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Introduction

Few individuals have left as profound an imprint on the history of Western civilization
as Pericles, the illustrious Athenian statesman and general. Living during the fifth
century BCE, a period that saw Athens rise from the aftermath of the Persian Wars into
its Golden Age, Pericles shaped not just the destiny of his city, but the very ideals of
democracy, citizenship, and artistic achievement that continue to resonate across the
millennia. Dubbed “the first citizen of Athens” by his contemporary Thucydides, his
leadership marked an era in which Athens flourished politically, militarily, and
culturally, emerging as a beacon of intellectual and civic vigor in the ancient world.

The story of Pericles is the story of Athens itself—a transformation from oligarchic
tradition to radical democracy, from relative obscurity to preeminent power among the
Greek city-states, and ultimately, a descent into internecine strife that would leave its
mark long after his death. Born into privilege and aristocracy, Pericles nonetheless
championed the rights and responsibilities of every Athenian citizen. Through
sweeping legal reforms, expansion of public participation, and a dedication to equality
before the law, he enabled a political system that, while imperfect, allowed for a
degree of freedom and engagement that was unprecedented in the ancient world.

Yet Pericles’ vision went far beyond politics. Recognizing the inextricable link between
civic pride and cultural achievement, he became the great patron of Athenian art,
drama, architecture, and philosophy. Under his stewardship, the city witnessed a
dazzling outpouring of creativity that gave rise to enduring masterpieces—the
Parthenon atop the Acropolis, the tragedies and comedies of the Dionysia, the
intellectual ferment of philosophers, poets, and historians. Pericles understood that a
city’s greatness was measured not just in power or territory, but in the legacy of ideas,
beauty, and virtue it bestowed on future generations.

Of course, Pericles’ career was not without controversy. His most ambitious projects,
from rebuilding the city to consolidating Athens’ maritime empire, drew criticism at
home and animosity abroad. The transformation of the Delian League into an Athenian
empire, the use of allied tribute for local grandeur, the exclusivity of his citizenship
law, and his unwavering stance against Sparta set the stage for polarization and,
ultimately, the fatal Peloponnesian War. The personal dimensions of his life—his
unconventional relationship with Aspasia, his responses to crisis during the plague, the
loss of his sons—reveal the interplay between public duty and private sorrow,
reminding us that the architects of history are yet human.

This biography seeks to illuminate the life, times, and legacy of Pericles in all their
complexity: not as a flawless hero enshrined in marble, but as a statesman balancing

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

vision with pragmatism, compassion with ambition, and innovation with tradition. By
following the arc of his life from privileged birth to celebrated leadership and tragic
demise, we gain deeper insight into the powerful currents—political, social, artistic,
and military—that shaped the ancient world and, through it, our own.

Above all, to study Pericles is to confront fundamental questions about power,
citizenship, and the enduring yearning for greatness. His era, with its triumphs and
tragedies, offers both inspiration and caution. As we turn the pages of his story, we
are invited not merely to view the past, but to reflect, as Pericles himself urged his
fellow Athenians, on what it means to live nobly and leave a legacy worthy of the
admiration of ages yet to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The World Before Pericles: Athens in
the Early Fifth Century BCE

Athens in the opening decades of the fifth century BCE was a city still finding its feet, a
vibrant but sometimes volatile entity caught between tradition and a burgeoning new
political reality. It was a place where the dust of recent seismic events was still
settling, both literally from foreign invasion and figuratively from internal political
upheaval. The air buzzed with the energy of a people who had faced annihilation and
emerged not just intact, but with a newfound sense of power and purpose. This was
the dynamic stage upon which Pericles would eventually walk, shaped by the forces
that had battered and reshaped his city.

Just a generation before Pericles’ birth, Athens had undergone a fundamental
transformation in its governance. The traditional aristocratic grip on power had been
challenged by figures seeking wider participation. Solon, in the early sixth century,
had introduced reforms aimed at alleviating social and economic hardship, including
debt slavery, and established foundational elements of citizen involvement, though his
system still retained elements of oligarchy. But it was Cleisthenes, towards the end of
the century, who truly dismantled the old tribal structures and laid the groundwork for
what we now recognize as democracy.

Cleisthenes’ reforms, enacted around 508/507 BCE, were revolutionary. He
reorganized the citizen body not by birthright or geographic proximity to aristocratic
strongholds, but into ten new tribes based on territory, deliberately mixing people
from different areas. This artificial arrangement broke up old loyalties and fostered a
sense of civic identity transcending narrow kinship ties. These tribes were then used
as the basis for participation in the Council of 500, which prepared business for the
Assembly, and provided regiments for the army.

