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Assess the view that Athenian democracy was supported and augmented by an ideologically and structurally democratic navy














Athens found and maintained her naval supremacy roughly in correspondence with the lifetime of Athenian democracy until 322 B.C, and as such it is tempting to assume a direct correlation between the two. This essay will examine the role of the Athenian navy, specifically in terms of its structure and organisation, in the maintenance of Athens’ democratic programme. This will be achieved by assessing the composition of trireme crews and impact of their hierarchies; the appointment and role of the trierarchs; naval reform and the benefits of the navy for political inclusion; and ideology in action (in particular, the events of the 411 oligarchic coup).[footnoteRef:1]  I argue that whilst there are some examples of ideological influence on aspects of Athens’ navy and tangible links between naval power and democracy, certain structural components and key events in fact show that these two important aspects of classical Athens were not especially interdependent. In particular, the argument is made that the hierarchical structure and social class distribution, as well as crew ideology, is especially problematic when looking for signs of a democratic navy. Ultimately, the relationship between democracy and navy is best explained as a case of synchronicity, and as such care must be taken when observing possible causal links between the two. [1:  All dates are B.C.] 


It is first important to establish the dates for the beginning of Athens as both a democracy and a naval power. Athenian democracy clearly found its roots in the reforms of Solon in the early 6th century, though this was followed by a period of tyranny up until the overthrowing of Hippias and the constitution of Cleisthenes at the end of the 6th century, said to be ‘more democratic’ than Solon’s constitution.[footnoteRef:2] As Potts rightly indicates, the significance of these dates is that they place the rise of democracy as far as a century before Athens established any real naval power, which arguably began with the 100 triremes commissioned at Themistocles’ suggestion for use against Xerxes in 480.[footnoteRef:3] Aperghis notes that Athens did have a reasonable naval force before this date (possibly up to 100 triremes by 482), but estimates a number closer to 10-15 in 510, the closest date to Cleisthenes’ reforms.[footnoteRef:4] It can be well reasoned that the significant rise in the number of triremes was also not in response to the presence of democracy, but rather the outcome of an influx of revenue from the Laurion silver mines (in the Themistocles episode), and the need to respond to the Persian threat.  [2:  Aristot. Const. Ath. 41.]  [3:  Potts, 2008, p.106; Plut. Them. 4.2.]  [4:  Aperghis, 2013, p.6-7.] 


However, Themistocles’ naval reforms nevertheless were guided by democratic principles, and have been noted to comprise a form of economic democracy which determined the public goods (in this case defence) and the procedure by which it is implemented in terms of price, property rights and safeguard, and distribution of taxation, all in the context of continuous decision making in the assembly.[footnoteRef:5] Whilst the reforms followed a democratic procedure, they also introduced democratic elements into the organisation of the navy with external benefits. One of the main pieces of evidence for the navy as being structurally democratic is the benefits afforded to the thetes as a result of these reforms. By enabling the thetes to enlist in the navy as rowers, they were able to participate in ‘a service from which they had been excluded’, and as a result offered ‘full political rights’.[footnoteRef:6] This occurred, it has been argued, because the change in naval policies and the aftermath of the Persian wars also pushed many of the thetes to ‘move to the metropolitan area’, where they ‘were much closer to the political sphere where decisions about communal policies were made, and they were directly involved in executing those decisions’.[footnoteRef:7] Raaflaub rightly notes that ‘even opponents of democracy, such as the ‘Old Oligarch’ recognized the validity of this integration based on their naval contribution.[footnoteRef:8] As such, this period saw widened participation to the meritocratic element associated with Athenian democracy, increased political participation, and indeed as time went on, the thetes would also benefit financially from the navy as a source of employment.[footnoteRef:9] At first glance, then, the restructuring of the navy appears to have fostered democratic ideals and enhanced the position of much of the citizen body. [5:  Kyriazis and Zouboulakis, 2004, p.122-123.]  [6:  Ibid. p.120.]  [7:  Raaflaub, 2007, p.138-139.]  [8:  Ibid. p.122-23; Ps. Xen. Const. Ath. 1.2.]  [9:  Kyriazis and Zouboulakis, 2004, p.121-22.] 


