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Introduction to Pericles' Funeral Oration

Pericles' Funeral Oration is one of the most famous speeches in Western
history, delivered by the Athenian leader Pericles during the Peloponnesian
War. This oration is recorded by the historian Thucydides in his work
"History of the Peloponnesian War." It serves not only as a eulogy for the
Athenian soldiers who died in battle but also as a profound reflection on
democracy, citizenship, and the values that define the Athenian state. In
this article, we will analyze the key themes, rhetorical strategies, and
historical context of Pericles' speech, shedding light on its enduring
significance.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the depth of Pericles' Funeral Oration, it is essential
to understand the historical backdrop of its delivery.

The Peloponnesian War

The Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE) was a protracted conflict between the
city-states of Athens and Sparta, along with their respective allies. The war



had far-reaching implications for Greek civilization, and it was during this
tumultuous time that Pericles delivered his oration.

Athenian Democracy

Pericles is often credited with fostering Athenian democracy, which was
characterized by:

e Direct participation of citizens in political decision-making

e Equality before the law

e Emphasis on civic duty and public service

These democratic principles form the foundation of his speech, reflecting the
values that he believed made Athens a unique and powerful city-state.

Structure of the Oration

Pericles' Funeral Oration can be divided into several key sections, each
serving a specific purpose:

Opening Remarks

The oration begins with Pericles acknowledging the loss of Athenian lives in
the war. He emphasizes the honor of those who died, suggesting that their
sacrifice is a testament to the greatness of Athens. This emotional appeal
sets the tone for the rest of the speech.

The Nature of Athenian Democracy

One of the central themes of the oration is the celebration of Athenian
democracy. Pericles asserts that the Athenian political system allows for:
1. Freedom of speech
2. Equal justice for all citizens

3. Opportunities for public service



He contrasts this democratic ethos with the oligarchic systems of other city-
states, emphasizing that Athenian democracy is superior and a source of
strength.

Valor and Sacrifice

Pericles pays tribute to the fallen soldiers, describing their bravery and
selflessness. He urges the living to emulate the virtues of the deceased,
reinforcing the idea that the defense of their city is a noble and honorable
endeavor. This section serves to inspire the audience and reinforce their
commitment to the Athenian state.

Legacy and Memory

In the latter part of the oration, Pericles discusses the importance of
remembering those who have died. He argues that the greatest honor one can
achieve is to be remembered as a hero. This theme of legacy is crucial, as it
connects the sacrifices of the soldiers to the broader narrative of Athenian
identity and history.

Thematic Analysis

Pericles' Funeral Oration is rich in themes that resonate with audiences even
today.

Democracy and Civic Responsibility

At the heart of the oration is a deep-seated belief in the principles of
democracy. Pericles emphasizes that:

- Athenian democracy is a collective endeavor, requiring active participation
from its citizens.

- Civic responsibility is not just a duty but a privilege that shapes the
identity of the Athenian people.

This celebration of democracy is particularly poignant in the face of war, as
it underscores the idea that the sacrifices of the soldiers serve a greater
purpose in preserving their way of life.



Nationalism and Patriotism

Pericles crafts a narrative of national pride, portraying Athens as a beacon
of civilization. He emphasizes the city’s achievements in arts, philosophy,
and governance, instilling a sense of pride in its citizens. This nationalism
serves to unify the people during a time of conflict, reminding them of their
shared identity.

Mortality and Legacy

The oration also grapples with the themes of mortality and the desire for
lasting legacy. Pericles reminds the audience that while death is inevitable,
the actions of individuals can achieve immortality through memory. The idea
that the fallen soldiers will be honored and remembered serves to elevate
their sacrifice and instill hope in the living.

Rhetorical Strategies

Pericles employs various rhetorical strategies to enhance the impact of his
oration:

Ethos

Pericles establishes his credibility as a leader by framing himself as a
representative of Athenian values. His role as a statesman lends authority to
his words, making the audience more receptive to his message.

Pathos

The emotional appeal is a significant component of the oration. Pericles' use
of evocative language evokes feelings of pride, sorrow, and inspiration. By
addressing the families of the fallen and the citizens of Athens, he creates
a shared emotional experience that reinforces his message.

Logos

Logical appeals are evident in Pericles' arguments about the superiority of
Athenian democracy. He presents reasons why democracy is beneficial and why
citizens should be proud of their system of governance. His logical structure
provides a compelling case for the values he espouses.



Conclusion: Enduring Significance of Pericles’
Funeral Oration

Pericles' Funeral Oration remains a seminal text in the study of rhetoric,
political philosophy, and history. Its themes of democracy, sacrifice, and
national identity continue to resonate with contemporary audiences. As
societies grapple with the complexities of governance and civic
responsibility, Pericles' words serve as a timeless reminder of the values
that underpin democracy.

In analyzing this powerful speech, we gain insight not only into the Athenian
experience during the Peloponnesian War but also into the enduring principles
that define democratic societies. The oration is a call to honor those who
have sacrificed for their country while also urging the living to uphold the
ideals that make their society worth fighting for.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes presented in Pericles'
Funeral Oration?

The main themes include the values of democracy, the honor of sacrifice for
the city-state, the importance of civic duty, and the promotion of Athenian
exceptionalism.

How does Pericles define democracy in his oration?

Pericles defines democracy as a system where power is in the hands of the
many, not the few, emphasizing equality before the law and the idea that all
citizens have a role in governance.

What rhetorical strategies does Pericles employ in
his speech?

Pericles uses pathos to evoke emotions, ethos to establish credibility, and
logos to present logical arguments about the virtues of Athenian society and
the sacrifices made by its soldiers.

What is the significance of the phrase 'the greatest
glory of a free-born people' in the context of the
oration?

This phrase underscores the pride and honor of being part of a democratic
society, highlighting the valor of those who fought for freedom and the
legacy they leave for future generations.



How does Pericles address the concept of honor in
relation to the fallen soldiers?

Pericles honors the fallen soldiers by acknowledging their bravery and
sacrifice, suggesting that their deeds have immortalized them and that the
city will forever remember them as heroes.

What impact did Pericles' Funeral Oration have on
Athenian society and its perception of democracy?

The oration reinforced Athenian values and ideals, fostering a sense of unity
and pride, while also serving as a motivational call for citizens to engage
actively in their democracy and uphold its principles.
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