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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION: ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY AND

THE HISTORY OF IDEOLOGIES

IT SEEMS only fair to state at the outset that this book, like most of the aca­
demie work 1 have undertaken in the last decade, has its part in a triple
agenda: It is intended first to define an approach to und erstanding the past
that might be calIed a "history of ideologies." It is next mean t to help establish
the study of classical Greek democracy (and the ideological appa ratus that
sustained it) as a significant and active subfield within both Gr eek history and
political theory . Fina lIy, it is written in the hope of making ancient historians
and political theorists more aware of one another's work.! With regard to the
third of these ambitions, 1 believe that the study of classical democracy couId
serve as a bridge between two disciplines that have much to gain by doser
interaction. The potential payoff is considerable: Historical studies grounded
in contextual specificity can gain purchase in contem porary deba tes when in­
formed by the concerns of normative theory. And theory will be both tem­
pered and strengthened by a confrontation with the pragmatic consequences
of political thought and practice in a society that developed norms strikingly
similar to those of modern liberalism, but predicated those familiar norms on
radicalIy unfamiliar grounds. Likewise, in term s of my own intellectual history,
these essays stand between the fields of practice and theory. Sorne (Chapters 3,
4, and 7) are intended to develop and clarify concepts introduced in my 1989
study of democratie practices, Mass and Elite in Democratie Athens. Others re­
spond to alternative scholarly treatm ents of classical democracy (Chapters 8
and 9). Two assess the relationship between democracy and foreign policy
(Chapters 5 and 6). Several chapters look forward to and lay sorne of the
groundwo rk for a book in progress on the origins of critical political theory
(Chapters 2, 10, and 11).2

These essays on ancient Greek political ideology and democratie theory ,
written (with the exception of Chapter 6) in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
originalIyappea red in a miscellany of colIections and journals aimed at equally
diverse audiences (classical historians, political scientists, specialists in interna-

1 Cf. ü ber an d Hedrick 1993 and 1996.
2 Extended critica l treatments of über 1989b include D. Co hen 1991; Morris 1993; Shaw

1991; Yunis 199 1; Hansen 1990a; Patterson 1992. l delivered a preliminary version of the book in
progress as the Martin Classical Lectures at Oberlin College in February 1994; ü ber 1993 and
1994 repre sent some of the first fruits of the project.



4 CHAPTER 1

tional relations and military policy). Yet they are all inform ed by a consistent
and simple idea: Something historically and politically remarkable took place
in the polis of Athens between 50S and 322,B.C.3 T his era, which can reason­
ably be called the "classical period" of Athenian social and political history,
begins with the popular uprising tha t 1 argu e (Chapter 4) should beregarded
as the inaugura l moment of the "Athen ian Revolution." It ends witlï 'the sup-'
pression of popular government by the militarily superior Macedonians. T he
sociopolitical phenomenon with which this book is primarily con~~:l1e'9 is
dëmokratia-a term coined in late sixth- or fifth-century Athens to denote the
rule of the dëmos, the mass of ordinary adult male natives.Athenian democracy
is remarkable beca use it '~'!~ the real thing- in classical Athè ns the demos was
the true political authority. T hough political leadership was a key element in
the workings of Athen iangovernment (Chapters 4, 6, and 7), there was no
behind-the-scenes oligarchy of bureaucrats, dealmakers, landl ords, warlords,
or aristocrate." T he Athenian Revolution in its wider sense (regarded as an era
rather than as a moment) featured a radical and decisive shift in the struct ures
of political authority and of social relations, and (a matter of special concern to
me) in the conce pts and vocabulary with which people thought and talked
about social and political relations. The key element in this revolutionary
change in patterns of thought, speech, and action was a matter of political
sociology: the replacement of a relatively small ruling elite as the motor that
drave history by a relatively braad citizenship of ordinary (non-elite) men. The
consequences of accepting this basic premise are profound in term s of ancient
Greek history and modern political theory. 1 have argued for the premise in
detail elsewhere .> T hese essays explore sorne of its consequences.

If democracy is real, then Athenian political history is, imprirnis, the story of
(1) the origins and development of a coherent ideology and an artic ulated
institutional struc ture that facilitated the pro cess of decision-making by the
demos, especially (although not uniquely) in the Assembly and in the people's
courts, (2) the decisions actually made by the demos, and (3) the results of those
decisions in terms ofpolicy, ideology, and social struc ture . The essays collected
here consider the role of demotic authority in each of these three historical
aspects of dëmokratia, along with a fourth issue: the relationship between demo­
cratic political practice and the developmen t of a self-consciously critical liter­
ary tradition of abstract theorizing about politics and society. Athenian politi­
cal theory was written by educate d elites for consumpt ion by elite audiences of
readers or listeners. But again, my contention is that the pr imary impetus for
the phenomenon in question cornes "from below," from the demos. Athenian

3 1 acknowledge that this daim leaves me open to cha rges of "Athenoce ntr ism"- see Morris
1993 and the introduction to C hapter 4.

4 T his daim is, of course, controversial: see the introduction to Chapter 3.
5 über 1989b.
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political theory is, in my reading, an imagin ative an d creative (if not always
particularly fair , accura te, or attractive) response by Athenian intellectuals to
the perceived pr oblems and contradictions that aro se as a result of the ruleJ;Jf .
the people.

The ph enomenon of demo cracy that was "true"-in the sense of being a
re1ative1y stable and long-lasting system of government "by the people" that
operated without an overt or cryptic ruling e1ite- is noteworthy given its his­
torical rarity, at least among so-called complex societies. Even in the c1assical
period there were probably never a great man y democracies in existence.f
Through mo st of Western history, democracy in the sense that 1 am using the
term was either unconceived (i.e., not part of the existing conceptual universe)
or mere1y a memory. But Greek democracy is not only interesting as a histori­
cal rarity. The inherent interest of a well-doc umented example of a real de­
mocracy is especially great in the twenti eth century, becau se very influenti al
thinkers, notably R ober t Michels and other "elitist" theorists, have denied that
a true democracy could exist.7 Though Miche1s and the other theorists of
e1itism are perhaps not much read today, at least by c1assicists and ancient
historian s, their ideas have becom e generalized both in the scholarly culture of
c1assical history and in Western politi cal culture. If we are today, in the late
twentieth century, all demo crats in principle, most of us nonethe1ess seem to
regard the authority of an entrenched e1ite as inevitable. The debates am ong
histor ian s and amo ng citizens are, in my experience, not so mu ch about
whether a ruling elite exists now or existed in past cultures. Rather, they are
about, first, the identity ofan apr ioristically postulated ruling e1ite and, next , the
question ofwhethe r the rule of a given elite is a good or a bad thing. T wenti eth­
century conceptions of ruling e1ites are both plentiful and colorful : the socialist
vanguard, the military-industrial complex, the Trilateral Commission , the
shadow government, the information e1ite, the best and the brightest-the list
could be extended indefinite1y. What seems to have been lost in these debates
is the notion that a social and economie e1ite could effective1ybe controlled by
the political au thori ty of the citizenry at large. "We the People" have lost faith
in our own powers.f

The conceptual situation in which we find ourse1ves, with tru e democracy
regarded not only as rare bu t as imp ossible, would, 1 be1ieve, be difficult for a
c1assical Athenian to comprehend. A consistent theme in this book is that the
Athenians themse1ves, both ordinary and e1ite, assumed the reality of democ-

6 ReIativeIy little is known of democracies outside Athens, and none seems to have been as
durable or as fully deveIoped: Sinclair 1988,2 18- 19.

7 See Michels [1915] 1962 with the comments of Finley 1985b, 3-37; Ober 1989b, 15-17 .
8 T his sense of loss provides a pr imary impetus to various and more or less influential atternpts

to rethink the role of democracy in modem political and social life, e.g., Bowles and Gintis 1986;
Putnarn 1993; Bell 1993; Lasch 1995.
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racy in their own time . This does not mean that they supposed that democracy
was their inevitabl e lot-both nervous Athenian democrats and disgruntled
Athenian aristocrats could and did imagine an Athenian government domi­
nated by the elite (Chapters 7 and 10). But they supposed that in order for an
elite to rule, the current ideological and institutional regime (politeia ) of the
Athenians would have to be destroyed-the standard locution for the destruc­
tion of democracy was "to overthrow the people" (kataluein ton dëmonv . More­
over , asserting that Ath enians believed in the reality oftheir democracy is not a
matter of a subtle reading of source s "against the grain": the actuality of de­
mocracy is frequently and unambiguously asserted in our ancient sources both
by those writers who celebrate it and by those who disparage it .? Thus the
conservative interpretive approach of supposing that our primary sources have
something to do with the realities experienced by their authors can lead to a
radical conclusion that is potentially disturbing to complacent modern inter­
preters . This, it seems to me, is ail to the good.

My attempt to pay close and critical att ention to the sources is the product
of my training as an undergraduate under the direction of Thomas Kelly and
as a graduate student under Chester G. Starr, and I suppose that whatever
merit these essays may possess derives in large part from that ingrained habit
ofattention. I have , however , tried to avoid allowing my respect for the sources
to lead to the formation of banal assumptions ab out the correspondence be­
tween literature and historical reality . Much of the polemical energy of this
volume is directed again st a naive version of historical positivism whose advo­
cates suppose that it is possible to discover the "objective truth" about the
ancient past by "lening the sources speak for themselves." I am at pains to
demonstrate why the naive positivist' s approach to history is intellectually in­
defensible and positively dangerous to the historian's enterprise of attempting
a fuller and more accurate understanding of the past.

Writing a history of Athenian political ideologies entails an effort to unpack
the ideological positions and the associated (though nonidentical) social real­
ities that underpin the rhetori cal statements and claims of complex texts.
Those texts were typically written to persuade sophisticated audi ences (jurors,
Assemblymen, elite readers) to think and to act in ways that might not seem,
prima facie, to be intuitively obvious or even in their own interests (e.g., to vote
for a litigant whose factual case was weak). But jt is, I believe, possible to
become over-subtle in the pro cess of "unpacking"- to the point at which the
source- suitcase is forced to divulge an item that was never packed into it but
that the modern interpreter "knew" ail along must be in there-such as a

9 T wo well-known passages praye the general rule: Thucydides 2.65.9 (in the time of Perides,
Athens was in name a democracy but in fact the rule of one man) and Plato Menexmus 238c- d
(Socrates' comme nt, in the mock Funeral Oration he daims to have heard from Aspasia , that
Athens' government is called a democracy but is actually an aristocracy in that the best rule with
the approval of the ma ny).
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ruling elite and its dom inant ideology. Most of these chapters deal explicitly
with meth odological issues of histor ical interpretion (especially Chapters 2 and
3), but 1 know of no sure way of navigating between the Scylla of an interpre­
tive naivete that takes the source too much on its own terms and the Charybdis
of an overly subtle approac h tha t perm its the source to say anything its reader
wishes and thereby forbids it to reveal anything that the reader did not know
beforeha nd. Despite our best efforts at methodological explana tion, interpre­
tive navigation remains more of an art than a science. 1 am convinced that the
answers to the historical and theoretical questions that haunt me can only be
discovered by repea tedly attempting this narrow and difficult passage between
free-floating relativism and obdurate positivism. But 1 leave it to readers and
critics to decide whether or not my interpretive ship has made it through
intact.

The primary sources are quit e plentiful for certain periods of classical Athe­
nian history, most especially for the fourth century B.e. (i.e., the period be­
tween the end of the Peloponn esian and Lam ian wars: 404-322 B.e .), and
sources can, at times, serve as checks on one another. Fourth-century sources
includ e a very rich epigraphi e tradition that has recently been analyzed in
term s ofideological authority by David Whitehead ."? My focus in this collec­
tion (as elsewhere) is primarily on literary sources : rhetoric (preserved orations
delivered in the Athen ian Assembly and people's courts) on the one han d,
works of historiography and political ph ilosoph y on the other. A secondary
theme of these essays is that the fourth century is a vital and exciting period in
Athenian history, one in which the democracy was at once vibrant and stable.
This point of view is increasingly widely accepted among professional Greek
historians, but the image of the era after the Peloponn esian War as one of
decay, decline, and fall is still pervasive outside the classical profession. 11 This
misconception is particularly troublesome when it is propounded by political
theorists, and especially by those who are sincerely interested in the example of
Athenian democracy and who are otherwise sophisticated in their treatment of
classical texts. Part of the burden of this volume is the recup eration of four th­
century Ath ens as a source of nonphilosophical material useful for political
theorizing (especially Chapter 3).

Each of these essays represent s an att empt to connect historical reality with
ideology, practice with theory. In brief, 1 suppose that in classical Athens,
ideology (a term whose definition 1 will discuss in the following chapters) is not

10 Whitehead 1993.
Il For the emerging scholarly consensus that the fourth century (especia lly in Athens and in

term s of democ ratie politics) was actually a vibrant era , sec Han sen 1991; the essays collected in
Ede r 1995; and Moss è (1995, 228-30), who was forme rly muc h more inclined to speak in terms of
decline . And yet, outside the company of Greek historians, the concept of the golden "Age of
Pericles" seems virtually unchallenged: witness the popularity of university courses in classical
Greek civilization that focus more or less exclusivcly on the fifth century .
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merely a mask for an underlying reality (e.g., "market-based relationships,"
"the mode of production," or "people's genuine needs and interests") but
rather is among those elements that constitute historical reality: People act in
certain ways because they take certain postulates to be true, because they
believe things . The connection between ideology and reality is manifested and
carried forward by discourse (things people say) and by practice (things people
do). Thus we have in play the three apparently discrete categories ofbelieving,
saying, and doing. But in writing a history of ideologies, these categories can­
not remain fully distinct from one another. A central tenet of these essays is
that discourse is an aspect of social practice and, as such, not only reflects
beliefs, but brings into being social and political realities . Thus, in the termi­
nology developed by Michel Foucault, power in society is not simply repressive
or juridical, it is discursive and productive of the "truths" by which people
organize the categories of analysis and the hierarchies of value that constitute
the ordinarily unquestioned (and almost unquestionable) order of things. Or,
to put it another way (following the fundamental work of J. L. Austin), it is
possible to "do things with words" because speech is not merely descriptive but
also performative, and because, in the appropriate rule-structured social set­
ting, words will not only refer to a prior reality, they will change that reality.
This being the case, it is the historian's job to understand the rules and associ­
ated social structures that permit certain forms of speech, by certain speakers
and in certain circumstances, to "do things" that similar forms of speech, by
different speakers or in other circumstances, cannot do ; to trace how the rules
change over time and according to what logic and impetus; and to explain the
effects of "speech acts"-successful or (in Austin's terms) "felicitons" speech
performances-on the society in question (or subgroup within a society) and
on its relationships with other societies and subgroups.I''

The relationship between ideology, discourse, and practice-and how this is
mediated within works of literature-remains a hot topic among historians,
literary critics, anthropologists, and other scholars . Studying that relationship
can yield a variety of interpretive stances. Sorne of these approaches, as 1
suggested above when discussing sources, seem to me to be useless or worse (at
least from the point of view of the historian or political theorist) because they
faIl into one of two camps. On the one hand, an interpreter may pretend to
have achieved an impossible level of objectivity, a historical "view from no­
where." This stance aIlows the writer to attack all historiography that proceeds
forthrightly from a theoretical standpoint while simultaneously obscuring
(often by reference to a "cornmon sense" that is in fact common only to a small
population of like-minded interpreters) the author's actual premises and view­
point. On the other hand, sorne examples of reader-response criticism seem to
demonstrate only the obvious: that the modern interpreter could conjure out

12 On speech-act theory I have found especially useful Austin 1975; Petrey 1988 and 1990.
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of a given text that which he / she knew that he / she must find before he / she
started readin g (e.g., the ontological instability associated with the act of writ­
ing that proves that mea ning is ultimately indecipherable, which in turn yields
the "fact" that the same elites are always/ already calling the same shots ac­
cording to the same rules of power). Both approaches are at once ahistorical
and antitheoretical in that they end in evacuating the truly unsettling and
educational experience of confronting a way of thinking / speaking / doing that
is not just like every other.J''

The erro r of extreme forms of these two interp retive poles (at least for the
historian of ideologies) lies in their shared obsession with ontology, with fund a­
mental, foundational, decontextualized truth daims. The first, positivist, ap­
proach supp oses that historical truth is unit ary , stable, and fully accessible to
the objective investigator : once it has been found, the job of interpretation
ends. The assumption of the. second, reader-response, approa ch seems to be
that it is worthwhile to demons trate, over and over again, that each tru th d aim
made in a given text is compromised by its situation in a preexisting ideological
universe that is inform ed by the play ofpower. This endlessly repeated demon­
stra tion is, however , only interesting or challenging from the perspective of an
interpretive strategy that takes the independent status of found ational truth
d aims as essential to thought, scholarship, morality, or whatever. From the
position of the philosophical (or, with Cornel West, the antiphilosophical)
pragmatism associated with John Dewey, the attempt to demonstrate the on­
tological imp ossibility of stable, decontextualized tru th d aims is just as mean­
ingless as the attempt to establish the secure ontological status of such daims:
both parties to the debate-the defenders and deconstructors of decontex­
tualized truth-are doing nothing more interesting or useful than quibbling
over demographi e problems involving angels and pinpoints .!"

T he sort of antifounda tiona list intellectual pragmatism I am advoca ting
here (and atte mpt to put into practice in the following chapters) is concerned
with the construction of social and political reality. And thu s we come back to
speech acts and the movement from belief to discourse to practice as a histori­
cal problem , as a problem of context rather than of the ontological status of
language or truth. The distribution of social and political power has mu ch to
do with how the rules that permit new social facts to be prodaimed are formu­
lated, with who is allowed to be a player in the game , and with who benefits
and in wha t sense (materially or psychologically) from playing the garne . This
is not, in the 1990s, unfamiliar terrain. The greater part of the groundwork for

13 l do not mean to castigate aH, or even most, history or theory written in either a positivist or
a reader-response mode-I have learn ed a great deal from practitioners of both approac hes. My
argument, rather , is with the extreme and polemical versions of each: with the positivist who is
adamantly oppo sed to the use of theory an d the theor ist who denies the existence of brute facts.

14 O n philosophical pragmat ism, l have found partic ularly usefuI Rorty 1982; Barber 1984
and 1988; West 1989; Westbrook 1991; and Gunn 1992.
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undertaking the history of ideologies that 1 am advocating here has been don e
by Michel Foucault's studies of discourse and social power and by Quentin
Skinner's contextualized analyses of the performative dim ension of intellectual
history.l > What may be regarded as unusual is the att empt to harness Fou­
cault 's and Skinn er 's insights into a unified approach to the past and its
meanings.

My approach does not suggest that it is possible (for the historian or for the
subject of his/her investigation) to think , speak, or act in a way that is com­
pletely free from influence, including the influence of social / political power­
nor , for that matter, that it would necessarily be desirable to do so. Yet 1 do
not take power to be an abstract or reified force thathomogenizes ail thought,
speech , and action.! " Rather , 1 suppose that much of the classical literature
that 1 find interesting is inform ed by the self-conscious struggle of writers who
were highly conscious ofboth intellectual traditions (e.g., Homer) and political
power (e.g., democracy) to identify or to construct a space outside the tradi­
tional and existing struc tures and rules of power and discourse. It may be that
the struggle is never entirely successful. But the fact that a text demonstrably
fails to achieve a hypothetical goal of pure freedom from power and tradition
hardly exhausts its interest. Rather , the historian of ideologies will hope to
analyze how specifie texts simultaneously accept, manipulate, and resist the
rules. Societies have power-generated rules as forests have trees, and perfect
freedom from power is as elusive as the unicorn. Studying the existing and
evolving ecosystem of a forest seems to me very interesting. Demonstrating
that this forest, like every other, is in fact characterized by the presence oftrees
but devoid ofunicorns- and necessarily so given the ontological status of "for­
est" and "unicorn" - seems to me a waste of time.' ?

1 like to imagine that the last several paragraphs, suitably translated, would
make sense to a classical Athenian. A pragmatic, discursive, speech-act­
oriented analysis seems to me inherently useful for studying Athenian politics
and society, not only because ofits general heuristic force, but because classical
Athenian politics operated quit e overtly according to pragmatic, discursive,
speech-act principles. By making proclamations in the Assembl y and in the

15 See Skinner et al. 1988.
16 I have foun d especially usefui Foucault 1979, 1980a , 1980b; cf. also the work of his critics,

e.g., Taylor (1986), Hoy (1988), and Wolin (1988),
17 T his analogy does not lead me to claim that unicorn-hunting is a waste of time for those who

sincerely suppose that the beast might exist. But that project requires a degree of optimi sm and
idealism that seems quite absent from the sort of writing to which I am drawing atte nt ion here. il
is only fair to point out that my work has benefited enormo usly from variou s strands of critical
theory and postmodern criticism (e.g., Fish 1980; Derrida 1988). The problem is, I think , that the
postmodern epigonoi have often tended to repeat ad nauseam thought experiments satisfactorily
demonstrated by earlier scholars and / or ta apply the analytical results of those studies ta increas­
ingly banal objects. This can be very self-indulgent and devalues the genuinely hard work and
erudition of sorne of the pion eers of critical theory and cultural studies.
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lawcourts, the Athenian demos self-consciously estab lished and reiterated so­
cial and political realities, and it did so without mu ch worrying about the
ontological status of the realities so created . This rea ding of Ath enian political
life takes two distinct , if closely related , direction s in this collection. First, the
historical consequences of a politics that is stro ngly democrat ie and no nfoun­
dat ionalist are quite striking: the Athenians, for example, developed the pr ag­
matie ana logues of modern rights (i.e., gua ra ntees ofliberty, political equality,
and personal security) without elabora ting or relying upon a theory of righ ts
pr edicated on doctrines of fund amental inh erency or inalienability (Chapter
7). The existence of these "quasi-rights" and their distribution within the popu­
lation of those territories controlled by Athens are imp ortan t factors in weigh­
ing Athens against other societies (actual and hypothetical) on scales calibrated
acco rding to various theories of justice (Chapter Il ). On the other hand, the
powerfully pragm atic and relatively free-wheeling process of social construc ­
tion employed by the Athenians led to the making of policies that cont ributed
in a significant way to the breakd own of various Pan hellenic codes of inter­
national behavior- notably to the collapse of established rules of war. T hose
old inter-polis rules of military decorum tended to privilege certain classes
(especially the heavy-armed warriors) within Greek society, but they also lim­
ited the carnage of battle (Chapters 5 and 6). Democracy is thu s impl icated in
the processes often called "the crisis of the polis"- not because democratie
values fell into decline, bu t because democrat ie practice was so performativcly
efficacious. !"

The second consequence of the forthrightness of Ath enian pragm atic con­
struct ionism was, 1 would argue, the developmen t (if not the origin) of the
Greek (and eventua lly of the Western) trad ition ofpolitical theory and its prob­
lematically close associa tion with metaphysics, ontology, and epistemology
(Chapter 10). Vari ous e1ite writers of the late fifth and fourth centuries ex­
pended considerable effort in exposing what they now discovered to be a
shocking lack of secure foundat ions for Athens' speech-act-based democratie
politics. They wrote texts explaining the social and psychological consequences
of Athenian-style political pragmatism and suggesting theoretical alternatives
to it. In Athens, then , democratie pr actice is prolept ic ta political theorizing.
And so on my reading, democ racy stands in an oddly isomorphic relationship
to the man who claimed to be Ath ens' most loyal citizen and was the most
notorious victim of its decision-making appa ra tus. Like Socrat es himsclf, dem­
ocratic ideology dema nded that citizens conform to a stern ethical code of
behavior predicated on duty to self and community. Like Socrates, the democ­
racy did not claim to know any final answers to moral or epistemologica l
questions. Yet, like Socra tes, the democracy developed sorne impressively

18 For discussions of the concept of the fourth-century "crisis" - i.e., wheth er the fourth cen­
tury saw the dec1ine or fu1fillment of the Greek po lis- see Ede r 1995.
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powerful provisional arguments, and those argume nts served as a gadfly to the
often complacent modes of thought prevalent among certain Athenians, nota­
bly among elite intellectuals. Taking the analogy a final step further, the dia­
logue between democratie practice and elite critical discourse can be imagined
as the Socratic maieusis that resulted in the birth of the texts that inaugurate
the Western tradit ion of political philosophy.t ?

Each of the following chapters is introduced by a brief note discussing the
essay's origins, ambitions, and situation relative to ongoing debates in classical
history and theory. These introductory notes also summa rize for each chapter
what 1 regard as its most important arguments and explain the relationship of
its arguments to those of the other chapters and to the general goals of the
book. The introdu ctory notes should not be necessary to understand ing any
given essay. But for those readers interested in the broader themes sketched
above, the notes may serve as a guide to what the author supposes he was
driving at when he wrote this series of meditations on various aspects of demo­
cratic Athenian ideology, politics, and society. They also list works of special
relevance for each essay that have come to my attention since the essay was
written, along with parti cularly significant critical assessments. With the excep­
tion of Chapter 3, the essays have not been heavily revised since their original
publication, except in matters of style. Abbreviations follow those found in the
Oxford Classical Dictionary, second edition.

19 1 say this witho ut necessarily accepting Socrati c or Platonic theories of the origins of knowl­
edge. And 1 recogn ize tha t Socrat es' positions on knowledge, Athens, the sta te as an abstraction ,
and his own ra ie are ail hody contested by ph ilosoph ers.



Chapter 2

MODELS AND PARADIGMS IN ANCIENT HISTORY

ln 1988 Ch arles W. Hedrick,Jr. and 1 orga nized a panel on new approaches to Greek

political history for a meeting of the American Philological Association. We plann ed to

address the use of theories derived from the social sciences, theory of langu age, and

literary criticism in ancient history. The relevance of employing models and paradigms
for writing ancient history had by then becorne a subject of heated debate among

classical historians. Sorne historians of classical antiquity were then (and remain) ada­

mantly opposed to the self-conscious employment of theories derived from social sci­

ence or literary criticism to reconstruct the ancient pastoThis recalcitrance-predicated

on allegiance to historical positivism, the "disinterested" search for the objective truth

about the past, and the virtue of "comrnon sense"-seems to me at best ill inform ed

and unn ecessary, at worst obstructionist and dangerous to the long-t erm prospects of

the enterprise of writing ancient history-or at least to the prospects of writing history

that will be read by anyone outside a small (and probably dwindling) group of specialists

(see Chapter 1). On the other hand , sorne of the daims made by advocates of a theory­

based history seem to me extravaga nt, self-indulgent, and sadly ignorant of the long
history of the debate among historians over historical objectivity and the role of theore t­
ical constructs in historiograph y (see Novick 1988).

The panel generated considerable formai and informai discussion, sorne of it heated ,
much ofit enlightening. T his essay, adapted (in light ofthat discussion) from my panel

paper, att emp ts to demonstrate that the employment by historians of theory in its

broadest sense is both inevitable and desirable, that theory cannot be separated from
ideologies (ancient and modern), and that self-consciousness about the process will re­

suit in history superio r to tha t produced by atte mpts to ding to fantasies of achieving

the view-from-nowhere idea l of perfect objectivity. The central arguments concern the
definitions of "usefulness" and "meaningfuln ess" as they relate to historical context and

judgment. These concepts become important points of reference for several subsequent

chapters.

J UST AS one cannot create a geometry without pre1iminary postulates , so it is
impossible to write history without employing a priori assumptions and analo­
gies. Thinking about history, like ail other cognitive processes, requires one to

This essay was first published in ATUÙnI History Bulletin 3 (1989), 134- 37.
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move from the simpler to the more complex, from the better known to the less
well known. Consequendy, all historians use models, whether or not they are
conscious of the process . Those historians who are willing to state the premises
of the models they employ expose the theoretical basisof their work to testing
by critics . This , it seems to me, is a good thing.

A historical model is derived from the experience and thought of an individ­
ual or a group, and no model is value-free. The use of the model entails impor­
ting into the past aspects of ideology that are not native to that past oIdeology,
according to my definition, includes assumptions about human nature and
behavior, opinions on morality and ethics , general political principles, and
attitudes toward social relations.' Thus, in my formulation, the use of models
is an inevitable part of the historiographic process, and models invariably in­
volve the importation of ideology . Furthermore, model choice and design is
influenced by ideology . Since it is impossible for the employer of any given set
of models to understand all of the ideological aspects of the models he uses,
tru c objectivity is impossible. But this conclusion should not be a cause for
despair. Self-awareness about the influence of ideology will help historians to
understand the main constraints any given model entails. And , as Chester
Starr has pointed out , it is the job of critics to point out ideological factors the
author himself has missed .?

There arc , of course , a great many models for the historian ta choose from ,
varying in their origins and the truth claims made on their behalf. Sorne
modcls claim universal and exclusive validity : traditional Marxist materialism,
for example, claims to have discovered the universal engin e for social change
in the evolution of the relationship of classes to the mode of production; all
phenomena not covered by this model are regarded by traditional Marxists as
"epiphenornena" or "superstructure," and so as unworthy ofserious attention.
Other models are derived from the analysis of specifie historical circumstances
and applied to less well-known historical circumstances. These "circumstan­
tial" modcls arc not typically based on universalist truth claims and do not
assume explanatory exclusivity. Instead, they are defended on the basis of
suitability. The que stion one asks of such a modcl is not "Will this model
explain all history?" but "Will it help to explain specifie aspects of a society in
which 1 am interested?"

Granted the inability of the historian to achieve an objective, ideology-free ,
"external" standpoint, should all models and the historiographie products de­
rived from them necessarily be regarded as possessing equal analytic/ explana­
tory value? The intuitive answer is, of course, "No." And 1 think that this

1 For a fuller definition , see über 1989b , 38- 40. That book is intended as an example of the
approach to models and paradigm s 1 advocate here ,

2 Star r 1983, 32.
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intu itive cond usion can be defended, ifwe replace the goal of "object ive truth"
with a goa l of "mea ningfulness and usefulness."

The reality of the historical past can never be reproduced- and therefore
can never be complete!y comprehended. But the past can be represented in
mean ingful and useful ways. By this I mean that no historiographie pro duct
can recreate the past in ail its richness and complexity, but the historian can
hope to mode! the past in ways that are both reasona ble and testab le. Consider
the ana logy of cartography. No map can reproduce the reality of even a smail
geographie region at any given point in time . No scale mode! could do j ustice
to all of the complexities of the topography, geology, biology, population dis­
tribu tion , and so on of (say) modern Attica. And yet it is possible to produce
maps of Attica that are both meanin gful and usefuI. For example, a road map
of Attica that would ena ble a motorist to drive from Sounion to Marath on
without gett ing lost represents meaningful aspec ts of Attica in a useful manner.
Furthermore, our hypothetical motorist can test the map against her own per ­
ceptions. If, as she drives along, she perceives many crossroads and inter­
cha nges not depicted on the road map , she will judge the map inaccur ate and
so uscless. On the oth er hand, she may also perceive buildings, trees, and
geological formations not depicted on the road map . But this does not cause
her to say that the map is use!ess, since her primary concern is getting from
Sounion to Marathon and the road map daims only to be a road map , not a
universal map of ail perceptibl e featu res. If she is interested in these other
aspects of Attica she may turn to other maps that do not show roads at ail, but
represent geological features, topography, and so on in mean ingful ways. Each
map will be judged by its users on the basis of its d arity and accura cy in
representing what it daims to represent.

A historical mode! or historiographie produ ct should represent sorne aspect
of the past in a way that is meaningful and useful. By useful, I mean tha t the
model-like a map- should help the user/ reader to get from one point to
an other : diachronically, from one point in past time to another, or syn­
chronically, from one set of phenome na to a contemporary set of phenomena.
The reader 1user of a model (and here I indude historiographie pr odu cts that
themse!ves "model" or represent aspects of the past) will judge the modcl by
criteria similar to those used by our hypothetical motorist. The reader will ask
whether the model accounts for ail of the perceptibl e phenomena -that is, the
evidence known ta the reader-that the model should account for , given the
scope of its d aims. If the read er knows of a significant body of relevant evi­
den ce that the model does not account for , he willlikely judge it use!ess. This
is, I think , the pro cess that has led many historians to reject the d aims of
universalist l exd usivist models. On the other hand, the reader may find that
the mode! has introduced features that demonstrably did not exist in the pasto
An example would be A. W. Gomme's demonstration that it is invalid ta
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employ a modern naval operations mod el to ancient naval warfare, because
ancient warships couId not stay at sea for longer than a couple of days.3 The
"usefulness" criterion therefore allows for the testing of mod els, and conse­
quently for deciding that model A is bett er than model B.

A model or historiographie product is (in my formulation) "meaningful" to
the extent that it has heuristic value: that is to say, to the extent that it helps
people to act in "the real world " and to assess for themselves the significance
and implications of their own and others' actions, by viewing those actions
against a broader context. The study of the ancient past is not a closed, self­
referential system. Interpretations of the past inevitably find their way into
extradisciplinary contexts , and can affect decision making and action by non­
historians in significant ways-as, for example, the recent "historians' debate"
in Germany (on the subject of the Holocaust and its historieal uniqueness)
makes clear. Most historians , 1 think, intuitively grasp the heuristic function of
interpreting the past and recognize that human actions have moral valence;
and this intuitive understanding renders it unlikely that historians will treat all
models as if they are of equal value.