The Assembly, or Ekklesia, already existed, but under Cleisthenes, its power and
accessibility were significantly enhanced. Every male citizen over the age of twenty
gained the right to attend, speak, and vote on matters of state. This was a radical
departure from earlier systems and injected an unprecedented level of popular
involvement into the governance of the city. It created a political environment where
persuasive argument in the public forum could challenge the inherited authority of
noble families.

Even with these reforms, Athenian democracy in the early 5th century was a work in

progress, still evolving and contested. Old aristocratic families retained significant
influence through wealth, social prestige, and control of key religious offices. The
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Areopagus, a council composed of former archons (the chief magistrates, initially
drawn from the aristocracy), still wielded considerable judicial and political authority,
representing a conservative check on the power of the popular assembly. The struggle
between those advocating for broader democratic power and those seeking to
preserve traditional aristocratic privilege was an ongoing feature of Athenian politics.

Adding to this complex internal dynamic was the looming threat from the East: the
vast and seemingly unstoppable Persian Empire. Spreading its dominion across Asia
Minor and into the Aegean, the Achaemenid Empire represented an existential danger
to the independent Greek city-states. When Athenian support for a revolt by Greek
cities in Asia Minor led to the burning of Sardis, the Persian King Darius | swore
vengeance against Athens. This set the stage for a confrontation that would define the
future of Greece and, indeed, Western civilization.

The first Persian invasion came in 490 BCE. Darius sent a force across the Aegean,
landing at Marathon, a plain north-east of Athens. The Athenians, outnumbered but
fighting on their home soil and employing superior tactics under the leadership of
generals like Miltiades, met the invaders head-on. The resulting Battle of Marathon
was a stunning and morale-boosting victory for Athens. It demonstrated that the
seemingly invincible Persian army could be defeated by determined Greek hoplites
and cemented Athenian resolve against foreign domination. It also solidified the
position of the newly democratic state, proving its efficacy in defending the citizenry.

After the defeat at Marathon, Persia regrouped, and Darius’ son, Xerxes |, planned an
even larger invasion. Anticipating this, a farsighted Athenian statesman named
Themistocles advocated using the wealth from a newly discovered silver mine at
Laurion to build a powerful navy. This was a controversial policy, diverting resources
from distribution among citizens to shipbuilding, but Themistocles argued convincingly
that Athens’ future lay at sea. The Athenian Assembly, despite initial hesitation,
ultimately supported his plan, laying the foundation for the naval power that would
become crucial to the city's survival and dominance.

When Xerxes launched his massive invasion in 480 BCE, crossing the Hellespont with a
vast army and navy, Athens was directly in the path of his wrath. After the heroic but
ultimately doomed stand at Thermopylae by a small force of Greeks led by the
Spartan king Leonidas, the Persian army advanced into Attica. The Athenians, on the
advice of Themistocles and guided by an ambiguous oracle, took the drastic step of
evacuating their city. Men, women, and children fled to the island of Salamis and the
Peloponnese, watching from afar as the Persians sacked and burned Athens, including
the temples on the Acropolis.

The fate of Greece hung in the balance at the naval battle fought in the narrow straits

between Salamis and the mainland in September 480 BCE. The Greek fleet, primarily
composed of Athenian ships built through Themistocles’ foresight, was again
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outnumbered. However, the narrow waters neutralized the advantage of the larger
Persian fleet, and the maneuverability of the Greek triremes proved decisive. The
Battle of Salamis was a crushing defeat for the Persian navy, forcing Xerxes to retreat
with a significant portion of his army, leaving his general Mardonius to continue the
fight on land.

The final defeat of the Persian land forces came the following year, in 479 BCE, at the
Battle of Plataea in Boeotia, where a combined Greek army, including a strong
contingent of Athenians, routed the remaining Persian forces under Mardonius. Almost
simultaneously, the Greek fleet, still dominated by Athenian ships, destroyed the
remnants of the Persian navy at the Battle of Mycale off the coast of Asia Minor. These
victories marked the end of the major Persian threat to mainland Greece and secured
the independence of the Greek city-states.

For Athens, the victory was particularly profound. The city had been destroyed, but its
navy and its people had played the most crucial roles in the decisive battles of Salamis
and Mycale. This military success validated Themistocles' naval strategy and gave
Athens immense prestige and confidence. The sacrifice of abandoning their city and
the subsequent triumph forged a strong collective identity and a belief in Athenian
exceptionalism. The experience of facing down the mighty Persian Empire and winning
instilled a sense of destiny and capability.

