
A T H E N A E U M
Studi di Letteratura e Storia dell’Antichità
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HERODOTUS, ISONOMIA,
AND THE ORIGINS OF GREEK DEMOCRACY

ABSTRACT. Herodotus’ famous ‘Persian Debate’ is an argument between three ‘Persians’, who,

following the death of ‘the Magians’, deliberated possible future forms of government for ‘Persia’:

isonomia (Otanes), «the rule of a few» (Megabyzus), or «the rule of one person» (Darius). This

article proposes to trace the origin of the traditional interpretations of Otanes’ words, by Hero-

dotus (6.43) and by modern authors, as his supporting democracy to political changes in the fifth

century Greece, which engendered the vision of democracy and oligarchy as specific, dichoto-

mous political régimes. Their antagonism replaced the earlier antagonism between isonomia
and the rule of one person (or of a dynasteia) as the main type of social conflict in Greece (M.

Pope, Ch. Marek, R. Sealey). Establishing the precise dating of this development is not really

possible, but Greek authors in the mid-fifth century were well aware of what was going on: Pin-

dar’s ode from the 460s is thought to have been the earliest mention of monarchy, oligarchy, and

democracy together (Pind. Pyth. 2.87-88); Pseudo-Xenophon’s Athenian Politeia (1.3-5; 2.19-20)

discussed the relationship between oligarchy and democracy in the 440s or the 420s (depending

on the suggested datings); and Thucydides (3.82.8) mentioned plethous isonomia politike as the

name of a political faction in 420s. The emergence of specific régimes required a readjustment

of the existing basic concepts (plethos, isonomia), which was reflected in the ‘Persian Debate’: Hero-

dotus, who lived in a democracy (e.g., 4.137; 6.43 and 131), reinterpreted what should have been

an earlier debate for isonomia against dynasteia and tyranny as a debate for democracy against oli-

garchy and monarchy.

Herodotus reflects the rising political awareness of the Greeks in various ways,
including the information about the so-called Persian, or Constitutional, Debate.
According to him (3.79), after the death of the false Smerdis and the «slaughter
of the Magians» (later in 522 1), seven noble Persians deliberated about what form
of government Persia should have. Herodotus (3.80-82) renders what he claims to
have been the speeches of three of the participants: the first, Otanes, spoke for iso-
nomia; the second, Megabyzus, advocated the «rule of a few»; while the third, Dari-
us, urged for the «rule of one person». The Debate, which occupies almost three
pages of the standard Teubner edition, can be briefly restated here as follows: Me-
gabyzus (3.81.1-3) accused Otanes of a desire to «give power to the multitude»
(plethos) or to a «crowd» or a «throng» (homilos). In Megabyzus’ own opinion,
«nothing is more senseless and arrogant than a useless crowd». He spoke against
the «insolence of unguided people» (demou) and asserted that only those who

Athenaeum 103/1 (2015), pp. 53-83

1 On its date and historical context: D. Asheri, Erodoto e Bisitun, in E. Gabba (ed.), Presentazione e
scrittura della storia. Storiografia, epigrafi, monumenti. Atti del convegno di Pontignano (April 1996), Como

1999, pp. 110-115; C. Pelling, Speech and Action: Herodotus’ Debate on the Constitutions, «P.C.P.S.» 48

(2002), pp. 127-128. Translations of ancient texts come, with occasional modifications, from the «Loeb Clas-

sical Library» and the «Oratory of Classical Greece», unless noted. Some of these ideas have been presented at

the Annual Meeting of the Association of Ancient Historians in May of 2011.



wished Persia ill would give support to the rule of the people (demo). Darius
(3.82.1-4) referred to Megabyzus’ words as a rejection of the rule of the «multitude»
(plethos), and, at the same time, pointed out that the debate was about the rule of
the people (demou) or oligarchy (oligarchies) or a monarch (monarchou). Having ex-
tolled the rule of one person, Darius then critiqued the oligarchy and the rule of the
people. Otanes wanted to submit decisions to the collective deliberations (es meson)
of the Persians (3.80.2-6). He criticized a monarch, or a ‘tyrant’ as in the text, as
someone who was insolent, envious, and prone to slander, and accused him of
being inconsistent and angry, breaking ancestral customs, raping women, and kill-
ing indiscriminately. Instead, he praised the «rule of the multitude» (plethos archon)
as having «equality» (isonomien): «it determines offices by lot, and holds power ac-
countable, and collectively conducts all deliberating». Hence, said Otanes, he ex-
alted the multitude over monarchy, «for all things are possible for the majority
(to pollo)».

Because neither Otanes nor his interlocutors actually used the word «democ-
racy», the modern view of the Debate as pertaining to democracy has been based on
two considerations. The first is the content of the Debate, which allegedly described
the typical features of a democracy. The second is Herodotus’ own subsequent re-
ference (6.43.3) to Otanes’ proposal of isonomia as his support for democracy.
Therefore, isonomia is generally perceived to have always been a concept that desig-
nated political equality 2 and served to identify democracy, or ‘proto-democracy’,
before democracy itself emerged 3. The purpose of this article is to show that none

S. Dmitriev, Herodotus, Isonomia, and the Origins of Greek Democracy54

2 E.g., G. Vlastos, Isonomia politike, in J. Mau - E.G. Schmidt (eds.), Isonomia. Studien zur Gleichheits-
vorstellung im griechischen Denken, Berlin 1964, p. 1; see also K.A. Raaflaub, Die Entdeckung der Freiheit. Zur
historischen Semantik und Gesellschaftgeschichte eines politischen Grundbegriffes der Griechen, Munich 1985,

p. 117; A. Dihle, Der Begriff des Nomos in der griechische Philosophie, in O. Behrends - W. Sellert (eds.), Nomos
und Gesetz. Ursprünge und Wirkungen des griechischen Gesetzesdenkens, Göttingen 1995, p. 119; D.D. Boede-

ker - K.A. Raaflaub, Reflections and Conclusions, in D.D. Boedeker - K.A. Raaflaub (eds.), Democracy, Empire,
and the Arts in Fifth-Century Athens, Cambridge, MA 1998, p. 329; K.A. Raaflaub, in C. Rowe - M. Schofield

(eds.), The Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought, Cambridge - New York 2000, p. 47; E.S.

Gruen, Herodotus and Persia, in E.S. Gruen (ed.), Cultural Identity in the Ancient Mediterranean, Los Angeles

2011, pp. 69-70; S. Forsdyke, Greek History, c. 525-480 B.C., in E.J. Bakker et al. (eds.), Brill’s Companion to
Herodotus, Leiden-Boston 2012, p. 537 nt. 44.

3 E.g., A. Debrunner, Dglojqasi* a, in Festschrift für Edouard Tièche, Bern 1947, pp. 21-22; G. Vlas-
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of these theories should be accepted, because each of them is based on an under-
standing of isonomia that the Greeks themselves developed later, and that Herodo-
tus’ text – and his Persian Debate in particular – offers us the best opportunity to
see this development taking place. The first part of this article will reconsider the
content of the Debate within a broader conceptual framework, including a reexa-
mination of the historical context of Otanes’ proposal of isonomia, whereas the sec-
ond part will search for an explanation of why Herodotus, and modern authors,
concluded that Otanes was advocating democracy.

1. The Content and the Context of the Persian Debate

Herodotus’ evidence about the Persian Debate leads us to several observations.
One of them is that the Debate contains a certain terminological confusion: its par-
ticipants evidently defined the same subjects based on different concepts and, thus,
interpreted them in different ways. For example, judging by what we read in Hero-
dotus, Otanes never mentioned the word «people» (demos): he (3.80.6) praised the
rule of the «multitude» (plethos) as having isonomia. Megabyzus (3.81.1) also spoke
of Otanes as advocating the interests of the «multitude» (plethos) or of the «crowd»,
or the «throng» (homilos), and Darius (3.82.1) joined Megabyzus in rejecting
Otanes’ proposal because it opted for the rule of the «multitude» (plethos). How-
ever, elsewhere Megabyzus (3.81.2-3) and Darius (3.82.1,4) also criticized Otanes
for supporting (the rule of ) demos, thus employing demos in place of Otanes’ plethos.
It is not certain, however, if Herodotus’ source(s) and Herodotus’ readers viewed
these words as having identical meanings. Raaflaub has already noted that «the ar-
guments are not coordinated; they do not hit, they miss each other». His own ex-
planation of this situation as being Herodotus’ failure to provide a complete, com-
prehensive, and skillful debate is not the least bit compelling, as will be argued be-
low 4.
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The terminological confusion we see in the Persian Debate is closely con-
nected with the fact that none of the aspects of isonomia mentioned by Otanes –
assigning offices by lot, holding power accountable, submitting all affairs to collec-
tive deliberations (es to koinon and es meson), and increasing the power of «the mul-
titude» (plethos) – were characteristics of only demokratia 5. The election of officials
by lot from preiously selected candidates was typical for «Solon’s constitution», the
oligarchic rule of the Five Thousand (in 411-410), and the tyranny of the Thirty 6.
Aristotle’s Politics referred to election by lot as typical for democracy and oligarchy
alike. In the latter case, the election by lot was only being used for a restricted group
of candidates, and Marcel Piérart has justly observed that «the essential opposition
between democracy and oligarchy rests not so much on the procedures (the election
of sorts is encountered in both types of régimes) but in the limitations of the census
imposed in the second type» 7. According to Otanes (3.83.2), the new king of Persia
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was to be elected only from the number of the seven conspirators. The eventual
procedure took the form of election by lot from the six people, as Otanes had re-
moved his candidacy (3.84.3).

Collective deliberations were also a characteristic of more than democracy.
Homeric epics and Aeschylus make references to group deliberations and collective
decisions adopted by kings and aristocrats 8. Interpretations of the corresponding
evidence as offering «rudimentary traces of democracy» or «democratic potential»
in these gatherings pass over the fact that they were neither self-administered poli-
tical bodies nor included citizens as their participants 9. In addition, Otanes’ use of
es meson or es to koinon alone does not provide enough evidence for seeing him as
speaking in favor of the democratic mode of government. The basic meaning of the
word mesos and its cognates in the Homeric epics is «in the midst» and «in the cen-
tre». Such expressions also designated the position between the two opposites and,
accordingly, «mediation» and «moderation» 10. In The Iliad, the fight of Paris and
Menelaus was to take place between (en messo) the armies of the Trojans and the
Achaeans; Odysseus’ ship was sailing in the middle of a river, eager to reach either
side, and it was in the middle of the plain that the armies of the Trojans and
Achaeans shared in the fury of Ares. In The Odyssey, the main character and his
companions saved themselves from the Cyclops, hiding under the sheep (9.429-
430) – «the one in the middle (en meso) in each case bore a man, and the other
two went, each on either side». Writing in the sixth century, Theognis spoke of
a lovely boy as a prize that was to be contested between (en messo) two singers 11.