For the past to be made accessible as a heuristic deviee, it must be ordered:
each individu al must , at a given time, "anoint" certain models by granting
them explanatory primacy. Professional historians normally take (or at least
attempt to take) control of the orderingl anointing process because (inter alia)
they them selves are called upon to explain the past in ways that will seem
meaningful to nonprofessionals (e.g., in und ergraduate lectures), and they rec­
ognize their social obligation to provid e a reason ed assessment; becaus e they
feel that they have a proprietary disciplinary interest in controlling interpreta­
tions of the past ; and because they have a rational desire, based at least in part
on self-interest, in seeing that interpretations of the past used by (for example)
politicians are based on the highest possible standards of honesty and rigor .

An integrated set of explanatory mod els can be described as a paradigm; a
set of anointed models that remains in general use over a long period of time,
as a dominant paradigm. The paradigm concept was developed by Thomas
Kuhn in his analysis of the sociology of scientific knowledge." Kuhn argued
that the history ofmod ern science could be explained by the consequent estab­
lishment, challenging, and overthrow of a sequence of paradigms. According
to Kuhn, scientists in any given field tend to adhere to a single paradigm until
a critical mass of data not explained by the paradigm is amassed. The old
paradigm is then discarded and a new one adopted that covers the known
data. A dominant historical paradigm, then, will be the primary explanatory
tool that most historians of a certain time will be likely to use in analyzing
aspect x of past society y.

3 Gomme 1933, 16- 24.
4.Ku hn 1970.
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Historical paradigm formulation, by its nature, inevitably entails emphasiz­
ing the importance of certain categories of past social activity and cultural
products, while obscuring others. The ordering process presumes that the ac­
tivities and products highlighted by the paradigm are "central" to a heuristi­
cally meaningful understanding of the society in question. Categories of activ­
ity and cultural products relegated to the sidelines by the dominant paradigm
may not disappear from view, but are necessarily made to appear relatively
insignificant. This can obviously be problematic, as, for example, in the case of
long-dominant paradigms that obscured both the contributions and the oppres­
sion of women in Greek and Roman societies. But the inevitable tendency of
paradigms to emphasize and to obscure is not an argument against paradigms,
but rather an argument for an ongoing process of paradigm reformulation.

The development and deployment of historical paradigms is, 1 believe, nec­
essary and inevitable given the sociology ofhistorical knowledge. Unlike scien­
tists, however, ancient historians do not have the benefit of a constant accu­
mulation of significant new data by which our paradigms can be tested and
challenged. The danger therefore exists that our paradigms will become ossi­
fied and their ideological postulates will be hidden through constant usage . We
may tend to forget that the paradigms we use rest on ideologically based
models, and so we may start regarding our paradigmatic products as "objec­
tive truth." Meanwhile, because of developments in other academie disciplines
and changes in the value system of the society at large , the ideology that under­
lies our paradigms may become increasingly foreign to those outside the field.
As a result of this process, the heuristic value of "professional" readings of the
ancient past for explaining the present is diminished, and our work loses (con­
temporary) meaning. In the end, ancient historiography may be reduced to
intra-disciplinary debates over questions that are of primary significance
within our paradigm, but meaningless to anyone outside the field. Meanwhile,
given the intrinsic heuristic value of the idea of the ancient past, the function of
interpreting it for a wider audience will be taken over by persons who may not
have an adequate knowledge of or respect for the evidence. Therefore, 1would
suggest that not only must ancient historians be willing to test their own and
their colleagues ' models against the available evidence, but they also must
think long and hard about the ideological presuppositions entailed in their
dominant paradigms. If we do not challenge ourselves, we will simply become
irrelevant. And that, it seems to me , would be a bad thing.



Chapter 3

PUBLIC SPEECH AND THE POWER OF THE PEO PLE

IN DEMOCRATI C ATHENS

As an indirect consequence of our collaboration on the panel that produ ced the pr e­

vious essay, Charles Hedrick and I became co-directors of a series of publ ic programs

intended to commemorate the 2500th anniversary of Athenian democracy. The series

included a conference, "Dernocracy Ancient and Modern ," sponsored by the Na tional

End owm ent for the Humanities and held in Washington , D .C., in April 1993. The

conference featured papers and commentary by classical historians and political theo­

rists (see über and Hedri ck 1996). In the aftermath of the conference, Bernard Gr of­

man pr oposed publishing a group ofpapers inspired by the conference proceedings as a

forum in PS: Political Science and Politics. In the essay that I contributed to that forum,

which has been substantially reworked and expa nded here, I took the opportunity to

develop points that arose in the course of several conference discussions, most notab ly

in a long conversation with Sheldon Wolin on the subject of democracy, power , rh eto­

rie, and the problem of stable government versus revolutionary energies.

The essay attempts several things: to provide a brief sketch of how the institutional

struc ture of Athenian democracy worked in practice, to outline sorne of the main argu­

ments originally developed in Mass andElitein DemocratieAthens, to defend fourth-cen tury

Athenian political culture against the charge of stagna tion, and to underline why I

suppose the histor ical Ath enian experience with democracy holds significance for stu­

dent s of political theory. This chapter sums up succinctly (and, occasionally, polemically)

sorne of the convictions that have dr iven my work on Athens in the course of the last

decade and that are elabora ted and defended in the subsequent chapters: Athenian

democracy is no mere faça de for elite rule but the real thing (i.e., the rule of the demos);

publi c speec h is intimately and inseparably relat ed to political power; criticism of dernoc­

racy and democratie practice are interdependent . This essay, like much of my work,

focuses on ideology, communicat ion , and public practices, but it also demonstrat es the

fund am ental imp ortan ce of constituti onal and instituti onal studies (cf. Chapter 8).

Among my more polemical claims is that ancient historians have gon e astray in

pr edicatin g their und erstanding of the wellsprin gs of power in Athens on a model of

politics borr owed from Sir Ronald Syme's influential 1939 study of the collapse of the

Roman republican government, The Roman Revolution. I attempt to show that the con­

ceptual underp innings or the neo-Symians rest not on simple "common sense," bu t on a

theory of politics closely akin to (and perhaps borrowed from) Robert Michels' prob-

This essay was first pub lished in PS: Political Science and Politics (September 1993), 48 1-85.
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lematic and (in my opinion) unproven "Iron Law of Oligarchy." If the "Iron Law" is

not a simple broiefact of human nature, but rath er a contingent socialfàct pertaining in

sorne societies (e.g., Rome) but not in others (e.g., Athens), then the question ofwhether

real democracy could have pertained at Ath ens must be discussed on its own merits.
This means (per Ch apt er 2) that the hypoth esis that political power at Ath ens might

have belonged to the peopl e must be tested against the relevant an cient evidence, rather
than simply dismissed as a conceptual impossibility. Mu ch of the evidence for testing

this hypothesis is in the form of the speeches written by fourth- century public orators,
and so the study of rhetoric becornes an essential prerequisite to und erstanding Athe­

nian democracy.

1 cannot d aim to have persuaded ail ancient historians that my position on demoti c
rule at Athens is correct, but much of the new work now being undertaken does seem to

recognize that "the rule of the demos" is a problem tha t must be addressed seriously.

The question of whether the mass audience or the e1ite speaker / writer actually con­

trolled the formaI and informaI communications that cha racterized Ath enian publi c life

is currently the subject of serious deb ates; see, for example, Shaw 1991; Morris 1993;
Kallet-Marx 1994; Hunter 1994; D. Coh en 1995; and Yunis 1996.

Ix THIS ESSAY 1 will try to defend three premises that are important for my
own work on Ath enian democracy and that seem to me to be important for ail
students of demo cratie theory. First, if we take democracy to mean what an­
cient Greeks took it to mean-"political power wielded actively and collee­
tively by the ~~I!10S" (i.e., ail residents of the statewho are culturally defined /
as potent ial citizens, regardless of their c1ass or status)- then Ath ens was a
true democracy. Second, the demo crac y of Athens, like ail democracies, was
thr eatened (actually and potentially) by the attempts ofpowerful eIites to dorni­
nat e the political realm . Yet exercise of collective power by the Athenian
demos prevented eIite political domination-and was intended to do so. Thus,
in c1assical Athens, the "power of the people" was not a cover for elite rule.
This successful defense of democracy against the forces of elitism was predi­
cated on the domination by the mass of citizens of the conceptual apparatus
essential to decision making-that is, by "the ideological hegemony" of the
demos . Third, the democratie political order deveIoped at Athens was at once
revolutionary in its energies, dynamic in its practices, and remarkably stable.
Therefore, even granted that Athens excluded from regular political participa­
tion entire categories ofpersons that Greeks did not regard as potential citizens
(slaves, women, most foreigners, children), the historical example of the Athe­
nian experience with democracy should be taken seriously by democratie theo­
rists interested in expanding their gra sp of "th e bounds of the possible" (as weil
as of "the thinkable").
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Accepting these three premises does not entail the assumption tha t Athenian
democracy was morally unproblematic. Nor does it mean that the Athenian
people's power was in sorne ontological sense "pure," or "undistorted" - in­
deed, it was arguably through the tightly coiled and convoluted "distortions"
of social and political power that the Athenian democratie order succeeded in
counterbalancing eIite social power . Athens, with its acceptance of slavery,
exclusion of women and foreigners from political parti cipation , and jingoistic
"blood and soil" doctrin e, can hardly be considered a read y-made modeI for a
just modern political society. It can be argued (incorrectly, 1 believe) that the
practice of dem ocracy in Athens was fund am entally dependent upon slavery,
or empire, or the exclusion ofwomen and foreigners.' More work is needed on
the reIationship between the egalitarian, democrat ie political society of the
citizens and the larger , hierarchical "whole society" of polis residen ts (see
Chapter Il ). But whether Ath ens was, overall, a j ust society or even an attrac­
tive society is not what 1 am arguing here. Rath er , the question is whether
c1assical Athens provides a genuine historical example of direct and relativeIy
stable mass (versus elite) political power, and, if so, wheth er that example
should be taken seriously by contemp orary think ers interested in democracy.

ln writing what would become a foundation-text for historians and political
theorists alike, Thucydides the Athenia n (as he point edly describes himsclf:
1.1.1) had as his central concern the reIationship between publi c speech (logos),
brute facts (erga) , and power (kratos, dunamis). Thucydides was parti cularly con­
cerned with how this triad operated within and was affected by the democratie
society of Athens .2 Although Thucydides put his own very origina l spin on the
problem of speec h, action, and power, his interest in the speech/fact / powe r
triad was far from idiosync ratic: his younger contemporary, Plato, examined
similar issues (notably in Apology, Crito, Gorgias, and Republic), as did Plato's
student Aristotle (in Politics, Rhetoric, and Constitution ofAthens-Ieaving aside the
issue of the authorship of the last). Each of these writers lived most of his adult
life in Athens; each was, from his own distinct perspective, profoundly critical
of the reIation ship between speec h, fact, and power in the Ath enian democ­
racy.ê The substance of tha t criticism is interesting to any student of Athenian
democracy, but for my present purposes the key point is that each of these
thoughtful contemporary witnesses assumed that democracy-the political
power (kratos) of the mass of ordinary citizens (demos)-was real and that the
people of Athens maint ain ed their rule through contro l of publi c speec h.

If we move from late c1assical Athens to the late twentieth century of our
era, we discover an odd reversaI. The c1assical theorists supposed that the
democracy they experienced in Ath ens was real, but undesirable ; many mod-

1 See Ober 1989b, 20- 35.
2 Ober 1993 , 1994.
3 Or, in Aristotle's case, in "extrerne" democracies of the Athenian sort : Strauss 199 1.
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ern democratie theorists assume tha t a strong, vibrant, participatory, directly
democratie political culture is desirable in principle, but that no such culture
has ever existed for long-and certainly not in the Athens of Thucydides,
Plato, and Aristotle. This reversaI is ironie given the foundational status that
the three great theorists of classical Athens enjoy in the modern politics curric­
ulum. They are taken very seriously as abstract thinkers, but a central premise
from which their abstractions proceeded-that democracy, as "the power of
the people," really existed-is ignored. The followers of Leo Strauss are a
possible exception to the general rule of dismissing the reality of classical de­
mocracy; yet Straussians seem to feel that the empowerment of ordinary
people was as disastrous then as it is undesirable today.

Why are liberal theorists of democracy unwilling to count enance the possi­
bility that the ordinary citizens really did rule in Athens? One possible reason
is that when theorists turn ta the scholarly work of classical historians , they
discover that the communis opinio (at least until quite recently) has been that
Athens was not genuinely democratie : classical historian s have commonly
claimed that the real political business of Athens was done behind the scenes,
by a few wealthy aristocrats who formed themselves into parti es, factions ,
hetaireiai, etc. And thus, since the name "democracy" concealed a crypto ­
oligarch y, the serious student of Athenian politicallife must learn to ignore the
façade of popul ar rule and focus on relationships (political alliances, marriage
connections, extended family ties, inherited clan enmity, etc.) between the
power-brokers. Many Greek historians, especially those writing since the Sec­
ond World War , have tend ed to be (for the most part unwittingly) staun ch
adherents of Robert Michels' "Iron Law of Oligarchy. "4

Though it would be reductive to claim that this allegiance among classical
historians to Michels' dictum has a single source, the work of Ronald Syme,
especially his vastly influential The Roman Revolution (first published in 1939),
must bear much of the credit (or blame). Whether or not he himself actually
had read Michels (or other early-twent ieth-century elitist theorists), Syme was
convinced that "in ail ages, whatever the form and name of government, be it
monarchy, republic, or democracy, an oligarchy lurks behind the façade; and
Roman history, Republican or Imp erial, is the history of the governing class."5
Since Syme felt called upon to spell out this conviction, he presumably recog­
nized it as something not universally agreed upon and thus potentially
disputable-in short , as a theory (although one he regarded as weil estab­
lished) rath er than an unquestionable brute fact of nature. Syme's man y stu­
dents (direct and indirect), however, have tended to take his theory about
politics as a given, a commonsense fact of human nature that need be neither

4 "Iron Law"; Michels [1915] 1962. For the focus on int ra-elite activities by Greek historian s,
see, for example, Forn ara an d Samons 1991.

5 Syme 1939, 7.
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asserted nor defended. Thus the "Iron Law of Oligar chy" has come to be the
unspoken, unacknowledged, even unrecognized theoretical underp inning for a
great deal of histori cal scholarship that is thou ght and proclaim ed by its au­
thors to be staunchly "antitheoretical."6

The political theori st who delves into the specialist literature on Athenian
politics is unlikely to know the history of the establishment of Michels ' theory
into the foundational assumptions used by ancient historians (indeed, this is a
history that is still to be writt en). Thus, when informed by well-rega rded spe­
cialists that Ath ens was a crypto-oligarchy, the theori st mal' be willing to take
this conclusion as an objective historical fact. And so, convinced by a specialist
literature, founded (as 1 suppose) on a theory derived from a study of modern
political parti es, that politics in the ancient world works pretty much like poli­
tics in the modern world , the theorist' s suspicion that tru e democracy is impo s­
sible is confirmed. The circularity of the argum ent gets lost in the deference
paid by the explorer across disciplinary borders to the body of established
opinion he or she feels (rightly or wrongly) inadequately prepared to challenge.
And because of this circular argument , the disruptive poten tial of classical
democracy to cha llenge the assumptions of modern democratie theory is lost.
That potential might, however , be recuperated if classical historians were able
to show that the "neo-Symian" view of Athenian politics is in error and that
Ath ens was considerably more demo cratie than a strict interpreta tion of the
"Iro n Law of Oligarchy" would allow.

If contemporary access to classical Athenian democracy were exclusively
through the literary output of intellectual critics, we might suppose that the
assumption by Thucydides et al. that democracy was real was simply a theo­
retical pr emise, a straw man that allowed the development of inte resting argu­
ments about hypothetical alternatives to politics-as-usual. But in fact there is a
very substantial body ofprimary evidence that supp ort s the view that the ordi­
na ry citizens ruled in classical Athens: around 150 speec hes, mostly composed
by skilled orators for delivery in Athenian lawcourts and the citizen Assernbly.?
This body of material is extraordinarily important for students of Athenian
politics becau se it gives relatively direct access to the langu age used by elite
speakers in Ath enian cour ts and Assembli es. According to the an cient critics,
the Athenian demos ruled through its cont rol of public speech. Because we
have a large sample of the sorts of spee ches made in publ ic forums, it is pos­
sible to analyze the ideological underpinnings of the language used by elites
when communicating with mass audiences. We can therefore attempt to assess
the balance of power implied by the content of that communication and de­
cide wheth er the oratorical corpus confirms or contradicts the ancient convic­
tion that , in Athens, the people ruled .

6 See, for exam ple, Fornara and Samo ns 1991, Introdu ction .
7 Number of speeches: über 1989b: 34 1- 49.
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It may be helpful at this point to sketch out the conditions under which the
speeches in question were delivered. By the later fourth century, the citizen
Assernbly (ekklësia) met forty times each year. Meetings, which were usually
announced several days in advance, ordinarily lasted about half a day, and
were open to ail citizens (adult, free, native-born males: a body of perhaps
30,000 persons). Sorne 6,000 -8,000 men typically attended; those who arrived
early enough were paid (about an average day 's wage) by the state. The
agenda of each meeting was established in advance by a council (boulë) of 500
citizens selected by lot for an annual term of service; the council also made
recommendations on sorne agenda items . There is no reason to suppose that
any class of Athenian citizens was systematically underrepresented at the As­
sembly, and-given the voluntary nature of attendance-there was no way
for a speaker to know in advance the social configuration of any given Assem­
bly. Though it represented only a fraction (perhaps a fifth or a fourth) of the
citizen body , each Assembly was taken by the Athenians as synecdochy for the
whole of the citizenry. The meeting was called ta order by a lotteried
"president-for-a-day," who announced (through a herald) the first item on the
agenda. After reading the council's recommendation (if any), the president
asked, "Who of the Athenians has advice to give?' At this point any citizen in
attendance could get up to speak to the issue-advocating a negative vote,
revisions to the council 's proposai, or a completely new proposai-for as long
as his fellow citizens were willing to listen to him. When the Assemblymen
tired of listening to a speaker, they would shout him down. After everyone
willing to undergo this gauntlet had had his say, the president conducted a
vote , usually by show of hands. A simple majority determined the issue, and
the president turned to the next item. In this manner, the Athenians conducted
ail important business, including foreign policy and taxation. The language of
many preserved decrees demonstrates that the debate in the Assembly had
substantial effect; frequently the actual decree had been proposed at the As­
sembly by a voluntary speaker."

The people 's courts (dikastiria) met most days of the year. Most cases, both
private suits (dikai) and public suits (graphai, eisangeliai, etc.), were brought by a
private citizen (ho boulomenos) , on his own initiative, against another citizen. The
prosecutor brought his charges before a lotteried magistrate, who then assigned
the case to a court (in sorne instances after mandatory arbitration-every citizen
who reached age sixty was required to serve for a year as public arbitrator). The
litigants faced a jury of (usually) 200 or 500 citizens over age thirty, who had
been assigned to the court through a random drawing and who were paid for
their service. There was no presiding judge-or rather, each of the several
hundred citizens on the jury was a judge (dikastës) . With the exception of the
exclusion of citizens under age thirty from the lawcourts, there was little differ-

R Hansen 1987; with Chapter 8.
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ence between the sociological profile of a typical Assernbly and tha t of a typical
jury. The prosecutor and the defendant were each given a fixed period (mea­
sured by water dock) to present his case (extra time was allowed for the reading
ofiaws, witnesses, etc.). Within his allotted time, each speaker could say pretty
mu ch what he wished , and he often digressed to att ack the character and past
life of his opp onent and to defend his own reputation. The Athenian standard of
relevan ce seems very broad by American standards, but it was not infinitely
flexible; as in the case of the Assembly, a litigant who irritated his listeners could
expect to be shouted down by thern .? Moreover , many Athenian laws were
remarkably vague (e.g., the law that forba de the commission ofhubrisbut failed
to define it), leaving thejudges with considerable leeway in determ ining wheth er
a wrong had been inflicted , ImmediatcJy after the two speeches, the dikastai
voted, without formai consultation, by secret ballot. A simple majority deter­
mined innocence or guilt . In sorne instances the punishment ofa guilryman was
mandated by law; in other cases the jury voted again on rival punishments
advoca ted in a second set of speeches by the prosecutor an d defendant. T he
whole affair was don e in a day.!"

In both the Assembly and court the public speaker faced a mass audience of
"j udges" ready and willing to shout him down if they did not like what they
heard. Both the Assemblyman who hoped to get his decree passed and the
litigant who hoped to win his case were constra ined to construct their speeches
very carefully, since a single rhetorical misstep could be fatal to their causes.
The publi c speaker in Athens was often (although certainly not invariably) a
member of a relatively small elite by virtue of his wealth and education. Al­
thou gh in principle any Athenian could address the Assembly, in practice
much of the debate was carried out by a cadre ofs killed "politicians" who were
weil known to their audi ences and were referred to variously as rhetors, dema­
gogues, or the "accustomed speakers." These same men took up a good dea l of
cour t time by prosecuting one another for misdeeds ranging from dirty talk in
the presence of female relatives, to hubris, to sacrilege, to fina ncial misconduct,
to high treason . The d assical Athenian democra cy thus featured a politically
active and litigious dite.1 1 Was this a dominating elite?

The answer , I think, is no. But, granted the presence in Ath ens ofa group of
dite men who were highly active in politics, and granted the tendency of elites
to try to dominate the political regime, it weil worth asking why the Athenian
d ite failed to become a dominating elite and under what conditions their polit­
ical activity could be said to constitute dominan ce.

'y Classical Athens was a large (by polis standards: total population of around
"150,000- 250,000) and complex (not "face-to-face") society that confronted

9 Bers 1985.
10 Hansen 1991, 178- 224.
Il über 1989b, 104- 27.
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serious external thr eats. The Athenian democracy could not have functioned
effectively without intelligent , thoughtful , and articulate persons who had the
leisure to devote themselves to the complexities of foreign policy and finan ce.
T hat indispensable elite of competence might accurately be defined as a politi­
cally dominant elite within a nominal democracy if the men in question fur­
thered their own interests by cooperating among themselves to manipulate
public institut ions. Manipulat ion might take various forms: (1) Elites might
dominate the Assembly and / or cour ts numerically; (2) elites might manipulate
ostensibly open voting by exerting pa tronal authority over the votes of depen­
dent citizen-clients; (3) elites might control the political agenda and so prevent
certain issues from being debated ; (4) the mass-dominated institutions of the
Assernbly and cour ts might be covers for a decision -making bureaucra cy dom­
inated by the elite; or (5) elite discourse and values might define the ideological
underpinnings of "democratie" culture itself and thus exercise a hegemonie
prior restraint upon the evolution of a genu inely democrat ie politics.

Most of these possibilities can be readily discounted. (1 ) Recent research has
refuted the notion that the Assembl y and courts were dominated by the upp er
social strata of Athens.I? Numerical elite domination is inherent ly unlikely,
given the relatively huge numbers involved , and ordina ry citizens were encour­
aged to take par t by the practice of pay-for-par ticipation . (2) Though client age
is widely recognized as a vital component of Roman political life, recent re­
search has pointed out the absence of a matrix of similar structures (institu­
tional or social) in classical Athens.13 (3) The agenda for the Assembly was set
by the Coun cil of 500, whose (paid) memb ers were chosen by lot and who
were forbid den to serve more than two annual terms. The coun cil's large and
rotating membership created an environme nt inhospitable to the development
of an institutional identit y conducive to domina tion by an elite. An attempt ta

show that the council was the "senior partner" in the government has not
gained many adhe rents amo ng historian s.!" Furthermore, although the "ac­
customed speakers" were no doubt frequently heard in the Assembl y, there is
considerable evidence for more casual and occasiona l participation by a mu ch
wider group of speakers.15 (4) Although annually elected (rather than lotteried)
generals (in the fifth century) and elected financial magistrates (in the fourth
century) were indeed important players in the govern ment, they had limited
decision-making power. Magi strates were forced to undergo rigorous publi c
scru tiny before entering office and a public audit upon leaving office. Magis­
trates suspected of conspiring against the people could always be (and fre­
quently were) indicted and punished in the people's courts. There is no evi-

12 Mar kle 1985; T odd 1990.
13 ~Iille tl 1989.
" Senior-panner thesis: de Laix 1973.
15 Hansen 1991, 145- 46.
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denee to suggest that boards of magistrates ever constituted anything like a
hidden government. Until the Macedonian overthrow of the democracy in
322 B.C ., the mo st important political work of the polis was done in the open,
in the Assembly and the courts. tf

It is issue (5)-the pr esum ed ideological hegemony of the elite- tha t parti e­
ularly concerns me here, especially becau se it ha s been asserted recently by
classical scholars whose work is theore tically well informed and is not parti e­
ularly influen ced by Syme.! 7 With ideological hegemony, we move from the
"gravitational field" of Robert Michels to that of Antonio Gramsci and Louis
Althusser , revisionist Marxists who each att empted to explain in cultural terms
the problematically stubbo rn "false consciousness" and lack of revolutionary
energy of exploited ma sses. It is this ideological argument for elite domination
that the oratorical corpus is particularly useful in an swering. Athe nian mass
audiences responded vigorously and readily to any comment with which they
took issue . Their decisions (votes) had profound consequences for the speaker.
Thus the theme s and topoi that appear frequ entl y in the oratarical corpus
should point quite accurately to what skilled speakers took to be the operative
political and social value s and opinions (collectivcly, the "ideology") of the
Ath enian citizenry. For ideological analysis, the captatio beneiolentiae is more
important than the substantial case that the ora tor is attempting ta make: the
latt er may contradict what the audience bclieves; the former must necessarily
conform as closely as possible to that same set of beliefs.

My studies of rhetorical topoi (Chapter 7) suggest that , far from being sub­
verted or preempted by elite values, the ideology of the Athenian demos was
highly demo cratie, The Ath en ian s had considerable faith in the potential and
actual wisdom ofmass audiences. Rather than deferring to elite expert ise when
it came time to mak e imp ortant decisions, the citizenry believed itself to be
collectively the best possible judge of important matters. Moreover, the Athe­
nians did not suppose that any special education was necessary for a citizen to
participate fruitfully in collective decision-making since growi ng up in the
demo cratie polis was itself a sufficient education. According ta popular th ink­
ing, citizens were educated by the decisions of the Assembly and cour ts
through being reminded of the ultimate source of political power in Ath ens
and through the inherent wisdom of the particular decisions. The people were,
by contrast, very suspicious of individual daims to special political knowledge
or edu cation; public spe akers often attacked their opponents specifically on
these grounds, char acterizing themselves as ordinary citizens, their opponents
as over-clever , highly trained spe akers whose rh etori cal facility thr eat ened to
pervert collective decision making.l"

16 über 1989b, 327-36.
17 E.g., Loraux 1986; Wilson 1991.
18 über 1989b, 156- 91.
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Similarly, the Ath enians believed themselves to be a collective nobility . Ali
Athenians could tra ce their an cestry back to the earliest "earth-born" inhabi­
tants of Attica, and so all Athenians were "autochthonous" and sha red a con­
nection to the soil of their homeland. In Athenian ideology, autochthony en­
sured a firm loyalty to the good of the polis and to the political regime that
sustained il. As a result, it was difficult for an individual Athenian to lay d aim
ta special status on the basis of his "high birth." A logical corollary to the
autochthony ideology was a tendency for litigants to attack the legitimacy of
one another's birth-"foreign blood" was grounds for suspicion regardin g
one's loyalty to Athens and its democra cy.' ?

Popular ideology also dealt with wealth and the power brought by its posses­
sion. Athenian society was certainly stratified alon g the lines of economie d ass.
Moreover, despite the fears of certai n memb ers of Athens' wealth elite, no
serious attempt was ever made to redistribute prop erty systema tically amo ng
the citizens-the power of the people was not used to equalize access to the
goods that wealth could and did provide its possessors. Yet, on the other hand,
democra tie ideology both encourage d volunta ry redistribution of wealth and
limited the political effects of wealth inequality. The ordinary Athenian juror
harbored a deep suspicion of the wealthy as a d ass; he tended to view rich men
as arrogant, willful, and at least potentially hostile ta the demo crat ie political
regime that prevented thcm from translatin g their economie position directly
into power over oth ers. The rich Athenian litigant, weil aware that his fate
hung on the opinions of resentful j uryrne n, was at pains to dispel their distrust
by demonstrating himself to be a man of the people. Somet imes a weil-ta-do
speaker sought the sympathy of jurors by assuming the role of a poor man,
beset by richer , more powerful opponen ts. Other speakers point ed out that
their private wealth had frequently been put to publi c uses, in the form of
liturgies, special taxes, and voluntary contributions to the state and to imp ov­
erished neighb ors. By contrast, one's opponents could be characterized as no­
toriously ungenerous. Historically generous litigants felt ent itled ta ask j ururs
to give them the benefit of the doubt when they contended with selfish opp o­
nents. Since every rich Athenian had a good chance of finding himself in court,
this "ma rket" relationship encouraged private generosity. Yet since the indi­
vidual litigant was put in the position of the suppliant, the terms of the bargain
were controlled by the ordinary citizens-it was they who decided if an elite
man's past behavior and CUITent self-representation were adequate compensa­
tion for the favor he now requested.ê?

The frequ ency and imp ortan ce of formai mass judgment of individual
speech acts also tended to inhibit the tendency of dites to act cohesively in
their own d ass interest. The procedures of Athenian Assembly debate and

19 Ibid., 248- 92.
20 Ibid., 192- 247.
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litigation placed elite speakers in contention with one another for scarce re­
sources : in the Assembly there could be only one decree passed on a given
measure, and in court only one successful litigant. Moreover, Athenian jurors
were weil aware of the dange rs that could attend intra-elite cooperation and
were highly suspicious of any aspiring politician who did not engage in fierce
and public litigation with oth er polit ician s.P! Sorne legal pro cesses seem de­
signed to encourage inter-elite competition and litigation , notably the antidosis
(excha nge) pro cedure: Rich citizen A, who found him self saddled with a non­
voluntary liturgy and who thought rich man B's estate had pa id less than its
share of liturgies, could form ally challenge B to assume the liturgy. If B re­
fused, A could then sue B in cour t for a mandatory excha nge of property so
that A could pay off the liturgy from B's (former) estate. The antidosisprocedure
encouraged rich Ath enians to spy out one anoth er 's hidden finan cial resources
and pitted fellow members of the wealth y elite against one other in court room
contests for the sympa thy of the masses.P?

The Athenian democracy channeled the activity of an aristocratie elite cha r­
acterized by a highly competitive, agonal ethos into public competitions that
benefited the demos and were judged exclusively by mass audiences. Elite
attributes were not elimin ated ; inde ed, they might be flaunt ed to good effect in
certain circumstances. But it was the ever-fickle "mob" (ochlos) of non-elite
citizens that determined whether the parti cular circumstances had justified a
particular elite display. The elite Athenian lived and operated under condi­
tions of institutional ized instability. Ifhe want ed what Greek aristocr ats tended
to want-political influen ce, public honors, wide acclaim, and the respect of
society- he was forced to play agame with m ies that shifted constantly and
subtly, agame judged by a collectivity that worked according to deep-set de­
moti c ideals. The judges pre scribed severe penalties for losers and those caught
breaking the mi es: huge fines, banishment, even execution. Yet as losers were
sent off, new players were always waiting in the wings. Paradoxically, the en­
du ring stren gth of the competitive aristocra tie ideology among the Athenian
elite supported the democratie order by providing a constant supply of compe­
tent advisors, each dedicated to explaining to the demos, in word and deed ,
the depth of his allegian ce to democratie ideais and practice, and eager to
expose his fellow elites' failures of allegiance.

The gam e ofAthenian politicallife was hard and often unkind ; this is one of
the reasons for the development of antidemocrat ic positions by Thucydides,
Plato, Aristotle, and other cont emporary critics of Athenian democracy. But it
was also entirely voluntary: the elite Athenian who could not stand the game
could pay his taxes and liturgies like a good fellow and keep out of politics.
Wh en he found himselfin court, he could point to a record offinancial gener-

2 1 Ibid., 328.
22 Cf. Chr ist 1990.
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osity and expect relative lenien cy in return. He was free to criticize the derno c­
racy, in writing and conversation, to his heart's content, so long as he did not
(as Socrates did) take his case into the public space or lead others to engage in
bloody coups against the democracy.

