
pericles of athens and the birth of
democracy
Pericles of Athens and the Birth of Democracy stand as a testament to the
transformative power of leadership and governance. As a statesman and general
during Athens' Golden Age, Pericles played a crucial role in the development
and maturation of democracy in ancient Greece. His policies and vision not
only shaped the political landscape of Athens but also left a lasting legacy
that continues to influence democratic practices around the world today.

Understanding Democracy in Ancient Athens

The concept of democracy in ancient Athens emerged in the 5th century BCE,
primarily characterized by the participation of citizens in political
decision-making. Unlike modern democratic systems, where universal suffrage
is commonplace, Athenian democracy was limited to free male citizens,
excluding women, slaves, and foreigners. Here are some key features of
Athenian democracy:

Direct Participation: Citizens were directly involved in the legislative
process, often gathering in large assemblies to discuss and vote on
various issues.

Institution of the Assembly: The Assembly, or Ekklesia, was the primary
decision-making body where citizens could propose legislation and debate
policies.

Role of the Council: The Boule was a council of 500 citizens that
prepared the agenda for the Assembly, ensuring that various topics were
discussed regularly.

The Rise of Pericles

Pericles was born around 495 BCE into a wealthy and influential family. His
early life was marked by education and exposure to the intellectual currents
of the time. He became a prominent leader in the Athenian political scene
during the early years of the Peloponnesian War, eventually becoming the
foremost statesman in Athens from approximately 461 to 429 BCE.



Political Reforms

Pericles’ tenure is characterized by several significant reforms that
enhanced the democratic process and expanded the role of ordinary citizens in
governance.

1. Pay for Public Office: One of Pericles' most notable reforms was the
introduction of salaries for public officials. This change allowed poorer
citizens to participate in politics, as they could now afford to take time
off work to serve in governmental roles.

2. Expansion of the Assembly: Pericles encouraged greater participation in
the Assembly by making it more accessible to the general populace, thus
amplifying the voice of the average citizen.

3. Judicial Reforms: He established a system where jurors were selected
randomly, allowing for a broader representation of the citizenry in legal
matters. This innovation diminished the power of the aristocratic elite and
strengthened the influence of the common people in judicial decisions.

The Age of Pericles: Cultural and Political
Flourishing

Pericles’ leadership coincided with a period of immense cultural and
political prosperity in Athens, often referred to as the "Age of Pericles."
This era saw the flourishing of arts, philosophy, and architecture, and it
was during this time that many of the ideals of democracy were celebrated and
codified.

Architectural Achievements

Pericles commissioned the construction of the Parthenon, a magnificent temple
dedicated to the goddess Athena. This structure not only symbolized Athenian
power and cultural identity but also reflected the democratic spirit of the
city. The project involved thousands of workers, showcasing the belief that
public works could benefit the entire citizenry and not just the elite.

Promotion of the Arts and Philosophy

The period was also marked by the great philosophical advancements led by
thinkers such as Socrates and the dramatic arts, with playwrights like
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides producing works that explored the human
condition and civic responsibility. The arts during this time were not merely
for entertainment; they served to educate citizens about their roles within



the democratic framework.

Challenges to Athenian Democracy

Despite the advancements made under Pericles, Athenian democracy faced
significant challenges both internally and externally.

Internal Strife: The Plague

In 430 BCE, Athens was struck by a devastating plague that claimed the lives
of thousands, including Pericles himself in 429 BCE. The plague created a
crisis of confidence in the democratic system. As fear and desperation took
hold, some citizens began to question the efficacy of democratic governance,
leading to increased factionalism and instability.

External Threats: The Peloponnesian War

The Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE) between Athens and Sparta tested the
resilience of Athenian democracy. The war ultimately led to the downfall of
the Athenian Empire and the temporary decline of democratic governance.
Following the war, oligarchic regimes arose, challenging the principles of
democracy that had been established under Pericles.

The Legacy of Pericles and Athenian Democracy

Pericles’ impact on Athenian democracy and his vision for a participatory
government have resonated throughout history. His belief in the importance of
civic engagement and public accountability laid a foundation for modern
democratic ideals.

Influence on Modern Democracies

The principles of Athenian democracy can be traced to modern democratic
systems, where the emphasis on citizenship, civic duty, and equal
participation remains paramount. Some key areas of influence include:

1. Civic Participation: The idea that citizens should have a direct role in
governance continues to underpin democratic practices worldwide.

2. Rule of Law: The judicial reforms instituted by Pericles highlight the
importance of a fair legal system, a core component of contemporary



democracy.

3. Public Discourse: The Athenian model of open debate and discussion has
inspired democratic societies to encourage dialogue and dissent as vital
elements of governance.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Pericles of Athens and the Birth of Democracy exemplify the
interplay between leadership and democratic ideals. Through his reforms,
Pericles not only strengthened the political system of Athens but also helped
establish a model of governance that prioritized citizen participation and
accountability. While challenges arose during and after his leadership, the
enduring legacy of Pericles and Athenian democracy continues to inspire and
shape the democratic practices of societies around the globe. The lessons
learned from this pivotal moment in history remain relevant as contemporary
democracies navigate their own challenges and strive towards a more inclusive
political future.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Pericles and what role did he play in the
development of democracy in Athens?
Pericles was a prominent statesman, orator, and general during Athens' Golden
Age. He played a crucial role in developing Athenian democracy by promoting
the idea of direct participation of citizens in governance and implementing
reforms that broadened political participation.

What were some key reforms introduced by Pericles
that strengthened Athenian democracy?
Pericles introduced several key reforms, including the payment for public
officeholders, which allowed poorer citizens to participate in politics, and
the expansion of the assembly's powers, enabling greater citizen involvement
in decision-making.

How did Pericles view the relationship between
democracy and the Athenian Empire?
Pericles believed that democracy was the foundation of Athens' power and
influence. He argued that a strong democracy not only empowered citizens but
also strengthened the Athenian Empire by fostering loyalty and civic pride
among its inhabitants.



What was the significance of the Funeral Oration
delivered by Pericles?
Pericles' Funeral Oration is significant because it highlighted the values of
democracy, civic duty, and the sacrifice of Athenian soldiers. It served as a
powerful rhetoric to inspire citizens and reinforce the principles of
democratic governance during the Peloponnesian War.

In what ways did Pericles' leadership contribute to
the cultural achievements of Athens?
Under Pericles' leadership, Athens experienced a cultural flourishing known
as the Golden Age, marked by advancements in art, philosophy, and
architecture. He promoted the construction of iconic structures like the
Parthenon and supported artists and thinkers, further embedding democracy in
the Athenian identity.

What challenges did Athenian democracy face during
Pericles' time?
Athenian democracy faced several challenges during Pericles' time, including
internal divisions among citizens, the rise of demagogues who manipulated
public sentiment, and external threats from rival city-states, particularly
during the prolonged conflict of the Peloponnesian War.

How did the death of Pericles impact Athenian
democracy?
The death of Pericles in 429 BCE marked a turning point for Athenian
democracy. His absence led to a decline in political stability and the rise
of populism, which ultimately contributed to the weakening of democratic
institutions and the eventual defeat of Athens in the Peloponnesian War.
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