In the fifth century, Herodotus’ text uses es meson not just in the basic sense of
«in the middle» (of a man’s thigh: 1.191, or heaven: 2.25, or river: 2.70), but also
with reference to interacting with or bringing something forth: the herald spoke be-
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8 E. Flaig, Das Konsensprinzip im homerischen Olymp. Überlegungen zum göttlichen Entscheidungsprozess
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846.
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fore Cambyses and the army (3.62); matters were brought forth before the king
(3.130.140; 4.97), or before people in the market (7.152), or before soldiers
who were deliberating about which course of action they should take (8.74). More
specifically, Herodotus tells how Cyrus assembled the chief men of the Persians and
laid the matter before them (1.206: es meson), and how Xerxes would later lay the
matter before the noblest of the Persians (7.8: es meson). These are exactly the ex-
pressions Otanes used to address the rest of the seven noblemen (3.83-84). Accord-
ing to Herodotus (3.82), Darius criticized collective activity (to koinon) as a feature
typical of an oligarchy, applying the same phrase we see in Otanes’ speech. The
meaning of to meson and to koinon cannot, therefore, be reduced to democracy
alone, because Greek texts used these words to juxtapose collective authority and
one person’s domination, cutting across different political régimes: Pindar (Pyth.
11.52-53) compared the happy existence of those who belonged to ta mesa with
the pitiful fate of tyrants, whereas Herodotus described (4.161) the reform of De-
monax, who subjected what used to be under royal authority to collective decisions
(es meson) in Cyrene, and told (7.164) how Cadmus turned his inherited tyrannical
rule over the Coans into their common authority (es meson), with the aim of estab-
lishing justice (dikaiosyne).

In the fourth century, Aristotle offered a valuable insight into the basic mean-
ing of to meson as justice, in the sense of «equality», «equal distribution», and «equal
disposition». According to him (Pol. 1287b.4-5), «when men seek for what is just
(to dikaion) they seek for what is impartial (to meson). For the law is that which is
impartial (to meson)», implying that the law puts limits on the authority of one per-
son, by eliminating the excesses of his rule. Aristotle then (1294a.41-42) revealed a
different aspect of the same meaning, making reference to a «common and equal»
(koinon de kai meson) principle that combines features of both oligarchies (which
instituted a fine for the rich if they did not serve on juries, but no pay for the poor
for serving) and democracies (which assigned pay for the poor but no fine for the
rich), by introducing both pay and fine. A little later (1294b.2-6), he added that to
meson meant combining either no or very low property qualifications for assembly
participation in democracies, whereas oligarchies required a very high qualification
for this. Hence, in his opinion, to meson was not something that was between oli-
garchy and democracy but something that joined together the extremities, while
avoiding the excesses of oligarchy and democracy, respectively. Therefore, said Aris-
totle, the increase of to meson dissolved party factions that arose because of inequal-
ity 12. Not surprisingly, to meson also refers to the best form of life, which Aristotle
associated with moderation 13. In political terms, therefore, the understanding of to
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meson as «the middle» meant keeping to the middle course between the extremes.
Hence, to meson cannot be associated with democracy, which represents something
that is extreme and excessive 14, quite similar to a lawless autocracy.

Nor are there any solid grounds for limiting the significance of plethos – the
word also used by Otanes and his interlocutors – to the democratic mode of gov-
ernment 15. In Homeric epics, plethys appears to have had two basic meanings: a
«multitude» in general terms (most typically, a multitude of warriors 16) and a multi-
tude juxtaposed with singular individuals. The latter meaning is particularly well
demonstrated in situational scenarios, when one hero advised another not to chal-
lenge him in one-on-one battle but to go back into the throng (es plethyn), as Me-
nelaus did to Euphorbus and Achilles to Aeneas (Hom. Il. 17.31; 20.197), or in the
opposite scenarios wherein Hector, who no longer stood as a challenger to Achilles
but waited for him in the throng (kata plethyn), changed his mind and charged for
the front 17. Christian Meier has marked this contrast between the multitude and
singular individuals by perceptively observing that plethos could designate either
the entire people (including the nobles) as opposed to the tyrant, or only the people
as opposed to the nobles 18.

The word plethos referred to the lower classes in the latter case: Agamemnon
spoke to the multitude of the Argive warriors, as opposed to the council of «scepter-
bearing kings»; the Danaan warriors, as a whole, were juxtaposed with the «leaders
and lords of the Danaans»; Hector first slew the Danaan leaders and then fell upon
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their multitude, whereas the multitude of the Achaeans followed their leaders. Such
instances, however, bear not political but social connotations. Aristotle used plethos
for the lower classes, but then, just a little later, he applied it both to the poor and
the rich, reinforcing the basic understanding of plethos as a «multitude» 19. Plethos thus
neither designated only one specific social group nor necessarily reflected one’s poli-
tical affiliation 20. Herodotus’ text similarly used this word in a diverse fashion: plethos
meant «abundance» (of wealth: 1.54; 7.190; food: 2.37), «expanse» (of land: 1.204;
4.123; water: 2.19,20,24,93; 4.48,50,181), and, by extension, a «big number» – of
dogs (1.192), fishes (1.141; 5.16), ships (7.49; 8.2,86), rowers (8.119), and seeds in
the pomegranate (4.143). It is in this latter sense that Herodotus spoke of the plethos
of people, or nations, and, most typically, of military men 21, juxtaposing plethos to a
single ruler, as did Otanes, who exalted «multitude» over monarchy (3.80).

Another word we see in the Persian Debate, homilos, similarly appears to have
had more than one meaning. It was used in the sense of a «multitude» or a
«throng», with specific references to soldiers 22 or, as in The Odyssey, the suitors 23.
Like plethys /plethos, the word homilos emphasized juxtaposing the throng as a multi-
tude to singular individuals: Menelaus and Paris fought one-on-one, each in front
of the throng of his soldiers (Hom. Il. 3.340-394); Apollo set Aeneas apart from the
throng (5.445); and Achilles asked Aeneas if he had left the throng to face him
alone (20.176-179). Also like plethys /plethos, the word homilos appears to have
had a double meaning: individual heroes were either juxtaposed to the throng or
(re-)joined with it – challenged by Menelaus, Paris returned to the throng (kath’
homilon); on seeing Aias, even Hector thought of shrinking back into the throng
(es homilon, which is the same expression we see in the Persian Debate); and Nestor
pondered whether he should join the throng or search for Agamemnon 24. At the
same time, however, Homer also speaks of the chiefs and the nobles as a part of
the throng (Hom. Il. 7.183-184; Od. 8.109-125).

By either defining «multitude» in a basic sense, i.e. with everyone being in-
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cluded, or juxtaposing it with singular individuals, the word homilos displayed a so-
cial, though not a political, meaning. It is in this sense that homilos came to be used
interchangeably with the word ethnos : on seeing Menelaus, Paris is said to have
shrank back into the throng (Il. 3.32: eis ethnos; 36: kath’ homilon) of the Trojans.
Herodotus, too, used this concept with reference to a «multitude» – of people
(1.196; 5.23), colonists (4.159), nations (7.184), and, again most prominently, sol-
diers – without providing it with any political connotations 25. The verb homileo
likewise meant «to be engaged, with or against» (e.g., Hom. Il. 11.523; 13.779; 18.
194,535), «to be a part of» (e.g., Hom. Od. 2.21), «to throng» (e.g., Hom. Il. 16.
641,644), «to consort with» or «to join» (e.g., Hom. Od. 2.21,288,381; 4.684; 16.
271; 18.167,383), and «to gather» (e.g., Hom. Od. 21.156) 26.

Even the word demos («people»), which we also encounter in the Persian De-
bate, did not necessarily mean democracy. Like the concepts examined above, demos
also had a broad and a narrow meaning. Homeric epics typically used this word in a
broader sense, with reference to the population occupying a certain territory. In
such cases it can be translated as both «people/population» and «land» 27, thus in-
cluding the nobles as a part of the demos 28. In its narrower sense, the word demos
juxtaposed the lower classes with men of high social standing, as follows, most visi-
bly, when Odysseus was calming down the Achaeans (Hom. Il. 2.188-198): on en-
countering a king or a nobleman he gently convinced him with his words, whereas
when he saw a man of the people (demou t’andra) he would strike him with his
scepter and told him to keep quiet. In a similar fashion, Polydamas juxtaposed a
man of the people (demon eonta) to the noble Hector (Hom. Il. 12.213). However,
a designation of low social standing alone did not yet constitute a political concept:
demos was juxtaposed to the rule of the king – Odysseus appealed to the king and
the people (Hom. Od. 8.157), Alcinous referred to the kings who ruled over their
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598; cf. 1243); and reprimanded another for consorting with wicked people (Eleg. 1377-1378) – and Ana-

creon, who criticized Artemon for consorting with the dregs of society (F 43.5 = Page 388.5 = Athenae.

12.534a).
27 E.g., Hom. Il. 2.547,828; 5.709-710; 6.158-159,225; 15.738; 16.455; 17.330; 24.481; Od.

2.101; 3.215; 6.2-3; 7.11,150; 8.555; 9.6; 11.14; 13.14,186; 14.43,239; 15.228,238,407; 16.96,382;

17.227,558; 19.73,146,273; 20.219; 21.17,258; 22.36; 24.136, with M.-J. Werlings, Le dèmos avant la dé-
mocratie. Mot, concepts, réalités historiques, Paris 2010. This association: Juret, Dictionnaire cit., p. 182; Chan-

traine, Dictionnaire cit. I, pp. 273-274; Frisk, Wörterbuch cit. I, p. 380; D. Roussel, Tribu et cité, Paris 1976,

p. 272; A. Fouchard, Aristocratie et démocratie. Idéologies et sociétés en Grèce ancienne, Paris 1997, pp. 28, 31,

182; W. Donlan, The Aristocratic Ideal and Selected Papers, Wauconda 1999, pp. 225-227; Beekes, Dictionary
cit. I, p. 325.

28 E.g., Hom. Il. 11.328-329; 12.447, and Od. 4.530,652,666; 6.34-35.



people (8.390), whereas Antinous had the desire to be the king over the people of
Ithaca (22.52-53). Herodotus, too, spoke of demos as «people» in a general sense
when he referred to the population of a territory or juxtaposed a multitude to kings
or tyrants 29.

None of the watchwords used in the Debate was thus confined to democracy.
It could be that this is how Herodotus understood these words in the late fifth cen-
tury. However, in the context of the sixth century, each of the concepts used in the
Debate reflected a resistance to the unlimited authority of a single individual, not a
desire for universal political rights or the «rule of the people». Otanes offered isono-
mia in place of the rule of a single person 30, which he depicted as displaying clas-
sical traits of tyranny 31. Once his proposal to introduce isonomia had been defeated
(3.83.1), Otanes made this idea even clearer when he demanded that neither he nor
his descendants would be subject to anybody, and thus, once again reinforced the
contrast between isonomia and the rule of one person (3.83.2):

I desire neither to rule nor to be ruled; but if I waive my claim to be king, I make this

condition, that neither I nor any of my posterity shall be subject to any one of you.