One final issue dem ands our attention. Both c1assicists and th eorists have
traditionally regarded the fifth century as th e really exciting period ofAth enian
history. The dem ocratie period after the Peloponnesian War (403- 322) has
some times been characterized as an age of decad ence and decline- or at least
of bureaucratization, institutionalization, selfish individualism, civic fiaccidity,
and sadder-but-wiser moderation of radical politi cal ideals.23 And yet virtually
ail of the texts to which 1 have referred in this essay were written in the fourth
century. Thucydid es wro te at the very end of the fifth century and compose d
at least part of his history after the Peloponnesian War, Plato 's and Aristotle's
active caree rs were entirely fourth century. AIl but sevente en of the speeches 1
used in my study of Ath enian rhetoric were postwar. The period after the war
opened with the rem arkabl e (and successful) democratie resistan ce to the
Sparta n-imposed regim e of the Thirty T yrants and ended with an equa lly
brave (altho ugh ultim ately unsuccessful) resistan ce to Macedonian imp erial­
ism. Meanwhile, th e Ath enian demos radically expande d the scope of
payment-for-participation by extending pay to Assemblyme n, and did so in
the face of finan cial stringency. Aristotle certainly conside red the demo cracy of
his own day (Palitics 1274a6, 10) as the full realiz ation, the tetas, of demo cra cy,
and regarded fourth-century Ath ens as an example of the most extreme form
of democracy.P!

H ow can we account for the "go lde n-age syndrome" of viewing fifth­
century Ath enian culture as a glorious, epheme ra l moment of radicalism, fol­
lowed by a rapid and ca tastrophic decline into dulln ess and mediocrity? This
qu estion is not simply answered, but 1 will suggest several cont ributing factors :
(1) The period is bracketed by defeats: first in the Peloponnesian War and then
at Chaeronea (338 B.C .) and in the Lami an War (322). These military failures
contrast with the great Athenian victories over Sparta and its allies in 506 B.C .

and over the Persians in 490 and 480- 479, and with the imp erial wars of the
mid-fifth cent ury. This contras t ha s, 1 think, enco uraged the development of
an Erroneous Implied Argument (ElA): Strong, vibrant dem ocracies ar e uni­
versally successful in their foreign-policy initiatives; losing wars is a sign of civic
declin e. (2) The impli cit position that underlies Thucydides' account of the
Pelop onnesian War is that Athens was likely to fail due to its dysfunctional

'p0st-Periclean democratie politi cal culture.v>Thucydid es' reader is led to con­
c1ude that even though Thucydides' narrative acc ount breaks off in 411 B.C. ,

23 E.g., Massé 1962, 1973. But see Chapt er 1, note Il.
24 Strauss 1991, 2 14- 17.
25 See, further, O ber 1994.
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Athens mu st have been utterly demoli shed by the defeat. ElA: History is bunk.
Thucydides, as a good theorist, was right , and the subsequ ent history of de­
mocracy at Ath ens is irrelevant. (3) Those who do bother to read fourth­
century oratory (a rather small group compared to Thucydides' readers) find
that the orator Demosthenes, especially, frequ ently describes his own age as
inferior to the glorious days of the democratie pasto ElA: Demosthenes was
describing an objective reality. (4) ln the very late fifth and early fourth cen­
tury, the Athenians codified their laws and introduced a new meth od for law
making by large , lotteried boards of "lawmakers." Laws (nomoi) were now dis­
tinct from decrees (psëphismata) passed in the Assembly, and no decree could
overrule an existing law. ElA: The cutting edge of radi cal democracy gave way
to conservatism, or at least "moderation," when Ath ens moved from "the sov­
ereignty of the people" to the "sovereignty of law."

Arguments 1 and 2, at least as 1 have characterized them, need little reply; 1
trust that few historian s or theorist s today would be willing to argue in support
of correlating democratie culture dir ectly with military success or would ex­
plain military failure in terms of a decayed political culture. Ath ens' defeat by
Macedon is historically interesting, but the explanation for that defeat must be
sought in Macedonian development and in faulty but democratie decisions
regarding Athens' defenses.w Thucydides ' analysis of declin e and fall simply
cannot account for the democratie restoration of 403 or for the strength and
stability of the democracy thereafter . Argument 3 fails to account for the en­
du ring fascination of the golden-age syndrome in Greek culture generally: al­
ready in the Iliad, Nestor complains that warriors "these days" are not up to
the old standard, and Hesiod in the Works andDays famously describes his own
age as a degenerate "age of iron ." Demosthenes' audience did not take his
comments about ancestral excellence and cont emporary decline as strictly ref­
erential, but rather as a hortatory speech act: not as an unproblematic descrip­
tion of a widely acknowledged reality, but as a challenge to the citizens to live
up the achievements and democratie principles of previous generations. Argu­
ment 4 is more complex; it has recently been made explicitly and in great
detail. 27 Sorne of the problems involved in applying the terminology of sover­
eignty to Ath enian history ar e discussed in Chapter 8. Suffice it to say here that
the concept of sovereignty, elaborated in the Western tradition in the context
of legitimating unitary monarchy and then the "balance of powers" doctrine,
can be highly misleading when appli ed to the historical experience of the dern­
ocratic polis, which did not evolve from a centralized, monarchical state.

The disdain felt by sorne political theorists for Athens of the fourth century
seems to be the product of a deep-set distaste for political stability in any form
and an equally strong attachment to "radical democratie moments" of the sort

26 See Ober 1985a.
2 7 Ostwald 1986.
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characterized by American political activism of around 1963-74.28 1 certainly
do not wish to denigrate work that focuses on insights gained from fleeting
revolutionary mornents.P? But 1 think tha t the enterprise of democratie theory
as a whole will be weakened if we reject, a priori, the possibility that a vibrant
democratie culture that origina ted in a revolutionary moment might subse­
quently exist for a re1ative1y long period of time and serve as the underpinning
for the government of a complex state, Characterizing stability negat ive1y as
an entropie decline in revolutionary energy is to ignore the possibility that
democratie stability can be achieved through dynami c tensions. Indeed , in
Athens, the never-resolved tensions between aristocratie values and demotic
ideology, and between appa rently contradictory but deeply he1d political
values (e.g., freedom of speech and communal consensus), lay at the heart of
the democratie system. The unresolved status of these tensions and contradic­
tions sparked critical political thou ght and contributed to the ongoing institu­
tional and (to a more limited degree) ideological adj ustments that charac ­
terized democrat ie Athenian culture-and that have never ceased to dismay
its conservative critics. Those dynamic tensions were negotiated and main­
tained through the ongoing, publi c activity of a citizenry wil1ing to maintain ,
defend, and continually revise a living democratie culture, and willing to toler­
ate the "company of critics" - like Thucydides, Plato, and Aristotle-of that
selfsame culture (see Chapter 10).

Fifth- and fourth-century Athens provides a particularl y well-documented
historical example of a dynami cal1y stable democrat ie culture in which a large
and social1y diverse citizenry directly ruled a complex society that was mu ch
too big for a politics of "face-to-face" personal intera ction. Those who would
reject the reality of democracy in classical Athens need to explain a body of
cont emporary evidence that consistently asserts that reality. At least until a
better historical example of a directly democratie complex society can be
found, the Athenian example deserves to be taken very seriously by political
thinkers who remain suspicious of "Iro n Laws" of politics and by those inter­
ested in the possible as wel1 as the conceivable, in history as wel1 as in norma­
tive ideals.

28 E.g., Wolin 1994 and 1996.
29 See Chapter 4, and Ob er 1996.



Chapter 4

THE ATHENIAN REVOLUTION Of 508/7 B.C.:

VIOLENCE , AUTHORITY, AND THE ORIGINS

Of DEMOCRACY

The first draft of this essay was written for a conference on cultural poetics in archa ic

Greece, held at Wellesley Co llege in O ctober 1990; it was substant ially revised in the

summer of 1991, when 1 was Visiting Fellow at the Un iversity of New England in

Armidale, New South Wales . 1 owe thanks for help in the process of revision to the

conference 's organizers (Carol Dougherty and Leslie Kurke), and to many colleagues at

UNE, especia lly to Minor M. Mar kle, and to G. R. Stanto n, whose erudite and insight­

fui comments much improved a paper with whose limd ament al tenets he disagreed .

Methodologically, this chapter atte mpts to put into practice the pr emises developed

in Ch apter 2 and thereby to advance th e larger proj ect and defend sorne of the main

ideas sketched out in Ch apt er 3. By reading the scanty sources for a parti cular event

closely and sympa thetica lly- tha t is, without assuming a pri ori that Greek writers were

misled by their ignorance ofsociological " Iron Laws"-I try to break away from two

increasi ngly ossified "Great Man " models, employed by Greek historians since the early

1960s to explain the behavio r of Cleisthenes the Alcmaeonid, the figur e often credited

with "founding" Athenian democracy in 5 10-506 B.C . In terms of the politics of histo­

riogra phy, the essay cuts two ways: it rej ects the Grea t Man as the motor driving

Athenian history, but it also urges the genuine importance of certain historical events as

turning points, as moments of rupture that can result in fundamental changes in both

ideologies and institutions. The relative importance of discrete events vis-à-vis the longue

durée of established social structure and the potent ial of human socÎeties to change

rapidl y have been mu ch debated by twentieth -centu ry historians. Although there is an

increasing interest among sorne historians in events and nar rat ive, within the area of

Greek democracy studies the superio rity of the longue durée app roac h is vigoro usly de­

fended, notably by lan Morris (1996 and forthcoming).

Among other key questions at issue here are: How important to the history of dernoc­

racy were the var ious events of 5 10-506 B.C ., relative to prior and subsequent events

and relative to one another? Wh at are the proximate causes and the eventual results of

the events at issue? And who (individual or collectivity) is to be assigned cred it or blam e

for the several developments? Arguing that the sources raise serious problems for th e

T his essay was first published in Carol Dougherty and Leslie Kurke, eds., Cultural Poeties in
Arehaie Greece: Cult, Performance, Polities (Cambridge: Cambridge Univers ity Press, 1993), 215- 32.
Reprinted with the permission of Ca mbridge Un iversity Press.
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two most cornmon Il' appl ied explanatory mode1s, 1 offer an altern ative that seems to fit

the evidence better , 1 suggest that the signal event in the history of democracy was the

Athenian uprising against the Spart an s in 508/7, that this event defined the nature

of Athens' subsequent demo cratie reforms , and that the primary histori cal agent was

the Athenian demos, acting on its own initiative and without aristocratie leadership .

This reading demotes Cleisthenes from his accustomed central position as "leade r" of

the progressive movement and new governme nt, alth ough it allows him to play an

inn ovat ive and indeed essent ial role as an interpreter of ma ss action and designer of

institutions capa ble of framing and stabilizing a new ideology.

My explanation for the Athenian Revolution requires not only (as with Chapter 3)

exposing and assessing the theoretical und erpinnings of oth er scholars' arguments, but

also (as Chapter 2 suggests will be necessary) imp orting concepts and ideas from out side

archaic Greek history, In thi s case, the primary extern al "suppleme nt" to the sources is

the example of the Fren ch Revoluti on. Rather than atte mpt ing to argue that the Ath e­

nian and Fren ch revoluti ons offer a full set of histori cal parallels, however , 1 take a

detour through the history of' revo lutionary France in ord er to dem onstrate that focused

and effective revolutionary activities can be ca rr ied out by masses of citizens in the

absence of established lead ers or traditional struc tures of leadership . The goa l is not to

show that sixth-century B.e. Ath ens was fund am entally similar to eighteenth-century

Fran ce, but rather to show that the argument "a lcad erlcss upri sing could not have

occur red because such thin gs do not happen" is misinforrn ed.

M y reading of the Fren ch and Athenian revolutions is, in part , predicat ed on the

speec h-ac t theory developed byJ.L. Austin; and speec h-ac t theory remain s a key meth­

od ological tool in severa! of the subsequent essays. Wh ere 1 part compa ny with sorne

oth er recent work influenced by Austin is in my insistence that speech acts must be read

togeth er with other sorts of action: the proof of the revolutionary speec h act mu st be

sought in the rebellion . The analysis of revoluti onary action and its radical implications

for subsequent demo cratie regimes develop dir ectly from the premises sketched in

Chapt er 3. Comparisons could be extended; it would be intcresting to look, for exa rn­

pie, at the Am erican Revolution (especially in light of G . Wood 1992) or the Ru ssian

revolutions of 1917 and 1989- 9 1.

From the tim e of its first, oral , pr esent ation , ml' Ath enian Revolution thesis has

gene rated controversy. 1 retain oddl y fond mem ories of a distinguished classicist elo­

qu ently admoni shing the Wellesley audience not to be1ieve a word of it on the grounds

that (sources be damned !) Cleisthenes simply mu st have been in Ath ens directing affairs

th roughout the revolution . My focus on the demos and ml' decenterin g of Cleisthen es

as the key historical actor is discussed in critical detail by David Am es Curtis in the

tran slator's foreword to a new En glish translation of the classic work on Cleisthen es by

L évêque and Vidal-Na qu et (1996 , xiii- xvii). Meanwhile, Vidal -Naquet, in his new au­

thor 's introduction to the same work (xxiv- xxv), acknowledges that "our principal error

[in the French original of 196+] seems to me to hav e given in to the temptation to

gather everything und er the name of Cleisthcnes." ln several new essays Kurt Ra aflaub

(1995, and 1996a , b, and c) atternpts to demonstrate that ml' a rgume nt for the pr imary
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importance of the events of 5 10- 506 is in e~ror "aifd -that the true origin of Ath enian
demo cracy (should one desire a single daté) is 462 B.c .,'with the constitutional reforms

associated by later authors with the name Ephi altes. I offer a reply to Raaftaub in

"Revolution Matters" (ü ber 1996). In that essay (to be published along with Ra aftaub

1996b and cl, I restate, and attempt to buttress and extend, sorne of the main argu ­

ments presented her e.

THE PERIODIZATION ofhistory is, of course, a product ofhindsight , and most
historians realize that any past era can accurately be described as an "age of
transition." Fixing the end of the archaic period and the transition to the
classical is thus a historiographie problem, one that reflects contemporary
scholarly inclinations more than it does ancient realities. Nevertheless, since
historians cannot work without periodization, and-sirice English-Ianguage his­
toriography seems to be entering a post-Annales phase charac terized by a
renewed interest in the significance-especially the symbolic and cultural
significance-of events, 1 it may be worthwhile to look at a series of events thaJ
can be taken as the beginning of a new ph ase of Greek hisiory. th~ ~vents we
'clioose to rilark-the-rransition wlll be different for any givenf'egion or polis, but
for those interested in Athenian political history, the end of the archaie and the
beginning of something ne~may reasonably be said to have com e about in the
period around 5 10 to 506 B:C., with the revolutionary events that established
the form of"gove rnrneht that wôùldsoon come to be called dëmokratia.?

If the "Athenian Revolut ion" is a historically important-event (or series of
events), it is often described in what seem ta me to be misleading terms. Histo­
rians typically discuss the revolution in the antiseptic terminology of "constitu­
tional development," and thei r narrative accounts tend to be narrowly cen­
tered on the person and intentions of Cleisthen es himself. Putting Cleisthenes
at the center of the revolut ion as a whole entails slighting a significant part of
the source tradition. And that tradition, which consists almost entirely of brief
discussions in Herodotus (5.66, 69-78) and the Athënaiôn Politeia (20- 21), is
seanty enough as it is. The reconstru ction of the events of 508 / 7 offered here is
simultaneously quit e conservative in its approach and quite radical in its impli­
cations. 1 hope to show that by sticking very closely to the primary sources, it is
possible to derive a plaus ible and internally coherent narrative that revolves
around the Athenian people rather than their lead ers. A close reading of the

1 See the intro duction to Hunt 1989.
2 This is a traditiona l breaking point: Burn (1960, 324), for example, ends his narrative of

archaic Athenian history with the expulsion of Hippias. Hansen (1986) argues that dëmokratia was
the name Cleisthenes used from the heginning. The relevant ancient sources are conveniently
collected, tran slated, and annotated in Sta nton 1990, 130- 67.
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sources shows that the dominant ra ie ascribed to elite leaders in modern ac­
counts of a key point in the revolution is supplementary to the ancient evi­
dence. Ali historians supplement their narratives with assumptions, models,
and theories; supplementation of the source material, in order to fill in appar­
ent gaps and silences, is an inevitable part of the pr ocess of even the most self­
consciously narrative (rather than analytical) forms of historical writing. But
such supplements (especially those tha t are widely accepted) must be chal­
lenged from time to time, lest they become so deeply entrenched as to block
the developme nt of alternative readings that ma y explain the source tradit ion
as well or better,

Both ofour two main sources state that during a key period of the revolution ,
Cleisthenes and his dosest supporters were in exile. They imply that the main
Athenian players in the revolt were corporate entities: the bouléand the demos.
The ascription of autho ritative leadership in all ph ases of the revolution to
Cleisthenes may, 1 think, be attributed to the uncritical (and indeed uncon­
scious) acceptance of a view of history that supposes that all advance in human
affairs cornes th rau gh the consciously willed actions of individual memb ers of an
elite.ê ln the case of other historical figures, for example Solon , proponent s of
this elite-centered Great Man appraach ta history can at least daim support in
the primary sources. But although he is regarded by the sources as the drivin g
force behind important political reforms, Cleisthenes is not describ ed in our
sources as a Solon-style lawgiver (nomothetës). The Athënaiôn Politeia (20.4) calls
him tou dëmouprostatës (the leader who stands up before the people) and, though
the label is anachronistic for the late sixth century, it seems to me a pretty
reaso nable description of Cleisthenes' historical raie: like later Athenian politi ­
cians, Cleisthenes' lead ership was not dependent on constitutional autho rity,
but rather upon his abi lity to persuade the Athenian people to adopt and to act
on the proposals he advocated. In sum, 1 will attempt to show that though
Cleisthenes is indeed a very important player in Athens' revolutionary drama,

r - ,
the key role was played by the demos. And thus, dëmokratia was not a gift from a .
benevolent elite to a passive demos, but was the product.of collective decision ,
action, and self-definition on the part of the demos itself \

------I

3 For representative sta tements of the centrality of Cleisthenes' role, see Zimmern 1961, 143­
44: "C leisthenes the Alcma eonid, the leader of the popular party, . . . mad e a bid for power.
[After the Spa rtan interve ntion and the occupat ion of the Acropolis,) Cleisthenes and the councillors
[my emphasis) calicd the people to arms and blockaded the rock . .. [upon the surrender of the
Spartans) Cleisthenes was now master of the situatio n." Murray 1980, 254: "Kleisthenes 'took the
people into his party' . . . proposed major reforms, expelled /sagoras [my emphasis], and in the next
few years held oIT the attempts of the Spa rtans and their allies to intervene." Forr est 1966, 194:
"Fin ally, with the demos' firm support, he was able to TOut fsagoras [my emphasis] together with a
Spartan force." Other textbooks do point out that Cleisthenes was in exile, e.g., Sealey 1976, 147;
Bury and Meiggs 1975, 36; and especially M. O stwald in The Cambridge Ancient History, 2d cd.
(1988), 4:305-7. The modern account of the revolution closest in spirit to the one 1 offer here is
perhaps Meier 1990, 64-66.
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Having advocated the study of historieal events, and having simultaneously
rejected the individual intentions of the e1ite leader as the motor that neces­
sarily drives events, l shall go one step furth er out on the limb by suggesting
that the moment of the revolution , the end of the archa ic phase of Athenian
political history, the point at which Athenian democracy was born , was a
violent, leaderless event: a three-day riot in 508 /7 that resulted in the removal
of Kin g Cleomenes l and his Spartan troops from the soil of Attica.

In order to explain the events of 508 /7 , we need to review the revolutionary
period that began in 510 B.e. - a fascinating few years characterized by a
remarkable series of expulsions from the territory of Attica and returns to il.
The series opened with the ouster of H ippias, son of Peisistratos. In 510 the
Spartans, urged on by multiple oracles from Delphic Apollo, decided to liber­
ate Athens from the rule of the Peisistratid tyrant. A pre1iminary seabo rne
invasion of Attica was repulsed by the tyran t's forces. King Cleomenes l then
raised a second army, which he marched across the Isthmus into Athenian
territory. This time Hippias' forces failed to stop the invasion. With the Spar­
tan s in control of Attica , the tyrant and his family were forced to retreat to
their stronghold on the Acropolis. The Acropolis was a formid able obstacle,
the defenders were well supplied with food and drink, and the Spartan be­
siegers were initially stymied. Ind eed, it looked as if they might abandon the
att empt after a few days (Hdt. 5.64-65). But then Hippias made the mistake of
trying to smuggle his sons past the besiegers and out of Ath ens. They were
caught by the Spa rtans and he1d hostage. Hippias then sur rendered on terms,
and was allowed to leave Athens with his family. Thus ended the tyranny.!

But the liberation raised more questions tha n it answered. Wh o would now
rule Athens? One might suppose that the spoils of political authority would
end up going to the victors. But as Thucydides (6.53.3; cf. Aristoph an es
Ly sistrata 11 50- 56) po inted out, few Athenians had played mu ch part in the
expulsion. T he victorious Spartans, for their part, had no interest in progres­
sive political inn ovation . They sure1yintended Athens to become a client-state,
with a status similar to that of their allies in the Pe1oponn esian League. This
would presumably mean that Ath ens would be governed by a rather nar row
oligarchy, the form of government that (at least in the mid-fifth century: Thuc.
1.19) Sparta mandated as standard for all members of the leagu e.> The Spa r­
tan s did not permanently garrison Athens (this was not their style), but after
withdrawing their forces they remain ed very interested in Athenian politics. In
the afterm ath of the "liberation," King Cleomenes, the dominant figure in
late-sixth-century Sparta, encouraged attempts by Isagoras and other Athe-

• For the tyranny and its end, see D. ~L Lewis in The Cambridge An cimt His/ory, 2d ed. (1988),
4:287- 302, with sources cited.

5 T he government would not have been called an oligarchy because the word had not yet been
invented; for the history of the term , see Raaflaub 1983.
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nian aristocrats to establi sh a government that would exclude most Athenians
from active politi cal participation.

In the period 510-507 the political battlefield of Athens was disputed not
between men who called themsclves or thought of themselves as oligarchs and
demo crats, but rather between rival aristocrats. V,Te cannot say exactly what
sort of government Isagoras envisioned, but in light of subsequent develop­
ments it seems safe to assume that he intended to place effective control of
affairs into the hands of a small , pro-Spartan elite . Isagoras ' main opponent
was Cleisthenes the Alcmaeonid. Despite the fact that Cleisthenes him self had
been willing to accept the high office of archon under the T yranny, sorne
elements of the Alcmaeonid family had probably been active in resistance ta

the T yrants. f Cleisthenes, obviously a leading figure among the Alcmaeonids
by 508/7 , may have felt that his family 's antityrannical activity had earned
him a pr ominent position in the political order that would replace the T yr­
anny. But that position did not come automatically. Indeed , Isagoras, with his
Spartan connections, was gaining in influen ce and was elected archon for
508 17 B.C .7 Thus, as Herodotus (5.66.2) tells us, Cleisthenes was getting the
worst of it. In respon se, Cleisthenes did a remarkable thing: ton démon pros­
etairiretai. 1 will leave this phrase untranslated for the time being, for reasons
that will becom e clear later . At any rate, becau se he had in sorne way allied
him self with the demos, Cleisthenes now began to overshadow his opponents
in the contest for political influence in Athens (Hdt. 5.69.2).

It is worth pausing at this point in the narrative to ask what the social and
institutional context of the struggle between Isagoras and Cleisthenes would
have been. Herodotus and the author of the Athênaiôn Politeia employ the politi­
cal vocabularies of the mid-fifth and late fourth centur ies, respectivcly. But wc
mu st not apply the modcl ofpolitics in Periclean or Demosthenic Ath ens to the
late sixth century. Isagoras and Cleisthenes had recourse to few if any of the
weapons familiar to us from the politi cal struggles of those later periods -

6 Accom modation an d resistanc e of Alcmaeonids to the tyranny; Lewis in The CambridgeAncien/
History, 2d ed. (1988), +:288, 299- 30 1. But cr. the skepticism of T ho mas (1989, 263-6+), who
argues that the Alcmaeonid s may have mad e up the tradit ion of their antityra nnical activity and
the story of the ir exile und er the Peisistratid s from whole c1oth.

7 lsagoras as ar chon: Ath. Pol. 21.1. The a tternp t by McCargar (1974) to separate lsagoras,
opponent-of-Cleisthe nes, from the ar chon of 508/ 7 on the gro unds that sorne archons in this
period were cvidently relative ly young (perhaps not mu ch over thir ty) and lsagoras rnqv have been
relat ively mature seems to me chimerical, especially in light of the extreme ra rity of the name . Ath.
Pol. 22.5 c1aims that after the institu tion of the tyranny, and until +87 / 6, ail arc hons were elected
(haire/oz). The T yrant s had manipulated the elections to ensure that their own supporters were in
office (see Rh odes 1981, 272- 73); exactly how the elections would have been carried out in 509/8
(and th us wha t lsagoras' support consisted of) is unclear. \Ve need not , anyway, suppose that
Isagoras' election was ind icative of a broad base of pop ular support; more likely his support was
centered in the (non-Alcrnaeonid) nobility. On the power of the ar cha ic a rchon, see Ath. Pol. 3.3,
13.2 with the comments of Rh odes 19BI, ad locc.
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ideologicaIly motivated hetaireiai (aristocratie clubs), ostracism, the graphë para­
nomôn (a legal procedure for use aga inst those pr oposing illegal decre es) and
other publ ic actions in people's cour ts, finely honed orations by orators trained
in the art of rhetori c. Wh at sha ll we imagine in their place?

Late-ar chaic Ath ens was surely more dominated by the great families than
was Athens of the fifth and fourth centuries. On the other hand, it would be a
serious mistake to suppose tha t the scion-of-a-great-family/ ordinary-citizen
relatio nship can be seen 'in fully developed patron / client terms-for late­
arc haic Athens, the model ofRoman republican politics is as anachronistic as is
tha t of democratie politics. The reforms of Solon had undercut the trad itional
autho rity associated with birth. The policies of the T yrant s themselves had gone
a long way in breaking down the traditional ties of dependence and obed ience
between upper- and lower-class Athenians. Mo reover, Solon's crea tion of the
formaI status ofcitizen-a result ofproh ibiting debt slavery and oflegaI reforms
that made Athen ians poten tiaIly responsible for one another's welfare-had
initiated a process whereby the demos becam e conscious of itself in forthrigh tly
political terms. The Tyrants had encouraged political self-consciousness on the
part of the masses of ordinary citizens by the sponsorship of festivals and build­
ing program s. T he upshot was that by 510-508 B.C. the ordinary Athenian male
had come a long way from the status of politically passive client ofa great house.
He saw himself as a citizen rather than as a subject, and at least sorne part ofhis
loyalty was owed to the abstraction "Athens."8

And yet, the political institutions in which an Athe nia n man could express
his developin g sense of citizenship were, in carly 508, still qu ite rudimentary
and were still dominated by the elite. We may suppose that the traditiona l
"co nstitution," as revised by Solon, still pcrt ained. T hus there were occasiona l
meetings of a political Assembly that ail citizens had the right to atte nd . But it
is unlikely tha t those outside the elite had the right or power to speak in that
Assembly; nor couId they hope to serve on the probouleutic council of 400, as
a magistrate, or on the Areopagus council.9 Cleisthenes, as a leadi ng member
of a prominent family an d as an Areopagite, surely did have both the right and
the power to address the Assembl y. It seems a reasonable guess that it was in
the Assembly (although not necessarily un iquely here) that he allied himself to
the dernos, by prop osing (and perh aps actually passing) constitutional reforms.
T he masses saw that these reforms would providc them with the institu tional
means to express more fully their growing sense of themselves as citizens. By
these prop ositions and / or enactments Cleisthenes gained political influence,
and so Isagoras began to get the worst of it (Hdt. 5.69.2-70.1).10

8 See O ber 1989b, 60- 68; Manville 1990, 124- 209; Meier 1990, 53- 81. O n the lack of
formaI patronage structures in classical Athens, see Milleu 1989.

9 Solonian constitution: Ob er 1989b, 60-65, with references cited. For the Areopagus from
the time of Solon ta Cleisthenes, see Wallace 1989, 48-76.

10 Cleisthenes' connection with the demos is underlined by Hdt. 5.69.2: ffiç yàp Iii] TOV



ATHENIAc"l REVOLUTIO N Of 50817 39

But if Cleisthenes now had the people on his side, Isagoras was still archon,
and moreover he could cali in outside forces. No matt er what measures
Cleisthenes had managed to propose or pass in the Assembly, a new con stitu­
tional order could becom e a pr actical political reality only if the Assembly's
will were allowed to decide the course of events. Isagoras, determined that this
would not be allowed, sent word of the unsettling developments to Cleom enes
in Sparta. Cleom enes responded by sending a herald to the Ath enian s, inform­
ing them that , ostensibly becau se of the old Cylonian curse , they were to expel
(exeballe) Cleisthenes and many others from the city (Hdt, 5.70.2). Cleisthenes
him self duly left (autos upexesche: Hdt, 5.72.1).

Even after Cleisthenes' departure, Isagoras and/ or Cleomenes mu st still
have felt un easy about the Athen ian situation . A smallish (ou . . . megalëi chein)
mixed-nationality milit ary force, featuring a core of Spart an s and led by Cle­
omenes, soon arr ived in the city (parën es tasAthënas: Hdt. 5.72. 1). Cleom enes
now, on Isagoras' recommendation , ordered furth er expulsions; Herodotu s
(5.72.1) d aim s that a total of 700 families were driven out (agëlateei). The ar­
cho n Isagoras and his Spartan allies were d earl y in control of Athens. That
could have been the end of what we might cali the progr essive movement in
Ath enian politics. Ath ens might weil have become another Argos-an occa­
sionally restive but ultimately impoten t client-state of Sparta. After ail, the
Spartan s were the dominant military power in late-sixth-century Greece,
whereas Cleisthenes and the other leading Athenians who opposed Isagoras
were now powerless exiles.

But, of course, that was not the end of il. What happened next is the mo­
ment of revolution 1 allud ed to ea rlier. According to Herodotus, Isagoras and
Cleom enes next (deutera)

atte mpted to abolish the boulê(tin boulên kataluein epeiraw), J 1 and to tran sfer political

authori ty to a body of 300 supporters of Isagoras. But when the boulêresisted and

refused to obey tantistatheisës de IëJ boulês kai ou boulomen ês peitheJlhai), Cleomenes,

togeth er with Isagoras and his supporte rs, occupied the Acro polis (katalambanoUJi

tên akropolinv. However , the rest of the Ath en ian s (Athënaion de hoi loipoz), who were

of one mind (la aula phronêsantesi [regarding these affairs], besieged them [on the

Acropolis] for two days. But on the third day a tru ce was struck and the Lac-

A9l1vui rov 15fU.lOV x p ôrspov ûnœou èvov 1:01:E 1tli V1:roç 7tpOç n'Iv €rouroû uoîpuv 7tPOcrE­

9il'curo, an d by Ath. Pol.20.1: 0 KÀElcr9 Évl1ç 7tpOcrl1 YUYEtO t OV15iillOV. Ù7t0 151150 ÙÇt iiJ7tÀti9EI
tti v ltOÀltElU V. Since Wad e-Gery's semi na l article (1933, 19- 25), il has been widely accepted
th at the Assem bly was th e arc na in which Cleisthene s won the favor of the people; cf. discussion
by Os twa ld 1969, 149- 60.

1 1 The implied subject of the verb epeirato is either Cleome nes or Isagoras. The gra mmar scems
to point to Cleomenes, although pre sumably it was Isago ras (as arc hon) who gave the official order
to the boulê. T he po int is in an y case merely procedural: H erodotus' narrative demonstrates that
Cleomenes and Isagoras wer e work ing hand in glove throughout.
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edaemonians among them were allowed to leave the territory [of Attica]. (Hdt.

5.72.1- 2)

In the afterma th of the expulsion of the Spartans, at least sorne of the non­
Spartan members of Cleomenes' army (perhaps including Athenian sup­
porters of Isagoras, although not Isagoras himself), who had been detained in
Athens, were summa rily executed (Hdt. 5.72.4- 73.1). After these events (meta
tauta) the Athenians recalled (metapempsamenoi ) Cleisthenes and the 700 families
(Hdt. 5.73.1). A new constitutional order (presumably resembling the order
proposed by Cleisthenes or enac ted on his motion before he was expelled) was
soon put into place. 12

Meanwhile, Cleomenes felt that the Athenians had "outraged" him "with
both word s and deeds" (periubristhai epesi kai ergoisi: Hdt. 5.74. 1). I would gloss
Herodotus' statement as follows: Cleomenes had been outraged by "the
words" (of the bouleutai when they refused the dissolution order) and "the
deeds" (of the dem os in its upri sing against the Spartans and the Athenian
quislings). The Spartan king want ed revenge. He still plann ed to put Isagora s
into power in Ath ens, but his countera ttack of 506 fizzled due to a lack of
solidarity in the Peloponnesian ranks on the one side and Ath enian unity and
military discipline on the other (Hdt. 5.74- 77). Withinjust a few years, Athens
had moved from the position of Spartan client -to-be to tha t of a powerful ,
independ ent polis. Athens twice had been occupied by an outside power, and
the Athenians had rejected the rule of a narrow elite in favor of a radi cal
program of political reform s, risen up successfully against their occupiers when
the reform pro gram was thr eatened , institutionalized the reforms, defend ed
the new political ord er against external aggression, and begun on the road that
would soon lead to demo cracy. It is an amazing story, and H erodotus (5.78)
point s out to his readers just how remarkable was the Athenian achievement.
This, then, was the Athenian Revolut ion .

