Excerpts from the funeral oration delivered by the Athenian General and
Head of State, Pericles, at the end of the First Year of the Peleponnesian
War

“Our form of government does not enter into rivalry with the institutions of others.
Our government does not copy our neighbors', but is 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 there exists equal justice to all and 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 an obstacle, but
a man may benefit his country whatever the obscurity of his condition.

There is no exclusiveness in our public life, and in our private business we are
not suspicious of one another, nor angry with our neighbor 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 business, a spirit of reverence
pervades our public acts; we are prevented from doing wrong by respect for the
authorities and for the laws, having a particular regard to those which are
ordained for the protection of the injured as well as 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; our homes are
beautiful and elegant; and the delight which we daily feel in all these things helps
to banish sorrow. 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.

If then we prefer to meet danger with a light heart but without laborious training,
and with a courage which is gained by habit and not enforced by law, are we not
greatly the better for it? Since we do not anticipate the pain, although, when the
hour comes, we can be as brave as those who never allow themselves to rest;
thus our city is equally admirable in peace and in war.

For we are lovers of the beautiful in our tastes and our strength lies, in our
opinion, not in deliberation and discussion, but 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 but 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 favors. Now he who confers a favor is the firmer friend, because
he would rather 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 neighbors not upon a calculation of interest, but in the confidence of
freedom and in a frank and fearless spirit.

To sum up: | say that Athens is the school of Hellas (Greece), 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.”

Written by Thucydides, 431 B.C.