Nor does the traditional interpretation of Otanes’ proposal as a support for de-
mocracy find a substantiation in the modern theory that the word isonomia always
served as a designation for a specific political régime. In fact, as many have already
noted, isonomia has turned out to have originally been a politically neutral designation
for equality, which preceded the appearance of demokratia 32. Before the noun isonomia
emerged in our texts, in the sixth century, equality was compatible with monarchy. For
example, having taken what he saw as a worthy recompense for his own losses, the old
Neleus gave the rest of the booty from Elis to his people (es demon), so that everyone had
an equal share, offering another example of juxtaposing royal authority with people (de-
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29 First: e.g., 1.7; 4.11,99; 5.74. Second: e.g., 1.99; 3.81; 4.11; 8.137. See, in general, Donlan, Ideal
cit., pp. 225-228.

30 E.g., Lengauer, Die politische Bedeutung der Gleichheitsidee cit., p. 66; P. Barceló, Basileia, Monar-
chia, Tyrannis. Untersuchungen zu Entwicklung und Beurteilung von Alleinherrschaft im vorhellenistischen Grie-
chenland, Stuttgart 1993, p. 172 (with further bibliography).

31 E.g., H. Edelmann, Demokratie bei Herodot und Thukydides, «Klio» 57 (1975), p. 318; J.A.S. Evans,

Notes on the Debate of the Persian Grandees in Herodotus 3, 80-82, «Q.U.C.C.» n.s. 7 (1981), p. 82; Hartog,

Mirror cit., pp. 326, 330; P. Lévêque - P. Vidal-Naquet, Cleisthenes the Athenian. An Essay on the Representa-
tion of Space and Time in Greek Political Thought from the End of the Sixth Century to the Death of Plato, tr.

D.A. Curtis, Atlantic Highlands 1996, p. 20; Birgalias, Le nomos cit., p. 68 nt. 18; D. Asheri, A Commentary
on Herodotus, Books I-IV, Oxford - New York 2007, p. 473; C. Catenacci, in G. Urso (ed.), Ordine e sovver-
sione nel mondo Greco e Romano, Pisa 2009, pp. 13-14; H. Leppin, in B. Linke et al. (eds.), Zwischen Monar-
chie und Republik, Stuttgart 2010, p. 87.

32 E.g., Lengauer, Die politische Bedeutung der Gleichheitsidee cit., pp. 66, 84-86; Boedeker-Raaflaub,

Reflections cit., p. 329; V.J. Hunter, in V.J. Hunter - J.C. Edmondson (eds.), Law and Social Status in Classical
Athens, Oxford - New York 2000, pp. 24-25.



mos). Likewise, Odysseus and his noble companions equally divided the spoils taken
from the Cyclops. For Homer, therefore, royal rule was compatible with equal distri-
bution, justice, and good order; the use of the same phrase on such occasions shows that
this was a socially accepted norm 33. Hesiod referred to the goddess of justice, Dike, as a
daughter of Zeus (the king of gods and humans) and Themis (the divinity in charge of
law and order), and a sister of Eunomia (order) and Eirene (peace). According to So-
phocles, Oedipus and Iocasta enjoyed equality (ison nemon) as co-rulers of Thebes.
Herodotus himself shares this idea when he tells the story of Deioces, who, while a
«lover of tyranny», obtained the position of the king of the Medes by rendering
«straight judgments» (1.96.3), and overcame «pillage and lawlessness» (1.97.1) by
being «strict in the observance of justice» (1.100.1) 34.

The ideas of equality and justice were also compatible with oligarchy. Accord-
ing to Thucydides (8.89.2), some urged the Four Hundred to promote a greater
equality (ten politeian isaiteran) by actually effectuating the rule of the Five Thou-
sand, which was to replace Athenian democracy. Having been invited to establish
new laws in Megalopolis, Plato (not an admirer of democracy) rejected the invita-
tion once he learned that the Megalopolitai did not wish to have «equality of pos-
sessions» 35. As a social concept, isonomia equally applied to aristocracy and to de-
mocracy 36, designating any «constitutional regime, whether oligarchic or demo-
cratic, the rule of order, the contrary of the irresponsible tyranny» 37. A similarly
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33 Hom. Il. 11.704-705 and Od. 9.548-549 (hos me tis moi atembomenos kioi ises).
34 Hes. Th. 901-902; Soph. O.T. 579; Hdt. 1.96-101 with McGlew, Political Culture cit., pp. 81-82,

who discussed this episode as an example of Herodotus’ vision of justice and power (in the form of tyranny, in

this case) being linked together. Herodotus’ vision of tyranny, which was neither overtly negative (pace P.W.

Rose, see below, nt. 76) nor necessarily neutral, rather reflected the contradictory regard for tyranny by the

Greeks (e.g., B.M. Lavelle, in «B.M.C.R.» 94.10.21), including Herodotus and other authors, who observed

that tyranny was quite compatible with justice: e.g., McGlew, Political Culture cit., pp. 60-74 (with reference

to the Cypselids in Corinth); J.B. Salmon, in L.G. Mitchell - P.J. Rhodes (eds.), The Development of the Polis
in Archaic Greece, London - New York 1997, pp. 63-66. The same evidently was reflected by the ‘promiscu-

ous’ use of the terms basileus and tyrannos by the Greeks: N. Luraghi, in H. Beck (ed.), A Companion to An-
cient Greek Government, Malden 2013, pp. 131, 136, and 138-139 on the possible etymological connection of

the word tyrannos with «justice» and «righteousness». Cf. A. Ferrill, Herodotus on Tyranny, «Historia» 27

(1978), p. 387 and Barceló, Basileia cit., p. 181, who believe that the concepts of basileus and tyrannos were

entirely separate and not mutually interchangeable for Herodotus.
35 Diog. Laert. 3.23, with Ael. V.H. 2.42, interpreted as isonomia by Gehrke, Stasis cit., p. 156 nt. 23.
36 J.L. Myres, Eunomia, «C.R.» 61 (1947), pp. 80-82. For isonomia as (originally) an aristocratic con-

cept: e.g., Roussel, Tribu et cite cit., p. 301; R. Thomas, Oral Tradition and Written Record in Classical Athens,
Cambridge - New York 1989, p. 259; Barceló, Basileia cit., pp. 98-99; Fouchard, Aristocratie cit., pp. 173-

174, 216-218; F. Canali De Rossi, Tiranni, legislatori e giudici nella Grecia arcaica. Erodoto e la tirannide,
Rome 2012, p. 15.

37 A.W. Gomme, review of M.R. Konvitz - A.E. Murphy (eds.), Essays in Political Theory Presented to
George H. Sabine, Ithaca 1948, in «C.R.» 63 (1949), p. 125; J. de Romilly, Le classement des constitutions
d’Hérodote jusqu’à Aristote, «R.É.G.» 72 (1959), p. 93; Lévêque - Vidal-Naquet, Cleisthenes cit., pp. 18-22;



general understanding was characteristic of to meson as well. When Theognis, a per-
son of good birth but modest means, lamented that there was no longer any equal-
ity for to meson, he certainly did not have democracy in mind 38. Although most
lawgivers – including Solon, Lycurgus, and Charondas – belonged to the meson
and represented its interests, according to Aristotle 39, none of them strove to estab-
lish democracy. The broadly social nature of isonomia explains why the earliest
known mention of this word belongs to a philosophical and medical context, as fol-
lows from our translation of this later reference to Alcmaeon of Croton (fl. 6th cen-
tury), fr. 4 (= FVS 1, p. 215, vv. 11-16):

[the maintenance of] health results from the equilibrium (isonomia) of the faculties, (such

as) moist, dry, cold, hot, bitter, sweet, and the rest, and the rulership of any single one of

them (monarchia) is productive of disease, for the rulership of any single one of them is

destructive. Disease occurs in some instances from excess of heat or cold, in some other

owing to the excess or deficiency of food, etc.

Alcmaeon’s contemporaries and later authors also associated equality, includ-
ing protection by law, with health, while inequality, including tyranny, was likened
with pathology 40. When Plato (Gorgias 464b) matched medicine with justice he
was reflecting an old view.

What was new was that, whereas individual rule and equality had been com-
patible earlier, the noun isonomia emerged as a definitive antithesis to monarchy 41.
This did not make isonomia a political concept: it still pertained more to equal treat-
ment and equal distribution in a general sense 42 rather than, specifically, equal ac-

S. Dmitriev, Herodotus, Isonomia, and the Origins of Greek Democracy64

H. Leppin, Thukydides und die Verfassung der Polis. Ein Beitrag zur politischen Ideengeschichte des 5. Jahrhun-
derts v. Chr., Berlin 1999, p. 22.

38 Theogn. Eleg. 678, with G. Cerri, Isos dasmos come equivalente di isonomia nella silloge teognidea,

«Q.U.C.C.» n.s. 8 (1969), pp. 100-102, who believed that Theognis was not able to use the noun isonomia
here for metrical reasons, followed by Barceló, Basileia cit., p. 98 (and nt. 345 with bibliography).

39 Arist. Pol. 1296a.18-22, with M. Gagarin, Early Greek Law, Berkeley / Los Angeles 1986, p. 59. K.-J.

Hölkeskamp, Schiedsrichter, Gesetzgeber und Gesetzgebung im Archaischen Griechenland, Stuttgart 1999, p. 48 has

seen here the expectation that lawgivers should occupy the position in the middle and above various factions.
40 E.g., C. Caserta, in G. Daverio Rocchi (ed.), Tra concordia e pace, Milan 2007, pp. 72-78; H. Barta,

‘Graeca non leguntur’? Zu den Ursprüngen des europäischen Rechts im antiken Griechenland I, Wiesbaden 2010,

pp. 109-111.
41 E.g., W. Nippel, Mischeverfassungstheorie und Verfassungsrealität in Antike und früher Neuzeit, Stutt-

gart 1980, p. 33; Ch. Triebel-Schubart, Der Begriff der Isonomie bei Alkmaion, «Klio» 66 (1984), pp. 42-43;

Birgalias, To stadio tes isonomias cit., pp. 34, 54; K.A. Raaflaub, Isonomia, in R.S. Bagnall et al. (eds.), The
Encyclopedia of Ancient History, Malden 2013, p. 3521.

42 E.g., É. Will, Historica graeco-hellenistica. Choix d’écrits 1953-1993, Paris 1998, pp. 505-506, fol-

lowed by H.W. Pleket, Isonomia and Cleisthenes: A Note, «Talanta» 4 (1972), pp. 64-65; Cerri, Isos dasmos
cit., pp. 99-100; F. Lasserre, Hérodote et Protagoras: le débat sur les constitutions, «M.H.» 33 (1976), p. 80; Lin-

tott, Aristotle cit., p. 153; and E. Lévy, Isonomia, in U. Bultrighini (ed.), Democrazia e antidemocrazia nel mon-
do Greco, Alessandria 2005, pp. 123-124. Cf. Larsen, Theory cit., p. 9; Ehrenberg, Origins cit., pp. 534-536;



cess to law (nomos), not to mention political equality 43. The original broadly social
meaning of nomos as «convention» and «custom», and of its etymological root as a
verb meaning «to distribute» indicate that isonomia only gradually developed from a
general idea of equal distribution to legal equality 44.