H erodotus' account is quit e closely followed, and perhaps in a few places
amplified , by the account of the Aristotelian Athènaiôn Politeia. I will focus on
three aspects of the story that seern to me parti cularly notable. Two are famil­
iar topoi of Cleisthenes scholarship; the third is not.

The first peculiarity is that Cleisthenes, an Areopagite and a leadi ng mem­
ber of a fine old family, was willing in the first place ta turn to the dem os-the
ordinary people, who, as Herodotu s poin ts out, "forrnerly had been held in

12 Herodotus (5.66.2) implies that at least sorne of the reform s were put into place before
Cleomenes' ar rivai; Ath. Pol. (20- 21) discusses the reform s after giving the history of the revolution
prop er. 1 think it is most likely tha t some reforms were proposed and perhaps ac tua lly enacted by
the Assernbly before Cleo men es' arriva i, but pr esuma bly there would not have been time for ail
the details of the new constitu tion to have been put into place . See bclow for the qu estion ofwhen
the Co uncil of 500 was established. For a review of the chronolog ical issue , see Hignett 1952,
331- 36; Rh od es 1981, 244 -45, 249 ; Chambers 1990, 221 -22 .
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contempt" (proteron apôsmenon: Hdt. 5.69.2). The second striking thing is that
after his recall from exile, Cleisthen esfu!filled the promises he had made to the
demos (in the form of proposais or enactments of the Assembl y). He fully
earned the tru st they placed in him by establishing a form of government that ,
at least in the long run , doomed aristocra tie political dominance in Athens.
Mu ch ink has been spilled over Cleisthenes' apparently peculiar behavior.
Since Cleisthenes' actions seem to fty in the face of the aristocra tie ethos
("T hou shah not mix with the lower sort") and to contradict a commo n as­
sumption about human nature itself ("T hou shah always act in self-interest"),
sophisticated explanations have been devised to explain what he was up to.
Among views of Cleisthenes in the scholarly literature, two dominate the field,
at least in the English-speaking world. One, weil rcprescnted by David M.
Lewis' inftuential article in Historia, is what we might cali the "cynical rcalist"
view, which holds that Cleisthenes was no true friend of the Athenian demos,
but instead he benefited (or at least intended ta benefit) the Alcmaeonids by
extr aordinarily elever gerrymandering in his establishment of the demes.t '
Lewis' "realist' view was advanced to counter the oth er dominant view: the
"idealist" view of an altruisti c Cleisthenes. This second viewpoint is perh aps
best exemplified by the work of Victor Ehrenbcrg, who saw Cleisthenes as a
selftess democratie visionary.!"

1 would not want ta deny that Cleisthenes embraced a vision of a new
society (see below) or that he hoped for a privileged place for his own family in
that society. Yet neith er the "realist" view of Cleisthenes the diabolically c1ever
factional politician , nor the "idea list" view of Cleisthenes the self-consciously
altruistic Fath er of Democ racy, ad equ ate1y accounts for the third peculiarity in
Herodotus' story - the upri sing that doomed Isagoras and his par tisans by
forcing the sur render and withdrawal from Attica of the Spar tans. Although
the spa ring accounts of Herodotus and the Athênaiôn Politeia do not give us a
great deal to work with, it appears that a spontaneo us insur rection against
Isagoras and the Spa rta ns followed in the wake of Cleomenes' atternpt to
abol ish the boulë and his occupation of the Acropolis. With out the uprising, the
Cleisthenic reforms would have remained empty words: pr oposais or enac t­
ments voided by the efficient use of force by an outside power.

We will prob ably never know the details of wha t actually happened between
Cleomenes' a tternpt to dissolve the boulëand his surrender on terms, but we can
at least say what did not happen , and this may be useful in itse1f. First, and

13 Lewis 1963.
14 Ehr enberg 1973, 89- 103: In 510 Cleisthenes was "a man of new and radical ideas" (89); in

508 he gained support "by revealing plans of a new democratie orde r" (90); "his reforms were ...
the first examples of democratie methods" (9 1). Cleisthenes was not prim arily interested in per­
sonal power , rath er "power was to him a means of creating the constitutiona! framework for a
society on the verge of beco ming democratie" (9 !). For Ehrenberg, then, Cleisthen es is both
selfless and a strong leader whose place is "at the helm" (102). Cf. Ehrenberg 1950.
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perh aps foremost, we should not imagine the siege of the Spartan s on the
Acropolis as an organized military campaign. Wh atever may have been the
form of the pre-Cleisthenic Athenian military forces, there is no mention in
Herodotus or the Athënaiôn Politeiaat the siege ofmilita ry leaders, or ofany other
sort of formaI lead ership-no reference to a polemarch or to stratëgoi, no nau­
kraroi calling in their clients from the fields. Now, the silence of our sources is a
notoriously slippery ground for argument , but (as demonstrated by their ac­
counts of, e.g., Cylon and the naukraroi, Solon and the Eupatrids, and Peisistratos
and the Alcmaeonids) both Herodotus and the author of the Athënaiôn Politeia
were very interested in aristocratie leadership -whether it was individual or
collective and institutional. 1 find it hard to believe that the pr esence of aristo­
cratie lead ers at the insurr ection could have been forgott en or their identity fully
suppressed in the sixty years or so between the revolution and Herodotus' arrivaI
in Ath ens. Surely this brave resistan ce to the Spartan occupiers of the Acropolis
is just the sort of thing that aristocratie families would remember for several
generations. And it was just this sort of family tradition that formed the basis of
mu ch of Herodotus' Athenian narrative. One cannot, of course, exclude the
possibility that Herodotus intentionally cover ed up the role played by leaders.
But whywould he want to do so? To further glorify the Alcmaeonid Cleisthenes?
Yet even if Herodotus did favor the Alcma eonids (which is far from certain), the
hypotheticallead ers would have been Alcmaeonid allies, since Cleisthenes was
imm ediatel y recalled and his constitutional reforms enac ted. t> In the end, posit­
ing aristocra tie leadership for the action that expelled the Spartans is an ignotus
perignotum argument , a modern supplement that relies for its credibility entirely
on the unprovable (and e1itist) assumption that aristocratie leadership in such
matt ers would have been sinequa non. It is preferable in this case to trust our only
sourcesand suppose that Herodotus and the Athênaiôn Politeia mention no leaders
because Athenian tradition record ed none , and that Athenian tradition re­
corded none because there were non e-or at least none from the ranks of the
leading aristo cratie families.

Moreover, there is no mention in Herodotus or the Athênaiôn Politeia ofAthe­
nian hoplites at the siege of the Acropolis: according to Herodotus, it is Ath­
ênaiôn hoi loipoi (the rest of the Athenians) who, unit ed in their view of the
situation, do the besieging. Athênaiôn Politeia (20.3) mentions to plëthos and ho
dëmos. This does not, of course, mean that no men wearing hoplite armor took
part in the siege- but it is noteworthy that there is no suggestion in eithe r
source that anything resemblin g a "regular" army formation was called up.
This might best be explained by the hypothesis that no "national" army ex-

15 For a detailed discussion of the role of oral tradit ions (of famil y and polis) in Herodotus'
construction of his acco unt of the revolution , and a vigorous at tack on the hypothesis tha t He­
rodot us was an A1cmaeonid apologist, see Thomas 1989, 144-54,238-82.
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isted in the era before the carrying out of Cleisthenes' constitutional reforrns . If
there was no national arrny properly speaking, then archaic Athenian military
actions were ordinarily carr ied out by aristocratie leaders (presumably often
acting in cooperation with one another): men who were able to muster bodies
of arrned followers.I '' If this is right , the mass expulsion recommended by
Isagoras and carried out by Cleomenes (which no doubt focused on aristo­
cratie houses) would have completely disrupted the traditional means of mus­
tering the Athenian army-and this may well have been among their motives
for the expulsion. It is not modern scholars alone who doubt the ability of
masses to act without orders from their superiors.

The action that forced the surrender of the Spartans was evidently carried
out in the absence of traditional military leaders and without a regular arrny.
How then are we ta visualize this action? The Athenian siege of the Acropolis
in 508/7 is best understood as a riot-a violent and more or less spontaneous
uprising by a large number of Athenian citizens. In order to explain Cleo­
menes' actions, we must assume that the riot broke out very suddenly and was
of relatively great size, intensity, and duration.'?

After their occupation of the Acropolis, Cleomenes and his warriors were
barricaded on a natural fortress , one that had frustrated the regular Spartan
arrny during the siege of Hippias only a couple of years earlier. Yet on the
third day of the siege the royal Spartan commander agreed to a humiliating
conditional surrende r- a surrender that left his erstwhile non-Lacedaemonian
comrades to the untender mercies of the rioters. Cleomenes' precipitous agree­
ment to these harsh terms must mean that he regarded the forces arrayed
agains t him as too numerous (throughout the period of the siege) to contem­
plate a sortie. Why could the Spartans not simply have waited out the siege, as
Hippias had been prepared to do ? Given the undeveloped state of archaie
Greek siegecraft, it is unlikely that the Spartans feared a successful assault on
the stronghold. It is much more likely that (unlike Hippias) they had not had
time to lay in adequate supplies. This suggests that Cleomenes had occupied
the Acropolis very quickly , which in turn probably means that he was caught
off guard by the uprising. This inferential sequence supports a presumption
that the uprising occurred quite suddenly. What, then, was the precipitating
factor?

16 Fro st 1984.
17 1 am assuming thr oughout that Cle omenes was an expe rienced and sane military com­

mander, and that his decisions were made accordingly. On the dubious tradition of the madness of
Cle omenes, see Griffiths 1989. It is interesting to note how the dernos' action simply disappears in
sorne respectable scholarly acco unts, e.g., Ehrenberg J973, 90: "Cleomenes and Isagoras met ,
however, with the resistan ce of the council . . . which they had tried to disband and which was
most likely the Areopagus.. . . The Spartans withdrew, Isagoras was powerless, and many of his
followers were executed."
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Herodotu s' acco unt, cited above, describes the action III the following
stages:

1. Isagoras/ Cleomenes attempts to dissolve the boulê.
2. T he boulêresists.

3. Cleomenes and Isagoras occupY the Acropolis.

4. T he rest of the Athenians are unit ed in their views.

5. T hey besiege the Spartan force.

6. Cleomenes surrende rs on the third day of the siege.

If we are to follow Herod otu s, we mu st suppose tha t steps l , 2, 3, 5, and 6 are
chronologically discrete and sequential events. Step 4 cannot, on the other
hand, be regarded as a chronological momen t; word ofevents 1- 3 would have
spread around Athens through the piecemeal word-of-mo uth opera tions typi­
cal of an oral society. Presumably those living in the city would have learn ed
what was going on tint, and the news would have sprea d (probably very
quickly, bu t not instantaneously) to the rural citizenry.!" Herodotu s' language
(ta auta phronësantes- "all of one mind") supports the idea of a generalized and
quite highly developed civic consciousness among the Athenian masses- an
ability to form and act on strong and communal views on political affairs.

Ifwe take our lead from H erodotu s' account, two precipitating factors can
be adduced to expiain the crystallization of opinion and the outbreak of violent
anti- Spartan action on the part of the Ath enian demos. First, the riot may have
been spa rked by the Spartan attcmpt to dissolve the boulêand the bou/ë's resis­
tance (thus the demos' action would commence as a consequence of steps 1
and 2, but before step 3). According to this scena rio, Cleomenes and Isagoras
will have been frightened by the sudden uprising into a pr ecipitous defensive
retreat to the nearby stronghold of the Acropolis. Alternatively, the riot might
have broken out only after the Spartan occupation of the Acro polis (thus after
step 3). On this reading of the evidence, the riot would be precipitated by the
Spartan 's offensive (in bo th senses of the term) takeover of the sacred Acro p­
olis. T his second hypoth esis would certainly fit in with Herodotus' (5.72.3- 4,
cf. 5.90.2) story of Cleom enes' sacrilegious behavior and disrespect to the
priestess of Athena . Yet this scenario is not, to my mind, fully satisfactory. 1t
does not explain why Cleomenes felt it necessary ta bring his entire force up to
the Acrop olis. Wh y did Isagoras and his par tisan s (ho te Kleomenês kai ho Isagorês
kai hoi stasi ôtai autou: Hdt. 5.72.2) go up to the Acro polis with Cleom enes? And
if the occupation of the Acropolis by Spar tan forces was a deliberate and
unhurried act of aggression, how are we to explain the failure to br ing up
enough supplies to last even three days?19

18 On how inform at ion was disseminated in Athens, see Hunier 1990.
19 Herodotus' staternent that Cleomenes seized the Acropolis and \Vas subsequently thrown out

along with the Lacedaemonians (ÈlH:x EipTIa É H Kat r ôt s llal..lV ÈÇÉlll1lH Il Eta rérv ÂaKE-
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It is certain that Athënaiôn Politeia (20.3) saw Cleom enes' move to the Acrop­
olis as a defensive response to a riot: when "the boulë resisted (lis de boulês
antistasës) and the mob gathered itself together (kai sunathroisthentos tou plëthous),
the supporte rs of Cleomenes and Isagoras fled for refuge (katephugon) to the
Acropolis."20 Here the move to the Acropolis is specifically described as a
defensive reaction to the council 's resistance and the gathering of the people.
Athënaiôn Politeia's statement has independent evidentiary value only if its au­
thor had access to evidence (whether in the form of written or oral traditions)
other than Herodotus' account-on which he obviously leaned heavily. This
issue of Quellenforschung cannot be resolved in any definitive way here, but it
is not de facto unlikely that the au thor of Athënaiôn Politeia, who certainly had
independent information on Cleisthenes' actual reforms, could have read or
heard that Cleomenes and Isagoras fled to the Acropoli s when a mob formed
subsequent to the unsuccessful att empt to dissolve the boulê. At the very least,
we must suppose that Athënaiôn Politeia interpreted Herodotus' account of the
move to the Acropolis as describing a flight rather than a planned act of
aggression .v'

Finally, let us consider the only other c1assical source for these events: Aris­
tophanes' Lysistrata (lines 273-82). Here the chorus of Old Athenian Men,
girding themse1ves for an assault on the Acropolis (he1d by a mixed-nationality
force of women), urge each other on "since when Cleomenes seized it previ­
ously, he did not get away unpunished, for despite his Laconian spirit he de­
parted giving over to me his arms, wearing only a little c1oak, hungry, dirty ,
hairy-faced .. . that's how ferociously I besieged that man, keeping constant
guard, drawn up seventeen ranks deep at the gates." This is no t, of course ,
history, but a poetic and comic description. Cleomenes' surrender of arms and
his hunger are plausible enough, but the overly precise reference to "seventeen

êmuovùov. 5.72.4) makes it app ear likely that the whole force had gone up to the Acropolis
together, had been besieged together, and had surrendered together. il is unlikely that a significant
part of Cleomenes' forces joi ned him on the hill after the commencement of the siege, and He­
rodotus says nothin g about any of his men being captured in the lower city before the surrender. It is
wor th noting that Cylon (Hdt. 5.71; Thuc. 1.126.5-11 ) and Peisistra tos (twice: Hd t. 1.59.6, 60.5)
had earlier seized the Acropolis, each time as the first stage in an atternpt to establish a tyranny.
Cleomenes' case is different in that his move came lifter he had established contro l of the city.

20 Stanton (1990, 142, 144 n. 6) translates sunathroisthentos tou plêthousas "the cornmon people
had been assembled," on the gro unds that "the verb 'had been assembled' is definitely passive."
But 1 take the (morphologically) passive part iciple sunathroisthentos as having a reflexive rather than
a passive meaning; on the distinction , see Rijksbaron 1984, 126-48. For a reflexive meaning for
the passive participle of sunathroiz ô: Xen . Anabasis 6.5.30; of athroioi: Thuc. 1.50.4, 6.70.4; and
especially Aristotle Pol. 1304b 33.

21 For a discussion of the relationship between Herodotus' narrative and Ath. Pol. 20- 21, see
Wade-Gery 1933, 17-1 9; and Rhodes (198 1, 240- 4 1, 244), who argues that Herod otus was Ath.
Pol.'s sole authority for 20.1-3. For general discussions of Ath. Pol.'s use of sources, see Chambers
1990, 84-91.
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ranks" is unlikely to reflect historical reality. Nevertheless, as Ro salind Thomas
points out , the Aristophanes passage probably does represent a living popular
tradition about the siege.22 And that tradition evidently focused on the milita ry
action of the people rather than on any doings of their leaders.

Although certainty cannot be achieved in the face of our limited sources, 1
think it is easiest to suppose that a spontaneous riot broke out when the bouli
resisted. Caught off guard, Cleomenes and Isagoras retreated with their forces
to the Acropolis stronghold to regroup. Rapiclly spreading news of the occupa­
tion of the Acropolis further inflamed the Athenians, and so the ranks of the
rioters were continually augmented as rural residents took up arms and
streamed inta the city. From Cleomenes' perspective, the bad situation, which
had begun with the resistance of the bouli, only got worse as time went on .
Stranded on the barren hill without adequate food or water , and with the
ranks ofhis opponents increasing hourly, Cleomenes saw that his position was
hop eless and negotiated a surrender. This scena rio has the virtue of incor­
porating aIl major elements of Herodotus' account and the two oth er classical
sources for the events, explaining Cleom enes' behavior in rational terms , and
accommodating the means of news transmittal in an oral society.

If, as 1 have argued above , the Ath enian military action that led to the
liberation of Athens from Spartan control was a riot, precipitated by the re­
fusaI of the bouleutai to obey Isagoras' or Cleomenes' direct order that the
boulidissolve itself in favor of the 300 Isagoreans , how are we to explain the
relationship between the boulês act of defian ce and the uprising itself? In the
absenc e of direct textual evidence for either the motives of the bouleutai or
their relationship to the demos, 1 offer , for comparative purposes, the exam­
pIe of another famous revolutionary refusal by a political bod y ta dissolve
when confronted with authority backed by force. Although such comparisons
are supplementary, and not evidentiary in a formaI sense, they are useful
if they expand common assumptions about the limits of the possible, in this
case by showing that an act of disobedience could indeed precipitat e a
revolution.

OnJune 17, 1789, the representatives of the Third Estate of the Kingdom
of France, a body originally called togeth er by the king, declared themselves to
be the National Assembl y of France. This act of self-redefinition was not
accepted as valid by the existing, and heretofore sovereign, authority of the
kingdom. Six days later, onJune 23, King Louis XVI surrounded the assembl y
hall with sorne 4,000 troops and read a royal proclamation to the self­
proclaimed Assemblyrnen in which he stated that the Third Estate's act in
taking the name "The National Assembly " was voided; aIl enactments of the
so-called National Assembly were nullified. Louis concluded his speech with

22 Th omas 1989, 245-47 .
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the words, "1 order you, gentlemen, to disperse at once." But the National
Assembly refused either to disperse or to renoun ce its act of self-naming.s''

According to the brilliant interp retation of these events by Sandy Petrey, the
Third Estate's renaming of itself, and Louis' declaration that the renaming was
void, set up a confrontation between speech acts- both the Third Estate and
Louis made statemen ts that were intended to have material effects in the real
world of French society; both sides were attempting to enact a political reality
through the speech act of nam ing (or, in Louis' case, "unnaming"). In the
norm al environment of prerevolutionary Fran ce, the king's statement would
have been (in the terminology ofJ. L. Austin's speech-act theory, on which
Petrey's interp retation is based) "felicitous" or efficacious- the Assembly
wouId be dissolved because a sovereign authority had stated that it was dis­
solved. Yet, as Petrey points out, in a revolutionary situation, speech acts are
not, at the moment of their enunciation, either felicitous or infelicitous ipso
facto . Rath er, their felicity or efficacy is demonstrated only in retrospect. In this
case, the Na tiona l Assembly did not dissolve when so ord ered. By refusing to
acknowledge the power of the king's speech to create real effects in the world,
the Assembly contested the legitimacy of the king's authority.v'

The confrontation of speech acts was not the end of the story. Louis subse­
quently attempted to enforce his will through the deployment of military force.
T his attempt was frustrated by the outbreak of riots in the streets of Par is. In
the words of W. Doyle, in the weeks after the confrontation of June 23,
"nobody doub ted that the King was still prepared to use force to bring the
Revolution to an end. The only thing that could prevent him was counter­
force, and as yet the Assembly had none at its disposaI. Itwas saved only by the
people of Paris."25 And thus the French Revolution was launched. Because the
revolution succeeded, it turne d out that the Third Estate's act of renaming had
been felicitous and Louis' proclamation of nullification infelicitous; if the proof
of the pudding is in the eating, the proof of the revolution ary speech act is in
the rebellion.

Although the efficacy of its speech acts were as yet undemonstrated, the self­
redefinition of the Third Estate as the National Assembly on June 17 and the
refusai of the Assemblymen of France to acknowledge the force of the king's
proclamation of dissolution on June 23 helped to precipitate a revolution
because they conteste d the "inevitability" or "na tura lness" of the power of the

23 ':Je vous ordonne, Messieurs, de vous séparer toute de suite." For the resolution of the Abbé
de Sieyés rena ming the Assemb ly, and the response of Louis at the "Royal Session" ofJune 23, see
Wickham Legg 1905, 18-20, 22-33. For a narrative account of this stage of the revolution, see
Doyle 1980, 172- 77.

24 Petrey 1988, esp. 17- 5 1. Petrey's work is based on the ground-b reaking linguistic theory of
Austin 1975.

25 Doyle 1980, 177.
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king's speech to crea te political realities. Once the king's official proclamations
were no longer regarded as expressions of sovereign authority, political dis­
course ceased to be a realm of orderly enac tment and becam e a rcalm of
contested interpretations. The success of any given interpretation was no
longer based on its grounding in etern al and universally accepted tru ths about
power and legitimacy; rath er , success in interpretation was now contingent
upon the subsequent actions of the French people acting en masse-in this
case, by riotin g and besieging the Bastille.

The parallel s between the early stages of the French and the Athenian
revolutions are certainly not exact, but both similarities and differences may be
instructive. First, it is much less clear in the Athenian case where, at any point
in the story, sovereign authority lay- or indeed, ifwe should be talking about
sovereignty at ail. Isagoras was archon in 508 / 7, and so the dissolution order
issued to the boulêcould be seen as carrying the weight of legitimately sanc­
tioned authority. But the archon of Athens did not (1 suppose) comma nd the
absolute sovercignty claim ed by Louis XVI, and the perceived legitimacy of
Isagoras' authority was probably not enhanced by his employment of foreign
military support. Wh at of the comparison of the Athenian boulëto the Na tional
Assembly? T his will depend on what body H erod otus mean t by the word boulê.
There are three choices (and ail have had supporters amo ng modern
scholars)- the Areopagus Coun cil, the Solonian Coun cil of 400 , or a newly
established Council of 500. The parallel to the Nationa l Assembly is closest if
we follow the hypothesis, recently revived by Mortimer Ch ambers, tha t the
boulëin question was (perhaps a pro tem version of) the Co uncil of 500, set up
according to Cleisthenes' proposais and the Assembly's enac tment before the
arrivai of the Spart ans. This hypoth esis would go far in explaining both
Cleomenes' interest in eliminat ing the council and the brave determination of
the counci lme n to resist. But Cham bers' argume nt, based in part on his
rejection of the existence of a Solonian Council of 400, must remain for the
time being an attractive specularion.w In any event, we cannot be sure exactly
what powers the boulê claimed or its constitutional rela tionship ta the archon.

Yet despite these cavea ts and uncert ainti es, severa l relevant factors in the
French and Ath enian cases seem quit e similar. Herodotus' revealing comment
that a king was "ou traged by both words and deeds " (5.74.1) fits the French
Revolution as weil as the Athenian. In both cases, because of a verbal act of
defiance by a political body, "official" political discourse-previously regarded
by ail conce rned as authori tative and stab le, as produ ctive of acts of establish­
ment , as a thesmos- becam e a battleground conteste d by two mutually exclu­
sive interpretat ions regardin g the source of legitimate publi c authority. Isag­
oras (or Cleome nes) said the boulëwas dissolved , The bouleutai denied, by their
resistance, the validity of this staternent. As in the case of the French Revolu-

26 Chamb ers 1990, 222-23.
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tion , it would be the actions of the ordinary peopl e in the streets that would de­
termine which of the opposed interpretations was felicitous and efficacious­
rapidl y evolving realities would decide whether the statement of Isagoras or of
the bouleutai conformed to reality. In both revolutions, the official authority's
recourse to military force was stymied by superior unofficial force in the form
of mass riots. Both revolutions featured short but decisive sieges (the Acropolis
and the Bastille) by leaderless crowds of citizens; both sieges ended in a negoti ­
ated surrender by the besieged leaders of organized military forces.?? Further­
more, both uprisings featured summary (and, I would add , morally rep re­
hensible) killings of individuals identified as enemies of the revolution. The
Ath enian Revolution, no less than the French, was baptized in the blood of
"counter-revolutiona ries."28 Yet the difference between Athens and France in
this regard is also salient: the decade after 507 saw no equivalent to either
Jacobinite Terror or Thermidorian reaction.

In term s ofassigning credit (or blam e) for the upri sing and its aftermath, it is
important to note that though the brave action of the bourgeois gentlemen of
the Third Estate in naming themselves the National Assembly help ed to fo­
ment the French Revolution, those gentlemen did not take the lead in storm­
ing the Bastille.ê? and they were not able subsequently to control the direction
of the revolution. Nor were the bouleutai in control of the Athenian Revolution.
Neither Herodotus nor Athënaiôn Politeia assigns the boulëa leadership role in the
insurrection after its refusaI to disperse: according to Herodotus, after the boulê
refused to obey the dissolution order , Cleomenes and Isagoras occupied the
Acropolis, and ta auta phronësantes, Athënaiôn hoi loipoi besieged the Acropoli s­
taken literally, this comment would seem to exclude the bouleutai from any role
at ail. For Athênaiôn Politeia (20.3), it was when "the boulë resisted and the mob
gathered itself together" that "the supporters of Cleomenes and Isagoras flcd
to the Acropolis," and subsequ ently it was ho dëmos that besieged them. Both

27 For the siege of the Bastille, see Godechot 1970, 2 18-46. T he Bastille was a formidable , if
dilap idated, fortress, guarded by a small force of eighty-four pensioner s and th irty-two Swiss
mercenaries. For the week before the assault ofJ uly 14, its commander, Govern or de Lau ney, had
refurbished the defenses to withstand an assault. Yet "he had only one day's supply of meat and
two days' supply of bread, and mor eover there was no drinking water inside the fortress ... de
Lau ney may .. . have thought that if he were attacked by an unarmed or ill-arm ed crowd the
assau lt would not last longer than one day and that at nightfall the rioters wouId disperse" (2 19). Il
is tempting to suppose tha t Cleomenes thought along similar lines.

28 O n the killing of Governor de Launey and seven other defenders of the Bastille on J uly 14,
and of other agent s of the O ld Regime in the days thereafter , see Godechot 1970 , 243-46. The
Athenian killings have been questioned on the grounds of the word ing of Ath. Pol. 20.3
(KÀ EO~ i;vT] v u èv KUt ro ùç u sr' uùroû 7l(lvmç à<PEîcruv U1tocr1tovoouç), but as Ostwald (1969,
144 with n. 6) point s out, this need only refer to the Lacedaemonian troops; cf. Rh odes 1981, 246­
47.

29 For the composition of the crowd (mostly artisans from Paris) that storme d the Bastille, and
the ab sence of Assemblyme n or any other form ai leaders, see Godechot 1970,211 , 221- 26,230,
237-39.
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authors seem to agree on the importance of the boulêsact of defiance, but both
also agree in seeing the key event as the uprising of the Athenian mas ses.ê?

Finally, how are we to interpret the political implications of this riotous
uprising and its relationship to the subsequent Athenian political order-to
the "constitution of Cleisthenes "? Once again, a comparative approach may
offer sorne elues, The highly inftuential work of E. P. Thompson on food riots
in eighteenth-century England, and that of Natalie Z. Davis on religious riots
in sixteenth-century France, has led to the deve!opm ent of a useful approach
to the historie al assessment of rioting. This mode! is discussed in sorne detail in
a recent articl e by Suzanne Desan, who points out that, according to
Thompson and Davis, violent collective actions in carly-modern England and
France were not merely random outbreaks indicative of generalized popular
dissatisfaction. Rather, these riots are best read as acts of collective self­
definition , or redefinition . The English peasants were, for example, rioting in
support of the reenactm ent of wha t Thompson described as a "moral
economy"-a view of the world that was actually quit e conservative in that it
assumed the legitimacy ofpaternalistic (or at least clientistic) relations between
peasantry and local aristocracy.êJ

The riot of 50817 can thus be read as a collective act of political self­
definition in which the demos rejected the archon Isagoras as the legitimate
public authority. As Herodotus' account suggests, the riot was the physical ,
active manifestation of the Athenians having come to be "of one mind" about
civic affairs. This reading clarifies the general role of Cleisthenes in the Athe­
nian Revolution and the scope of his accomplishments. More specifically, it
helps to explain the relationship between Cleisthenes and the demo s in the
months before and after the definitive moment of the riot.

Let us return to the problems of the context and meaning of Herodotus'
famous and problematic comment (5.66.2) that Kleisthenës ton dëmon pros­
etaùisetai. This phrase is often taken to be a description of a straightforward

30 Cf. , for example, Hammond 1959, 185- 86: "T he Council resisted. It raised the people
against Cleom enes and lsagoras, who seized the Acropolis and found themselves besieged"; O st­
wald 1969, 144: "T he Coun cil refused to be intimidated and, with the support of the common
people, besieged the acrop olis"; Stan ton 1990, 144 n. 6: the couneil in question must have been
the Areopagus, since unlike the councils of 400 or 500, it "wouId have been sufficiently permanent
and would have conta ined a sufficient accumulation of politically experienced men to organize
resistance to a military force. A major thru st was the assembling of the common people . .. and
this could have been achieved by the influence which ex-arkh on clan lead ers in the Areopagos
held over their retainers." The Areopagus leadership theory would need to explain how
Cleomenes' force could be stro ng and decisive enough to "drive out" 700 families dispersed
thr ough Attica (cf. Stanton [1990 , 141 n. 14), who questions the number 700), but too weak to
stop at most 100- 200 men (numbers of Areopagi tes: Wallace 1989, 97 with n. 23; Hansen
1990b-from which we must deduct those expelled with the 700), who were presumably gathered
in one place to hear the dissolution order, from orga nizing a resistan ce.

3 1 Desan 1989.
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event with a stra ightforward subject and object. A. de Sélincourt's Penguin
translation is typical: "Cleisthenes . .. took the people into his party." But we
need not give the middle form prosetairiretai qui te such a clearly active force,
nor need we imagine it as describing an event that occured in a single moment.
1 would suggest as an alternate (if inelegant) translation: "Cleisthenes ern­
barked on the process of becoming the demos' trusted comrade." 32 He­
rodotus' account certainly implies that Cleisthenes had developed a special
relat ionship with the demo s before his expulsion from Athens. That relat ion­
ship, which 1 have suggested above was characterized by proposais or enact­
ments in the Assembly, was evidently the proximate cause of Isagoras' calling
in of Cleomenes. But there is no reason to suppose that the process referred to
by the verb prosetainretai was completed before Cleisthenes was expelled. In
short, 1 would suggest that Cleisthenes did not so much absorb the demos into
his hetaireia, as he himself was absorb ed into an evolving, and no doubt sorne­
wha t inchoate, demotic vision of a new society, a society in which distinctions
between social statuses would remain but in which there would be no nar row
clique of rulers.

The sea cha nge in Ath enian political pr actice implied by Cleisthenes' new
relationship with the demo s was not signa led by an act of noblesse oblige­
opening the doors of the exclusive, ari stocratie hetaireia to the masses. Rath er, it
was a revolution in the demos' perception of itself and in an aristocrat 's
perceptions regarding his own relationship, and that of ail men of his class, to
the demos. Cleisthenes acknowledged the citizens of Athens as equal sharers in
regard to the nomoi (laws), and under the bann er of isonomia the men of the
demos became , in effect if not in contemporary nomenclature, Cleisthenes'
hetairoi.3 3 We must remember that Herodotus' termin ology is that of the mid­
fifth rather than the late sixth century. But in the fifth century, when He­
rodotus was writing his Histories, Athenian hetairoi were expec ted to help one
another, and to seek to ha rm their commo n enemies. The demos looked out
for Cleisthenes' interests by attacking the Spa rtans and by recalling him imrne­
diately upon their depa rture . Political friendship is a two-way street, and
Cleisthenes had no real option other than to look after the interests of the
demos by devising and working to implement (through enac tments of the
Assembly) an institutional fram ework that would consolida te and stabilize the
new demotic vision of politics. That vision had grown up amo ng the Athenian
citizen masses in the course of the sixth century and had found an active,
physical manifestation in the riot that occurred during Cleisthenes' enforced
absence from the scene. The "constitution of Cleisthenes" channeled the en-

32 It is important to keep in minci that the terminology is in any event Herodotus' , not
Cleisthenes' , Il was probably not in use in Cleisthenes' day, and reflects rath er the political vocab­
ulary of the mid-fifth century: Chambers 1990, 22 1.