The introduction of trierarchy which began at this time would inevitably have aided this process. The trierarchy as a form of liturgy was in many regards a form of taxation.[footnoteRef:10] By making the richest citizens responsible for the commission and upkeep of the triremes, this structural component of the navy did not just enable Athens to bolster its forces, but would have had economic benefits for the populace as a whole. By enabling Athens to build a larger fleet, thus providing jobs and widening political participation as previously discussed, then from an economic standpoint it certainly aided the democracy. Despite this, there are also problems with the trierarchy that must be addressed. As Lyttkens notes, other forms of liturgy were appointed by lottery (the choregia), whilst the trierarchy was appointed to specific individuals.[footnoteRef:11] It is worth noting an exception to this general rule, that of the naval tamiai who held responsibilities of a trierarch for specific ‘sacred triremes’ and were elected magistrates rather than liturgists, though not until approximately 363, and certainly only applying to a small number of vessels and thus not being representative of the navy as a whole.[footnoteRef:12] Though it may seem to make sense that command of a ship was given to the one responsible for its funding and maintenance, the system ensured that only wealthy aristocrats found themselves at the top of the naval hierarchy.  [10:  Lyttkens, 1992, p.3-6.]  [11:  Ibid. p.6.]  [12:  Bubelis, 2010, p.389-391.] 


Just how democratic this procedure was is debatable. On the one hand, the appointment itself does not seem to constitute a democratic procedure (perhaps being more timocratic), but it is also important to consider the extent of the heavy financial burden placed on the trierarchs. This was essentially the trade-off for the status associated with the position, since it was ‘precisely because the man of wealth had endured the personal and financial burden of the state service, he was entitled to honor and its privileges’.[footnoteRef:13] An argument could be made that this trade-off put the trierarchs on a more equal footing with the other strata of the navy, benefitting both the individual and Athens as a whole (at least, on paper), and as such there may have been some justification for the undemocratic procedure given a more democratic outcome. Christ however points out that for liturgists the ‘opportunities for cashing in one’s accrued stock of charis in the political arena were limited by the development of the “radical” democracy’ and indicates liturgy evasion and antidosis as methods for the disgruntled trierarch to escape the financial imposition of the democracy, highlighting tension between the naval captains and the democratic state.[footnoteRef:14]  These financial pressures were indeed great, and Lyttkens indicates that ‘even a cheap liturgy cost nearly as much as a skilled workman would earn in a year’, and the trierarchies were the most expensive.[footnoteRef:15]  The extent of the burden is made clear by the evolution of the trierarchy into a syntrierarchy, in which multiple trierarchs were responsible for an individual vessel. By the middle of the 4th century, as a proposal by Demosthenes makes clear, 1200 individuals would form the syntrierarchies, and a fleet of 300 ships would mean four trierarchs per vessel.[footnoteRef:16] This does show that at the very least, Athens understood the economic limitations and adapted the trierarchy system to the benefit of both the trierarchs and the city itself. [13:  Christ, 1990, p.153.]  [14:  Ibid. p.155-161.]  [15:  Lyttkens, 1992, p.7.]  [16:  Dem. 14.16-20.] 


Regardless of whether we can call the appointment of the trierarchy democratic, it caused significant problems for Athenian democracy during the oligarchic coup initiated by Alcibiades in 411. The potential for a trierarch to become corrupt is made clear in a passage from Thucydides, who indicates that ‘even on their own initiative the Athenian trierarchs at Samos and the most influential men were bent upon overthrowing the democracy’.[footnoteRef:17] It is difficult to view the actions of the trierarchs as anything other than opportunistic here. When faced with the prospect of an easier way to defeat Sparta through Persian support, any democratic ideology that could be said to exist appears to have been thrown overboard. Even important actors in the re-installation of the democracy, such as Thrasybulus, may have been involved in the conspiracy to begin with.[footnoteRef:18] Thus, despite the significant role the navy would ultimately play in ending the coup, the capricious nature of the trierarchs highlights a lack of concern for the survival of the democracy. Similarly, Potts notes that ‘the oaths that Thrasyllus and Thrasybulus made the fleet and the military age Samians swear’ indicates that ‘the democratic ideology of the Samos fleet should not be taken for granted’, since the need to swear such oaths indicates more widespread opposition to the democracy than is immediately obvious.[footnoteRef:19] Taking these points into account, Pott’s conclusion that the navy was ultimately more pragmatic than democratic (albeit more democratic than oligarchic) during these events is perhaps the fairest assessment of the ideology of the navy.[footnoteRef:20] Whilst the events in this period do support the notion of interdependency between navy and democracy, given the fact that the navy was instrumental in both starting and ending the oligarchic coup, we cannot observe any strong democratic ideology based on the evidence examined. [17:  Thuc. 8.47.2.]  [18:  McCoy, 1991, p.304-5.]  [19:  Potts, 2008, p.200; Thuc. 8.73.2.]  [20:  Ibid. p.204.] 