Otanes’ proposal of isonomia as the antithesis of one person’s irresponsible rule
fits the context of references to the establishment of isonomia, which we see in
Greek texts beginning in the sixth century. The contrast between monarchy (in
the form of a tyranny) and isonomia is particularly visible in the two famous drink-
ing songs, or scholia, which praise the tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton for
having made Athens isonomic (isonomous) 45. The debate about whether these scho-
lia emerged before or after Cleisthenes’ reform, and the establishment of demokratia
in Athens, cannot really be resolved, because the interval between the overthrow of
the tyranny and Cleisthenes’ reform – usually dated to 510 and 508-507, respec-
tively – was too short. Modern studies have generally supported the view about
the aristocratic origin of these scholia 46. Herodotus himself provides several exam-
ples, by contrasting isonomia with the rule of one person. In one such case, Maean-
drius’ attempt to replace a tyranny with isonomia at Samos meant giving freedom
from the rule of one person, as Maeandrius emphasized in his speech, and as Her-
odotus stresses by contrasting tyranny and freedom elsewhere 47. Once the Samians
rejected his offer of isonomia, Maeandrius assumed tyranny, thus again juxtaposing
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Ostwald, Nomos cit., p. 105 (with nt. 4), and C. Schubert, Alkmaion of Kroton, in R.S. Bagnall et al. (eds.),

The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, Malden 2013, pp. 319-320, who all asserted that Alcmaeon borrowed his

ideas from the political field, since they rationalized isonomia as a political concept.
43 For isonomia as legal equality: e.g., H. Berve, Die Tyrannis bei den Griechen, Munich 1967, p. 167; cf.

Asheri, Commentary cit., p. 474: on legal equality as a later understanding of isonomia. For the debate on isono-
mia and political equality: e.g., H. Apffel, Die Verfassungsdebatte bei Herodot (3,80-82), Diss., Erlangen 1957,

p. 60 (with nt. 4); V. Rosivach, The Tyrant in Athenian Democracy, «Q.U.C.C.» 30 n.s. (1988), p. 47 nt. 11.
44 «Custom»: e.g., Juret, Dictionnaire cit., p. 185; Chantraine, Dictionnaire cit. III, pp. 742-743; Frisk,

Wörterbuch cit. II, p. 302; S. Todd, Glossary-Index, in P. Cartledge et al. (eds.), Nomos. Essays in Athenian
Law, Politics, and Society, Cambridge 1990, p. 231; Beekes, Dictionary cit. II, p. 1006; P. Cartledge, Greek
Political Thought: the Historical Context, in C. Rowe - M. Schofield (eds.), The Cambridge History of Greek
and Roman Political Thought, Cambridge - New York 2000, pp. 14-15. «To distribute»: e.g., Juret, Diction-
naire cit., p. 97; Chantraine, Dictionnaire cit. III, p. 743; Frisk, Wörterbuch cit. II, p. 303; Beekes, Dictionary
cit. II, p. 1007; Cartledge, Greek Political Thought cit., p. 15.

45 Poet. Mel. Graeci, Carm. Conviv. 893 and 896 (Page) = Athenae. 15.695ab.
46 Their date: e.g., J. Touloumakos, Die theoretische Begründung der Demokratie in der klassischen Zeit

Griechenlands, Athens 1985, pp. 20-21; E. Stein-Hölkeskamp, s.v. Aristogeiton [1], in NPauly I, 1996, col.

1109; Asheri, Commentary cit., p. 474. Their aristocratic origin: e.g., Thomas, Oral Tradition cit., p. 259

(but see loc. cit., nt. 63); W. Eder, in I. Wehgartner (ed.), Euphronios und seine Zeit. Kolloquium in Berlin
19.-20. April 1991 anlässlich der Ausstellung Euphronios, der Maler, Berlin 1992, p. 32; and, with a minor hes-

itation, Raaflaub, Isonomia cit., p. 3521.
47 Hdt. 3.142, cf. 1.62.2. This theme of ‘freedom’: J. Roisman, Maiandrios of Samos, «Historia» 34

(1985), pp. 257-277; Birgalias, To stadio tes isonomias cit., pp. 49-51.



the two concepts (3.142-145). In a similar fashion, Herodotus tells us, Aristagoras
allegedly renounced tyranny and founded isonomia in Miletus in 499 (5.37.2).

Both the idea of juxtaposing isonomia as equality to one person’s domination,
and the concepts used in the Persian Debate were familiar to Herodotus’ readers.
They knew that neither isonomia nor to meson were political definitions per se : when
Aristotle (Pol. 1297b.26-29) said that «the states of early days were naturally oli-
garchic and royal, for owing to the smallness of the population their to meson was
not numerous» and, accordingly, «the multitude (to plethos) more readily endured
being in a subject position», he reinforced the view that to meson could exist with-
in different political régimes 48.

The Persian Debate reveals an important aspect of the relationship between iso-
nomia as social and legal equality, and demokratia as political equality. While demok-
ratia implied isonomia, the presence of isonomia did not by itself entail equal political
rights: not all who had isonomia also had political equality. Thucydides described
this situation when, narrating the Theban speech before the Lacedaemonians, he
presented the Thebans as saying that in the time of the Persian wars their state
was neither an oligarchy under equal laws (oligarkhia isonomos) nor a democracy,
but the rule «of a few people» (dynasteia). While claiming to be innocent of making
an alliance with the Persians, the Thebans also showed that it was possible to have
isonomia under oligarchy as well as under democracy 49. Arnold W. Gomme correctly
interpreted the Theban speech as reflecting that «all citizens have equal rights though
not equal political power» 50. His words also apply to the régime set up in Athens by
Solon, who gave social and legal equality to all members of the four income classes,
while allotting the right to occupy political offices only to the upper two (or three?)
of them 51. Solon’s régime was, therefore, both oligarchy (in political terms) and iso-
nomia; by giving equal social and legal rights to all four classes, he created the biggest
to meson possible, clearly aiming to avoid factional struggles. Hence, Solon’s famous
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48 E.g., Arist. Pol. 1296a.13-16 and 1296a.23-25.
49 Thuc. 3.62.3, with Gehrke, Stasis cit., pp. 171 (and nt. 48 with bibliography), 188 nt. 30. It is no-

teworthy that, elsewhere, Herodotus (8.34) says that the entire people (plethos) of the Boeotians joined the

Persians, thus demonstrating once again that the word plethos did not have a political significance of its

own (for this problem, see above).
50 A.W. Gomme, A Historical Commentary on Thucydides II, Oxford 1962, p. 347; cf. S. Hornblower,

A Commentary on Thucydides I, Oxford 1991, p. 455: isonomia «is normally associated with democracy,

though it is not identical with it».
51 It has been debated whether the zeugitae also lacked the right to occupy political offices, i.e. similar

to the thetes, in the system established by Solon; see, e.g., Arist. Pol. 1274a.18-23; Arist. Ath. Pol. 26.2 with

E. Badian, Archons and Strategoi, «Antichthon» 5 (1971), pp. 9-10; P.J. Rhodes, s.v. Archontes, in NPauly I,

1996, col. 1026; K.-W. Welwei, Das klassische Athen: Demokratie und Machtpolitik im 5. und 4. Jahrhundert,
Darmstadt 1999, p. 43. What remains the same is that while members of all four income classes had (almost)

the same social and legal rights, only some of them had access to political offices.



utterance, preserved for us by Plutarch, that «equality bred no war». Aristotle had a
similar idea in mind when he said that the «ideal of the state is to consist as much as
possible of persons who are equal and alike, and this is to be found, first and fore-
most, in those who occupy the middle position (tois mesois)» 52.

The perception of isonomia as equality of a broad social nature, which went
beyond the possession of political rights, explains why the attributes of isonomia
praised by Otanes were not only characteristics of democracy, and why Greek
authors continued to distinguish it from demokratia in later texts: Thucydides
talked of both oligarkhia isonomos and demokratia, Isocrates mentioned isonomia
side-by-side with demokratia, whereas Plato famously opposed tyrannies, oligar-
chies, and democracies to the «just and equal politeia» (dikaios kai isonomos poli-
teia) 53. Even those who see isonomia as a political concept, or a political principle,
need to acknowledge that it had more than one meaning. Among others, Ostwald
has regarded isonomia as «basically a social and political concept», Lengauer has con-
nected isonomia with both the «proportionate equality» (which, he thinks, was also
applicable to oligarchy) and democracy, whereas Raaflaub has defined it as «political
equality» and as «more broadly based civic equality» 54. While Sealey interpreted iso-
nomia as the «principle of political equality», he also acknowledged that «isonomia is
not restricted to any one of the stock constitutions»; and Rhodes likewise spoke of
isonomia as democracy (with reference to Otanes’ words) and as «equality before
laws» that was a «moderate government as opposed to tyranny». Recent works have
accordingly interpreted the meanings of isonomia as close, if not identical, with that
of the so-called mixed constitution 55. Although formally correct, such references
have never answered the questions of why isonomia turned out to have had more
than one meaning, and why isonomia was either identified with a specific political
régime, i.e. demokratia, or understood as going beyond its limits. Actually, these
questions have never been clearly raised. It is the origin of isonomia as a social con-
cept defining «equality» in a general sense, that explains why it was understood in
more than one way even after the word demokratia started to be used, and why the
meanings of isonomia and demokratia never completely coincided.
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52 Plut. Sol. 14.2; Arist. Pol. 1295b.27-28, with Lintott, Aristotle cit., p. 161.
53 Thuc. 3.62.3 (see above, nt. 49); Isocr. 12.178 (cf. 7.20); Plato ep. 7.326d.
54 Ostwald, Nomos cit., p. 105; W. Lengauer, in W. Schuller et al. (eds.), Demokratie und Architektur.

Der hippodamische Städtebau und die Entstehung der Demokratie, Munich 1989, pp. 21-22; K.A. Raaflaub, in

J. Ober - Ch.W. Hedrick (eds.), Demokratia. A Conversation on Democracies, Ancient and Modern, Princeton

1996, pp. 144-145, and Raaflaub, ‘Political Creature’ cit., p. 335: on isonomia as «political equality, equality

before the law». Cf. Birgalias, To stadio tes isonomias cit., pp. 38-43, who spoke (p. 39) of mia ierarchemene
isonomia.

55 Sealey, Origins cit., pp. 274-275; P.J. Rhodes, s.v. Isonomia, in NPauly V, 1998, col. 1143 and in

OCD 4, 2012, p. 748. For an oligarchy of this type: Gehrke, Stasis cit., p. 171. The «mixed constitution»: e.g.,

Lintott, Aristotle cit., pp. 163-164; Lévy, Isonomia cit., p. 132.



2. Herodotus between isonomia and demokratia

This brings us to the other main argument of those who present the Persian
Debate as the earliest documented reference to democracy, or «proto-democracy»,
in ancient Greece: they point out how, later in the text, Herodotus himself qualified
Otanes’ words as a proposal for democracy 56. The fact that neither Otanes nor his
interlocutors used the word demokratia, whereas Herodotus applied this term to the
Persian Debate (thus, identifying Otanes’ isonomia with demokratia) only later in
his text has produced numerous interpretations that can be summed up in the form
of two clusters, as follows: Herodotus either did not yet know the word demokratia
when writing Book 3 but this word had emerged and become well established when
he was writing Book 6 – i.e. where he referred to Otanes as proposing demokratia 57

– or he knew the word demokratia when writing Book 3 but preferred to use the
word isonomia instead.