33 O n isonomia and its mea ning, see Ober 1989b, 74-75, with literature cited.
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ergy of the demos' self-defining riot into a stable and workable form of
government.

In sum, Cleisthenes was not so much the authoritative leader of the revolu­
tion as he was a highly skilled interpreter of statements made in a revolutionary
context and of revolutionary action itself This is not to deny any of his
brillian ce, or even his genius . But it is to see his genius not in an ability to
formulate a prescient vision of a futur e democratie utopia, nor in an ability to
hide a selfish dynastie scheme behind a constitutional façade, but rather in his
ability to "read" - in a sensitive and perceptive way-the text of Athenian
discourse in a revolutionary age, and to recognize that Athenian mass action
had created new political facts. Cleisthenes saw that the revolutionary action of
the Athenian demos had permanently changed the environment ofpolitics and
political discourse. After the revolution there could be no secure recourse ta

extra-demotic authority. If Athens were to survive as a polis, there would have
to be a new basis for politically authoritative speech, but that basis mu st find its
ground in the will of the demos itself Having read and understood his complex
text , Clcisthenes knew that there could be no turning back ta rule by aristo­
cratie faction - or at least he saw that any attempt to turn back the dock
would bring on a bloodbath and makc effective resistance ta Sparta impossi­
ble. And so, acting as a good hetairos, weil deserving of the pistis (good faith)
placed in him (Athënaion Polùeia 21.1) by his mass hetaireia, Cleisthenes came up
with a constitutional order that both fram ed and built upon the revolution that
had started without him .



Chapter 5

THE RULES OF WAR IN CLASSICAL GREECE

ln 1991 1was invited by Yale U niversity's International Security Program to present a

pap er as part of a series on the laws of war in histori cal perspective. 1 chea ted on the

assignm ent , by focusing on Gre ece rath er than on ail of classical history. This decision

was not (merely) a produ ct oflazin ess or ignorance of the Roman material; it was driven

~a conviction that Greek and Roman cultures opera te by very diITerent sets of social

mi es. The tendency of ancient histori ans to explain ph enomena by reference to a pot­

pourri of Gr eek and Roman material, on the basis of the assumption that both were

"classical" (or "traditional Mediterr an ean ") cultures, has caused a good deal of histo­

riograph ical mischief. It is no doubt a fine and pedagogically necessary thin g for ancient

historian s to be fully conversant with both Greek and Roman cultures (among others).

But looking at the two classical cultures together is a better sourc e of contrasts than of

close comparisons. The insidiou s eITect of translating Michels ' "Iron Law" from repub­

lican Rome to democratie Athens (Chapter 3) is only one example of the perni cious

difficulties that un exam ined compara tivism can throw up .

1cheated on my assignment a second time by spending very little time on "laws" and

devoting most of my attention to less formaI "rules" or even "traditional pr actices" of

Greek warfare. AIthough it would be possible to discuss "internationally recogn ized"

laws da ting from the Hellenistic period intended to regulate inter-state violence of var­

ious kinds, these agree ments seem marginal to the wider proj ect of pro viding an intro­

duction to the Western traditi on of inter-statc military agreements. Moreover , as is

apparent throughout this book, 1am less interested in formallaws than 1am in informaI

but socially mandated pr otocols and rules of behavior. Any study of Greek history that

remains exclusively focused on written laws and formaI institutions seems to me to miss

the heart of matt er: the silken web, at once delicat e and adamant, of pr actices, dis­

course, and ideology that sustains and (in diITerent contexts) forces rapid and fund a­

men tal cha nges in culture, state, and society.

The centra l argum ent of this chapter is that intern ational mies limiting the practice

of warfare are social artifacts pr odu ced by a particular social ord er and a parti cular

stru cture of social and political power. The mi es may, in a sense, benefit society as a

whol e. More to the point , however , they bene fit that particula r segme nt of society

capable' of mustering the political and social clout adequ ate to arranging matters in the

best inter ests of its members. In the archaic and early classical peri ods, the primary

T his essay was first publ ished in Michael Howard, George J. Andreopoulos, and Mark R.
Shulman, eds., The Lauis qf War: Cons/minison Waifare in the Western World (New Haven , Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1994), 12- 26, 227- 30.
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beneficiaries of the rules of war were the heavy- armed infant rymen, the hoplit es, who

did the bulk of the fightin g. The rules, for the centuries during which they pertained ,

limited casualties among the hoplites and ensured that the "rniddling" hoplit e c1ass

remained the gravitational center of Gr eek society. The form of political organ ization

associated with the domination of the hoplite c1ass is oligarchie al, that is to say, citizen­

ship was defined by a property qu alification-albeit a given oligarchy may be quite

open and the prop erty qu alifications for citizenship low enough to assure a large per­

centage of the adult, free , male popul ation will enjoy the priv ileges of citizenship. But

this system depends for its stability on a significant degree of exclusivity, on the system­

atic exclusion of sorne nat ive free males from the ranks of the hoplit e-citizens. Thus a

hoplite society cannot be a dem ocrat ie society in Greek terms.

The second part of the essay suggests that the development of tru e democracy in

Athens was eventually fatal to the regime of "war by the rules." And so, once again , we

may speak of an Athenian revolut ion - but in this case the consequences are conside ra­

bly less appea ling than those discussed in the pr evious chap ter. A detailed argument

linking the gro wth of democracy with the collapse of the hoplite regime was recently

made by Victor H anson (1995 and 1996), to whom 1am indebted for many discussions,

over many years, of the issues under conside ration her e. Unlike Hanson, however , who

argu es that democracy subverted the hoplite ethos and was struc turally incompatible

with a rule-oriented international military orde r, 1 focus on the impact of a specifie

decision of the Athenian democracy: the decision to aba ndon Attica to invaders in 43 1

B.C . and thereby to refuse the Peloponnesian challenge to battl e in the opening round of

the Peloponnesian-Athenian War. The political background to this mom entous deci­

sion is discussed at greater length in Chapter 6.

My tendency to seek out and analyze a part icular event that is associated with a

particular historical figure who is argua bly less an agent than a conduit of change, and

that is made possible by a long series of pri or ideological and institutional adjustment s,

and that pr ecipitates a dramatic shift in sociopolitical orde r generally, has obvious

affinities with the interpretive stra tegy developed in Ch ap ter 4. There are other con­

tested points of interpretation that arise here: Was the hoplite c1ass a true "middle

c1ass"? Did the hoplit e ideology of the archaic period remain in any meaningful sense

"dominant" in demo cratie Athens? Were "subhoplites'' (thétes) at Athens regarded (by

themselves or others) as somehow marginal figures, as Jess than full citizens? Was the

developm ent of the Athenian empire and navy the primary and necessary cause of the

developm ent offull democracy of the fifth century? My answer in each case is "no" (see,

furth er, über 1996); but compare, for example, Raaflaub (l 996b and c) and Strauss

199_6) for other point s of view.

, The essay concludes on a rather mixed note: the possibility that the development of

democracy, rather than limiting violence (as the Kantian Enlightenment tradition

would have it), could actually result in a dramatic incl!as~ in the level of military

violence is surely a sobering one for any since re democrat. And yet, once again , the

remarkable fact of Athenian fourth-century social and polilkal stability cornes into play:

unlike fragile oligarchie regimes that pr oved unable to adapt to the volatile and un-
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forgiving new military cnvironment of the posr-Peloponncsian War world , the Athe­

nian democracy provcd capable of meeting the cha llenge-at least unt il new forms of

military organization and technology were developed in Macedon by King Philip II

and his corps of engineers .

The relationship of warfare and military organization to classical Gr eek social struc ­

tur e in general and to Athenian demo cracy in parti cular remains a fruitful area for

research . It has rece ived a good deal of attent ion of late; in addition to the studies noted

abo ve, see van Wees (1992, 1994) and Cartledge (forthcoming).

WHE:-; A PPROACHING the subjec t of agreement s regulating the conduct of
inter-state warfare, it is important to sepa rate the relatively informai, socially
mandated and enforced "m ies" of war from legally enac ted "laws" of war.!
Here, my emphasis will be on the form er , since there is little evidence that the
archaic and classical Greeks enacted internationally recognized laws govcrning
the practice of warfare. There are only two real candida tes for long-term,
formai, sworn agreements intended to control the form taken by arm ed con­
flictarnong the mainland Greek states. First, a tradition reported by the geog­
rapher Strabo (10.448) claims that in the course of the War of the Lelantine
Plain on the island of Euboea in about 700 B.C., the contending par ties (includ­
ing most of the big states) agreed to ban the use of projectile missiles. A second
tradition, mcntioned by the orator Aeschines (2.115), suggests that after the so­
called First Sacred War (fought over control of the oracle of Delphi) of about
600 B.C ., the victorious states swore never again to eut off besieged fellow
Grecks from food or water. Upon examination both traditions look very
dubi ous-the supposed covena nts are reported only by relatively late sources,
and they were certainly not always honored in practice.? Moreover, despite the
existence of the Amphyctioni c League (an "international" organization of
Greek peoples that regulated the affairs of Delphi), there is no evidence for the
Greek development of what H . L. Hart called "first order" rules regarding
military conduct-that is to say, no organized pro cedure for enacting the laws
that might govern inter-state warfare .ê In the absence of securcly attested and
formaI "seco nd order" laws (actual sworn covenants), and without evidence for
first order rules by which such covenants might have been devised, there is not
mu ch to say about classical Greek laws regarding general military conduct.

1 Describing rules as informaI does not, of course, mean that they were easily ignored , nor does
legal enactment guarantee conformity in practice. General treatments of the problem include
Ducrey 1968, 288- 301; Vern ant 1968, 18- 22; de Romilly 1968, 207- 20; Garlan 1975, 23-77;
Karavites 1982; Ducrey 1985,280-82; Connor 1988, 3- 27.

2 See Wheeler 1987, 157- 82.
3 H art 1961.
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On the other hand, Greek combatants did recogn ize a number of rules of
engagement, and these rules do seem to have been normative in that their
br each could occasion indignant comments in our source s. The rules of war ,
which in the late fifth century were sometimes referred to as "the common
customs (koina nomima) of the Hellenes" (T huc. 3.59.1 , 6.4.5; cf. Eur. Heraclidae
1010), ran ge from what might be called neoformal rules to practices condi­
tion ed largel y by practicality. There was in antiquity no cano nica l list of "the
rules." But the following , in descending order offormality, seem to me to sum
up the mo st important of the unwritten conventions govern ing inter-statejt'
conflict:"

1. The state of war shou ld be officially declared before commencing hostilities

against an appropria te foc; sworn trea ties and alliances should be regarded as

binding.

2. Hostilities are sometimes inappropriate: sacred truces, especially those declared

for the celebration of the Olympie games, should be observed.

3. H ostilities against certa in persons and in certa in places are inapp ropri ate: the

inviolability of sacred places and persons under protection of the gods, espec ially

heraids and supplia nts, should be respected .

4. Erecting a battlefield trophy indicates victory; such trophies should be respected.

5. After a battle, it is right ta return enemy dcad when asked; ta request the return

of one's dead is tant am ount to admitting defeat.

6. A ba ttle is pr operly prefaced by a ritual challenge and acceptance of the

challenge .

7. Prisoners of war should be offered for ransom, not summarily executed or

mu tila ted.

8. Puni shm ent of surrende red oppo nents should be restrained " .

9. War is an affair of warriors, thu s noncombatants should not be primary targets

of attack.

10. Battles shou ld be fought during the usual (summer) campa igning season.

11. Use of nonhoplite arm s should be limited .

12. Pursuit of defeated and ret rea ting opponents should be limited in durat ion .

1will risk asserting, as a broad generalization , that most of these informai rules
were followed , most of the time, in intra-Greek warfare of about 700 to 450
B.C . The main problem in proving this assertion is the very lacunary nature of
our sources for the practice of intra-Greek warfare in the seventh and sixth
centuries. But when the evidence is assembled, as it has been by W. K. Prit-

• Rule 1: Adcock and Mosley 1975. Rules 2-4: Ga rlan 1975, 57- 64; Ducrey 1968, 295- 304;
Pritchett 1971- 92, 2:246- 75; Lonis 1979; Karavites 1982; Good ma n and Holladay 1986, 151­
71; Ducrey 1985, 271- 75. Ru le 5: Ga rlan 1975, 6 1. Rule 6: Pritchett 1971- 92, 2:147- 55. Ru les
7-8: Ducrey 1968, noting (334- 36) that the Peloponnesian War was a watershed. Rules 9- 12:
Hanson 1989, esp . 15-1 8, 25- 26,1 77- 84.
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chett and Victor Hanson, the impression of a relatively clear set of rules is
strong.

There is more evidence ta back up my next two assertions: First, rules ofwar
pertained primarily in intra-Hellenic conflicts (rather than in war s between
Greeks and non-Hellenes). And second, these rules, especially numbers 5- 12,
tended to break down in the period 450 to 300 B.C. :; The bulk ofthis essay is
devoted to investigating the implications of the premise that the three asser­
tions are correc t: that the informai rules of war listed above did in fact pertain
among Greeks before the mid-fifth century, that they were developed in the
context of intra-G reek warfare, and that "war by the rules" was considera bly
less commo n after the mid-fifth century B.C .

If we assume that the rules of war listed above did once pertain in mainland
Greece, we may ask in whose interest the rules were developed and main­
tain ed. Raising the question of interest seems valid, in that any argument that
assumes that a universal sense of fair play and decency was an innate part of
early Greek military culture is easily falsified . Even a casual reading of
Homer's Iliad makes it clea r that sorne of the rules ofwar 1have listed were not
deep ly rooted in Homeric society. The warriors of the Iliad do indeed show
sorne "respect for sworn truces and for the sacrosanctity of heralds, but oth er­
wise the conventions of Homeric warfare are quit e different. Achilles' brutal
treatrncnt of his fallen enemy, Hector, may be an extreme, but one can cite, for
example, the night raid of Odysseus and Diomedes, culminating in Diomedes'
cold-blooded execution of the war prisoner Dolon and slaughter of sleeping
men (10.454- 97). Use ofproj ectile weap ons (spears, arrows, rocks) is key to the
action in the Iliad; pursuit of retr eatin g enemies is vigorous and savage. There
is no campa igning season, and no form ai distinction between Hellene and
barbarian . Homeric society is at least partly a poetic fiction , but 1 think that
one can safely assume that most of the Hellenic rules ofwar with which we are
concerned crystallized in a historical era after the Homeric epies were writt en
down, that is to say, after the mid- to late eighth century B.C. If this is right,
then the Greek rules regarding the proper conduct of warfare were presumably
formulated in the course of the seventh century - the age in which Greek
warfare came to be dominated by the highly organized formation of massed
heavy infantry known as the hoplit e phalanx. And thus, it is reasonable to seek
an answer to the cui bonoquestion among the ranks of the hoplit es thernselves.f

S Greek versus non-Greek warfare: Lonis (1969), in a thorou gh review of the evidence, points
out that the practice of war betwecn Gr eeks and "barba rians" need not necessar ily have been
more brut al than that between Greeks, but offers abunda nt evidence for breaches in the rules,
especially during the Persian \Vars of 490-478 and the wars berwcen the western Gr eeks and the
Carthaginians. Cr. Ducrey 1985, 271 - 83. Breakdown after 450: Ober 1985a , 32-50, and 1985b .

6 Homeric warfare: Kirk 1968, 93-117 ; van Wees 1988, )- 24. Date of Iliad: Easterling and
Kn ox 1985, 42- 51. Although sorne sort of mass fight ing surely antedates the "hoplite reforrn" of
the early seventh century, it seems ta me ta go tao far ta claim (as does Pritchett [197+- 91, 4:44])
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Who were the hoplit es? Or, more pr ecisely: Who could he a hoplit e and how
was the class of "the hoplites" defined? The answer varied somewhat over
time , and from polis to polis. But the simple answer is that an adult free male
couId be a hoplit e if he could afford the capital investment in the appropriate
arms and armor, and could afford to spend a good part of the summer march­
ing about the countryside and fighting when called upon to do so. The typical
hopl ite was an independent subsistence farm er: a man who 'owned enough
land-e-perhaps teri ? r fifteen acres-to support him self and his family without
the need for family members to work for wages on a regula r basis, At Ath ens,
the polis for which.our evidence is best, in 594 B.e. the reformer Solon distrib­
uted political privileges hierarchically among four economie classes. Mernber­
ship in each class was determined on the basis of annuai agricultural produc­
tion. Those in the top class mu st be able to demonstrate that their farms could
generate 500 standard unit s of produce. Membership in the second class of
"cavalryme n" required 300 unit s. The third class, requiring a minimum of 200
unit s, was dubbed the ::.eugitai, or yokemen. This third census group is the
Athenian equivalent of the hoplite class- its members were probably called
yokemen either becau se they were metaphorically yoked together in the ph a­
lanx or because they could afford a yoke of oxen. Both etymologies (whethe r
right or wrong) are appropriate: the hoplites were in essence yoked togeth er
when they marched in the ph alanx, since each hoplite soldier depend ed upon
the men next to him in the line as sure ly as an ox depended up on its yokemate.
And the minimum size of a moderately succcssfui independ ent farm was prob­
ably about the size of holding at which keepin g a yoke of oxen for plowing and
other hard labor was economically feasible-roughly ten or eleven acres.?

How lar ge was the hoplit e class as a percentage of the total free (ma le)
population? The simple answer would usually be "a substantial minority."
Basic infantryman 's equipment was not outrageously expensive." Given the
frequ ency of conflict in Greece and the dominance of phalanx tactics, every
Greek sta te had a vested interest in maximizing the pool ofheavy infantrym en,
and hence it was counterproductive to deny tho se who could afford hopl ite
armor and weapons the oppo rtunity to use them . In the period of the battl es of
Marathon and Plataea (490, 479 B.e .) Athens could field sorne 9,000 hop lites,
which repre sented perh aps a fifth to a third of its free adult males.? Assuming

tha t the equ ipm ent changes of the seventh century had no significant impac t on the techniques of
ba ttle or on Gre ek society. Evolution of hoplite equipment and the phalanx: Hanson 1991, 63- 84.

7 Solonia n classes: Whit ehead 1981, 282-86. Plot size and dra ught animaIs: über 1985a, 19-
23. The unit of measurement (medimnos) is equ ivalent ta abo ut 1.5 bush els. T he act ua l yield of an
average hoplite farm would no! have been anyw here near 200 bushels of gra in, bu t the figures
were meant ta refer to total " we t and dry" yield, including olive oil, wine, and pe rha ps othe r sorts
of produ ce as weil.

8 Co st of armo r: J ackson 199 1, 229: at least th irty draehma s in the late sixth century,
y In 479 the Athenians fielded 8,000 hop lites at Plataea , at a time when a good number of
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that the sociological distribution of Athens' pr eimp eria l-era population was
not radically atypical of centra l and southern Greek norms, we may suppose
that in the periad 700 ta 450 B.C. hoplit es typically represented roughly 20 ta
40 percent of a Greek polis' free adult males. The hoplit e class (including here
the families of the hoplites themselves) wouId thu s have represented a minority
of a Greek city-state's total population : an d ite indeed, but not a tiny or parti e­
ularly exclusive elite. Moreover,' when spea king of hoplites, we mu st use the
term "class" with sorne care: the heavy infant ry did not represent an econorni­
cally hom ogeneous group, and the relationship of individual hoplites ta the
economie mode of production will have varied . Although in sorne poleis (e.g.,
Ath ens) the very wealthiest citizens served in the cavalry, in every polis, sorne
hoplit es were considerably wealthier than others. 10 Rich hoplites in many
poleis undoubtedly employed slaves in working their estates. Others depended
on occasional employment ofwage laborers. Those at the bottom of the group
depend ed primarily on the labor of draught animais and family members.
Only a very few of the richest hop lites will have avoided the necessity of'work­
ing their land with their own hands.

Phalanx warfare evolved rapidly in the early seventh century B.C .; it was
saon fully institutionalized as the dominant mode of violent dispute resolution
between the Greek poleis. And it was the hoplites themselves, as a relatively
broad-based social elite, who benefited most from the mies ofwarfare that had
evolved in the course of the seventh century. These informa i mi es ensured that
it was the heavy infantrymen who dominated intra-Greek military encounters
(rather than the wealthier cavalryme n, poorer light-armed skirmishers, or
more specialized archers and slingers). During the archaic and early classical
periods, the Greek way of war, which placed the heavy infantry in the center of
the action, supported and reinforced the privileged social position of the hop­
lite class vis-à-vis the very rich and the poor . Because their arms determined
the outcome of military encounters, the hoplite class occupied a clearly defined
middl e gro und between the small dite of leisured aristocrats and the major ity
of males who were unable ta afford hoplite equipment. Although it is danger­
ously anac hro nistic ta speak of a self-conscious Greek "middle class," the hop­
lites, as a well-defined social group, staked out a broad and central position in
polis society, and their social centrality had clear political ramifications.

Athenian hoplites were serving as marines on the Athenian triremes (Hdt. 9.28.6, 8.131). Athe­
nian demograp hy in the period of the Persian Wars: Labarbe 1957, 199-2 11; in general, Han sen
1985. Tt is important 10 remember that slaves were also part of the society, and in some poleis (e.g.,
Sparta) the nonfree population was a very significant part of the total popu lation . The total size of
the Athcnian slave popu lat ion is unkn own, but I doubt it was very large before or after the wealthy
imperial period of the mid- to late fifth century; see Wood 1988. Saliares (1991, 53- 60) has
recen tly argued that the slave popu lation of Attica was only about 20,000, about onc-sixth that of
the citizen (native-born adu lt males and their families) popu lation.

10 Athenian cavalry: Bugh 1988.



60 CHAPT ER 5

If we view the world from the perspective of the hoplite class, wc can see
how the practice ofwarfare limited the influence of both the very rich and the
poor. The rich men who served in the cava lry gain ed thereby an opportunity
to display their wealth in a conspicuous fashion -but their role in battle was
limited to scouting and protecting the flanks of the phalanx. The free poor and
the unfree (whether slaves or helots) were relegated to a largely logistical role in
times of war :' they could carry the gear of the fighters, but were not effective
fighters themselves. Because trad ition al Greek ideology strongly linked social
and political status with the ability to fight in defense of family and commu­
nity, the leisure class often found it difficult to impose a political ord er exclu­
sively dominated by the very rich . By the same token, the poor and unfree
could "Iegitima tely" be excluded from politi cal participation and various social
privileges. In short, the practice of hoplit e warfare tend ed ta define the limits
of, but also to und ergird, the social and political hierarchies of the Greek
polis.11

On the other hand, the experience of the ph alanx help ed to promote an
ega litarian ethos within the ranks of the hoplites thernselves. The rich hoplite
might have pr ettier armo r, a fancier crest, and a more highly decorated shicld
than the struggling farm er of ten acres who stood next to him in the line, but
the two men used offensive weap ons that were virtua lly identi cal, and each was
utt erly dependent upon the other in matters of defense. Stead fastness was the
primary virtue of the hoplite warrior. In times of combat, it was equally disrup­
tive to the ali-important cohesion of the phalanx to leap out in front of the line
or flinch back from it. The goal of the phalanx was complete homogeneiry of
effort. Men who were economie unequals wcre thu s equalized in combat, and
this egalitarian habit tran slated from battlefield to polis life. Hoplite egalitari­
anism reached its ap ogee in classical Spart a, where the edu cational, socio­
cultura l, economie, and political systems ail emphasized the complete hom og­
enization of a hoplite class that was coextensive with the citizenry.l ?

Although few Greek poleis took either hierarchy or egalitarianism to Spa rtan
extrernes, hoplite warfar e was an important structural clement in late archa ic
and early classical Gr eek society in that it reified existing lines of social distinc­
tion (especially between independent farm ers and poor laborers) and at the same
time promoted social and political equality within the ranks ofthe upp er third or
so ofpolis society. The socially construc ted and socially maint ained rules ofwar
buttressed this social system. Each of the rules numb ered 5-12 above helped to
main tain the long-terrn practical workabili ty of the hoplite-dominated socio­
military system: Since to request one's dead was to admit defeat , and that

I l Role of caval ry in battle: Bugh 1988. 35-38; Spence 1993; see also Chapt er 6. In the fifth
century at Athens the state supported the rich cavalryman with a financial subsidy for his cavalry
mount: Bugh 1988, index s.v, katastasis. Link in Greek ideology between fight ing for one's land and
citizenship: Vidal-Naq uet 1986.901-99.

11 Methods of fighting: Hanson 1989, passim. Spart a: Cartl edge 197i , 11- 23.
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requ est could not legitimately be refused by the victor s, the outcome of a single
battl e was generally regarded by both sides as decisive, at least for a season. Thus
wars tended to be brief affairs that could be fought effectively by "amateur"
farmer-soldiers. The ritu als of cha llenge to battle and acceptance of the chal­
lenge, the limitation of combat t9 a short campaigning season, and the limited
use of nonh oplite arms lessened the impact of war on farm lands, and ensured
that only appropriate "players" took key roies on the field of battle. Generally
lenient trea trnent of defeatcd enernies, the ran soming of prisoners of war , and
the lack of determined pursuit of retreating soldiers kept casualties within an
acce pta ble range. T he ideologically significant ritual of the battl e couId thu s be
performed quit e frequ ently (and thu s its social impact could be maximized)
without risking demographie catastrophe for the participants.13

lt is perh aps in the relative un involvement of noncombatan ts in late archa ic
and early c1assical Greek war fare that the social bases of the rules of hopl ite
combat are manifested most c1early . Traditi onal hoplite war is in essence war­
fare without stra tegy: the aim of each phalanx was to engage the other phalan x
head-on. T his ritualized (although genuinely violent and bloody) form of con­
flict was efficient in that it determined which side was superior quickly and
decisively. Although tactical man euverin g, or even trickery, might be em­
ployed in the atte mpt to fight from the most advantageous position , the goa l of
each side remained simple: to meet the enemy soldiers in an open battl e. This
was not the only way the Greeks could have chosen to fight. The hierarchical
society of the polis offered a seemingly obvious target for a strategy based on
sociopolitical subversion. Those who were disadvan taged by the Greek social
system (the unfrce and subhoplite popul at ions) represent ed a potenti al
Achilles' heel for many poleis; revolts by Sparta 's helot population demon­
strated just how willing the oppressed might be to turn against their masters.
Invaders who persuaded the poor and unfree to fight their oppressors, or sim­
ply to withh old their labor inputs (most obviously by running away), would
severely hamper their opp onents' war effort. Yet until weil into the Peloponn e­
sian War, the stra tegy of encouraging disconten t amo ng the enerny's lower
social stra ta was not employed. It is hardly necessary to point out that Greeks
were both inventive and capable of serious analytical thought. But in Greece,
as in other human societies, innovation was cha nneled by social priorities.
Until the last third of the fifth century, stra tegies based on attacking the en­
emy's social and economie system were effectively "banned" by the informai
rules of war- rules that thereby further reinforced the existing social order.!"

1:1 Limited dam age to crop land : Hanson 1983. Cas ua lty rates: Kr entz 1985a, 13- 20. Krentz's
figures ma y be actually be too high since they necessarily derive from we ll-at tested "great battles"
in which casualties were probably atypically high .

14 War withou t strategy: Hanson 1989, 19- 26; Ober 1991d, 173- 96. On Sparta 's vu l­
nerability to helot insurgency, sec the excha nge by T albert 1989, 22- 40; an d Cart ledge 199 1,
379 - 85. Use of social d isruption strategies in Peloponnesian \Var: Ober 1985a, 35-37.



62 CHAPTER 5

Betwccn about ïOO and ab out 450 B.e ., intra-Greek wars were fought by
fellow participants in what we might fairly cali the hoplite -centered social or­
der. Because of constraints impo sed by the rules of war , these conflicts rarely
became a matter of a polis' national survival. It was a very different matter

I~vhen Greeks fought non-Greeks. In the best-docum ented series of "Greek­
barbarian" conflicts, the Persian Wars of 490-4ï8 B.e. , the issue for many
poleis was national survival, and the Persian invaders were not participants in
the sociomilitary system 1 have sketched out above. Although the Greek
defend ers at Marathon and Plataea used hoplit e formations against the nu­
merically supe rior Persian forces, they did not employ the ordinary norms of
intra-Greek combat. In their conflict with the Persians, the Greeks summarily
executed heralds (Hdt. ï .133), and offered no formai challenge to battle or
exchange of war dead. Retreating Persian soldiers were pursued relentlessly
and slaughtered in their thousands at Marathon , and most of the Persian sur­
vivors of the battle of Plataea were massacred after the Athenians successfully
stormed their camp. Greek conduct during the Persian Wars demonstrates
clearly the essentially voluntary nature of the rules of intra-Greek conflict and
points ta the possibility of a voluntary defection from those rules.P

ln the century after about 450 B.e .-and especially during the Peloponne­
sian War of 431-404 B.e. -the informai Greek rules of war broke down.
Thucydides' history of the Peloponnesian \Var demonstrates how the rules
listed above were violated in the course of the long and drawn-out conflict­
for example, in executions of enemy ambassadors, seamen, and allied troops
(by both Athens and Sparta), and in massacres of captured prisoners of war:
Thebans by Plataeans in 431, Plataean s by Thebans and Spart ans in 42ï ,
Melians by Athenians in 415, Athenians by Syracusans in 4 13. The last of
these atrocities was set up by a sustained strategie pursuit of the Athenian army
by Syracusan forces. But perhaps the most striking departure from previous
practice was the conscious employment of systematic pressure on the enemy's
social system: ln 425 the Athenians threatened the internai stability of Sparta
by constructing a military base at Pylos in Messenia from which they encour­
aged helot insurrection . The Spart ans eventually respond ed with a permanent
base at Decelea in Attica , pr ecipitating the flight of over 20,000 Athenian
slaves. Although hoplit e-phalanx battl es were still being fought , and sorne of
the old rules still honored in specifie circumstances, the general structure of
"war by the rules" was sha ttered in the late fifth century and never effectively
reconstructed thereafter. 16

The question that confronts us, then , is why the socially stabilizing system of
war by the rules fell ap art. Although prodromic symptoms of the breakdown

1-' Marathon: Hdt. 6.113-17; Pausanias 1.15.-l, 1.32.6. Plataea: Hdt. 9.70.-l- 5.
1<; War atroei ties: 'l'hue. 2.67A , 3.32.1. 2.5.7. 3.68, 5.116 .-l, 7.86-87; sustained pursuit by

Syraeusans: 'l'hue. 7.72- 85. Pylos: 'l'hue. -l.3- -l1 ; Decelea: 'l'hue. 7.19- 28.
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can be detected weil before 431, the grea t Peloponnesian 'Var fought by the
hegemonie alliances led by Sparta and Athens is clearly implicated . As
Thucydides poin ts out in the introduction to his history (1.1, 1.23.1- 3), this
was a war unlike any that had been fought on Greek soil. Thucydides impl ies
that at the outbreak of the war, Sparta (with its agricultural, hc1ot-based econ­
omy) was the quintessential hoplite power and Athens was a very nontradi­
tional naval power. T he Spartans entered the war expecting a typical conflict
that would be decided by phalanx battles fought acco rding to the usual mi es.
The Athenians had something rath er different in mind. Thus it is to Athens
that we mu st turn in attempting to understand why it was that the system of
war by the mi es failed to survive the fifth century B. e . 17

In the mid-fifth century, the polis of Athens was exceptional in several ways.
Very big by mainland Greek standards at abo ut 1,000 square miles and with
an adult male citizen population of at least 40,000 to 50,000 , Athens was a
preeminent naval power and contro lled a great Aegean empire. Mo reover,
Athens was a democracy. A series of revolutionary political reforms, initiated
in the sixth century and largcly complete by 450 B.e. , had resulted in the
evolution of a star tlingly original form of direct government "by the people."
Key political decisions in Ath ens-including ail matt ers of state finance and
foreign policy- were made in open and frequ ent Assemblies at which every
citizen had an equal vote. Legal matt ers were decided by people's courts
staffcd by large juries of ordi nary citizens. Most government officiais were
chosen by lot; a few- including the gene rals-were elected to renewable an­
nuai terms of office. Lead ers (including the redoubtable Pericles) maintained
their positions by demonstrating ability in handl ing financial and military af­
fairs and by rhetorical skill in public debates. The existence at Athens of the
political system of democracy had important social ramifications) In Athens ail
citizens, regardless of their property holdings, regardl ess ofwheth er or not they
could afford hopli te armor, were political equals in that each Athenian 's vote
in the Assembly and lawcourt was of equal weight. Because the rclatively poor
(those who could not afford hoplite arms) were in the majority and had devel­
oped a sophisticated consciousness of their own place in Athenian politics, the
political center of grav ity at Athens was lower than in nond emocratic poleis.
And this low center of political gravity gave Athens rema rkable stability. ~ 8

Athens' democratie political culture meant that the implicit social corïtract
between economie classes of natives-foreign-born slaves and resident aliens
were another matter - was based on pr emises very differen t from those as­
sumed in the typical "hoplite-centered" polis. Social inequality as a result of

17 Compare de Ste. Croix (1972), who places the blame for the war squarely on Sparta ,

Whether or not one accepts this verd ict, de Ste. Croix's book is a superb collection of the sources
and modern scholarship.

