funeral oration.25

	
 In his final words on Athenian imperialism, Pericles stresses that the current war is one of 

necessity; it would be unsafe to both public and private interests to relinquish the empire, which 
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24 Cf. II.54.2-3.

25 Orwin, Humanity, 20.



like a “tyranny” may seem “wrong (άδικον) to have assumed,” but is nevertheless “dangerous to 

give up” (II.63.2). But in admitting that the empire of Athens might appear to be unjust, does 

Pericles not undermine his earlier insistence upon the virtue of her citizens? How could such a 

city ever be a city deserving of any, let alone eternal, glory? Perhaps responding to similar 

questions raised by his audience, Pericles offers the following explanation:

	
 But consider that it [Athens] has the greatest name in all the world not from 
yielding to misfortunes, and from expending in war more lives and labours than any other 
city; and that it has now the greatest power in the world that ever existed up to the present 
time; the memory of which, even should we now at length give way, (for every thing is 
naturally liable to decrease) will be left to posterity for ever, namely, that we have 
dominion over more Greeks than any other Greek city ever had; and held out in the 
greatest wars against them, both collectively and singly; and inhabited a city better 
provided with all things than any other, and greater. And yet your man of peace would 
find fault with these things; but the man who has himself a wish to achieve something, 
will emulate them; while whoever does not possess them will envy them. But to be hated 
and offensive for the time present has been the lot of all who have ever presumed to rule 
over others; that man, however, takes wise counsel, who incurs envy for the greatest 
things. For odium does not last long; but present splendour and future glory are handed 
down to perpetual memory (II.64.3-5).

The criticism by others that Athens must now endure on account of her imperial pursuits can, 

then, according to Pericles, be attributed to the enviousness of her detractors. In time, however, 

the voices of the detractors—as well as the voices of those who call for peace—will be silenced 

and “the glory of the city will shine forth undimmed by human pettiness.” 26 In time the 

achievements of imperial Athens will win for her the eternal glory, the perpetual memory, which 

she rightly deserves. 

	
 Pericles’ promise of eternal remembrance, however, seems to be contradicted by his own 

admission, virtually in the same breath, that all things by nature decline. How can it be that the 

power of imperial Athens will be remembered for all time? Pericles here is forced to admit that 

there will come a time when not only his own body, but everything surrounding him, will go out 
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of existence. In response to this harsh truth, he neither resigns himself nor throws himself at the 

mercy of the gods, but, instead, continues to hope that Athens, under his leadership, can combat 

the natural order of things and win the eternal glory that she deserves.27 

	
 Is there not, however, something pious about this hope? If it is the case, as Pericles says it 

is, that individual men, civilizations, and even human beings as a species will all one day go out 

of existence, then does not the success of his attempt rely on the existence of some “supernatural 

and eternal beings who have it in their power to confer eternal rewards on mere mortals?” 28 Does 

not his hope that Athens will win the glory that she deserves presuppose a world in which men 

and cities get what they deserve, and doesn’t this mean there must be gods to intervene when 

human beings inevitably err in their administration of justice?29 Perhaps now we can begin to see 

what is meant by one commentator when he remarks that “there is something reminding of 

religion in Athenian imperialism.” 30 

	
 Even as Pericles admits that all things naturally decline in time, he continues to hope that 

he lives within a justly ordered universe, a world in which men can prove themselves worthy of 

overcoming their natural condition of beings destined to die and be forgotten. To be sure, his 

hope emphatically does not take the form of praying for the assistance of some unseen yet 

immortal god. But the confident assertion of his funeral oration that Athens stands in no need of a 

Homer does not mean that he does not share the same longing for permanency that leads Sparta, 

for instance, to pay pious reverence to the laws handed down by Minos, son of immortal Zeus. 
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27 Ahrensdorf, “The Fear of Death and the Longing for Immortality,” 590.
For Pericles’ own reference to enduring the “daimonic things” (φέρειν δὲ χρὴ τά τε δαιμόνια ἀναγκαίως),  cf. II.
64.2.

28 Ibid.

29 Ibid

30 Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964): 229.



Pericles is above all a man of great political action, and so far from denying that mortal men 

have any fundamental concern or longing for the immortal, he himself devotes his entire life to 

trying to overcome, through the daring attainment of a powerful empire and eternal 

remembrance, the natural order of things.

	
 Nonetheless, for a moment, Pericles, in admitting to both himself and his audience that 

all things by nature decline, seems to suggest that men, or some men, are capable of confronting 

their own mortality and of reconciling themselves to the “diamonic,” which must be endured of 

necessity (φέρειν δέ χρή τά τε δαιμόνια αναγκαίως) (II.64.2). If were not possible for at least 

some men to confront and to accept the fullest implications of their mortality, we would be 

unable to account for a man like Thucydides, who calmly foreseeing the eventual downfall of all 

that surrounds him (I.10.2), sets about, with a certain serenity, to write a possession for all time.
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