Neither of these interpretations is compelling. The first offers a formal solu-
tion to the problem of reconciling Hdt. 3.80-82 and 6.43, but its validity is nulli-
fied by our lack of knowledge about the publication date and the method of com-
position of Herodotus’ Histories : their integrity has been extensively, and inconclu-
sively, discussed 58. If parts of Herodotus’ Histories were originally made public
through oral performances, as numerous works have acknowledged, then its pub-
lication could have started before the Peloponnesian war and continued over an ex-
tended period of time 59. This theory is further undermined by Herodotus’ refer-
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56 Hdt. 6.43.3. E.g., Larsen, Theory cit., p. 5; Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., p. 6; Ostwald, Nomos cit.,
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Altertum, Darmstadt 1998, p. 28; Ostwald, Oligarchia cit., pp. 14, 17; Pelling, Debate cit., pp. 123, 136; A.

Ward, Herodotus and the Philosophy of Empire, Waco 2008, p. 206 nt. 47.
57 Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., p. 3: «from the omission of demokratia throughout the whole of the

Debate we may infer that the word had not yet come into use»; Nakategawa, Isegoria cit., p. 263.
58 E.g., R. Lattimore, The Composition of the History of Herodotus, «C.P.» 53 (1958), pp. 9-21; H.

Wood, The Formal Structure of the Histories of Herodotus, Diss., New York 1964; H.-F. Bornitz, Herodot-Stu-
dien: Beiträge zum Verständnis der Einheit des Geschichtswerkes, Berlin 1968; J. Cobet, Herodots Exkurse und die
Frage der Einheit seines Werkes, Wiesbaden 1971; V. Hunter, Past and Process in Herodotus and Thucydides,
Princeton 1982, pp. 177-183, 217-220; W. Nicolai, Versuch über Herodots Geschichtsphilosophie, Heidelberg

1986, pp. 13-18; Asheri, Commentary cit., pp. 12-14.
59 Among recent such works, see, e.g., D. Sansone, The Date of Herodotus’ Publication, «I.C.S.» 10

(1985), pp. 1-9; W.A. Johnson, Oral Performance and the Composition of Herodotus’ Histories, «G.R.B.S.»

35 (1994), pp. 229-254; R. Thomas, in W. Kullmann - J. Althoff (eds.), Vermittlung und Tradierung von
Wissen in der griechischen Kultur, Tübingen 1993, pp. 225-244; Pelling, Debate cit., p. 124; J.A.S. Evans,



ence to democracy (in the form of a verb) in Book 4, i.e. immediately after his de-
scription of the Persian Debate 60. In the absence of a clear vision of how Herodotus
composed his work, suggesting that he did not know the word demokratia when
writing Book 3 but knew it when writing Book 4 certainly seems surprising. Even
if this had been the case, what would have prevented Herodotus from stepping back
a little and adjusting his vocabulary in Book 3?

The other theory – that Herodotus meant but did not use the word demo-
kratia in 3.80-82 – has relied on various connotations of this word itself, which,
allegedly, precluded its use in the Debate. Sealey has suggested that the adherents
of democracy referred to it as isonomia because the latter sounded better, whereas
the opponents of democracy used the word demokratia itself 61. However, why
would the adherents of democracy, who strove to enlarge their social support,
use a different word, especially if everybody knew what they meant? And why
did Herodotus, who was not an enemy to democracy, use this word elsewhere
(e.g., 4.137.2; 6.131.1), applying it to Otanes’ proposal (6.43.3)? Brannan’s view
has been that «Herodotus by careful avoidance of the word dglojqasi* a indicates
that there was some sort of pkg& ho| a> qvom in Otanes’ mind but he does not identify
it with the Athenian concept of dglojqasi* a». However, others have interpreted
Otanes’ plethos archon as meaning demokratia, just as they rationalized the meaning
of his isonomia to have been identical to democracy even before the word demokra-
tia emerged 62.

Vlastos and Ostwald have asserted that isonomia designated «not a specific
constitution but a standard by which constitutions can be evaluated», and since de-
mocracy «measure[d] up so uniquely to the norm expressed by isonomia [...], it
[could] be singled out (and, hence, named) by the mere mention of the norm».
Generally following Vlastos, Pelling has recently outlined three reasons why
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The Beginnings of History. Herodotus and the Persian Wars, Campbellville 2006, pp. 89-100; O. Murray, in N.

Luraghi (ed.), The Historian’s Craft in the Age of Herodotus, Oxford - New York 2007, pp. 16-44 and 314-

325; S. Evans, The Recitation of Herodotus, in J. Pigoń (ed.), The Children of Herodotus. Greek and Roman
Historiography and Related Genres, Newcastle upon Tyne 2008, pp. 1-16 (with an outline of the history, con-

tent, and nature of the debate).
60 Hdt. 4.137.2 as the alleged words of Histiaeus of Miletus (see below in the text).
61 Sealey, Origins cit., p. 274: «One may therefore offer the hypothesis that demokratia, like oligarchia,

was rather a blunt word, to be used by a narrator but not by an advocate; the latter would prefer the euphe-

mism isonomia», pp. 275, 277, followed by Nippel, Mischverfassungstheorie cit., pp. 34-35 (ntt. 17 and 19) and

Saxonhouse, Democracy cit., pp. 32-33.
62 P.T. Brannan, Herodotus and History: the Constitutional Debate Preceding Darius’ Accession, «Tradi-

tio» 19 (1963), p. 432, with Bringmann, Verfassungsdebatte cit., p. 270. See also W.R. Connor, The New Po-
liticians of Fifth-Century Athens, Princeton 1971, pp. 202-203; Frei, Isonomia cit., pp. 209-210; Nakategawa,

Isegoria cit., p. 263; Ruzé, Plethos cit., p. 260; Lateiner, Historical Method cit., p. 273; C. Dewald, Form and
Content: The Question of Tyranny in Herodotus, in K.A. Morgan (ed.), Popular Tyranny, Austin 2003, p. 29;

Asheri, Commentary cit., p. 474.



Otanes, an aristocrat, supported democracy but purposefully chose to use the word
isonomia instead: (i) it suited Otanes’ character, particularly by suggesting equality
before the law; (ii) «in the later narrative the antithesis to Persian tyranny will ty-
pically be, not democracy, but something else, something which embraces Greek
states which are not at all democratic but in many cases could still be called iso-
nomic»; and (iii) Otanes «has so little positively to say about democracy», because
democracy was unfamiliar to him, or, in other words, because he was on much fir-
mer ground when criticizing tyranny than when praising democracy 63. But while
the idea that tyranny was more familiar to Otanes (and his interlocutors) than de-
mocracy is perfectly acceptable by itself, and while it might elucidate the ardor with
which Otanes denounced tyranny, it still fails to explain why he ventured to praise
democracy (if this was what his isonomia meant) in the first place.

Modern interpretations of the Persian Debate, therefore, appear to have a priori
accepted Otanes’ isonomia as his support for democracy, because this is how Hero-
dotus himself interpreted Otanes’ words (6.43.3). The flaws inherent in such inter-
pretations suggest that we should approach this situation from the other end and
raise a different question: What allowed Herodotus – followed by both ancient
(e.g., [Plut.] De unius reip. dom. 3.826de) and modern authors – to interpret Otanes’
proposal of isonomia as support for demokratia? The answer to this question lies in
the rising complexity of political life in the fifth century, which revealed itself in sev-
eral ways. One of them was the emergence of the concepts of democracy and oligar-
chy. The origin of the former concept has been dated to around the mid-fifth cen-
tury (Mann) or, more specifically, the 440s (Rosivach) or the 430s (Blok) 64. Estab-
lishing the precise dating of this development is not really possible, but Greek
authors in the mid-fifth century were well aware of what was going on. Pindar’s
Pythian 2.86-88 (c. 468?) is thought to have been the earliest mention of monarchy,
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63 Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., p. 8; see also Vlastos, Isonomia cit., p. 347: «while demokratia does no

more than describe a fact, isonomia expresses an idea, indeed a whole set of ideas, by which the partisans of

democracy justified the rule of the people», and Ostwald, Nomos cit., pp. 111 («a political principle»), 113: on

isonomia as «the principle of political equality [...] not a constitutional form», p. 180. This approach lacks a

historical perspective on the development of practices, institutions, and concepts in ancient Greece. Cf., e.g.,

Ostwald’s puzzlement (p. 106) that Alcmaeon’s text (see above) juxtaposed monarchy not with democracy but

with isonomia. But were there constitutional forms and the principle of political equality before the appear-

ance of oligarchy and democracy in the fifth century? Evidently, it is because the origin of isonomia chron-

ologically preceded the origins of specific political régimes, such as oligarchy and democracy, that isonomia
could be associated with both of them, so that Vlastos and Ostwald have defined isonomia not as a «constitu-

tional form» but as a «principle». Pelling, Debate cit., pp. 136-138 (at pp. 137-138).
64 E.g., Ch. Mann, in A.-C. Hernández (ed.), Démocratie athénienne - démocratie moderne. Tradition et

influences, Geneva 2010, p. 69 (and nt. 41 with bibliography); Rosivach, Tyrant cit., p. 52; J.H. Blok, Becom-
ing Citizens. Some Notes on the Semantics of ‘Citizen’ in Archaic Greece and Classical Athens, «Klio» 87 (2005),

p. 30. For this «change in terminology» as a development that evolved over several decades: Raaflaub, ‘Political
Creature’ cit., pp. 340-341.



oligarchy, and democracy together, even though Pindar’s text defined the latter two
régimes as «wise men» and «raucous soldiers» 65. Aeschylus’ words about the «power-
ful hand of the people» (demou kratousa kheir) have been interpreted as a possible
reference to demokratia (whether in Athens or in Argos, or in both at once) 66. Pseu-
do-Xenophon’s Athenian Politeia, which qualified democracy and oligarchy as poli-
tical systems, has been dated to the period between the 440s and the 420s 67.

Another outcome of this development was the replacement of the antagonism
between isonomia and the rule of one person by the antagonism between democracy
and oligarchy as the main type of social conflict in Greece. Maurice Pope has ob-
served that the «political contrast between ‘the many’ and ‘the few’ occurs only after
430 B.C.». For Christian Meier, «the wide range of constitutions that were desig-
nated as isonomies or democracies, by contrast with ‘tyranny’, was divided up about
the year 430 into ‘democracies’ and ‘oligarchies’, each term now being understood
in a new sense... The real antithesis of democracies is now no longer tyranny, but
oligarchy». Likewise, Raphael Sealey has noted that «in the second half of the fifth
century linguistic usage treated the words demokratia and oligarkhia as a stock con-
trast» 68. Ehrenberg, who was probably the first to draw our attention to the idea
that the antagonism between isonomia and the rule of one person was being replaced
by the antagonism between democracy and oligarchy in the fifth century, still ratio-
nalized isonomia as essentially a political concept. The same stance was taken by Ro-
sivach and Raaflaub, who perceptively observed the evolution of the meaning of this
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65 Lasserre, Hérodote cit., p. 72; Alonso-Núñez, Verfassungsdebatte cit., p. 29; Ostwald, Oligarchia cit.,

p. 15; P.J. Rhodes, Oligarchs in Athens, in R. Brock - S. Hodkinson (eds.), Alternatives to Athens: Varieties of
Political Organization and Community in Ancient Greece, Oxford - New York 2000, p. 124; H. Leppin, Un-
like(ly) Twins? Democracy and Oligarchy in Context, in H. Beck (ed.), A Companion to Ancient Greek Govern-
ment, Malden 2013, pp. 148-149.