IR Ober 1989b, esp. 53-95.
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differential access to economie assets certa inly remained , but Athenian society
(that is, the society of adult, free male s) was mu ch less hierarchical than that of
other poleis. The formai equality of citizens, along with the practice of derno­
cratic politics in the Assembly and courtroom, served to unify the Athenian
citizenry acra ss the boundaries of economie class-in much the same way that
the mu tuai interdependence of the hoplites in the phalanx unified the hoplite
class elsewhere. The difference, of course, is that the Athenian citizenry (citi­
zens and their families) was a mu ch larger percentage of the total population.

In part as a direct consequence of demo crati e ideology, the hoplites were
considerably less self-consciously a "class" in Athens than they were in oth er ,
nondemocrati c poleis, and Ath enian society was not dependen t for its stability
on maintenance of a stable hoplite ideology. This blurring of the lines between
the hoplit es and the poorer citizens of Ath ens can be traced in the aftermath
of the oligarchie coup of 411 B.e . The Athenian hoplites played a key rai e
in overthrawing the narrow oligarchy of the Four Hundred , and they par­
ticipated in the establishment of a new government in which full citizenship
would be limited to the hoplite class. This so-called Constitution of the Five
Thousand earned Thucydides' praise (8.97.2), but it never jelled into a stabl e
government. Within a few months, Athens had evolved back into a full
demo cracy-the Athenian hoplites simply did not have an adequate sense of
themselves as a distinct gra up to sustain a form a government based on hoplite
identity. The rai e of the hoplit e class in the maintenance of social stability at
Athens was furth er undercut in the early to mid-fifth ccntury by the burgeon­
ing imp ortance of the Ath enian navy . The rise of the navy was contempora ry
with the fiowering ofAth enian democrac y. The creation of a major naval force
in the mid-480s, at the behest of the politician and general Themistocles, al­
lowed Ath ens to play a central ra ie in the defeat ofthe Persians at Salamis in 480
B.e. , and subsequently led to Athens' hegem ony over the Dclian Leagu e­
a coalition ofAegean coastal and island states o~ganizeda~ the defeat of the
Persians. Wïth the evolution of the Delian Leagu e into an Athenian empire in
the second quarter of the fifth cent~, the navy becamëthekey -a~ of
Ath ens' military forces. As Aristôtlê later recognized , the growth of Athenian
naval power was linked to the development of demo cracy becau se traditional
Greek ideology linked the valu e of the citizen to his rai e in the defen se of the
state. The trir eme war ships of Athens were rowed largely by citizens who
could not afford hoplit e armor-as the navy's raie became increasingly deci­
sive for Athens' position in the Greek world , the poorer citizens took a corre -

1 spondingly larger rai e in the govern ance of the srate. !?
1 suggested above that in many Greek poleis the informai rules of warfare

aided in the survival of the hoplite class and abetted its social and political

19 T he constitution of the Five T housan d: Harris 1990, 2'1c3- 80, with litera tu re cited, Impor­
tance of the na,y to democracy: über 1989b , 83-84.
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dominance. In terms of military conventions, a key result of the conjoined
development of democratie political culture and the navy at Ath ens was the
social and political displacement of the Ath enian hoplites. The ma ss of ordi­
nary citizens, rather than the hoplit e class, now defined Ath ens' political and
milita ry center of gravity, As a result, Ath ens' social struc ture was no longer
fundamentally dependent on a continued adherence to the hoplite
ideology-nor to the rules of war that sustained that ideology . The interests
of the hoplite class no longer determined either the general dir ection or the
specifie decisions of Athenian internai and foreign policy. And so by the mid­
fifth century the Ath enians couId afford to break the rules of war. Their
unique social system meant that the Ath enians need not fear social instability
as a result of this br each of convention, and their unique political system
meant that men with a primary stake in maintainin g the rules were no
longer in charge.
LQ~mocratic governme nt at Athens led ta the formation of an implicit social

cont ract that integrated the interests of middling and poorer citizens and so
allowed Athens' extrao rdinarily large manpower resources to be safely and
efficiently deployed in naval operations. This factor proved to be of key impor­
tan ce in the creation and maintenance of Ath ens ' overseas empire. By 4501
B.C. , Ath ens was a major imperial power, controlling sorne 160 subjectstates-e­
this was the first (and only) really successful empire run by a Greek polis.
Wh atever the subjects of the empire may have thought about their position,
the empire was run for Ath ens' profit , and the finan cial resources that accrue d
to Ath ens as a result of hegemony were enormo us by Gr eek standa rds.ë? By
the date of the outbrea k of the Peloponnesian War, Athens had amassed a
large strategie finaneial reserve- and as Thueydides points out (1 .14 1.2­
1.142.1), that eash reserve had a decided bearing on how Athens chose to fight
the war with Sparta l Traditionally, Greek wars were decided quickiv, usually r

by a single battle. N~" G~eek state dominated by the hoplite class wo~ld desire
(or could afford) a long, indeci sive confiict.s ! But demo cratie , imp erial Ath ens
could. Once again , unique circumstances, linked to the existence of the de­
mocracy, naval power , and empire, rendered the traditional rules of war irrele­
vant to the Ath enians.

So far , 1 have laid out the structural factors that made it possiblefor Athens to
ignore the rules of war. But 1 do not suppose that just because this approach
had becom e possible it was in any sense inevitable. Before the possibility could
become an actuality, someone had to see that recent development s had en­
abled a new approach to war , had to come up with a con crete operational
plan , and had to persuade the Athenians to go along with the plan . That
someo ne was Pericles. The two Periclean Assembly speeches in Thucydides'

20 Athe nian em pire: Meiggs 1972.
2 1 T he focus of hoplite war far e on decisive bat tle is the centr al thesis of Hanson 1989.
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history, along with Thucydides' own comme nts, make it clear that Pericles had
in fact devised a stra tegie plan for fighting the Peloponnesian War.22

T he conflict Pericles foresaw was that of a land power against a sea power ,
and on the face of it the land power seemed to hold the advantage . In a
traditional war by the rules, Sparta and its allies would march into Athenian
territory; the sma ller, less highly trained Athenian phalanx would meet the
invader 's challenge by marching out into the open fields, and would be de­
feated. The Ath enian navy would never become a factor in the conflict, and
Athens would have lost the war in the first year. Not liking the imp lications of
this scenario , Pericles determined to change it. His plan was simple and radi­
cal: since the Spa rtans would win a war that was fought according to the
traditional Hellenic rules of engage ment, Pericles reasoned that Athens might
be able to win by opting out of the rules. This was a key moment in the history
of Greek warfare in that it was the beginning of tru ly sophisticated long-term
stra tegie analysis. Rath er than worrying about the tactical problem of how to
win a parti cular battle, Pericles thought through the interplay of a variety of
forces-military, finan cial, political, and psychological-over the course of a
war that he knew would take several years at least. He had , in essence, in­
vented grand strategy.

The key to succcss, in Pericles' plan , was for the Athenian land army to
avoid engage ment with the Pcloponn esian army: when Spa rta invad ed Attica,
the Athenian hoplites must refuse the rituai challenge to battle and remain
barricad ed behind Ath ens' walls. With out an army of defenders ta fight , the
Spartan-Pcloponn esian phalanx would be rendered impotent. The invad ers
would not risk assaulting the walls. No r was Spa rta likely to attempt a siege of
the city-Pirae us complex: this would require a huge counter-wall, and the Pel­
oponnesians could not spare the manpower to hoId it. Finally, the Spa rtans
could not hope to starve the Athenians out; Athens' empire provided the reve­
nue s, and its Long Walls and its warships secur ity. Athenian merchantmen
would resupp ly the city-fortress from grain markets in Egypt and south Ru ssia.
Given Athens' clear naval superiority, deep finan cial reserves, and indepen­
denee from the hoplite ideology, the defensive side of Pericles' strategy was
thoroughly rational.23

But how was Athens to defeat Sparta? The Spartan center of gravity-in
military, social, and political term s alike-was the hoplite-citizenry of the Pel­
oponnese, and Athens' navy could not threa ten these men directly. An indirect
approach might be more pr odu ctive. Sparta's hop lite class lived from the sur­
plus generated by the oppressed and potentially restive helots of Laconia and
Messenia . With Spart a distracted by helot revolts, the Peloponn esians would

2 2 Thuc. 1.140-44, 2.60-65.
23 Pericles' strateg}': sec Chapter 6.
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be stymied. In the event, although a series of naval raids was laun ched against
the Peloponnesian coasts, Athens established no base in Spart an terri tory dur­
ing the first six years of the war . It seems likely that despite his radical decision
to ignore sorne of the traditional conventions of engagement, Pericles foresaw
no need for a wholesale abandonment of the rules of war. His initial offensive
goal was prob ably a limited one: con trol of Megara, a sma ll city-state whose
territ ory lay north of the Isthmus of Corinth and west of Attica. Megara was
strategically located across the land routes from the Peloponnese into centra l
Greece. The pa sses through the M egarian mountains were defensible: the Ath­
cnians had set up the battle of T an agra by occupying the Megarian passes in
458 B.e. If Athens could perm anently contro l the Megarian passes, the Spar­
tans would be bottl ed up in the Pcloponn ese, and Athens would have a free
hand in central and northern Greecc. Thus, Pericles aimed at the contain­
ment , rath er than the overthrow, of Sparta: an extension ta the mainland of
the ope ra tional plan that had worked weil in the Aegea n aga inst the Persians
since 478. And contain ment of Sparta, he bclieved, could be achieved by a
limited withdrawal from the conventio ns of hoplite war fare.ê"

Wh en the Peloponnesian army arrived in Attica late in the summer of 43 1
B.e ., Pericles' war plan was put into effect: the Athenians evacua ted the coun­
try districts, took up residence in the city, and refused battle with the Pelopon­
nesian army. The invaders were stymied and left Attica a few weeks later,
having accomplished virtua lly nothing. Once the Spartans and their allies
were safely back in the Peloponn ese, Pericles sent the Athenian land army into
Megarian territory, where it ravaged Megara's small agricultural plain . If this
pattern had kept up for a few years, ail might have gone as Pericles had
planned . Eventually, the Spart ans would have become frustrat ed with their
meanin gless incursions; eventually the Megar ians, with their access to Aegea n
trade cut off by the Ath enian fieet and their agriculture disrupted annually,
would have been forccd to submit to Athe ns .x>

But of course tha t was not the way it actually worked out. A devastating
plague redu ced Athenian manpower, imperial subjects becam e restless, Athe­
nian generals turned to the stra tegy of social disruption , and their Spartan
counterpa rts proved equally capable of employing innovative strategies of so­
cial subversion and economie coercion. In the end, the Athenia ns lost because
the Spartans realized tha t the war could be won by expa nding the theater of
opera tions and their own resource base. Persian subsidies allowed Spart an
admirais to launch attacks on the states of Athens' empire, to threaten the
overseas grain rou tes, and to challenge the navy that guarded the empire and

24 Raids into the Peloponnese: Westlake 1945, 75-84. The Megara strategy: Wick 1979,
1-1 4.

25 The first year of the war and its events: T huc. 2.1-33, with Kagan 1974, 43-69.
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the sea lan es. By the end of the war, the Spart ans had provedjust as willing to
ignore the customs of engage ment as their opponents were, and the old regime
of war "by the rules" was a dead letter. 26

Cut free from traditional constraint s, a new style of warfare developed rap­
idly in the fourth century B.e. Although hoplite-phalanx battles were still
fought (witness, for example, the battles of Nemea, Leuctra, and Mantinea),
intra-Creek conflicts were no longer limited in duration , there was no fixed
campaigning season, and the combatants were less frequ ently citizen-hoplites.
The empl oyment of mercenaries, often highly spec ialized light-armed fight ers,
meant that the pursuit and annihilation of defeated enemies becam e more
common. Noncombatants were increasingly the targets and victims of stra te­
gies based on social disruption and destru ction of economie resources.??

The new style of comba t had considerable impact on Greek society. The
practice of war now tended to undermine, rath er than support, the existing
social order of many poleis. \Vith the aba ndonme nt of the rules of conflict that
had und ergirded it, the old hoplite ideology lost its coherence; the center cou ld
no longer hold. \vithout the mediatin g factor of the political and social domi­
nan ce of the hoplit e class, the und erlying conflicts between rich and poor esca­
lated more easily into bloody intern ecine conflict. Moreover , the strat egies of
economie coercion employed by fourth-century armies produced serious eco­
nomic dislocat ions and widespread impoverishment. And thu s the new war­
fare contributed materially to the wave of civil wars that wrac ked so many
Greek poleis in the late fifth and fourth centuries - the conditions that
Thucydides (3.69-85) described as pertaining in Corcyra in 427 B.e. becam e a
recurrent theme in the history of many Greek states.

Paradoxically, Athens, the state whose policies appea r to have don e most to
precipitate the breakdown of the tradit ional rules of war, exhibited extrao rdin­
ary social and political stability in the decades after the end of the Pelopon­
nesian \Var .28 Once again , the explanation can be sought in Athens' well­
developed and resilient democratie political culture. Since Athens did not
depend on the hoplite ideology for the maintenan ce of social order, the col­
lapse of that ideology had few directly adverse effects on the polis,rrust as, in
the second half ofthe fifth century , the existence of the democracy had mad e a
break with the traditional rules conceivable, so, too, in the fourth century the
democracy allowed Ath ens to weath er the social storms generated by war
without rules. And so, despite the traumatic loss of the Peloponnesian War , by
the mid-fourth century the Athenians found themselves in much better shape
than their victorious rivais, Spart a and Thebes-e-poleis whose social and politi-

26 Spart an innovations in the Decelean War : Thuc. 1.19- 28, 8.5-44: Xen. Hellenica 1.1.1­

1.6.38, 2.1.1- 2.2.23: Plut. Lysanda . Cf. Kagan 1987.
2 7 Xew warfare of the fourth century: Ober 1985a, 37-50. and 1989a.
2H Atheni an stability: Ober 1989b, 17- 20.
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cal regimes were intim atell' bound up in what 1 have been calling the hop lite
ideology.

Finally, what of the relationship of the Greek rules of war and military
technology? Wh en compared to modern society, the ancient Greek world was
notoriously nontechn ological. There is, however , one area in which the Greeks
did demonstrate considerable technological inventiveness: siege weaponry and
its defensive corollary, milita ry architecture . The link of military technology
with the rules of war is qu ite clear. During the period in which hoplite warfar e
dominated the Gre ek scene, there was little advance in siegecraft. Hoplite
equipment and training were ill-adapted to the conduct of efficient siege oper­
ations, and relatively simple walls were sufficient to deter most assaults. But
with the breakdown of hoplit e warfare and the rules that had sustained it,
siegecraft and defense against siege became more serious issues. Not sur­
prisingly, the period from 400 to 300 B.e . saw rapid advances in both military
architecture and siege technique.

Because warfare in the age after the Peloponn esian Wa r tended to be de­
struc tive to state economies and civilian population s, Greek poleis expended
considerable effort to exclude enemy forces from economie and population
centers. City walls were built an d rebuilt: at Athens, for example, major
work was undert aken on the city circuit in the period around 395-385, and
aga in in 337, 307, and in the third century. Perh aps even more impressive
were efforts to exclude enemy troops from economically vital rural areas.
The Thebans constructed a stockade around their central agricultural dis­
tricts in the 370s. And in the middle decad es of the fourth century, Athens,
Thebes, and probably other poleis as weil constructed elaborate systems of
bord er fortifications intended to preclud e enemy forces from entering and
ravaging the interior.ê?

By the mid-fourth century both besiegers and defenders were typically utiliz­
ing catapult artillery. Originally invented as a siege weapo n by arms-makers
employed by the tyrant Dionysios 1 of Syracuse in 399 s .c ., the nontorsion
(crossbow-type) catapult was a frightenin g antipersonn el weapon . Early cata­
pu its were not strong enough to enda nger well-built stone walls, however, and
so for a time the expenditure of polis assets for perimeter defense seemed the
most logical cou rse of action. But not for long: by about 340 B.e. engineers in
the employ of Philip II , king of Macedon , had developed the first true torsion
(hair- or sinew-spring) catapults. Torsion machin es, which threw large stone
balls, pr oved their worth by smashing city walls at Alexander 's epic siege of
T yre in 332 B.e .30

29 Athenian work on the city walls: Wycherley 1978, 7-25. T heba n stockade : Munn 1987,
106- 38. Border defenses: über 1985a, passim.

30 Developmen: of siege artillery and its effect on military architecture: ~ Iarsden 1969, 1971;
Garlan 1974; Will 1975; ü ber 1987, 569- 604.
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It is hardly an accident that the first version of catapult artillery was devel­
oped in the workshops of an imperialist Sicilian tyrant, the second phase in
imperial Macedonia, T echnological development and rearmam ent with the
new machines required finan cial assets that much exceeded the means of ordi­
nary Greek poleis. By the late fourth century, few individual poleis could hop e
to win conflicts against the great dynasts who controlled the money and man­
power generated by Macedonian expansionism. As we have seen , border­
defense stra tegies were a primary respon se of several Greek poleis to the mili­
tary situation precipitated by the collapse of the traditional conventions
govern ing the conduct of intra-He llenic warfare. But the new artillery technol­
ogy develop ed by Philip's engineers helped to render bord er-defense strategies
obsolete. Rural fort s pro ved unable to hold off Hellenistic generals in the late
fourth and third centur ies.ê ' The dynastie successors of Alexander , with their
highly trained mercenary armies and their superior artillery, domi nated the
military landscap e. The upshot was that polis citizens were left with no very
effective rnilitary response to the th reat offered by hostile forces deployed by
the severa l new "grea t powers." The city-states of Greece, with their limited
economie and manpower resources, could not compete in the new military
climate, and therefore the age of the trul y independent polis drew to a close.

In conclusion, the relationship between the Gr eek sociopolitical order and
the "ru les of war" that 1 have attempted to~ce above leads to a paradox­
and one that qu ite frankly gives me pa use. Archaic and early classical Gr eek
social mores and political culture supporteda form of warfa re that was highly,
if informally, rule-orient ed. The rules of ea rly intra-Greek warfare successfully
constrained the horrors of-"var while suppo rting an overtly hierarchical social
orde r. In the late sixth and fifth century, the polis of Athens discovered in
democratie pol itics a way to bro aden the base of the social ord er. As a result,
Greek culture blossomed as never before. Classical Ath ens witnessed the apo­
gee of polis culture, marked by bold inn ovations i!l many spheres: literature,
visual arts, philosoph y- and milita ry strategy. Unfettered by the need to
maintain a rigid social hierarchy, Ath enian leaders were free to experime nt
with military strategies that ignored sorne of the constra ints imposed by the
traditi onal rules ofwar, Though it was not their intent to overthrow those
rules, this initial period of Experimentation precipitated an unprecedented se­
ries of inn ovations in military strategy, personn el, and technology. And these
innovations in turn did overthrow the rules of war, and in the process under­
mined the social and political order on which independent polis culture de­
pended . Athenian democracy was, in this sense, the condition of its own im­
possibility. T his is, 1 bclieve, a profoundly disturbing conclusion for any citizen
of a democratie sta te. On the other hand, fourth-century Athenian history­
democratie Ath ens' successes and relative stability compa red with the failure

:l I ü ber 1985a, 220.
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of poleis that depended on the hoplite ideology-may suggest that "more
democracy" is the most appro priate response to crises precipitated by the new
options present ed by democracy. It is perhap s in forcing historians of politics,

. culture, and society to confront paradoxes such as this one that the study of
intern ational secur ity finds sorne part of its justification.



Chapter 6

THUCYDIDES, PERICLES, AND THE STRATEGY

OF DEFENSE

This essay was writt en in 1983-84, as a contribution to a Festschr ift for my dissertation

advisor, Chester Starr, and while I was a resident fellow of the Na tional Humanities

Ce nter. I was at the time engaged in completing the final revisions of Fortress Attica and

doing the research for a pr eliminary draft of Mass and Elite in Democratie Athens. As the

oldest essay in the pr esent collection it bears the traces of ea rlier intellectu al interests

(e.g., in the cent ra lity oftopographica l specificity to the developmen t of the argume nt).

It is includ ed here because its argument deve lops logically from that of the previous

chapter an d because it introduces or develops severa l recurring them es: the dynamic

tension between the " rational" policy preferences of the political lead er (Pericles) and

the interests and concerns of the Athenian demos; the ways in which that tension was

played out in Assembl y meetings and in the for ma tion and impl em ent ation of actual

Ath enian policy; and the intern aI conflict man ifested in the text of the histor ian

(T hucydides) who is at the same time a report er and a critical interpreter of events ,

concerne d with both facts (what actua lly happen ed) and norms (what sho uld have ha p­

pened in the past and sho uld happen in the future).

T he main goa ls of the essay are , first, to recons truc t an over looked chapter in the

history of the developmen t and impl ement ation of Athe nian defense policy before and

during the Pcloponnesian Wa r, and nex t (more amb itiously), to explore the traces in a

classical text of what I suppose to be its author's attempts to be at once an hon est

historian and a penetrating critica l theorist. As in Chapter 4, the meth od involves a

close atten tion to the sources : l argue that Thucydides' na rrative of Ath enian defensive

measures (the employme nt of cavalry and garr isons to limit the impact of enemy ravag­

ing) cannot be fully squa red eithe r with the "city-island" strategy advocated by Pericles

in speec hes repor ted by T hucydides or with Thucydides' own assessment of the prope r

goals of the Athen ian strategy during the war. Rath er tha n at tempting to square the

circle, I suggest that the incomp atibility of narrative and ana lysis is indicat ive of the

problems inn ate to history as critica l theory: T hucydides, as a critic of post-Periclean

democracy, enco urages his reader to ado pt a view of the course of events tha t rem ain s

blind ta sorne of the evidence of his own acco unt. Running agai nst the trend in

T hucydi des scho larship that sees such contradictions as evidence of ba d faith (e.g.,

Bad ian 1993, 125- 62), however, I see this con ftict as an inevitable (and not necessarily

undesirable) outcome of serious histor iography. As an essentially hon est (aIthough

T his essay was first published in Eadie and über 1985, 171-88.
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hardl y objective) histor ian , T hucydides provides his read er with evidence that will sup­

port interpretati ons to which he does not subscribe and which he cannot advocate.

Sur ely modern historians can ask no more, from our source s or our selves. 1 returned to

the issue of Thucydides as theor ist and histor ian in über 1993 and 1994.

Mu ch of the argument turn s on how Athenian cavalry figured in Pericles' defensive

strategy. A good deal of work on the Athen ian cavalry has app eared since this essay was

first published . Sorne of it deais either sympat hetically or critically with the two main

theses (on Athenian defense and on Thucydides) pr esent ed here. G . Bugh (1988) dis­

eusses the cavalry as an Athenian publi c instituti on; Iain Spence (1990; cf. 1993) reca­

pitulates ma ny of the point s made here on the role of cavalry in Athenian defenses,

while disagreeing with my interpretat ion of T hucydides; Worley (1994) discusses the

cava lry as a military fighting force.

It is human natu re always to mi e over those who yield,

but also to gua rd aga inst those who are about to attac k.

- l'hue. 4.6 1.S: speech of Hermocrates

T ake care, Pericles, you are ruling free men, you are

m ling Greeks, citizens of Athens.

- Plut. Moralia 8 13D - E: Pericles ta himself

TH UCYDIDES' ACCOU1'\T of Pericles' grand stra tegy in the Peloponn esian War
has long fascina ted historians, who have often tried to explain how Athens
could have won the war given the essentially defensive stra tegy Thucydides
ascribed to Pericles. ' 1 shall not attempt to solve that vexing problem here, but
rath er pose anoth er, related question : what part did the defense of the Athe ­
nian countryside play in Pericles' overa ll strategy? Few modern historians have
bothered with this question , since Thucydides seems ta give a simple answer,
namely, that the defense of Attica was never an issue because the rural citizens
were withdrawn to the city, where they were safe behind the circuit walls.
Upon d oser scrutiny, however, this apparently straightforward solution ap­
pears inadequ ate, as Thucydides' own narrat ive demonstrat es that Pericles in
fact took serious measures to protect rural property. An investigation of Peri­
d es' local defense preparations should reveal sorne of the underpinnings ofhis
strategy; it may also shed sorne light on two other imp ortant issues. How did
the Athenian demo cracy function during the time of Perides' political leader-

1 Modern studies indude Westlake 1945; Ch ambers 1957; de Wet 1969 ; Knigh t 1970; Cawk­
weil 1975; Holladay 1978; Wick 1979. Kn ight (Perid es' stra tegy was completcly defensive and
wou ld have fai1ed) and de Wet (Pericles' strategy was essent ially offensive and could have suc­
ceeded) define the two poles of the argument .
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ship (prostateia), and wha t is the relationship betwecn narrative and analysis in
Thucydides' Histol)'?

Thucydides' summary of Pericles' strategy (2.66.7) is unam biguous. Pericles
told the Athenians they would win the war if they (1) remai ned on the defen­
sive (hësuchazontas), (2) maintained their Reet, (3) resisted the temptat ion to ex­
pand their empire dur ing the war, and (4) did not endanger the city. Wh at
Pericles meant by "remain on the defensive" is mad e clear in two of his
speeches to the demos. In 431, at an Assembl y called to consider a final Spar­
tan peace proposai, Pericles argued against comp romise and laid out his plan
for dealing with the Peloponnesian invasion. The Peloponn esian land force,
being superior in num bers, would ultimately defeat the Athenian army in bat­
de. Therefore, the Athenians must not fight the Peloponn esian s on land. If the
Athenians were islanders they would be perfectly secure, therefore they should
act as if their city were an islan d and aba ndon their land and homes in the
countryside . Pericles considered land and country homes liabilities, since their
threatened loss might tempt the citizens to meet the Pcloponn esians in battle.
Indeed, he wished he could persuade the Athenians to sack their own lands to
show the Pcloponn esians how !ittle they cared for such trivialities (1.143.5).
The Athenians were convinced by this speech and refused the Spart an peace
proposai (1.145). After the Spart ans had mu stered their army and were march­
ing toward Attica, another Assembly was called at which Pericles gave the
same advice as before: the Athenians must move their property into the city
from the rural districts, refuse battle on land, guard the city, equip the Reet,
and keep a firm hand on the allies (2. 13.2). The Athenians agreed; they
brought their families and moveable property within the city walls, disas­
sembled the wooden framewor ks of their country houses, and sent their live­
stock to Euboea and the other island s (2.14.1). Even in 430, after the ravages of
the plague, Pericles stuck by his conviction (gnomë) that the Athenians must not
meet the invad ers in the field (2.55 .1- 2), and he reiterated his position in the
Assembly. Athens' strength, he said, lay in her powerful Reet (2.62.2), and this
dunamis mu st not be compared to country houses and land, which are no more
important than gardens or fancy orna ments and which only seem significant
now because of their unavailability (2.62.3).

Pericles' strategy, as described by T hucydides, was highly original and com­
pletely logical.? He knew that Athens had insufficient manpower to both man
a Reet large enough to main tain the empire and fight the Peloponn esians on
land. The Peloponn esians' strength lay in their land army, and Pericles knew
they would attempt to provoke battle by invading Attica. If the Athenians
fought the Peloponnesians they would eventually lose too many men to be able
to keep up the Reet. The Athenians were not constrained to fight in defense of
their land , however, because the state had sufficient disposa ble wealth, gener-

2 ü ber 1985a, 35- 36, 51-52.
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ated from imperial revenues, to feed the population and maintain the war for
several years." If the Athenians did not lose men in battl e, they would retain
enough manpower to maintain their navy and hence the empire from which
the revenues accrued. The Pelop onnesian s could not match the Ath enian navy
at sea. Therefore, if the Athenians did not fight in defense of Attica (and
avoided wasting their strength on imp erial expan sion), they could not lose the
war, QE.D. Thucydides appreciat ed the logic and states that in his opinion
Pericles' strategy would have proved successful had it been followed to the
letter (2.65.13).

Pericles, howe ver , not only had to devise a rational war plan, but also had to
persuade a sometim es irrational demo cratie Assembly to agr ee to it; in this
case there were good reasons for him to expect opposition. The stra tegy of
abandoning the state territory (chOra) and refusing to meet another Greek army
in battl e was not only origina l, it was revolutionary and cont ravened the un­
writt en rules of agonal combat. It was one matter for the Ath enian s to aban­
don Attica in the face of the barbarian Persian invad ers in 480 , qu ite anothe r
for hoplites to refuse the formaI challenge to battle by fellow hoplites, to stand
quietly on the city wall watching homes burned and fields ravaged , ail the
while imagining the taunts of insolent invaders .?

The Pcloponnesian s, on their part, certainly expected the Ath en ian army to
meet their invasion force in the field. Thucydides (5.14.3) says that at the
beginning of the war the Spartans believed they would destroy Athens' dunamis
by ravaging Athenian land. The ravaging would, they assumed, bring the Ath­
enian army out to fight. Archid amus, in addressing his army before the inva­
sion of 431, suggested that there was "eve ry reason to expect them [the Ath e­
nian s] to risk a battle . . . when they sec us in their territory laying it waste and
destroying thcir property" (2.11.6). Until the capture of the cont ingent on
Sphacteria in 425, many Spartans continued to belicvc that eventually the
Ath enian hoplites would come out from bchind the walls to fight in defense of
their land, as brave men should.> H ow could Pericles persuade the Ath enian
soldiery to hold back?

" Kagan (1969, 340; and 19ï4, 37~40) suggests that for finaneia l reasons Pericles planned for
the war to last for no longer than three years. Knight (1970, 153 n. 1) cites 'l' hue. 1.141.5 (Pericles
state s that the financial stress of an "unexpec tedly" long war will wear dow n the Pcloponnesians)
agai nst the contention tha t Per icles planned for a short war.

4 On the forms ofagona l war fare, sec aber 1985a, 32- 35. Cawkwell (1975, 70) notes cor rectly
that the abandonment of Attica was a "radical" step, but 1 ca nne t agree with hirn that the rest of
Per icles' stra tegy was conventiona l.

5 The Pcloponn esians invad cd Artica annua lly (T huc, 2.47.2, 3.1.1, 3.26. 1-3, 4.2.1), exccpt in
429 (when they concentrate d on atta cking Plataea instead , 2.7 1.1) and 426 (when the planned
invasion was aborted du e to an ea rthq uake, 3.89.1). Even if some Spa rta ns had doubts abo ut
trad itional meth ods (Archidamus expre ssed such doubts in two speeches: 'l'hue. 1.8 J .6, 2. 11.3- 5),
we must assume , ther efore, that there was a good deal of support for the invasion stratcgy. On
Arch ida mus and the Archidamu s speeches, see de Rom illy 1962; Bloedow 1981. O n Spartan
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And what of the interests of the rural citizens? Thucydides clearly states that
at the outbreak of the war the majority (hoi pleious: 2.16.1) of Ath enians lived in
the countryside and were therefore dir ectly affected by Pericles' defense stra t­
egy. Thucydides' description of Pericles' plan implies that rural resident s stood
to lose everything left in the countryside, and they could hardly expect their
lives in the city ta be pleasant .f The rural majority could have voted for an
open battle strategy in hopes of protecting their farms. Furthermore, it was not
pr operty alone that was at stake. Eac h household had its sacred hearth and
pr ivate shri nes to think of In the public sphere there were the olive trees sacre d
to Athena as well as various rural festivals and fertility cults.? The Ath enian s
would be giving up a great deal when they aba ndoned their land.

Thucydides was well aware of the sacrifice the rural citizens made in choos­
ing to come into the city, and he describ es their plight in detail. It was difficult
(chalepos), he says, for the Athenians to move, since they were used to living in
the country (2.14.2); ind eed , au tonomo us village life was even more charac ­
teristic of the Athenians than of other Greeks (2.15. 1). T he Athenians had
only just finished rebuilding farms sacked in the Persian Wars (2.16.1) and
were "dejected and aggrieved" at the pro spect of leaving homes (oikias) an d
the ancestral sacred th ings (hiera) . In sum, says Thucydides, the move to the
city was for each rural citizen the equivalent of abandoning his own polis
(2. 16.2).

