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Discuss the Weaknesses in the Athenian Democracy.

The issue of democracy in Athens is quite hard to pinpoint just to one thing. A main weakness to consider would be that the Athenian state was not at all democratic to begin with. One of the main factors that can support this is that all of those who lived in Athens could not vote, for example, women, metics and slaves. I will be discussing this as one of my main topics to argue why Athenian democracy was limited. Democracy in the ancient world refers to a political order being established[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Munkler, 2006, Democracy] 
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It can be originally stated that ancient Athenian society as a whole was very undemocratic. One of the key factors that suggest this is who could vote in democracy. In present day democracy everyone who is a UK citizen and is over the age of 18 has the right to exercise or even spoil their ballot paper. However, in the ancient world, you could only vote if you fit the standards of being male and a citizen[footnoteRef:2]. This was also made more complex when the right to citizenship was altered by Pericles in 451/0 BCE[footnoteRef:3]. This meant that in order to gain the title of citizenship in Athens it was required for both birth parents to already hold citizenship[footnoteRef:4]. Therefore, because citizenship was confined to only those with both parents legally as citizens it limited the amount of people classed as citizens before (when only the father had to hold citizenship). Only male citizens being able to vote cut out most of the population of Athens. Slaves, metics and women could not vote, and this meant that a democracy could therefore not exist. If it were to be democratic in some form, then there would need to be more people with the eligibility to have a vote. This means that any kind of democratic decisions being made could not be generalised to the total population because not every person would have had the same beliefs. This is therefore a weakness in democracy because even though some people had the right to vote and this was more than what can be said about the past years of the Athenian constitution with an oligarchical society in mind[footnoteRef:5]. Although, it must be noted that this was immensely different to what had come before when the society was an oligarchy. The term oligarchy refers to the Athenian population being controlled by a small group of people or a family, this was first noted by Aristotle and Plato[footnoteRef:6]. [2:  MacDowell, 1978, p.67]  [3:  MacDowell, 1978, p.67]  [4:  Ps. Arist. Const. Ath. 27.3; MacDowell, 1978, p.67]  [5:  Ps. Arist. Const, Ath. 14.2]  [6:  Calhoun, 2002, Oligarchy] 


In addition to what is stated above, Pseudo-Xenophon suggests that citizens and slaves dressed alike in Athens which is what varied to other ancient Greek authorities[footnoteRef:7]. Therefore, the idea of people not being able to vote even though they would have had the same mindset and clothes etc did not really make much sense. This is a weakness in democracy because again it is taking away a vote to those with the mentality to make good decisions and merely disregarding them because they may have been born a slave or because previous circumstances led them to this lifestyle. This adds to voting as a whole not being credible and an inaccurate reflection of the society as a whole. [7:  Ps. Xen. Const. Ath. 1.10] 


As Pseudo-Aristotle notes in the Athenian constitution, those in power in democratic Athens and the way that they ran the city varied from person to person. For example, tyrant to oligarch to democrat[footnoteRef:8]. This means that there was never really any stability in the society/democracy because there would always be a new way of doing things as the years progressed. This was a weakness in democracy in ancient Athens because the lack of stability meant that the democracy could be easy to break through. It can therefore be assumed that this weakened democracy and society as a whole because it was ever changing. If the society had entailed more structure, then it may have been harder to dismantle for those who would later gain political power to dismantle what was left by those before them. Therefore, the state needed to be more permanent and solid in order for the democracy to have succeeded and last. [8:  Ps. Arist. Const. Ath. 22.1] 


In conclusion, the main weaknesses of democracy in Athens stems from the lack of democracy as a whole. Not enough people were given the right to vote and this resulted in very small minority having any impact on the result of the said decision. Enabling a larger population i.e. the metics and slaves to have civic rights and so have the choice to exercise them would have helped to resolve this issue.
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