66 Aeschyl. Suppl. 604 (463?). Cf., e.g., Ehrenberg, Origins cit., pp. 517, 524 and A.J. Podlecki, The
Political Background of Aeschylean Tragedy, Ann Arbor 1966, pp. 48, 57-58.

67 E.g., [Xen.] Ath. Pol. 1.3-5; 2.19-20. For detailed discussions and bibliography, see R. Osborne,

The Old Oligarch. Pseudo-Xenophon’s Constitution of the Athenians, London 20042, pp. 4-5; J.L. Marr -

P.J. Rhodes, The ‘Old Oligarch’: The Constitution of the Athenians Attributed to Xenophon, Oxford 2008,

pp. 3-6, 31-32, and G. Weber: Pseudo-Xenophon, Die Verfassung der Athener, Darmstadt 2010, pp. 20-

25, who were all inclined to date this text to around the mid-420s. Pace S. Hornblower, in P. Flensted-Jensen

et al. (eds.), Polis & Politics. Studies in Ancient Greek and Roman History Presented to M.H. Hansen on His
Sixtieth Birthday, Copenhagen 2000, pp. 363-384, who advocated the date in the fourth century, largely

on literary grounds, but without any support, and P.A. Tuci, in C. Bearzot et al. (eds.), L’Athenaion politeia

rivisitata. Il punto su Pseudo-Senofonte, Milan 2011, p. 69, who opted for the period between 415-413.
68 M. Pope, Thucydides and Democracy, «Historia» 37 (1988), p. 282; Ch. Meier, The Greek Discovery

of Politics, Cambridge, MA 1990, p. 171 (who still considers isonomia as designating a political régime); Sea-

ley, Origins cit., p. 267; see also, e.g., Meier, Bemerkungen cit., pp. 5, 9; Nippel, Mischverfassungstheorie cit.,

p. 43; J. Ober, The Athenian Revolution. Essays on Ancient Greek Democracy and Political Theory, Princeton

1996, p. 37; cf. G. Giorgini, La città e il tiranno. Il concetto di tirannide nella Grecia del VII-IV secolo a.C.,
Milan 1993, pp. 127-128.



word, but, again, placed an emphasis on its political significance 69. However, this
understanding of isonomia emerged only later. Herodotus himself reflected this evo-
lution by providing information about two types of social conflicts in Greece. One
of them was the old antithesis between monarchy and isonomia, which Herodotus
illustrated with reference to the activities of Maeandrius in Samos and Aristagoras
in Miletus, who strove, either allegedly or for real, to replace monarchy with isono-
mia 70. At the same time, Herodotus also mentioned a new type of conflict: between
the «men of substance», or the rich, and the demos. His examples included the ex-
pulsion of the rich by the demos from Naxos (5.30); the mastery by the rich over the
demos in Aegina, and the subsequent uprising of the demos against them (6.91); and
the deportation of landowners from Syracuse by the demos and their own slaves
(7.155). Such instances led to the establishment of the rule of the demos that
appeared to be in charge of, and made decisions for, the city (e.g., 1.59; 5.97;
6.104,136; 7.142; 8.7; 9.5). Herodotus likewise used the word «people» (demos)
both when Demonax turned what had previously belonged to the kings over to
the commonality of Cyrene (4.161: es meson to demo etheke), and when, as the poor
were fighting against the rich, Cleisthenes famously «took people in the partnership»,
thus making demos a political force 71. In the latter case, Herodotus changed the
broadly social meaning of demos to a designation of a specific political régime 72.

Still another outcome of the rising complexity of political life in Greece in the
fifth century was that not only did new concepts emerge, but existing concepts ac-
quired new meanings. This happened with demos, as we have just seen above, and
plethos, which still retained its original broadly-social meaning of «multitude», but
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69 Ehrenberg, Origins cit., pp. 535-536; Rosivach, Tyrant cit., pp. 50, 51: by the late fifth century,

isonomia «had expanded so far as to be synonymous with democracy», and 47, 51, 55 on isonomia as a po-

litical concept; Raaflaub, Isonomia cit., pp. 3521-3522, and Raaflaub, ‘Political Creature’ cit., pp. 340-341.
70 Hdt. 3.142 and 5.37.2, with, e.g., Berve, Tyrannis cit., p. 185 and E.W. Robinson, Democracy be-

yond Athens. Popular Government in the Greek Classical Age, Cambridge - New York 2011, p. 177 (Arista-

goras). The isonomia proclaimed by Maeandrius «was consistent with aristocratic control», according to

B.M. Mitchell, Herodotus and Samos, «J.H.S.» 95 (1975), p. 86 and G. Shipley, A History of Samos, 800-
188 B.C., Oxford 1987, pp. 104-105. Cf. McGlew, Political Culture cit., p. 129 (with nt. 9), who doubted

that it was correct to define the isonomia proposed by Maeandrius as either democratic or aristocratic. In

the latter case, his argument was based on Herodotus’ words (3.142.4) that Maeandrius’ proposal was rejected

because of his (Maeandrius’) base origin. But this does not make a compelling argument about the nature of

isonomia: what was rejected was not isonomia as such, but Maeandrius’ wish to change the political system of

Samos, and thus to occupy a special place in its community (in addition to his desire to receive a big money

payment and a hereditary priesthood). However, although McGlew formally defined isonomia as political

equality (p. 125), he actually came close to perceiving its original politically neutral meaning.
71 On demos as designating the poor: e.g., Hdt. 1.93,196. Cleistenes: Hdt. 5.66,69.
72 Rosivach, Tyrant cit., p. 52. For the development of the meaning of the word demos, which only

gradually acquired a political flavor, see the first part of this article, with, e.g., Donlan, Ideal cit., pp. 225-

338 and Werlings, Le demos cit., pp. 267-289.



also began to be used as a designation for political majority 73 and, eventually, for
democracy, as in the dialogue between Socrates and a Stranger in Plato, Polit. 31cd:

Str.: And after monarchy one might, I should say, speak about the rule of the few. Soc.:

Yes, how otherwise? Str.: And is not the third form of politeia the rule of the multitude (he
tou plethous arkhe), which is called democracy (demokratia)? Soc. And this is for sure.

The meaning of to meson, which, as we have seen above, was a broadly social
concept, also acquired a political dimension. For example, Aristotle (Pol. 1295b.35-
37) applied to meson as a political concept, thus creating the impression that this
had always been the case:

It is clear that the political community administered by the moderates (dia ton meson) is

the best, and that it is possible for those states to be well governed that are of the kind in

which the class of the moderates (to meson) is numerous and stronger than the other two

classes (together), which would be the best, or, at least, than each of these two.

This later vision of to meson as a political régime has allowed some to associate
it with the democratic mode of government 74. But further in the same passage,
Aristotle juxtaposed the community administered by the moderates to the extremes
of the «ultimate democracy» (demos eskhatos) and «unmixed oligarchy» (oligarkhia
akratos) or tyranny, showing that the original meaning of to meson as «equality»
had survived into the fourth century. The same follows from passages by ancient
authors who put isonomia and demokratia side by side, evidently because democracy
included not merely legal equality (referred to by Pericles in his funeral oration, as
we read in Thucydides) but also political equality or, as a later commentator on
Demosthenes put it, «democracy has isonomia and isotimia» 75.

A similar change affected the idea of equality. It was originally compatible
with monarchy (as in Homer), then it was compatible with monarchy provided
the monarch was just (as in Hesiod, who also speaks of «bad kings»; see below).
Then, the noun isonomia emerged to be juxtaposed with monarchy, which desig-
nated the rule of one person in the sixth century, as for Alcmaeon, and a political
régime in the fifth century, as for Herodotus and his contemporaries, who held
monarchy to be synonymous with tyranny 76. The meaning of the word «tyranny»
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73 See esp. Ruzé, Plethos cit., pp. 252-259 (epigraphical evidence). For the earlier broadly social under-

standing of plethos, see, e.g., (Otanes in) Hdt. 3.80.6; Arist. Pol. 1297b.16-28, and in the first part of this

article.
74 E.g., Strasburger, Lexikon cit., p. 199; Lasserre, Hérodote cit., p. 80; L. Gourmelen, Kékrops, le roi-

serpent, Paris 2004, p. 239.
75 Thuc. 2.37.1; Sch. Dem. 22.30: en demokratia isonomia kai isotimia (Dilts, 91b).
76 Alcmaeon, fr. 4 = FVS 1, p. 215, vv. 11-16 (see above). Cf. Solon’s view of tyranny as a lawless

régime: G. Ferrara, La politica di Solone, Naples 1964, pp. 107-134. Herodotus (6.23) used the words «tyr-

ant», «king», and «monarch» interchangeably, and saw nothing wrong in defining the position of Aristagoras,



evolved accordingly as well. Originally a neutral designation for the rule of one per-
son 77, it has been argued that it only acquired a pejorative sense, as a cruel and im-
moral domination, in the sixth century 78. Many have already observed that Darius,
who aspired to establish his own sole rule, did not use this word, unlike Otanes who
criticized tyranny as one ruler’s lawless and unbridled domination 79. It is possible
that the origins of this development should be dated to earlier times: James F.
McGlew has perceptively noted that Zeus and Dike (the goddess of justice) became
father and daughter in Hesiod, reflecting the «change in the conception of royal
power». Hesiod provides a vivid example of this change by juxtaposing the «straight
judgments» (itheiai dikai ) of kings, who were «children of Zeus», to the «crooked
judgments» (dikai skoliai ) of the bad kings 80.

The emergence of isonomia was another outcome of this growing negative per-
ception of the royal rule: the above-quoted reference to Alcmaeon reveals that iso-
nomia originally designated social (and, then, legal) justice, as opposed to the ex-
cesses of one’s individual rule. In what looks like a case of borrowing from sources
belonging to different historical periods, Herodotus shows us this transition by
using the word «tyranny» in both its earlier and later senses – his Deioces is a «lover
of tyranny», who is nevertheless keen to abide by justice and dispenses «straight
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the «tyrant of Miletus» (5.49.1), as a «kingship» (5.35.1: basileie). See also Eur. Electra 876-877 and, in gen-

eral, Wüst, Denken cit., pp. 52-53 and V. Parker, Tyrannos. The Semantics of a Political Concept from Archi-
lochus to Aristotle, «Hermes» 126 (1998), p. 162; pace P.W. Rose, Class in Archaic Greece, Cambridge - New

York 2012, p. 202 (with nt. 5), asserting that «one-man rule in any form is, in Herodotus’s eyes, an evil».