Thucydides' vivid descripti on of the rural citizens' despair at leaving their
lands leads his reader to expec t an explanation of why they were ultim ately
willing to do so. T hucydides never offers an explicit answer, but his implicit
explana tion is clear: Pericles was first man of Athens, the most persuasive in
speec h and mo st powe rful in action, an d he controlled the demos (1.39.4,
1.127.2- 3, 2.65.7- 10). Hence, when Pericles suggested tha t the Athenians do
something, they might grumb le, but they did it." But was it really quit e so
simple? Recent scholarship has shown tha t Pericles had more in common with

strat egy in the Archidamian War, see Brunt 1965; Cawkwell 1975, 53- 70; Moxon 1978; Ke lly
1982.

(; T hucydides ernphasizes the squa lid conditions in which the evacuees livcd: 2.17, 2.52.1- 2.
7 The sanctity of the central hear th: Farn ell 1896- 1909, 5:358 - 65. Man y farm s had other

sac red places; on three cult-related rupestral inscript ions found at a single farm in the Laurion
district , see Lang don and Watrous 1977, 162- 77; Wickens 1983, 96- 99. On the sacred olive trees
(which were located on private fa rrns), see Lysias Oration 7. Davies (198 1, 75- 76) post ulate s that
T hucydides' stress on the rural way of life and cuits shows that Athen ians had a "comparative
dctachrn ent" f rom an d a "curious lack of emotional involvernent" in the ir real esta tes, which 1
th ink overstat es the case.

e Thucydides' assessment of Pericles' position is accept ed by, among othe rs, Delbr ück (1975­
85, 1:137- 38), who praises "the power of the mind of Pericles, who was able to persuade the
sovereign Athenian Cit izen ry to adopt a strategy that was so hard to grasp," and Kagan, who
speaks of Pericles' "political mag ic" (1969, 193- 94) and suggests that Per icles' "power" to per­
suade the Athe nia ns to leave their farms was due to his "aue/on/as" (1974, 54- 56).
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his demagogie suecessors than Thueydides would have us believe; like them,
Pericles had to manipulate and cajole the demos to aecompli sh his political
and stra tegie goals.? If we cannot wholly aecept Thucydides' assessment of
Pericles' ability to force his will upon his fellow citizens, we must ask what sorts
of argument and indu cement he might have offered to persuade them ta agree
to give up their hom es, temple s, and sense of agonal honor.

First, Pericles might have played on Ath enian hopes that the Peloponnesians
would not actually penetrate central Attiea. In 446/ 5 a Peloponnesian inva­
sion of Attica had been aborted before the invaders had advanced farther than
the Thriasian plain (l. I04.2). Thucydides states (2.2 1.1) that in 431 the Athe­
nians remembered this event and hop ed that the eurre nt invasion would also
be halt ed before crossing Mount Aigaleos. But the mass evacuation of 43 1
would have been unnecessary if the Athenians could be sure the Peloponne­
sians wouId stay west of Aigaleos. Clearly those Athenians living east of the
Thriasian plain who had evacua ted reeognized the possibility that the Pel­
oponnesians would advance. But even if the invad ers did advance, one might
argu e, the Athenians need not have expeeted thcm to do a great deal of dam­
age. After ail, agonal warfare did not require an efficient destruction of enemy
property, since the defending hoplites tended to show up for battl e befor e
much ravaging had occurred. The fact that the Peloponnesians would not be
experienced ravagers may have been sorne eomfort to the Athenians, but the
devastation of Attica during the Persian Wars was still in living memory. The
Ath enians had mor e reason than most oth er mainland Greeks ta associate
~my occupation of ungu arded land with eeonomic ruin .
~ An explanation might be sought in the composition of the Athenian Assern­
b y. Undoubtedly a relatively higher percentage of eity dwellers than of rural
citizens att ended the Assembly regularly, and the Old Oligarch ([Xen.] Ath.
Pol. 2.14) claims that the demos (meaning the urban mob) was not eager to
make peace since, unlike the "farmers and rich.men," the masses who lived in
the city had nothing ta lose in case of invasion. j0 Yet surely even those rural
citizens who seldom exercised their fran chise wo uld make a point of attending
any meeting that was ta decide on a question so germane to their interests.
The possibility that Pericles may have packed the Assembly with urban vote rs
is not sufficient explanation in the face of T hucydides' clear statement that the
maj ority of eitizens lived in the countryside.

Propaganda provides another possible clue. It seems likely that Pericles'
great building program had the effect of fostering the identification of the astu

9 See the seminal art icle by Finley (1962, esp. 14-1 6). There were , of course, differen ces
between Pericles and his successors (see Co nnor 1971), and his personal prestige no doubt helped
Pericles persuade the Ath enian s to vote his way on many issues, but there were limits to what the
Athenians would agree to on the basis of prestige alone.

JO il is often assumed (e.g., by Hansen [1 979a, 48]) that the prepon derance of voters at normal
meetings of the Assembly was townsmen .
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(i.e., the walled city) with the polis as a whol e. The very building of the Long
Walls to Piraeus may have conditioned the Athenian s to the idea tha t they
might have to man them , and manning the walls imp lied abandoning the
countryside . Not ail citizens would make that connec tion, but those who did
may have been comforted by the iconography of the shield of the grea t statue
of Ath ena Parthenos in the Parth enon . E. Harrison has demonstrated that the
ba ckground of the Amazonomachy depicted on the shield was a city wall; the
eponymous hero es of the Cleisthenic tribes arc shown fighting on the wall
aga inst the besiegers.' 1 If the ancestral heroes could face invaders at the wall
rath er than in the field , their descendants would not shame themselves by
doin g the same .

Along with employing iconography to persuad e the Athen ians that city de­
fense was noble and brave, Peric1es played on the da rker side of his audience' s
emotions by appealing to their passion for revenge. From 43 1 on the Ath c­
nians sent out lar ge fleets to ravage Peloponnesian territory, and the land army
marched against Megara twice each year. In his first speec h Peric1es specifi­
cally links the expec ted Peloponnesian invasions and the planned Athen ian
raids: "If they march by land against our cham, we will sail against theirs"
(1.143.4). Peric1es goes on to say that Athenian raids will hurt the Pcloponne­
sians more than the loss of ail Attica will hurt the Ath enians. Perhaps he
believed this: Thucydides suggested that in 424 the Spartans thought they
could stop the infur iating Athenian raid s by attacking the land ofAthens' allies
(4.80.1); mutatis mutandis, Peric1es might have had similar hop es in 43 1.
Wh eth er or not the raid s would be effective in winning the war , they would
keep the Athenians from feeling themselves helpless victims, unable to strike
back at their torment ors.!"

At least sorne of these factors no doubt help ed to pave the way for Athen ian
acceptance of Peric1es' stra tegy; even collectively, however, they do not pro­
vide a sufficient condition for Athenian willingness to withdraw from the coun­
tryside . The rural citizens were being asked to give up a grea t deal; they mu st
have been given sorne assurance tha t the state would make an effort to mini­
mize the extent of their materiallosses. But how could rural property be pro­
tected if the countryside were abandoned?

A solution may be sought by examining the defensive response of a similar
Greek sta te faced with an ana logous situation. T hucydides makes a point of
compa ring Sicilian Syracuse with Ath ens. Syracuse, like Athens, was a
wealth y, populous, democrati e state whose citizens, when faced with large­
scale invasion in 4 1S, chose initially to withdraw behind city walls.l '

1 1 Harrison 1981.

12 G rundy (1948, 1:33 1) suggested that the ra ids might have been ime nded to improve Athe­
nian mo rale. Westlake (1945, ï9 ), commeming on the first edition of 19 11, found this "not qu ite
convincing," bu t Kagan (19ï4, 29 n. 49) feels that it is a possib le explanation.

J:l Comparison of Athens and Syrac use: T huc . ï .55.2, 8.96 .5. Accor ding to Nicias (6.20.4),
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Thucydides' narrative of the Sicilian expedition includes a detailed description
of Syracuse's local defense strategy. The Syracusan s, as it turns out , gua rded
their territory with cavalry and rural garrisons. Despite initial losses in battl e
suffered by the hoplite force, the Syracusan cavalry and garr isons effectively
protected rural assets. The enemy hoplites were forced by cavalry raids to
move about in large unit s in tight formation; any hoplite who left the forma­
tion was eut down by mounted skirmishers. The camp followers of the invad ers
were slaughtered when they attempted to collect water and firewood and could
not spread out to scour the countryside for provi sions. Since the enemy could
never disperse his forces to ravage, damage to rural resources was kept to a
minimum. The role of the Syracusan gar risons is less clear , but they seem to
have served as bases for the cavalry and as centers of local resistan ce."!

The cavalry / garrison defense strategy employed by Syracuse was a major
factor in the failur e of Athens' Sicilian expedition, but , acco rding to
Thucydides, it should have been ant icipated. In a speech to the Syracusan
Assembl y, the demagogue Athenagoras predicted that if the Athenians did
invade Syracusan territory, they would be unable to venture out of their camp
due ta the cavalry (6.3 7.2). Nor, apparently, were the Athenians blind to the
defensive potential of the cavalry. Nicias, in his second speech against the
expedition in 4 15, statcd that the main advantage the Sicilians would have
over the Athenians was their numerous cavalry (hippous . . . pollous: 6.20.4), and
he fear ed that the Ath enians might be shut off from the land by the horsemen
(6.2 1.1, 6.22 , 6.23.3). Perhaps Nicias was guessing, or perhaps Thucydides
inserted the passage in the speech so this man who "had lived his whole life in
accordance with virtue" (7.86.5) would accura tely predict the futur e. There is,
however , good reason to suppose that Nicias and his fellow Athenians weil
understood the defensive use of cavalry and garrisons because, as we shall sec,
Athenian cavalry and gar risons had been on active dut y in Attica since the
beginning of the Peloponnesian War.

Could Pericles have believed, or at least have persuad ed the Athenians to
believe, that Athenian cavalry and garrisons would be able to defend Attic
property? Ce rtainly the Athenian cavalry was sufficiently numerous, about
equal (1,200 regular and mounted archers in 431: Thuc. 2.13.8) ta the "not
less than 1,200 hor semen" the Syracusans fielded in '415 (6.67.2). Indeed , one
of the similar ities between Athens and Syracuse not ed by Thucydides was that
both states possessed large navies and large cavalry forces (7.55.2). Like the

Syracuse depend ed upo n grai n grown in its hom e terr itory, but Lamachus' (6.49 .3) suggestio n that
a qu ick attac k on Syrac use in 415 would ca tch the Syrac usans in the country side while still
engaged in br inging thei r property into the city seems to indicate that at least a tem po ra ry evacua­
tion was effected ,

14 Syrac usan cava lry tactics : T huc. 6.52 .2, 6.70.3, 6.71 .2, 6.98.3, 7.4.6, 7.10 .4, 7.13 .2, 7.42 .6,
7.44.8 , 7.78.3- 7; rural ga rr isons: 6.45, 6.94 .2.
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Syracu sans, the Athenians enj oyed the supp ort of allied cavalry contingents
(unknown numbers of Thessalian s in 431: Thuc. 2.22.2) and had hopes of
getting more (from Thrace: 2.29.5 ). Unlike the Syracusans, how ever, the Ath e­
nians could expect a substantial number ofhorsemen ta accompa ny the enemy
invasion force. The Boeotians had about 1,000 available iHellenica Oxyrhyn chia
16.3-4), but sorne of these migh t be tied down at Plataea or kept behind on
home-guard duty. The number of oth er cavalry available for duty in Attica is
unknown, but is unlikely to have been very large. 15 On the whole , the Athe­
nian s might rea sonably hope to field cavalry at least equal in number to that of
the invaders, and the Ath enian cavalry would have the support of the garrison
posts.!f

Could the Athenian cavalry have guarded rural property again st Pelopon­
nesian hoplites? Xenophon, who had a great deal of experience as a cavalry
commander, thought so. In discussing Athenian options in the face ofa poten­
tial Boeotian invasion in the 360s, he points out that the Boeotian cavalry was
about equal in number to Athens' (Cavalry Commander 7.1). Xenophon hop es
the Ath enian hoplit es will meet the invaders in the field, but if "the city falls
ba ck on the navy and is content to keep her walls intact, as in the days when
the Lacedaemonians invaded and if she expec ts her cavalry alon e to pro-
tect ail that lies outside the walls then wc need first the vigorous support of
the gods and second, a skillful commander" (7.4). Xenophon states that , al­
though it will not be easy for Athcns' cavalry to contain the invading forces,
containment is quit e possible, and he pr esent s a good deal of practical advice
on the conduct of hit-and-run raids and the use of strongholds again st the
invaders (7.SfI.).

IfXenophon , with the experience of the Peloponnesian \Var ta reflect upon,
conside red cava lry defense against large invading forces feasible, it is reason­
able to suppose that before the war the Athenian s ma y have believed that their
cavalry, supported by rural garrisons, would be able to limit the damage the
Peloponnesians could inflict upon Attica. A brief review of the activities of the
cavalry and garrisons during the Peloponnesian War shows that they were
in fact expec ted to fulfill an important role in the defense of Ath enian rural
property.

At the outbreak of the war , Athens had 1,200 cavalry of its own , an un ­
known number of allied Thessalian cavalry, and garrisons in strongholds at

., The invade rs' cavalry came from the Boeot ians, Phocians, and Locrians (Thu c. 2.9.3,
2.12.4), but clearly the Boeotian conti ngent was the most important. Before the ba ttle of Delium
in 424 the general Hippocrates suggested that an Athen ian victory would ensure the safery of
Artica, since without the support of Boeotian cava lry the Peloponn esians would not invade (T huc.
4.95.1-2). Knigh t (1970, 153) sta tes that the Peloponn esian s had a "great adva ntage" in "hoplite,
cacalry [my italics] and light-a rrned forces." but cites no evidence for this contention.

16 Hippocra tes left behind 300 Athenian cava lry to guard the fort at Delium du ring the batt le
(Thuc . 4.93.1), demonstrating thar cavalry could be used in close support of fort ified outposts.
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O inoe, Pan akton , Eleusis, Oropos, and perh aps elsewhere.!? Upon crossing
into the northwestern Ath enian borderland in 431, Archidamus attempted to
capture O inoe, but failed (T huc. 2.18- 19.1). He then pro ceeded southeast
to the Thriasian plain . After ravaging the plain his army appa rently attempted
to cross the Daphni pass to the Athenian plain; as the Peloponnesians ap­
proached the entrance to the pass they were met (at "the Rh eiti") by Athenian
cavalry. Although the Athenians werc dr iven off, Archidamus decided to avoid
the narrow pass and took the longer route north of Aigaleos to the deme of
Acharnai (2.19. 12).

After the Peloponn esians had established their camp at Acharnai, Pericles
"constantly sent out the cavalry" to prevent the Pc1oponn esians from sending
"outriders from their main force" or "ravaging the fields near the city" (2.22.2).
At a place called Phrygioi (exact location unkn own) the Athenian and
Thessalian cavalry engaged a Boeotian cavalry group, bu t were driven offwi th
light casualties when Peloponnesian hoplites came up in support. The Athenian
tactics were similar ta those later used by the Syracusan cavalry aga inst the
Ath enian hoplite army, and seem to have been effective. The Peloponn esian
army left Att ica through one of the northeastern passes (2.23) without ever
having entered the main part of the Athenian plain , much less the fert ile Meso­
geia or other areas of southern Attica. !B Despite the shock of the invasion and
the near crisis when the numerou s Acharnians realized their territory had been
selected for the Spa rtan camp (T huc. 2.21.2- 3; cf. Plut. Pericles 33.5- 7), Pericles
had reason to be proud of his preparations: the no-battle strategy was working
accordin g ta plan , and the Athenians expressed their approval of his leadership
by e1ecting him to de1iver the eulogy over the war dead (T huc. 2.24.6- 8).

The next year the Pe1oponnesian army returned, and this time was able ta

ravage the Athenian plain and the Mesogeia dur ing the nearly for ty days they
stayed in Attica (2.47.2, 2.55, 2.57.2). T he property-protection scheme had
apparently broken down completely. T he failure was due in part to the dis­
rupting influence of the plague (which had killed 300 cavalrymen by 427;
3.87.3), bu t also because of the (unexplained) absence of the T hessalian cav­
alry, and because Pericles took 300 cavalry with him on a naval raid (2.56.1).
Cavalry available for local defense in the summer of 430 must have been less
than half that ava ilable in 431; the difference in numbers was a key factor in
Spartan ability to ravage at will in central and southern Attica.

17 O inoe: Thuc. 2.18- 19.1, 8.98; Pan akton: T huc. 5.3.5, 5.18.7, 5.35.5, 5.36.2 , 5.40.1-2,
5.42.1- 2, 5.44.3; Eleusis: Plut. Alabiades 34.3-5; Oropos: T huc. 8.60.1. 1 discussed the physical
rema ins and function of these and other sites (for which there are no testimonial in O her 1985a,
130- 80.

IH Busolt (1893- 1904, 3.2:930) suggested thar the Athenian cavalry limited Peloponnesian
movernents in 43 1. His theory was noted , but rejected, by Kagan (1974, 5 1, 57 n. 48), on the
gro unds that "there is no evidence tha t the cava lry presented a serious problem to the Peloponne­
sians." Cf. also below, note 21.
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T he Athenia n demos was shocked. A peacc mission was hastily dispatched
to Sparta (2.59), but the Spa rtans now saw no reason to make peace on terms
favora ble to Athens. Despair set in, and with it anger at the origina tor of the
defense plan that had failed. "T he demos had lost what little they had, while
the upp er classes had lost their lovely country esta tes, both buildings an d ex­
pensive furni shings" (2.65.2). Altho ugh the devastation of their armed forces
by the plague (3.87.3) left them little choice but to stick with Pericles' strategy,
the Athenians expressed their displeasure with their prostates by temporar ily
deposing him from the generalship and by fining him (2.65.3).19

After Pericles' death in 429, his no-battl e strategy was maintained , but so
was the attempt to limit the damage caused by the annual invasions. In 428
the Athenian cavalry rode out "as usual" agai nst the invaders and succeeded
in keepin g the light-armed reta iners of the Spartan s from leaving the protec­
tion of the hoplites or plundering near the city (3.1.1). Again Athenian cav­
alry tactics are para lleled by the later succcssful atte mpt by the Syrac usan
horsemen to limit forag ing by Athenian camp followers. After the capture of
the Spartan force on Sphac teria in 425 , the invasions ceased, but when the
Peloponnesian garrison was established at Decelea in 4 13, the Athenian cav­
alry returne d to actio n on a daily basis (hosërnerai). Its mission was mu ch the
same as befo re: to harass the garrison (pros te tën Dekeleian katadromas poi­
oumenôn s and to guard Athenian land (kai kata tèn chi5ran phulassontôn v. The cav­
alrymen saw such consta nt dut)' that their horses frequ en tly went lam e
(7.27.5).20

Happily, the cavalry could look to the surviving garrison posts for help. In
4 11/ 10 an Athenian raiding force from the O inoe fort successfully attac ked a
Corinthian contingent on its way home from Decclea (8.98). In the same yea r
the Decelea garrison, along with reinforcements from the Peloponn ese, ap­
proached the walls of Athens, hopin g to precipitate the surrender of the city.
Instead , the cava lry, supported by sorne hoplites and light-armed men, rode
ou t and drove the enemy away from the walls. T he Peloponnesian s retreated
in disarray, and the reinforcem ents were sent home (8.71.1- 3).

T he pictu re that emerges from Thucydides' narrative is clear and consistent.
At the outbreak of the war the Athenians expected their cava lry and outpos t
garrisons to limit the dam age do nc by the invaders to rural prop erty. T he
defensive forces succeeded in restricting enemy move ments dur ing the first
invasion, but failed in the secon d l'car, prompting Pericles' dismissal. After-

'" Thue. 2.65.3; Plut. Pencles 35.4. For a rcview of mod ern studies of Pericles' impeachment
and the view that it was the outcom e of political faction fighting, see Roberts 1982, 21, 30- 34,
59-62.

20 Th e defendant in Lysias 20.28 ment ions that his brot her was a cavalryman who killed an
enemy soldier ba sed at Decelea. In Lysias 14.20 the defendant note s that Athenian cavalrymen
had done much damage to Athen s' enemies du ring the war .



THUCYDIDES, PERICLES, At"lD DEFENSE 83

wards, the Ath enians continued to use cavalry and garrisons to protect as
much of their land as possible.F!

Wh ether or not the rural Athenians' faith in the cavalry and garrisons was
the primary reason they were willing to abandon their farms, the rural protec­
tion scheme must have been a necessary condition oftheir agree me nt. Perh aps
Pericles really felt it would be a good thing for the Athenians to ravage their
own lands, but of course he could not possibly have convinced them to do so.
On the contrary, Pericles, like oth er Athenian politicians, had to present the
maj ority of votin g citizens with an attractive "legislative package" if he hoped
to retain his influence and hence his ability to implement long-term policy. So
he secured the demos' agreement to his no-battle strategy with a promise
(which he may or may not have believed he could keep) that their lands would
be gua rded after they had come into the city.

Thucydides himself mentions the cavalry and garrisons frequ ently enough
to allow the preceding reconstruction , but in his analytic passages and
speeches he completely ignor es local defense.ë? Perhaps he considered the
rural defense plan unimportant , but , assuming my thesis is correct, Pericles
could not have implemented his no-battle stra tegy without it. Thucydides'
narrative shows that the cavalry was constantly fighting the invad ers and that
garrisons were left in the borderlands for the du ration of the war ; one might
reasonably expect him to explain what they were supposed to accomplish.

Thy does he not?
Thucydides was convinced that Athens' real strength lay in its empire. The

Nlytilenea ns inform ed the Peloponn esians in a speec h that the war will not be
waged in Attica as sorne may think , but over the places from which Attica
derives wealth- the allied states (3.13.5-6, cf. 1.122.1). The empire was held
by sea power , against which the Spa rta n land army was helpÎèss n~r----.how often ir-might invad e Attica, as Alcibiades point ed out in his speec h of415
(6.17 .~3 Besides the fleet, only city walls were necessary to defend the state.v' .

2 1 Brunt (1965, 266) mentions in passing that Athenian forts and cava lry must have limited the
damage done to Attica in the Archidamian War. Hanson (1983, 77- 78, 105- 6) notes the role of
garrisons and cavalry in Athens ' defen se and argues (109- 43) thar damage ta Athenian agricul­
tu re was fairly limited even during the Decelean War,

22 Pericles suggests (1.l 42.3) that the Peloponnesians will find it difficult to establish a fort in
Attica: "We should have raised fortifications against them " tekeinois hémon anteuichismenôm, which
could be constru ed as a reference to Athens' bo rde rland fortresses, but more probably refers to the
city itself. For this interpreta tion and an ana lysis of the gra mmatical difficult ies involved in the
passage, see Gom me ct al. 1945-8 1, 1:458- 59.

23 Cf. l'hue. 1.143.4, 2.22.2, 4.12.3, 4.14.3. On Thucydides' narr owly military -econornic view
of sea powe r, see Starr 1979.

24 Thucyd ides was convinced that city walls were necessary for civilized life: 1.2.2, 1.5.1, 1.7,
1.8.3; and showe d a good deal of intere st in the history of Athens' walls: 1.90-93, l.l07.1,
1.108.3.
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Theoretically, therefore, Athens needed only to protect the walls and navy to
guarantee the security of the empire and win (or at least avoid losing) the war.
Unlike Pericles, Thucydides could choose ta concentrate on theoretically
achievable ends and to ignore the means of intern ai politics if the latt er seemed
un worthy, Several passages in Thucydidean speeches suggest that the desire to
defend one's land was inde ed an unworthy, even slavish, impul se. An Athenian
envoy at Camarina told his audience tha t Athens' allies had been j ustly sub­
dued , since, in the Persian ' Vars, they had not the courage to leave their homes
(ta oikeia), but chose slavery (douleia) instead (6.82.4). Athenian ambassadors in
Spa rta in 432 noted that if Athens had medized "in order to save their chôra."
ail of Greece would have been lost (1.74.4; cf Pericles' similar comments at
1.144.4). Archidamus warned the Peloponn esians in 432 that they must not
expect the Athenians ta be "slaves ta their lan d" (1.8 1.6).

Pericles presumably conceded the strategie insignificance of local resources
(which go unmentioned in his list of Ath enian assets, 2.13.3-5), but knew that
in ord er to implement his policies he had to make political compromises. To
Thucydides, however , compromise with the demos was demagoguery- and
the historian was determined to draw the distinction between Pericles and the
demagogues as sharply as possible: Pericles made decisions acco rding to his
own opinion and controlled the demos; the demagogues, on the other hand,
attempted to please the mob in ail things and so were controlled by it (2.65.8­
II ). Thucydides' Pericles could not be depicted as making a deal with the rural
citizens over a concern so negligible in the greater scheme of things as rural
property. Rath er , Pericles mu st be portrayed as having demonstrated to them
the unavoidable logic of his long-ran ge strategy, which was based on sea power
and empire. If this was not the way Periclean Athens really didwork, it was the
way it should have worked.

T he T hucydides 1 have described here is not the impa rtial and objec tive
observer he claimed to be (1.22.2-4), but this does not mean he was a dishon­
est historian . In an insightful essay on T hucydides, Chester Starr meditated
upon the pr oblem of histor ical objectivity and concluded, "Ali that a truc
historian must keep steadily in mind is an effort to counter his known prejudices
and to take into account ail the known evidence; his unconscious attitudes will
be detected by others as they j udge his wor k."25 Thucydides, like ail historian s,

25 Starr 1983, 32. A good dea l of the debate over both Per iclean and Spart an stra tegy is
ultimately based on decisions abo ut the reliability of T hucydides' analysis. Cawkwcll (1975, 69),
who believes that "ir is unt hinkable tha t T hucydides sought to mislead ," and H olladay (1978,
404), who is unable to countenance the idea that T hucydides could give a slanted interp retation,
both argue that Pericles' stra tegy was purely defensive, ju st as Thucydides tells us it was. On the
other hand, Wick (1979, 2), who suggests that T hucydides deemphasized Athenian stra tegie inter­
est in Megara "a lmost to the point of being devious," and Kelly (1982, 54), who notes tha t
genera lizations in T hucydides "cannot be taken as literally true and universally applicable," are
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had his biases and idées fixes, which emerge in the analyti c passages and
speeches of his history. Yet in his descriptive narrative of events, he presents
enough discrete pieces of evidence (in this case at least) that later historians
may reassemble the jigsaw puzzle for themselves and speculate as to why the
picture they assembl e looks somewhat difTerent from Thucydidcs' own.

both able to use T hu cydides' narrative staternents in arguing agai nst Thucydides' own strategie
an alysis.



Chapter 7

POWER AND ORATORY IN DEMOCRATIC ATHENS:

DEMOSTHENES 21 , AGAINST ME/DIAS

ln 1991 lan \Vorthington invited me to write an essay on "oratory and power" for a

proposed volume of essays on classical Gr eek oratory and rhetoric. My init ial goa l in

accepting the invitation was to answer a friendl y challenge issued by Daniel T ompk ins:

couId 1apply the general perspective on rhetoric and rhetors developed in Mass andElite
in DemocratieAthens to the reading of a single speech? Against Meidias was attrac tive as an

object for analysis for severa l reasons. Il is a personal favor ite within the Demosthenic

corp us, and (not unrelated) its content is part icularly weil suited to an analysis tha t

focused on mass-clite relations. Moreover , it had recentIy been the subject of a fine text

edition and impo rta nt ar ticles. The recent scholarship clarified sorne of the legal and

stylistic dilemmas th at had long obscured our und erstanding of the speec h.

The topic assignment presented a significant theoretical challenge, in that it seem­

ingly demanded a detailed discussion of what 1 meant by "power" - a con cept that was

obviously cent ra l ta my research on democratie Athens and yet tend ed to resist cate­

gorical definition. After attempting to sort out two primary modern approaches to

power (the j uridica l, associated with J ohn Locke, and the discursive, associated with

Michel Foucault ), the essay focuses on the ways in which power was explored, ex­

plained , mediated , and enac ted in Demosthenes' speec h delivered (as 1 suppose) before

the Athenian people's court . T he speec h is par ticularly revealing of the different ways in

which power , in the democrat ie polis, related to equality and inequ ality, ta the private

and the publi c realm s, and to the social environments inhabit ed by elite aristocrats and

ordinary citizens. T he speec h suggests, in my read ing, that the concepts of public and

private cannot casily be sepa rated from the social inequ alities that accompany eco­

nomic class distinctions; Demosthenes overtly pits the equal political standing of ordi­

nary Athenian citizens in the publ ic realm aga inst the unequ al social standing of elite

Athenians in the private realm. A central point of the speec h is that collective publi c

power mu st be employed frequentIy and vigoro usly by Athen ian juries if the hierarchies

pert ainin g in pr ivate Athe nian social life were not to spread into the publ ic world of the

citizen and thereby corrupt the freedoms, political equality, and sense ofpersonal secu­

rity upon which the democracy was pr edicated .

The Greek terminologies of freedom, equality, and securi ty are ail prominentIy

marked in Demo sthenes' speec h. T aken togeth er, these three abstrac tions (or rath er ,

This essay was first published in Ian Worth ington, ed., Persuasion: CreekRhetonc in Ac/ion(London
and New York: Routledge, 1994), 85- 108. Ali unattribu ted (single number) citations are from
Demosthenes 21, Agains/ Meidias. T ranslat ions are adapted from Macff owell 1990.
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the practices to which they point ) constitute what 1 sugges t is best conceptua lized as the

citizen's "dignity"-a term 1 have bo rrowed from the work of Charles Taylor (see

T aylor 1994). T he freedom / equa lity / secur ity triad is identi cal to the traditi on al triad

of values that infor ms the modern liberal doctrine of rights. And this should mean tha t

there are sorne significant parallels betwecn the valu es essent ial to ancient and modern

dem ocracies. But it is, 1 believe, a serious erro r to suppose that Ath en ian s embraced a

doctrine of right s. Modern liberal theory attaches right s (conceived as substant ives ha v­

ing an existence that is not context-dependent) to individuaIs by invokin g pr emises of

inh erency and inali enability. The Ath enians took a mu ch more pragmatic approach to

the construction and maint enance of citizen dignity. For Demosthenes in AgainstMeidias
and for democratie Athe ns as a society, the dignity of the citizen was neither inherent or

inalienable; it was enac tcd through a pattern of ind ividu al and collective pr actices. 1

return to the similarit ies and differences between liberal and Ath eni an dem ocracies in

Cha pte r II.

The Ath enians' pragm at ic approach to dignit y had j uridical consequ ences. The citi­

zen who failed to bchavc properly was subjec t to legal action that could rem ove from

him sorne or ail of the prot ections and privileges enjoyed by other citizens. Such a man

was said to be atimos. The term atimos (and other terms within its semantic field: atimia,

timë,philotimia, alon g with their various adjec tival and verb form s) becom es a pivot on

which the speech's argume nt tum s. In the public rcalm, the atimos was stripped of his

dignit y by the collective and legal action of his fellow citizens. But in the private realm

of wealthy aristocrats, the atimos was a man stripped of his personal hon or by the

unan swercd self-consciously insolent act of a fellow aristocrat. The distinction between

citize n dignity and personal hon or seems to me to be an extremely imp ort an t one for

understandin g the pragmatic consequences of democracy at Athens. Citizen dignit y

was protected by the ongo ing and collective actions of the demos. Hon or was an affair

of individual s or of families-at least until fight ing ove r honors threat ened to disrupt

the publ ic peace.

Establishing this dignity versus hon or distinction seems to me particularly important

in light of the tendency amo ng classical scholars to regard individuallfamily honor as a

value capa ble of occupying the whole of the field denoted by the voca bulary of timè.

This can quickly lead to an assumption that the values dominant in the Athenian publ ic

and the private realms wcre fully isomo rphic. That assumption of isomo rphism tempts

rea ders to regard aristo cra tie values as primary in ail realm s and thereby renders de­

mocracy an emp ty institutional shell, incapable of cha nging or even cha llenging long­

established power rela tions. As in other essays collected here, 1 argue that a close read­

ing of the sources demonstrates the erro r of the assumption that ari stocrats and their

valu es were in contro l in democratie Ath cns, Demosthen es indeed suggests that the sort

of isomorphism sketched above could come to pertain in Ath ens , and that it was the self­

serving goal of certa in wealthy Ath enian s to bring ab out that state of affair s, But De­

mosthenes also claims tha t ari stocrats and their va lues did nol cur rently dominate

Athens and that, if the j ury votes rightly, they will be prevented from doing so. The

problem of honor versus dignit y is discussed furth er in Chapter II and is the subject of
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reeent and insightful art icles by G. Herman (1993, 1994, 1995); sec also Fisher 1992,

now the authoritativc work on hubris, and D. Cohen 1995, espee ially 90- 10 1.

