The Peloponnesian War Thucydides
Pericles

Thucydides offers a commentary on Athenian Ideals through Pericles and his Famous
Funeral Oration.

Our form of government does not enter into rivalry with the institutions of others. We do
not copy our neighbours, but are an example to them. It is true that we are called a
democracy, for the administration is in the hands of the many and not of the few. But
while the law secures equal justice to all alike in their private disputes, the claim of
excellence is also recognized; and when a citizen is in any way distinguished, he is
preferred to the public service, not as a matter of privilege, but as the reward of merit.
Neither is poverty a bar, but a man may benefit his country whatever be the obscurity of
his condition. There is no exclusiveness in our public life, and in our private intercourse
we are not suspicious of one another, nor angry with our neighbour if he does what he
likes; we do not put on sour looks at him which, though harmless, are not pleasant. While
we are thus unconstrained in our private intercourse, a spirit of reverence pervades our
public acts; we are prevented from doing wrong by respect for authority and for the laws,
having an especial regard to those which are ordained for the protection of the injured as
well as to those unwritten laws which bring upon the transgressor of them the reprobation
of the general sentiment.

And we have not forgotten to provide for our weary spirits many relaxations from toil:
we have regular games and sacrifices throughout the year: at home the style of our life is
refined; and the delight which we daily feel in all these things helps to banish
melancholy. Because of the greatness of our city the fruits of the whole earth flow in
upon us; so that we enjoy the goods of other countries as freely as our own.

Then, again, our military training is in many respects superior to that of our adversaries.
Our city is thrown open to the world, and we never expel a foreigner or prevent him from
seeing or learning anything of which the secret if revealed to an enemy might profit him.
We rely not upon management or trickery, but upon our own hearts and hands And in the
matter of education, whereas they from early youth are always undergoing laborious
exercises which are to make them brave, we live at ease, and yet are equally ready to face
the perils which they face . . . .

For we are overs of the beautiful, yet with economy, and we cultivate the mind without
loss of manliness. Wealth we employ, not for talk and ostentation, but when there is a
real use for it. To avow poverty with us is no disgrace; the true disgrace is in doing
nothing to avoid it. An Athenian citizen does not neglect the state because he takes care
of his own household; and even those of us who are engaged in business have a very fair
idea of politics. We alone regard a man who takes no interest in public affairs, not as a
harmless, but as a useless character: and if few of us are originators, we are all sound
judges of a policy. The great impediment to action is, in our opinion, not discussion, but
the want of that knowledge which is gained by discussion preparatory to action. For we



have a peculiar power of thinking before we act and of acting too, whereas other men are
courageous from ignorance hut hesitate upon reflection. And they are surely to be
esteemed the bravest spirits who, having the clearest sense both of the pains and
pleasures of life, do not on that account shrink from danger. In doing good. again, we are
unlike others; we make our friends by conferring, not by receiving favours. Now he who
confers a favour is the firmer friend, because he would fain by kindness keep alive the
memory of an obligation; but the recipient is colder in his feelings, because he knows that
in requiting another's generosity he will not be winning gratitude but only paying a debt.
We alone do good to our neighbours not upon a calculation of interest, but in the
confidence of freedom and in a frank and fearless spirit.

To sum up: I say that Athens is the school of Hellas, and that the individual Athenian in
his own person seems to have the power of adapting himself to the most varied forms of
action with the utmost versatility and grace. This is no passing and idle word, but truth
and fact; and the assertion is verified by the position to which these qualities have raised
the state. For in the hour of trial Athens alone among her contemporaries is superior to
the report of her. No enemy who comes against her is indignant at the reverses which he
sustains at the hands of such a city; no subject complains that his masters are unworthy of
him. And we shall assuredly not be without witnesses; there are mighty monuments of
our power which will make us the wonder of this and of succeeding ages; we shall not
need the praises of Homer or of any other panegyrist whose poetry may please for the
moment, although his representation of the facts will not bear the light of day. For we
have compelled every land and every sea to open a path for our valour, and have
everywhere planted eternal memorials of our friendship and of our enmity. Such is the
city far whose sake these men nobly fought and died; they could not bear the thought that
she might be taken from them; and every one of us who survives should gladly toil on her
behalf.

I have dwelt upon the greatness of Athens because I want to show you that we are
contending for a higher prize than those who enjoy none of these privileges, and to
establish by manifest proof the merit of these men whom I am now commemorating.
Their loftiest praise has been already spoken. For in magnifying the city I have magnified
them, and men like them whose virtues made her glorious. And of how few Hellenes can
it be said as of them, that their deeds when weighed in the balance have been found equal
to their fame! It seems to me that a death such as theirs has been given the true measure
of a man's worth, it may be the first revelation of his virtues, but is at any rate their final
seal.
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