In the immediate aftermath of the Persian Wars, Athens faced the monumental task of
rebuilding. The city lay in ruins, its homes and temples destroyed. Led by
Themistocles, the Athenians prioritized rebuilding their defensive walls, a move
viewed with suspicion by their erstwhile allies, particularly Sparta, who feared Athens'
growing power. Despite Spartan objections, the walls were completed, ensuring
Athens' security and independence from land-based threats and signaling Athens'
intent to chart its own course. The port of Piraeus, with its fortifications and naval
facilities, was also developed, solidifying Athens' identity as a maritime power.

The end of the Persian Wars also raised questions about the future of the Greek city-
states in the Aegean. Many islands and coastal cities in Asia Minor had been freed
from Persian rule or had actively participated in the revolt. They sought continued
protection against potential future Persian aggression. Sparta, traditionally the leading
military power on land but less invested in naval affairs and distant from the Aegean
islands, was hesitant to take on prolonged responsibility for these states.

This vacuum of leadership allowed Athens to step forward. In 478 BCE, representatives
of the Aegean cities and islands, along with some mainland states, met at the sacred
island of Delos to form a new alliance. The stated purpose of this alliance, which came
to be known as the Delian League, was to liberate remaining Greek cities from Persian
control and to defend against any future Persian attacks. Athens, with its powerful
navy and proven leadership against Persia, was the natural choice to lead the league.
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The terms of the Delian League were initially agreed upon by its members. Each state
contributed either ships or money to a common treasury, located at Delos. Athens
served as the hegemon, or leader, providing the largest contingent of ships and
commanding the league's military operations. The league's council met at Delos, with
each member state having a vote. At its inception, the Delian League appeared to be
a voluntary alliance of independent states cooperating for mutual security.

However, the structure of the league contained the seeds of future Athenian
dominance. Athens, as the largest contributor of ships, held significant military sway.
States that contributed money rather than ships became dependent on the Athenian
navy for protection. As the Persian threat gradually receded, Athens began to use the
league's resources and military power not just for defense against Persia, but for its
own purposes. Members who wished to leave the alliance were compelled to remain,
sometimes by force, transforming the voluntary league into something more akin to
an Athenian-controlled empire.

Politically, Athens in the 470s BCE was a city in flux. Themistocles, despite his
immense service in the Persian Wars, fell out of favor, partly due to aristocratic
opposition and accusations of corruption and medism (sympathizing with Persia). He
was eventually ostracized around 471 BCE, a mechanism introduced by Cleisthenes
allowing the temporary exile of a citizen perceived as a threat to the democracy,
preventing civil strife. His rival, Aristides, known for his fairness and integrity, gained
prominence, initially advocating for the formation and equitable management of the
Delian League.

Another prominent figure in Athenian politics at this time was Cimon, the son of
Miltiades, the hero of Marathon. Cimon was a brilliant military commander, particularly
successful in leading the Delian League forces against the Persians, driving them out
of the Aegean and securing vast territories. He was also politically conservative,
favoring cooperation and friendship with Sparta and representing the interests of the
aristocratic faction. His military successes and personal generosity made him
immensely popular, and for a time, he was arguably the leading figure in Athenian
politics, pursuing a dual policy of continuing the fight against Persia while maintaining
good relations with other Greek states, especially Sparta.

During this period, Athenian society was characterized by a blend of traditional
agrarian life and the growing importance of seafaring, trade, and craftsmanship. The
rebuilding of the city provided employment and stimulated economic activity. The
development of Piraeus as a major port connected Athens more closely to the wider
Mediterranean world, bringing in new ideas, goods, and people, including foreigners
like Aspasia who would later play a significant role in Pericles' life. The growing wealth
and confidence of the city also began to fuel advancements in arts, philosophy, and
literature, though the truly explosive cultural flourishing was still some decades away.
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The institutions of democracy, though established by Cleisthenes, were still relatively
young and their full potential yet to be realized. Participation in the Assembly was
theoretically open to all male citizens, but in practice, attending regularly, especially
for those living in rural Attica, could be difficult. Public office, particularly the
archonship and membership in the Areopagus, still tended to be dominated by the
wealthy. The concept of equal political power for all citizens, regardless of economic
status, was an aspiration rather than a fully lived reality.

The early fifth century BCE was thus a foundational period for Athens. It was a time of
survival against overwhelming odds, radical political experimentation, and the
tentative first steps towards regional power. The city, recovering from devastation,
was pulsating with potential. The challenges were significant - rebuilding, managing
the burgeoning alliance, navigating complex relationships with other Greek states, and
continuing the evolution of its unique democratic system. It was into this dynamic,
post-war, pre-eminence Athens that Pericles, born into an influential family, grew up
and began to observe the forces that shaped his world. The stage was set for a leader
who would harness this potential, consolidate its power, and guide Athens to its zenith.
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