Pericles And The Golden Age

Pericles was a pivotal figure in ancient Athens, whose influence marked the city-state's Golden Age
during the 5th century BCE. This period, often referred to as the "Age of Pericles," was characterized
by exceptional advancements in art, philosophy, democracy, and military power. Under his
leadership, Athens emerged as a cultural and political powerhouse in the ancient world. This article
explores the life of Pericles, the attributes of his Golden Age, and the lasting impacts of his leadership
on Western civilization.

Life and Background of Pericles

Pericles was born in 495 BCE into a wealthy and influential Athenian family. His father, Xanthippus,
was a prominent general, and his mother, Agariste, belonged to the powerful Alcmaeonid family. This
noble lineage provided Pericles with the connections and resources necessary for a successful
political career. He received an excellent education, studying under philosophers such as Anaxagoras
and being influenced by the great playwrights of his time.

Political Career

Pericles began his political career in the 460s BCE, aligning himself with the democratic faction of
Athens. He became a prominent statesman and was elected as one of the strategoi (generals) of
Athens. His leadership style was characterized by his oratory skills, ability to connect with the
populace, and his vision for a more inclusive democracy.

- Key milestones in Pericles’ political ascent include:



- The establishment of the Delian League, which solidified Athens’ power in the Aegean Sea.
- His role in the construction of the Parthenon and other significant structures.
- The introduction of pay for public office, allowing poorer citizens to participate in politics.

The Golden Age of Athens

The Golden Age of Athens, often associated with Pericles’ leadership from approximately 461 to 429
BCE, was a time of unprecedented cultural and artistic achievement. Several key aspects defined this
era:

Democracy and Governance

One of Pericles’ most important contributions was the expansion of democracy in Athens. He believed
in the idea that every citizen should have a voice in government, leading to several reforms:

- Introduction of salaries for public officials
- Expansion of the jury system, allowing more citizens to participate in legal proceedings
- Encouragement of citizen engagement in political life

These reforms increased participation among the lower classes, fostering a sense of civic
responsibility and pride among Athenians.

Art and Architecture

The Golden Age was also marked by remarkable achievements in art and architecture, largely funded
by the wealth accrued from the Delian League.

- Notable architectural projects included:

- The Parthenon, a temple dedicated to the goddess Athena, symbolizing Athenian power and cultural
identity.

- The Erechtheion, known for its unique design and the famous Caryatids that support its porch.

- The Temple of Hephaestus, showcasing the Doric order’s elegance.

The artistic expression of the era is exemplified in the works of great sculptors like Phidias, who not
only created monumental sculptures but also played a significant role in the overall aesthetic of the
city.

Philosophy and Literature

The Golden Age of Athens witnessed an explosion of intellectual pursuits. Philosophers such as
Socrates and later Plato began to explore questions of ethics, politics, and human existence. This
period also saw the flourishing of drama, with playwrights like Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides
producing timeless tragedies that examined the human condition and moral dilemmas.



e Socrates: Known for his method of questioning, which laid the groundwork for Western
philosophy.

¢ Plato: A student of Socrates, whose works explored justice, beauty, and equality.

* Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides: Pioneers of Greek tragedy, whose plays continue to be
performed today.

Military Strength

Pericles also oversaw a significant expansion of Athenian military power. His strategy focused on
naval supremacy, which became a cornerstone of Athenian defense and expansion. The Athenian
navy was pivotal during the Persian Wars, and its dominance in the Aegean allowed Athens to exert
influence over its allies.

- Key military actions during Pericles’ time included:

- The successful defense against Persian incursions.

- The establishment of a strong naval blockade against potential enemies.

- The expansion of Athenian territory through strategic alliances and conquests.

Challenges and Decline

Despite the prosperity of the Golden Age, Pericles faced numerous challenges. The outbreak of the
Peloponnesian War in 431 BCE marked a significant turning point. As tensions grew between Athens
and Sparta, Pericles advocated for a defensive strategy that relied on Athens’ naval power while
avoiding land battles.

However, the war took a toll on Athenian society, leading to:

- Economic strain on the city-state.
- Loss of life due to prolonged conflict.
- Internal strife and political discord.

The death of Pericles in 429 BCE, due to the plague that struck Athens during the war, marked a
significant decline in the city's fortunes. Without his leadership, Athens struggled to maintain its unity
and direction.

Legacy of Pericles and the Golden Age

The legacy of Pericles and the Golden Age of Athens is profound and enduring. His vision for
democracy, cultural flourishing, and military strength laid the foundations for Western civilization. The
principles of democracy established during this time continue to influence modern political systems.



- The key aspects of his legacy include:

- Promotion of democratic ideals and citizen engagement.

- Advancements in art and architecture that set standards for beauty and design.
- Contributions to philosophy that shaped human thought for centuries.

The works produced during this era have survived the test of time, influencing countless generations
of artists, philosophers, and political leaders. The ideals of freedom, civic participation, and cultural
achievement remain central to contemporary discussions about democracy and governance.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Pericles was a transformative leader whose policies and vision during the Golden Age of
Athens left an indelible mark on history. His efforts to promote democracy, foster cultural
achievements, and strengthen military power played a crucial role in establishing Athens as a beacon
of civilization. The Golden Age, while ultimately challenged by war, remains a significant period in the
historical narrative of human achievement and continues to inspire modern societies.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Pericles and what role did he play during the Golden
Age of Athens?

Pericles was an influential statesman, orator, and general during Athens' Golden Age, particularly
known for leading the city-state during the early part of the Peloponnesian War and for fostering
democracy and the arts.

What were some key achievements of Pericles during the
Golden Age?

Key achievements of Pericles include the construction of the Parthenon, the establishment of the
Delian League, and the promotion of arts, philosophy, and democracy, which contributed to Athens'
cultural and political dominance.

How did Pericles influence the development of democracy in
Athens?

Pericles expanded the democratic system by introducing reforms that allowed for greater
participation of citizens in government, including paying public officials, which enabled poorer citizens
to engage in politics.

What impact did the Golden Age of Athens have on Western
civilization?

The Golden Age of Athens laid the foundation for Western civilization by advancing philosophy, art,
literature, and political thought, with figures like Socrates, Plato, and playwrights such as Sophocles
and Euripides emerging during this time.



What were the consequences of Pericles' policies during the
Golden Age?

While Pericles' policies led to cultural and political achievements, they also contributed to tensions
with Sparta, leading to the Peloponnesian War, which ultimately resulted in the decline of Athenian
power and democracy.

How is Pericles remembered in modern history?

Pericles is remembered as a pivotal figure in the development of democracy and as a patron of the
arts and philosophy, symbolizing the achievements of ancient Athens and influencing modern
democratic ideals.
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