It is also important to consider the organisational structure of the triremes themselves. The fact that a hierarchical system exists has been touched on briefly in regard to wealthy aristocrats being appointed as trierarchs, but what about the rest of the crew? The Old Oligarch indicates that the navy is democratic on the basis of equality between crew members, including slaves and metics.[footnoteRef:21] If this were true, then we might expect both citizen groups (irrespective of wealth or status) and non-citizen groups to permeate the hierarchy at various levels, which would presumably create a hierarchy based entirely on ability. An inscription dated around 410-400 consisting of lists of a number of trireme crews suggests otherwise, given that foreigners and servants are specifically separate from other positions and are listed last.[footnoteRef:22] They comprised of the majority of rowing positions, given that together they formed up to three quarters of the men aboard the ship. Noting a passage from Aristophanes, Jordan argues that the thranitai, the top level of rowers, were very likely to be comprised of Athenian citizens.[footnoteRef:23] These pieces of evidence further suggests a hierarchy based on status and citizenship. The exclusion of slaves and metics from political life is a more general point to be made about just how democratic the Athenian constitution was, but their prevalence in the trireme crews highlights a reliance on those specifically excluded from political life in propping up Athens’ naval power.  [21:  Ps. Xen. Const. Ath. 1.11-12.]  [22:  IG I3 1032.]  [23:  Jordan, 2000, p.85; Aristoph. Ach. 162-3.] 


In pinpointing ideology based on the distribution of groups on the triremes, it is worth returning briefly to 411. If we assume that those most invested in the democracy were the Athenian citizens themselves, then Thucydides statement that ‘those who sailed on the Paralus being Athenians and free men one and all and always opposed to an oligarchy even before it came’ holds up.[footnoteRef:24] Whilst the passage suggests a direct correlation between democratic ideology and the navy, the issue here lies in the fact that the Paralos crew being entirely Athenian is not necessarily representative of other crews (as the aforementioned inscription indicates). Similarly Raaflaub indicates, for example, that slaves were enlisted in greater numbers during times of war,[footnoteRef:25] and Athens certainly spent a large proportion of its time as a democracy at war. Aristotle also suggests widespread use of slaves in the navy, on the basis that it was not necessary to include too many citizen rowers since the marines, themselves from the citizen body, controlled the crew.[footnoteRef:26] This passage also acts as further evidence of the hierarchical structure of trireme crews. That the Paralos is the exception rather than the rule is evidenced by the fact that elsewhere Thucydides indicates slaves and metics aboard the triremes. One such passage, consisting of a letter sent from Nicias to Athens, indicates an occasion where slaves and metics deserted Athenian triremes at Sicily.[footnoteRef:27] Interestingly, the passage attributes the desertion of the metics to expecting large pay for little risk, but being overwhelmed decided that abandoning ship was the better option. Furthermore, the conclusion that the desertion entirely scuppered the navy’s efficiency is indicative of a large proportion of slaves and metics amongst the rowers. The disloyalty amongst non-citizens suggests that if a democratic ideology existed, it did not penetrate these classes, or at least not deep enough that they would be willing to protect it. It might seem unfair to judge self-preservation against preserving the interests of the state, but once again Potts’ conclusion about pragmatism over all else holds true.  [24:  Thuc. 8.73.4.]  [25:  Raaflaub, 2007, p.125.]  [26:  Aristot. Pol. 1327b.]  [27:  Thuc. 7.13.2.] 


In conclusion, it is difficult to find compelling evidence of either a democratic structural organisation or democratic ideology within the Athenian navy. In relation to the trierarchy, the institution was conceivably democratic when the intended overall benefit to the state is factored in, but still ultimately resulted in a hierarchical system with wealthy aristocrats at the helm. That power and wealth were motivating factors for the trierarchs during the Athenian coup should perhaps come as no surprise given this point, and the coup itself tests the notion of democratic ideology even in the context of the navy being responsible for restoring the democracy. Wealth is also a primary motivator for the metics at Sicily, who deserted the Athenian fleet. Thus, wealth, power and self-preservation are a recurring theme that trump democratic ideals. That the trireme crews as a whole were hierarchical as a whole has also been explored, and there is a lack of any consistent evidence of democratic ideology permeating any strata of the crews. Despite this, the economic benefits of the naval reforms from the time of Themistocles appear to have benefitted the democracy to a certain degree, whilst they also highlight how naval reform can be introduced in a democratic manner. Increased opportunity for employment within the navy meant that many thetes were able to become more fully integrated in political life, thus increasing representation for those from poorer backgrounds. Similarly, the economic benefit of the trierarchies provided further advantages for the state and the population as a whole. Ultimately however, whilst the lifespan of Athenian democracy and Athens’ naval hegemony ran almost concurrently, care must be taken when attributing one as responsible for enhancing the other.
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