However, this view reflects neither the historical development of the idea of tyranny nor the way in which

Herodotus fused together earlier and contemporary evidence and opinions about tyranny.
77 E.g., Parker, Vom König zum Tyrannen cit., pp. 168-169, 183, 184; Rosivach, Tyrant cit., pp. 44-

45.
78 E.g., M. White, Greek Tyranny, «Phoenix» 9 (1955), p. 3; Barceló, Basileia cit., p. 85; Parker, Ty-

rannos cit., p. 155; Ostwald, Oligarchia cit., p. 10; Dewald, Tyranny cit., p. 40. Cf. Ferrill, Herodotus cit.,

p. 385: after 400 B.C.; B. Gentili, Polemica antitirannica, «Q.U.C.C.» n.s. 1 (1979), p. 155: in the fifth cen-

tury.
79 Hdt. 3.80.3-5, with White, Tyranny cit., pp. 1-2; Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., p. 3 nt. 6; Meier,

Bemerkungen cit., pp. 25-26; Ferrill, Herodotus cit., p. 393; Gentili, Polemica cit., pp. 154-155; Parker, Ty-
rannos cit., p. 164; Pelling, Debate cit., p. 148; Ostwald, Oligarchia cit., p. 17; Dewald, Tyranny cit., p. 28.

The appearance of this specific understanding of tyranny also reflected the survival of the original vision of

kingship as a benevolent rule, allowing later generations to retrospectively see earlier kings as maintaining (Ne-

leus) and promoting (Theseus) justice and equality (and even democracy: see below), and enabling Aristotle

(Pol. 1279a.38-39) to present kingship as the rule of one person for the sake of the common benefit. The

authors asserting that the concepts of basileus and tyrannos were not mutually interchangeable in the text

of Herodotus (see above, nt. 34) ignore the historical development of these concepts.
80 Hes. Th. 901-902 (see above, nt. 34), with McGlew, Political Culture cit., p. 59, and K.-J. Höl-

keskamp, Written Law in Archaic Greece, «P.C.P.S.» 38 (1992), p. 104. «Straight judgments»: Hes. O.D.

39,225-226. Kings as «children of Zeus»: Hes. Th. 96. «Crooked judgments» of the bad kings: Hes. O.D.
194,221,258-264.



judgments», whereas Herodotus’ juxtaposition of tyranny with isonomia, including
his description of the Persian debate, reveals the lawless nature of tyranny 81.

In the fifth century, isonomia became associated solely with democracy 82, be-
cause of the newly-minted concepts designating specific political régimes democracy
was perceived as the only one based on equality and law 83. Thucydides reflected
upon the new understanding of isonomia, by mentioning it as one of the names
for a political faction in the 420s. Approaching the same situation in a different
fashion, Aristotle said that it was the régime of the mesoi that most typically con-
sisted of those who were equal and alike, and that the people who formed to meson
were much more numerous in democracies than in oligarchies 84. Isonomia thus be-
came juxtaposed with monarchy, or tyranny (which was identified, first, as a rule of
one person and, then, as a political régime), and with oligarchy (as a political ré-
gime). Aeschines reflected this view when he contrasted tyranny and oligarchy as
lawless régimes with democracy (1.4-5):

Tyrannies and oligarchies are governed by the temperament of those in power, but demo-

cratic cities are governed by the established laws. You are aware, men of Athens, that in a

democracy the persons of citizens and the constitution are protected by the laws, while

tyrants and oligarchs are protected by distrust and armed guards.

It was the understanding of oligarchy as a lawless régime that allowed the
Greeks to group it together with tyranny and juxtapose them with democracy,
as Martin Ostwald and Lynette Mitchell have demonstrated in great detail.
Mitchell, in particular, pointed to passages from Thucydides, Isocrates, and An-
docides, as well as later authors, noting that «Thucydides is the first to make
explicit the link between oligarchy and tyranny» 85. Therefore, the juxtaposition
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81 E.g., White, Tyranny cit., pp. 3-4; Berve, Tyrannis cit, p. 197; Rosivach, Tyrant cit., p. 44; Parker,

Tyrannos cit., pp. 163-164. Deioces: Hdt. 1.96-101; cf. 3.142 and 5.37.2: contrasting tyranny with isonomia,
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democracy»); K.A. Raaflaub, in K.A. Morgan (ed.), Popular Tyranny: Sovereignty and Its Discontents in Ancient
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Costa, Osservazioni sul concetto di isonomia, in A. D’Atena - E. Lanzilotta (eds.), Da Omero alla costituzione
europea. Costituzionalismo antico e moderno, Rome 2003, p. 40; Raaflaub, Isonomia cit., pp. 3521-3522; Canali

De Rossi, Tiranni cit., pp. 15-16.
83 E.g., Thuc. 2.37.1; Plato, Rep. 8.11.558c; Arist. Pol. 1291b.34-36; Plut. Sept. sap. conv. 11.154cd;

see also, e.g., Sch. Dem. 22.30 [Dilts]-Fouchard, Aristocratie cit., pp. 192-193; Birgalias, To stadio tes isono-
mias cit., pp. 34-38 (with bibliography).

84 Thuc. 3.82.8; Arist. Pol. 1295b.2-3 and 26-27, with R. Laurenti, in S. Cataldi (ed.), Poleis e poli-
teiai. Esperienze politiche, tradizioni letterarie, progetti costituzionali, Alessandria 2004, p. 389, and 1296a.13-

16, respectively.
85 Ostwald, Oligarchia cit., pp. 21-23; L. Mitchell, Tyrannical Oligarchs at Athens, in S. Lewis (ed.),

Ancient Tyranny, Edinburgh 2006, pp. 178-187 (at p. 182). See Thuc. 6.60.1 with de Romilly, Le classement



of isonomia with monarchy and with oligarchy only came gradually, and at dif-
ferent times.

In the fifth century, when democracy and oligarchy emerged as specific poli-
tical forms, tyranny was also reinterpreted as a political régime and, accordingly,
was not juxtaposed with isonomia, as before, but with democracy 86. This is how
Herodotus (4.137.2) rendered the alleged words of Histiaeus of Miletus to other
Ionian potentates who held the council at the moment when Darius was returning
from an unsuccessful campaign against the Scythians: «If Darius’ power be over-
thrown, we shall no longer be able to rule, neither I in Miletus nor any of you else-
where; for all the cities will choose democracy rather than tyranny». Herodotus
(6.43.3) also described how Mardonius «deposed all the Ionian tyrants and set
up democracies in their cities». Since that time, juxtaposing democracy with tyran-
ny has been a characteristic feature of Greek politics, and of Greek historiography:
Thucydides (6.60.1) explained the Athenians’ reaction to the mutilation of the
Herms and the profanation of the Mysteries (415) by the fear in Athens that the
same people who had committed such acts wanted to establish «oligarchy and tyr-
anny»; the «decree of Demophantus» (410) obliged the Athenians to swear to pro-
tect their democracy against tyranny (Andoc. 1.96); and the Athenians adopted a
similar law supporting democracy against the threat of tyranny in 337-336 (Agora
16, no. 73 = IG II3.320).

Herodotus’ information about the words of Histiaeus and, particularly, about
the activity of Mardonius has played an important rôle in modern studies on the
origins of ancient Greek democracy. Many, from Larsen to Luraghi, have presented
Herodotus’ reference to Mardonius having set up democracies in Ionia as proof that
Otanes’ proposal of isonomia was, in fact, advocating democracy 87. Even when their
individual views disagree, they all appear to share the same premise of identifying
isonomia with demokratia. Some – like Vlastos, Lasserre, and Strasburger, among
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to underestimate the complexity of this development: Ostwald refers to the «conflation of oligarchy and tyr-
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86 E.g., White, Tyranny cit., p. 4: before the fifth century, tyranny was not a «technical description of a

type of government». See Wüst, Denken cit., pp. 59-60; Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., p. 5 nt. 2, and Rosi-

vach, Tyrant cit., p. 51.
87 Larsen, Theory cit., pp. 3-4; Apffel, Verfassungsdebatte cit., p. 76; Evans, Notes cit., p. 82; J.A.S.

Evans, Herodotus, Explorer of the Past. Three Essays, Princeton 1991, p. 100; Alonso-Núñez, Verfassungsdebatte
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Knowledge in Herodotus’ Histories, in N. Luraghi (ed.), The Historian’s Craft in the Age of Herodotus, Oxford -

New York 2001, pp. 142-143. Having accepted Herodotus’ words about Mardonius as establishing democ-

racies in Ionia, Ostwald (Nomos cit., pp. 109, 179), Strasburger (Lexikon cit., p. 275), and Dewald (Tyranny
cit., pp. 46, 51-52) saw it as a confirmation of what was said at the Debate.



others – have used Herodotus’ evidence about Mardonius to interpret the cases
when tyrannies were abolished by Maeandrius in Samos and Aristagoras in Miletus
in favor of isonomia, as the establishment of democracy 88. Conversely, Gehrke as-
serted that Mardonius was, in fact, enforcing the régime based on isonomia, with
reference to Herodotus’ words about the isonomia established by Maeandrius and
Aristagoras. And De Libero has held Herodotus’ words about the replacement of
tyranny with isonomia by Maeandrius and Aristagoras as anachronistic, precisely be-
cause she also associated isonomia with democracy 89. Since Herodotus spoke of de-
mocracy in some such cases and of isonomia in others, and since all these cases have
been examined together as being of equal historical value, it is not surprising that
the overall conclusion has been that Herodotus saw no difference between isonomia
and demokratia. But even if this was how Herodotus and his contemporaries inter-
preted isonomia and demokratia in the fifth century 90, we still need to distinguish
between the events described by Herodotus – i.e. tyrannies being replaced by iso-
nomia – and the interpretation of these events in Herodotus’ time, when isonomia
first began to be seen as a political régime that was close to, or identical with, de-
mocracy. When Herodotus spoke of tyrannies of the late sixth and early fifth cen-
turies as being replaced by isonomia, as in the cases of Maeandrius and Aristagoras,
or by demokratia, as in the case of Mardonius, he both incorporated the vocabulary
of his source(s) and reflected contemporary perceptions, retrospectively applying
new concepts, such as «democracy», in contexts in which they never belonged.

Herodotus’ stance reflected the development, which emerged in the fifth cen-
tury, to retrospectively interpret real or imagined promotions of equality (isonomia)
as support for democracy. Such references concerned some of the most important
personalities in Athenian history. Thus, Theseus, the legendary king of Athens –
who allegedly supported the rule of law, including bringing proposals forward for col-
lective deliberations (es meson), and invited everybody to live «on equal terms» (epi tois
isois) – was presented as the founder of demokratia in a speech from the Demosthenic
corpus, in the Parian Chronicle (probably inscribed in the mid-third century B.C.),
and by Plutarch 91. Solon, who introduced what we might call oligarkhia isonomos in
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88 Hdt. 3.142 and 5.37.2 (see above, nt. 70). Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., pp. 6-7; Lasserre, Hérodote
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Samos cit., p. 104; Ruzé, Plethos cit., p. 260.
89 Gehrke, Stasis cit., p. 58 nt. 5; and 42 (linking the slogan of isonomia with the outbreak of the Io-

nian revolt). L. De Libero, Die Archaische Tyrannis, Stuttgart 1996, pp. 301, 362-363 (on isonomia as «equal
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90 Ehrenberg, Origins cit., pp. 526-527, 529-530. Cf. Sealey, Origins cit., pp. 275-276, who tried to
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late in the sixth century: e.g., J.N. Davie, Theseus the King in Fifth-Century Athens, «G&R» 2nd s. 29 (1982),



the early sixth century, was hailed as the father of democracy by Greek authors of the
fourth century 92. It is not surprising that these authors saw Solon’s «ancestral democ-
racy» differently from the democracy of Pericles 93. Nor is it surprising that the accep-
tance of this later retrospective view of Solon as the founder of the Athenian democ-
racy by modern authors has provoked a sophisticated ongoing discussion 94. The evol-
ving Athenian vision of the two tyrannicides offers an even more vivid example of this
later reinterpretation: whereas the scholia of the late sixth century presented Harmo-
dius and Aristogeiton as founders of isonomia, the two tyrannicides were hailed as
defenders of democracy in the comedies of Aristophanes a century later and in a
speech attributed to Lysias, broadly dated to the turn of the fourth century 95.
The Athenians also incorporated the new image of the tyrannicides into the demo-
cratic system of values by honoring champions of democracy in the same way they
honored Harmodius and Aristogeiton and their descendants. Honorific decrees for
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p. 26; K.-W. Welwei, Athen. Vom neolitischen Siedlungsplatz zur archaischen Grosspolis, Darmstadt 1992,
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2005, p. 213.
93 Hansen, Solonian Democracy cit., pp. 74-75; Gehrke, The Figure of Solon cit., pp. 280-281.
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New York 2006; C. Farrar, Power to the People, in K.A. Raaflaub et al. (eds), Origins of Democracy in Ancient
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95 Poet. Mel. Graeci, Carm. Conviv. 893, 896 (Page) = Athenae. 15.695ab (see above, nt. 45), with U.

von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Aristoteles und Athen II, Berlin 1893, p. 319; A.J. Podlecki, The Political Sig-
nificance of the Athenian ‘Tyrannicide’-Cult, «Historia» 15 (1966), pp. 129-141 (on this cult as only becoming

associated with democracy in the fifth century); Rosivach, Tyrant cit., p. 49. Lys. 2.18-19. Wilamowitz-Moel-
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Demades 96, Lycurgus 97, Demosthenes 98, and Demochares 99, among others, show
that the honorand in these cases received a statue of brass in the market place, whereas
his oldest living descendant had the right to free meals in the prytaneum, as well as to
front seats in the theater (proedria) and (although this evidence only emerged later)
freedom from liturgies (ateleia), i.e. the same honors and privileges that were enjoyed
by the oldest surviving descendants of Harmodius and Aristogeiton 100.

The retrospective perception of isonomia as a political régime has similarly en-
gendered conflicting theories about Cleisthenes’ reform in Athens: some believe
that the concept of isonomia was appropriated by «democrats» and became another
designation for democracy 101, whereas others say that Cleisthenes established isono-
mia which was (only later) understood as democracy 102. These opinions weigh
heavily in the ongoing discussion about whether Cleisthenes’ régime can be defined
as demokratia from its very beginning or whether it only gradually evolved into
«classical Athenian democracy» 103. This discussion has no bearing to our examina-
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cit., p. 474; Canali De Rossi, Tiranni cit., pp. 15-16.
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tion, in the sense that both camps still see isonomia as having originally been, and as
having remained, a political concept. But this discussion touches upon another im-
portant development in the fifth century that seems to have been passed over or, at
least, has received no specific treatment in corresponding studies: not only did new
concepts emerge and existing concepts acquire new meanings, but even the mean-
ings of the newly-minted concepts evolved as they were retrospectively applied to
the past. Thus, demokratia itself could be understood in more than one way: it
is clear that when Isocrates, who was not a friend to classical Athenian democracy,
urged for the restoration of the democracy of Solon and Cleisthenes, he did not
have the democracy of Pericles in mind. Likewise, when the Four Hundred enter-
tained the idea of restoring Cleisthenes’ demokratia, they did not look forward to
(re)establishing equal political rights 104. The «ancestral democracy», which emerged
as a powerful slogan in fourth-century Athens 105, was a product of the retrospective
application of the word demokratia, further confusing modern perceptions of the
origins of ancient Greek democracy. The situation with isonomia was similar: isono-
mia did not develop into demokratia 106, but it became reinterpreted in political
terms from a later perspective.

Herodotus’ information and interpretations, therefore, need to be put in their
fifth-century context, when specific political concepts (oligarchy and democracy)
emerged, and old social concepts (tyranny, demos, and isonomia) acquired narrow
political significance, even as they retained their original broad connotations; and
when the meaning of the newly-minted concepts evolved, as they began to be retro-
spectively applied to the realities of the past. This perception of the terminological
context in which Herodotus wrote his Histories raises the question of the sources he
used. While a definite answer to this question is impossible 107, we can explain con-
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tradictions in the Histories by Herodotus’ use of evidence from different periods, as
well as by his reworking and rephrasing this evidence on the basis of perceptions of
his own time. Thus, Herodotus’ information about the Persian Debate contradicts
what he later says about Xerxes’ claim that his ancestry went back through Darius,
directly to Achaemenes (7.11.2) 108. There was no need to stage the Debate if Da-
rius’ right to kingship was undisputed. Nor was there any need for Darius to obtain
the kingship by fraud, as we read in Herodotus’ description that immediately fol-
lows the Persian Debate (3.83-84).

The most obvious internal contradiction in the Debate is that it combines the
evident bipartite social (and legal) juxtaposition of monarchy and isonomia with
what is, formally, an argument over three specific political régimes. We do not
know whether this happened because Herodotus brought together sources belong-
ing to different periods or because he altered his source(s) in line with contemporary
views. It could be both. Internal evidence can be used either way: the lack of any
reference to democracy speaks for the former opinion, whereas oligarchy’s allotment
to a much less significant place in the Debate supports the latter 109. While Hero-
dotus borrowed the information (or, at least, the basic outline) of what we have in
3.80-82 from elsewhere, and while he did not use the word demokratia and its cog-
nates in the Debate because they were not in his source(s), he gave his own inter-
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183 (see above, nt. 85).



pretation to the content of the Debate in 6.43.3, by substituting isonomia with de-
mokratia, which was already familiar to his readers 110.

The Persian Debate, therefore, stands in the same line as Theseus’ synoecism,
Solon’s reform, the murder of Hipparchus by Harmodius and Aristogeiton, and the
reorganization of Attica by Cleisthenes, all of which were retrospectively reinter-
preted as events pertaining to democracy. Other cases of Herodotus’ use of the
word demokratia reveal the same situation: the alleged words of Histiaeus of Miletus
to Ionian rulers in 4.137.2, the reference to Mardonius as replacing tyrannies in
Ionia with demokratiai in 6.43.3 (i.e., in the same passage where he interpreted
Otanes’ words as a proposal for demokratia), and the words that Cleisthenes gave
the Athenians «tribes and demokratia» in 6.131.1. They all reflected a later juxtapo-
sition of tyranny with democracy. These instances reveal Herodotus’ own voice, as
he provided contemporary interpretations to events of the past. His reference to
Mardonius as establishing democracies in Ionian cities, therefore, cannot serve as
a support of his reference to Otanes as defending demokratia in the Persian De-
bate 111, because both were made in retrospect.

Conclusion

By reinterpreting isonomia as demokratia (4.137.2; 6.43.3), Herodotus retro-
spectively projected the political realities of his own time onto the events of the
sixth century. His description of the fall of tyrannies in various Greek cities and
of the Persian Debate confuses different stages in the political development of
Greece, because he used old concepts (which he provided with later definitions)
and retrospectively applied recently coined concepts (which had to be adjusted to
fit into an alien context). Thus, the main antithesis we see in the Debate – between
monarchy (understood as tyranny) and isonomia – reflects the situation in the sixth
century, when isonomia designated social equality and legal protection as opposed to
the unlimited domination of one person. But the Debate also introduces the reali-
ties of the fifth century, by setting three specific political régimes against each other.
Since democracy saw monarchy and oligarchy as lacking equality and legal protec-
tion, they were lumped together with tyranny. Isonomia, on the other hand, was
associated with the newly minted democracy and reinterpreted as political equality.
The result is that the content of the Persian Debate is awkward and confusing: oli-
garchy is essentially neglected; isonomia is used as a name for a political régime; and
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the central conflict appears to be between monarchy, which is understood as a po-
litical régime, and democracy 112. Such observations undermine the vision of the
Persian Debate as a rhetorical construct, which gives too much credit to Herodotus
as a «verbal craftsman», who specifically «diversified the terms used by the partici-
pants to further the emotional effects of their language» 113. This diversity can also
be explained by Herodotus’ use of evidence, whether written or oral (or both), some
of which he retained and some he reinterpreted, and rephrased, on the basis of con-
temporary perceptions 114.

Having a closer look at the Persian Debate reveals that modern view of isono-
mia as having always been a political concept, thus designating democracy or ’pro-
to-democracy’ before the emergence of the word demokratia, effectively blurs our
vision of the political development of Greece in the fifth century, including the
emergence of new concepts and the evolution of the meaning of those that already
existed. Historical perspective on isonomia’s development in stages – of which only
the last one linked it with democracy – undermines the theories of the «mixed con-
stitution» and «proto-democracy». These theories are untenable, unless one wishes
to see traces of «proto-democracy» in any form of collective activity. Gomme’s old
maxim that isonomia (originally) designated a «constitutional regime, whether oli-
garchic or democratic, the rule of order, the contrary of the irresponsible tyranny»
still holds true, as does Vlastos’ keen observation that if isonomia meant «what
Gomme thought it did, much of what has been written on the subject is false or
at least misleading» 115.
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112 For Otanes juxtaposing monarchy with democracy: Ehrenberg, Origins cit., pp. 524-525; Connor,

Politicians cit., pp. 192-193; Lateiner, Historical Method cit., p. 170 = Vignolo Munson (ed.), Herodotus and
the Narrative of the Past cit., p. 201; Parker, Vom König zum Tyrannen cit., p. 165 nt. 1, and above. It is only

in this sense that the arguments used in this Debate were «firmly rooted in Greek thought of the second half

of the fifth century»: Raaflaub, Perceptions cit., p. 41.
113 E.g., Connor, Politicians cit., p. 204.
114 For a close stance, see Fouchard, Aristocratie cit., p. 218.
115 Gomme, in «C.R.» 63 (1949), p. 125 (see above, nt. 37); Vlastos, Isonomia politike cit., p. 2. I am

grateful to two anonymous referees for several observations and suggestions.
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