T a STUD Y politics and politicallife is to study power and the play of power.
But what is power? A simple definition of a powerful entity might be "one with
the ability to satisfy its own desires by instrumentally affecting the behavior of
others." 1 This simple definition leaves a lot und ecided: What sorts of entity are
we talking about (individuais? corporate groups?), and what are their desires?
These questions can be answered (at least in a pre1iminary way) by applying
the definition to a concrete historical situation. In the case of fourth- century
Athens, it is clear enough that there were powerful individuals within society­
most obviou sly wealthy citizen men capable of affecting the behavior of
workers (whethe r slave or free) and of satisfying their desire for material goods
by appropriating the surplus genera ted by the labo r of oth ers. On the other
hand, it is equally obvious that the fourth-century Athenian demos, as a collec­
tive ent ity, was powerful in that it was often able to satisfy its desires for (inter
alia) autarky (in the Aristote1ian sense) and autonomy by affecting the behavi or
ofboth Athenian citizens and others in a variety ofways (e.g., by levying taxes
and pa ying soldiers to protect state interests and assets).

In Athens, as in oth er societies, the spheres dominated by different powerful
entities sometimes came into conflict; notable among these conflicts was the
clash between publi c and private interests. There was a high potential for
discord between powerful Athenian individuals (e.g., rich men who wished to
retain the use of their wealth to satisfy their private desires) and the demo s
(which was determined to put sorne part of that wealth to publi c use in ensur­
ing autarky and autonomy). A good number of "individual versus community"
conflicts were eventually adjudicated in the lawcourts of Athens. And hence
dicanic (lawcour t) oratory was among the pr imary instruments whereby the
power of the individual Athenian was tested against the power of the demos.
The stud y of oratory in Ath ens should, therefore, be able to tell us something
about how power worked in democratie Athens- and vice versa. But before
we can hop e to understand the instrumental role of oratory in negotiating the
play of power in Athenian society, we will have to refine and expand our
definition of power.

There is a large modern literature on the subject of power; here I will focus
on two major paradigms. The first and more traditional approach to power ,
which we may cali the "coercion" paradigm, sees power as centered in the

1 Cf. Dahl 1957, 202: HA has power over B ta the extent that he can get B ta do samething that
B wauld nat otherwise do ."
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state and funda mentally based on force or the th reat offorce, that is, the abiliry
' ta deploy violent physical coercion.? The state, as sovereign authority, at­
tempts to monopolize the right to use force legitimatcly within society (e.g., by
police actions) and to deploy force externally (by making war ). The state is the
primary locus of power in that ail holders of legitimate protections and privi­
leges within society (e.g., property owners and citizens) look to the state to
cxert force when necessary to enforce those protections and privileges. Thus,
for examplc, if ml' brother is murd ered or ml' house is robbed, 1 mu st expec t
agents of the state to apprehe nd and punish the perp etrator, rather than take
vengeance mysclf. And, on the other hand, as long as 1 obel' the laws and fulfill
ml' various duti es and responsibilities as a member of society, 1 can expect to
remain free from the operations of power. This modcl sees power as essentially
j uridical and repr essive. Both those who appro\'e of and those who oppose the
state and its ideais can agree that acco rding to the coercion paradigm, power is
exerted in order ta repress behavior that is decmed likcly ta threaten the sover­
eign authority of the statc and that contravcnes its laws.

The second approach to power , which we mal' cali the "discourse" para­
digm , is less interested in overt coercion, sovereignty , state apparatuses, and
law as such. It focuses instead on how social and political knowledge is pro­
duced and dissemin ated throughout society.ê According to this second para­
digm, power is not centralized anywhere, and is neither "lcgitimate" nor "ille­
gitimate." T hus sovercignty is not at issue, and a study of forma i jur idical
institutions alone will not reveal the fundam ental workings of power. Rath er
than seeing power as repressive, the discourse paradigm sees powe r as produc­
tive: it eme rges through the production of social und erstandings regarding
what is tru e and wha t behaviors are right , proper, even conceivable. As a
conseque nce, the concept of freedom becomes problematic. Since power is
prod uctive and omnipresent (rather than repressive and located in the state ), it
is not simply a ma tter of ml' being free to do wha tever is not prohibited.
Rath er, ail of ml' social interactions, including ml' speech, are (at least poten­
tiaIly) bound up with a regime of power that is also a regime of truth. It is not
easy to get outside power , since ail forms of social communication (including

1 Definition of "paradigm" : see Chapt er 2. What 1 am calling the coercion paradigm finds its
phi losophi cal underpinnings in seventeemh-century social cont ract theory, notably Hobbes' Le­
nathan (Hobbes [1651J 1950) and J . Lockes Tu» Treatises ifGoiemment (Locke [1689] 1970). Con­
tract theorv explains the ultima tc basis oflegitimate autho rity by positing an excha nge of complete
individual freedorn for the security oflered by volunta ry submission to a political sovereign.
Locke's definition of power tSecond Treatise, sec. 3. p. 268) is succinct: "Po litical power 1 take 10 be a
right of making laws with penalties of death , and conscquently all less[erJ penalties for the regulat­
ing and preservin g [08 propcrty , and of employing the force of the comrnunity, in execut ion of
such laws, and in defense of the commonwe alth from foreign inj ury; and allthis only for the pub lic
good." On contraet thcory and its relcvan ce to classical Athens, see also Ch ap ter I l.

1 T he discourse parad igm. developed in the 19605 and 19705. finds ils most complete expres­
sion in the work of Michel Fou cault , e.g., Foucault 1979, 1980a, 1980b.
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speech) will depend upon generally agreed-upon truths (e.g., schemes of social
categorization) as the fundamental pr emises ofmeaningful interchange. Coer­
cive violence itsclf is thus part of discourse: the regime of knowledge will pre­
scribe under what conditions one category of person ma y or may not perp e­
trate violence upon another and what constitutes violence (e.g., whether a free
man ma y strike a slave; wheth er it is meaningful to spea k of a husband rapin g
his wife). The regime of knowledge ltruth/power is thu s maint ained through
discourse. A key question that faces the student of power working within the
discourse paradigm is how, and by whom, social understandings are produced
and repr odu ced- or cha llenged and overth rown .

Whi ch of these two approac hes is most useful in assessing the dunamis of
the individual, the kratos of the Athenian demos, and their relationship to
public ora tory in the fourth century B.e.? The applicability of a coercion
paradigm of power to the Athenian polis is, 1 believe, necessarily limited by
its dependence on the notion of the sovereign state-a concept that seems to
have been foreign to the demotic Athen ian understan ding of state and soci­
cry." There are , on the other hand, obvious afIinities (sorne of which were
discussed by Plata and Aristotle) between formai rhetoric and the broader
realm of social and political discoursc.> Thus, 1 will argue hcre that focusing
on power as discourse will explain more abo ut how persuasive public speech
functioned in classical dèmokratia than would an exclusive focus on power as
overt coercion.

If we describe the set of assumptions employed in decision making by most
Athenians as a "regi me of tru th," it becomes appa rent that one of the key
"truths" upon which democratie Athenian society depended was that citizens
were simultaneously equals and unequals. Citizens were equals in the public
realm of political (including judicial) decision makin g. In the publi c sphere
every citizeri's vote had (in principle anyway) identical weight. The intro duc­
tion ofpay for public service and the use of the lot ensured that every citizen (at
least those over age thirty) had equal access ta the perquisites and the risks
associated with most forms of government activity (e.g., magistracies)." In the
fourth century most Ath enians, including the elite, seemed willing ta live with
pub lic, political equality- in any event, there was no systema tic effort ta cha l­
lenge it between 403 and 322. Yet citizens rema ined unequal in private life.
Despite the fears of elite critics of democracy, the Athenian demos never con­
sistently employed its collective power to equalize access to desirab le material

4 See Ch apt er 8, especially 120-22.
-' For Plato and Aristotle on ora tory and diseourse, see Halliwell 1994,222-43. Cf. Kennedy

1991, 309- 12; Vickers 1988, 83-147.
6 The few exceptions (e.g., the T rcasurers of Athena, limited to the highest wealth class: Ath.

Pol. 47.1) are to be explained in term s of the demo s' concern with maintaining fiscal accountabil­

ity. General accounts of the opportun ities and responsibilities of the Athcnian citizen: Sinclair
1988; H ansen 199 1.
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goods.? Insofar as happiness is measured by case of access to material goods,
the rich Ath enian lived a happier life than his poor neighb or. Ali Athenians
knew that, and most seemed to be quit e willing to live with it.

Wh y were elite Ath enian s willing to tolerate public equa lity, and why did
ordinary Ath eni ans, for their part, willingly countenance private inequality?
Opacity is not an adeq ua te answer; the Athenian regim e of truth was un able
fully ta obscure the cont radiction or the complexity of the balan cing ac t: The­
ophrastus' "O ligarchie Man," who expresses his antidemocratic ideas in the
Assembly' (Charaeters 26.2) as weil as to strange rs (xenol) and like-rninded associ­
ates (26.7) and complains that it is sha ming to have to sit next to his socia l
inferiors in the Assernbl y (26.5), expresses in comic term s wha t wc may guess
was a fairly widespread sense of unease am ong the elite .f Aristotle (Pol.
130Ia25- 39, 1302a24- 31) believed that it was the tendency of democrats to
gene ralize equality (and so to oppress supe rior members of society), whe reas
the tenden cy of oligarchs was to generalize inequality (and so to oppress the
poor); both tendencies, in Aristotle's view, were unjust and led to insta bility. In
the Politics the phil osopher unsuccessfully attempted a solutio n to the problem
of balancing equalities by devising a system of mathematical proportions.?
H ow did the Ath enian regime finesse the problem ?

In Moss and Elite in Democratie Athens 1 argue d that powerful elite individu als
an d the mass of ord inary citizens wh o composed th e demos struc k and main­
tained a viable social cont rac t in part through the discursive ope rat ions of
public oratory. '? In the Assembl y and espec ially in the lawcourts, individu al
speakers employed the power of speech (sha rpe ned in sorne cases by form ai
training in the ar t of rhe tor ic) in an attempt to explain them selves-their lives,
their needs, their curre nt circumstances, and their relationship to th e demos­
to a mass audience. The audience in tum assessed the form and the content of
the speaker 's address, some times responding vocally to spec ifie comme nts. Af­
ter the speeches had been delivered, the members of th e audience exerted
power throu gh their collective j udgme nt. In the ongoing dial ectical give-and­
take of public ora tory, audience response, an d dem otic j udgment , a set of
commo n attitudes and social rules was hammered out. And thus Athe nian
ideology, the discursive ba sis of Athenian society, was not given from on high

7 Elite fears: e.g., Aristotle Pol. 1318a24 -26; cf. Ober 1989b, 197-98. There probably were
cases in which juries convicted rich men out of greed, but there is no evidence that this was done
consistently; see ibid., 200 - 20 l.

8 For an earlier (second half of the fifth cent ury) man ifestation ofantidemocratic sentiment, see
[Xen .] Ath. Pol. Plata (Rep. 553a -c) suggests that oligarchie att itudes were stimulated by witnessing
one's distinguished father pu nished by dea th, exile, or disenfranchisement in the people's court
(dikastirion).

9 Aristotle Pol. 1280a22-24, 1282bI4-1284a3, 1287a 13-17, 1296b I5-34, 1301a 25­
1302a15; cf. Harvey 1965- 66, 101-46,99- 100; Ober 199 1a, 120- 30.

10 O ber 1989b, passim.
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and was not a unique product of elite culture ; ra ther, it was estab lished and
constantly revised in the practice of publ ic debatc.

The matr ix of power within which oratory was practiced in democratie
Athens made the technëof public spea king both da ngero us and exciting. T he
Athenia ns were weil aware both of the speaker's power- his desire and ability
to sway his audience-and of the power of the audience- its willingness and
ability to punish the speaker for rhetorical missteps. Furtherrn ore, the content
ofmany speeches was overtly concerned with issues of power. In the Asscmbly,
the question was often how Athenian military strength could be increased and
how it should be deployed . In the lawcourts, the issue was frequently whether
or not a display of personal power by an individual Athenian had abrogated
Ath enian rules regarding appropriate social behavior.

T he theme of "personal power versus social rules" was especially ta the fore
in cases involving charges of hl/bris. "Insolent outrage" is a reasonable enough
translation for the term as it was used in Attic oratory, but Athenian law never
spelled out exac tly wha t behavio rs constituted acts of hl/bris.1 1 Because the law
did not explain to him what hl/bris was, the j uryman in a graphë hubreôs (or other
action in which the law aga inst hl/bris was invoked) had ta j udge the entire
social context: the social and political statuses of litigant and defendant ; their
families, fricnds, and past behavior; the location and timing of the incident;
and its ramifications for the whole of the dernos.l ? T his lack of nomothetic
specificity is a pr oblem for the coercion paradigm with its concern for "rule of
law," but it makes perfect sense within the discursive paradigm ofpower. The
Athenian dikastës did not j udge litigants according to an externa lized, j ur id­
ically "given" model of appropriate behavior. Rather , he j udged within and
th rough a regime of social knowledge and tru th , a regime that his decision
would participate in arti culating-wheth er by strengthening existing assump­
tions about social categories and behavio r or by revising them.

For the historian , the proof of any analyt ic paradigm lies in its practical
explana tory usefulness. In Mass and Elite 1 appli ed discourse analysis to the
corpus of Attic ora tory; hcre 1 propose to focus on a single oration. De­
mosthenes 21, Against Meidias, is a parti cularly good example of the relation­
ship between oratory an d power that 1 have sketched out in abstract terms
above. Wh cth er or not it was formally a graphë hubreôs, the case was certai nly
concerned with a charge of hubris. Dernosthenes' speech is openly conccrned

Il Definition of hubns: Xlacfrowcll 1990, 17-23, cond uding (19) that "its [hubriJ'] essence
consists of having energy or power and misusing it seif-indu1gently." See a1so Fisher 1976, 177- 93;
1979, 32-47; 1990, 123- 38. On the "open texture" of Athenian law and the social significance of
an avoidan ce of strict definition, see O sborn e 1985b, 40 - 58; Humphr eys 1985a, 24 1-64; Todd
and :-'Iillett 1990, 1- 18.

12 The seriousness with which the ju rar wouId have und ertaken his task is underlined by

Aristotle (Pot. 131 1al -2), who notes that the demos feared the hubns of the powerful.just as the
otigoi feared pra perty confiscation .
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with defining the limits of behavior appropriate to the most powcrful individ­
uals in Athenian society- and with the publi c consequences of allowing those
limits lu he breached (8). Moreover , after years of neglect, a new critical edi­
tion of the speec h has appeared, as have significant interpretive articles. This
new scholarship has clarificd (even where it has not resolved) issues of chronol­
ogy, law, composition, and delivcry .I '

The specifie incidents that led Demosthenes to bring charges against
Meidias are laid out clearly in the speech's narrative (13- 19): in the spring of
348 Boe. Demosthenes was charëgas for his tribe, Pandionis. His preparations for
the presentation ofhis tribal chorus at the Festival of Dionysos were hampered
in various ways by Meidias, a well-known , wealth y politician who had an old
personal quarrel with Demosthenes. Demosthenes persevered and presented
the chorus, but at the Dionysia itself, in the orchestra of the theater , Meidias
punched Demosthenes in the face. At the Assembl y meeting hcld in the theater
following the Dionysia, Demosthenes brought a probolê against Meidias, charg­
ing him with misconduct during the festival. The vote of the Assembly went
against Meidias (6)0This prejudicial judgment in a probolêdid not entail punish­
men t of the miscreant.! " But it did give Demosthenes a boost in their future
dealings in that it demonstrated that public opinion was behind him: the
demo s agr eed that Meidias' behavior had been out of line. If Demosthenes
want ed more than a moral victory, however , it was up to him to bring formaI
charges in a dikastënon. For whatever reason, Demo sthenes did not imm e­
diately do so. Here ccrtainty about the course of events ends.

Demosthenes 21, as we have it, purports to be a pro secutor's speech, deliv­
ered in a publi c lawsuit (not a dikëidia: 25, 28) before an Athenian dikastërian by
Demosthenes in 347/6 B.e. Yct since antiquity (Plut. Demasthenes 12; Dionysius
of Halicarnassus First Letter ta Ammaeus 4), read ers of the speech have expressed
doubts about wheth er it was actually dclivered , These doubts apparently stem
from a passage in Aeschines (3.5 1- 52) claiming that Demosthenes "sold"
(apedota) for thirty mnaiboth the "hubris to himself and the adverse vote of the
demos given in the precinct of Dion ysos again st Meidia s." It has often been
supposed that this passage proves that Demosthenes acccpted a brib e and so
did not pursue the cha rge in the cour ts after the initial probolëin the Assembl y.
But then why did he write the speec h? Several theories have been proposed
attempt ing to reconcile the fact of the speech's existence with Aeschin es' state­
ment : it is claim ed that certain passages show signs of incompleteness-and
ergo that the speech was begun when Demosthenes still planned to prosecute
Meidias but was nevcr completcd becau sc the bribe subsequcntly induced De­
mosth enes to abandon his plan. Yct the stylistic argument for incompl etencss

13 Edition: MacDowell 1990; articles: E.:\1. Harris 1989, 117- 36; Wilson 1991, 164- 95.
1; Probolë procedure: Har rison 1968-7 1, 1:59-64; :\IacDowell 1975, 194- 97: :\l acDowell

1990, 13-1 7.
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is not very convincing in and of itself; each of the supposed weakn esses, redun­
dancies, and inconsistencies ha s been vigorously defended by tho se who sup­
pose that the speech does repre sent an essentially finished product.J>

If left unfinished and never delivered, the publication of the speech against
Meidias (which conce ntrates on the prosecutor's bravery and steadfastness in
bringing the case before the jury: e.g., 3, 40, 120) wouId have been a political
and stylistic embarrassment to Demo sthenes . Anomalous circumstances must
therefore be adduced ta explain its eventual publication .l f Furtherm ore, the
"no trial" hypothesis requires Demo sthenes to have writt en a nearly compl ete
speech before ever bringing a formai indictment against Meidias: Demosthenes,
as prosecutar, would have suffered atimia ifhe had brought charges in a public
case before a magistrate and had then withdrawn thcm (103, and see below);
Aeschine s could hardly have failed to mention that juicy facto Yet , as E. M.
Harris points out, it would be very odd indeed for Demosthenes to have writ­
ten the speech so early in the legal process. Harris concludes that there is no a
priori reason for us to believe Aeschines' d aim . It was made in respect to
events that had occured sorne sixteen years previously, and few in the audience
at the trial of Cte siphon in 330 would remember the exact course of event s.
The fact that Meidias was not severely punished (as he clearly was not, since he
was politically active in the years after 347/6) allowed Aeschin es to make up
the vague brib ery story and leave his listeners to decide wheth er he meant that
brib ery forestalled prosecution or that the pro secutor was bribed to propose an
excessively light penalty. 17 ln sum, the case for supposing that Against Meidias
was never delivered is no more compelling than one that might be made
against other major public speec hes in the Demosthenic corpus (e.g., 20, 22, or
23). 1 will proceed on the assumption that we are dealing with a speech that
was delivered in a dikastërion in more or less the form we have it, and was
subsequently published by its author.

The internai evidence of the speech indicates that the trial of Meidias took
place about two years after the incident in the theater. In 347/ 6, stung by an
(unsuccessful) att ack launched by Meidias at his dokimasia (public scrutiny) for
the office of bouleutês (I I I, 114), Demosthenes reopened the issue of the punch

15 Review of history of the "stylistic weakness" argument (from Photius [Bibl. 49 1ab, citing
earlier opinion] in the ninth century, ta A. Boeckh in 1818, th rough K.J. Dover in 1968): E. l\1.
Harris 1989, 119- 20; :\l acD owell 1990, 24- 27. Arguments aga inst stylistic weakness: Erbse 1965;
E. :\1. Harri s 1989, 121- 29.

16 T hus, Boeckh (1818, 60 -1 00) suggested that the draft of the speech had been found amo ng
Demosthenes' papers after his death and published only posthumously. Wilson (1991, 187) sug­
gests that Demosthenes did circulate the speech hirnself

17 E.l\1. Har ris 1989, 132- 36. Wilson (199 1), unaware of Har ris' article, does not argue the
case, but speaks of the "likclihood" that the speech "was not risked in the public domain of the
courts" (165 with n. 12); by the end of his ar ticle (187), likelihood has evolved to certai nty,
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by lodging his complaint with one of the thesmothetai(presumably having sum­
moned Meidias to appear before the magistrate as well).1ll T he indictm ent
would have been publicl y announced by being posted in fron t of the Epony­
mous Hero es (cf. 103). There has been conside rable discussion of wha t pro­
cedural category Demosthenes employed in his indictment. A1though De­
mosthenes harps on hubris throughout the speec h, MacDowell (among oth ers)
has cha llenged the assumption that it was a graphë hubreôs, arguing tha t the
probolë procedure covered both the initial actio n in the Assembly and the subse­
quent trial in the dikastêrion.r" This point of law has littIe bearing on my arg u­
ment; in either case we are dealing with a publi c agiin timêtos (25: a guilty verdict
would be followed by a second set of speec hes ofTering alternate penalties, any
fine levied went to the state rather than to the pros ecutor, and penalties would
be impo sed if the prosecutor withdrew the charge or failed to secure one-fifth
of the votes). If the jury trial was a continuat ion of the probolê, a cour t date was
probably set at the first hearing before the thesmothetës; if a graphê hubreôs, the re
would have bee n a preliminary hearing (anakrisis) before the magistrate at
which mu ch of the evidence would have been present ed.v? As Harris points
out (see above), the speec h was surely writt en between the time tha t the pr elim­
inary charge was lodged and the trial itsclf, and surely after the anakrisis if there
was one .

At the trial itsclf, Demosthenes and Meidias each used the power of oratory
in attempting to persuade the jury to vote in his favor. But that power de­
pended on a close "fit" with audience expec tat ions and presuppositions. This
meant adapting form and content of the rhetorical performance to the ideolog­
ical context determined by an audience rep resenting a cross-section of the
mature (over thirty) citizen male population of Ath ens-ovenvhclmingly men
who were not memb ers of a social elite." ! The two litigants, on the other hand,
were both celebrities, members of the same eIite social category: both were
very wealthy, both highly skilled speakers, bot h rhêtores, tha t is, members of
Ath ens' smaIl cadre of expert politician s.ê? Thus, from the point of view of a
juror whose j udgme nt was based on estab lished social categories, there might
be littIe to choose between the two contestants. But social categorization would
not be the sole basis of his judgmen t. Both men would probably be known to

18 Chronology: Macfïowell 1990 , 6- 11. Indictment before the thesmothetês: 3, 32, with Mac­
Dowell 's comrnentary ad loc.

l !! The action was a graphi hubreôs: E. :\1. Harris 1989, 125, 130 n. 32 (with review of earlier
literature). Not a graphe hubreôs: Macflowell 1990, 16; Wilson 1991, 165 n. 11.

20 Probably no need for anaknsis in cases of probolë: Macfr owell 1975, 242; ergo the court date
would be set imm ed iately upo n the lodging of the complaint.

21 Socia l composition of Athenian juries: Mar kle 1985, 265- 97; Ober 1989b, 142- 44; Todd
1990,146-73.

22 Definition of The/or. Ober 1989b, 105- 12; Hansen 1991 , 143-45.
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him , at least by reputation - and he might weil have heard them spea k in the
Assembl y or at previous trials.23 The architectonies of each contestant's rhe­
torical self-presenta tion therefore consisted of building upon the audience 's
existing opinion of himself, using his rhetorical skills as his tools. The building
materials includ ed the facts of the case, the life histories of the litigants, and the
audience 's social presupp ositions.

Among Demosthenes' problems in constructing a persuasive case against
Meidias was the relative slightness of the offense, a problem that was exacer­
bated by the passage of time. T he positive vote at the initial probolê in the
Assembly was certainly in his favor , bu t two years later , who really cared if one
rich politician had bopp ed another in the nose? Given the existence of a
strongly antielitist streak in Athenian popular ideology, Demosthen es must
have worried that many jurors would see the incident as a silly intra-elite spa t,
and one that could have been solved quickly enough if Demosthenes had just
been man enou gh to hit back. Demosthenes' central problem , then , was the
tendency of the juro rs to lump himself and Meidias into a single social category
("over-powerful, elite politician s"). If that category were distinct from the one
in which the jurors placed themselves ("regular guys"), there was a dreadful
likelihood that the j uro rs would take on the role ofspectators of a rather foolish
tiff among people for whom they felt no inherent sympa thy. They might sim­
ply laugh the case out of cour t. Thus, among Demosthenes' rhetorical goals
was to draw a crystal clear set of distinctions betwec n himself and his adver­
sary. Meidias is to be stranded on the far side of an unbridgeable gulf con­
structed by Demosthenes' oration; on the near side stands the prosecutor ,
shou lder-to-shoulder with the demos. But it was more complex than that; De­
mosthenes must also remind the audience of his own continued possession of
elite cha racteristics, sincc on these characteristics rested his d aim to the privi­
leged political position accorded the rhëtor.24 In sum, since the construction of
social categories was a key part of Athens' tru th regime (i.e., the understand­
ings the j ury would use in their judgment), Demosthenes must work with a set
of assumptions about the category to which both he and Meidias belonged. At
the same time he mu st confound assumptions about the hom ogeneity of the
category . He mu st explain to the audience that "we are indeed both elite and
both powerful, but we are very different sorts of men in terms of our worth to
the demos."

The actual speech negotiates these difficulties with great finesse. The un­
bridgeable gulf between Demosthen es/ demos and Meidias is brilliantly
sketched, In a num ber of passages Meidias is shown to be vastly wealthy and,

23 Function of gossip in the making of a man 's reputation: Dover 1988, 45- 52; Hunter 1990,
299- 325; D. Coh en 1992, 89- 97.

24 On the balanc e between d ite and demotic claims on the pans of rhëtores: Ober 1989b,
passim.
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as a direct result of that wealth , arrogant (66- 67, 96, 98, 100, 194) and scorn­
fui of the demos and those he regards as his inferiors (132, 134, 185, 193- 95,
198, 203- 4, 211). Worse yet, his wealth gave him considerable power within
the society, power that he willfully used to destroy those ordinary citizens who
stood in the way of fulfilling his desires (20, 98, 106, 109, 123-24, 137). In
sum, Meidias was "rich, bold, with a big head and a big voice, violent, [and]
shameless" (20 1). Meidias could be depicted as sui generis, isolated within soci­
ety in willful self-exile (198). But elsewhere Demosthenes locates the entire
d ass of the excessivcly wealthy acro ss the gulf with Meidias, Here he suggests
tha t Meidias' behavior is indicative of the antide moc ratic atti tudes harbored
by the wealthy elite: they longed to gain contro l of the state, and if they ever
did come to power , they would be merciless to the ordinary working man
(208- 10). In con trast ta rich Meidias and his rich cro nies, Demo sthenes paint s
a pictur e of himselfas a middling sort of man : a hoplite (not a cavalryma n, like
Meidi as) who, along with his fellow soldiers, was shocked by lurid tales of
Meidias' combined cowardice and gro tesque extravagance during the Eu­
boean campa ign (133, cf. l, 112).

In other passages Demosthenes presents himself rath er differently: not
among those who are weak or friendl ess, but inde ed as a member of the Athe­
nian elite, able and willing to use his elite att ributes- wealth, speaking ability,
standing in the community-to help defend the l'est of the citizens against the
likes of Meidias (1 11, 189, 192, 219). And thu s he reveals himselfas a powerful
figure in his own right. Demosthenes must, of course, sidestep the app earan ce
of arrogance. He avoids contradicting Athenian assumptions regarding the
reality of popular control of affairs by pointin g out that he is not alone in his
heroic resistan ce to Meidias. Ti me and aga in, Demosthenes daims allegiance
to and alliance with the laws-in one dram atic passage he literally takes the
reified laws of Athens as his kin, asking the jury to contrast him , surrounded by
the laws, with Meidias, surrounded by weepy relat ives.v> This striking image
reveals a vital distinction Demosthenes establishes between himself and his
rival: whereas Meidias depe nds on his family for support, Demosthenes is a
publi c figure, devoted to the publi c good. He is, at least by implication , a
powerful man only th rough the backing of the actively expressed will of the
people- j ust as the laws themsclves are just inscribed letters unless the people
are willing to act boldly in their defense (223- 25; cf. 37ff., 57, and see below).
Demosthenes' wealth is meaningful to him only because it allows him to face
down bullies like Meidias and to give genero usly ta the public weal (156-57,
189). Meidias, on the other hand, is selfish with his mon ey: he uses it in vulgar
and offensive displays calculated ta humiliate ordina ry citizens (133, 158- 59,
195- 96). He never willingly contributes to public proj ects, and he arrogantly

1 5 l'ar s. 186-1 88. 1 am indebted to Dan ielle Allen for draw ing my atte nt ion to the key imper­
tance of this passage. See also par. 7.
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believes that the special tax (proeisphora) he is forced to pay gives him the right
to harangue and berate the rest of the citizenry in the Assembl y (15 1- 69).

So far we have touched on two of the rhetori cal strategies Demosthenes
employed in Against Meidias in ord er to distingu ish himseIf from his rival. First
he draws a line between the eIite cavalryman and the ordinary hoplit e; next , he
contrasts styles of eIite behavior : the selfish, antidemocratic man interested in
his private goods versus the sclfless publi c man who takes the laws as his kin. A
third, more subtle tactic may have heIped Demosthenes distinguish between
the nature and function of his powers and those of his rival. At 154, De­
mosthenes spec ifically points out the differences in their ages: he daims to be
thirt y-two, while his opp onent is "about fifty or a little less." The jury might
suppos e that there was an eighteen-year gap in the their ages. But Harris
argues convincingly that Demo sthenes was Iying about his own age.26 He
suggests that Demosthenes' primary motive for the fiction was a desire to ern­
ph asize the disparit y between the two men 's liturgical records; Demosthenes'
generous record looked even better if compressed into a shorte r lifespan. There
was, however, a point ed subtext: Emphasizing, or even, with Harris, overstat­
ing the age difference helps Demosthenes to depict himself as a young man
confronting a man considerably his senior in years as weil as in political
strength. This contrast would have considerable resonance for Athenians,
raised on sta ries of the youthful exploits of Theseus-mythical founder of the
dernocracy.é?

The youth versus powerful older man theme at 154 is no fortuitous bit of
externporaneo us invention . Demosthenes had already, at 71 - 72, prepared his
listeners to focus on the theme of age and power inequ ality by relatin g a pair of
anecdotes. In the first, he "reminded" his listeners of a story, one that he
daimed many of them would know weil, of a youth's successful confronta tion
with an older, stronger, insolent man .2B He followed up with another brieftale
that linked the first story to his own situation and illustrated the serious conse­
quences that could result from acts of hubris. Both logoi concern men who killed
other men who dared offer them hubris. The first concerns Euthynos and
Sophilos:

26 E. ~1. Har ris 1989, 121- 25.
27 T he ideological und erpinnings of the Theseus myth are discussed by Strauss (1993, 100­

129). On the social an d political significance of acting out a culture 's central myth s, see Ober and
Strauss 1990, 245-46, with literature cited. Cf. also pa r. 69: Meidias' failure to demo nstrate
"youthful enterprise" imeanieusatoï. Demosthenes pointedly mocks M eidias' preten sions to youthful
machismo at par. 131: Meidias no longer thinks it neanikos 10 insult indi viduals, so he insults whole
groups; and par. 201: Meidias falsely thin ks it neamkos to ignore "you" - the people. T he roo t
mean ing of neanikos is "youthful,' and ~lacDowell's translation of neanikos as "macho" is on the
mar k.

2R T his is an example of the "everybody knows 't topos: Ober 1989b , 149- 50, 163. This is used
elsewhere in the speech (e.g., l , 16, 137, 149, 167) and helps estab lish Demosthenes' solidari ty
with pop ular knowledge and wisdorn.
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Everyone knows- or if not cvcryone, many people- that on one occasion Eu­
thynos the famous wrestler, the young man (neaniskos), defended himself even
against Sophilos the pancratist. The latter was a strong man, dark-l'm sure
certain ones of you know the man 1 mean. They wcre in Samos, just passing the
time privately (idiai ) with sorne friends; and because he [EuthynosJ thought him
insolent (aulon hubrizeinï, he defended himsclf so vigorously that he actually killed
him. (71)

The impl ied parallel to young , vigorous Dem osthen es an d olde r, stro nger
M eidias is quite clear in the context of the orat ion.F?

The second tale is equally instructive:

Man y people (poilai) know that Euaion, the brother of Leodamas, killed Boiotos at
a dinner party (endeipnôi kai sunodôi koinëi ) because of one blow. It was not the blow
that made him angl)·, but the dishonor (alimia); nor is being hit such a serious
matter (deinon) to free men (eleulherois), though it is serious, but rather being hit with
hubris. (7 1- 72)

As in the case of the Euthynos logos, the story of Euaion is on e of revenge for
insolence offercd in a spec ifically privat e context (see MacD oweli 1990 , ad
loc.). But with Euaion - to whom Dem osthen es pointedly compares himself
(73-76)-the speaker adds that hub ristic assault brings with it the threat of
atimia, and points to the psychological effect of insolent assault on eleutheroi.
Dem osth enes' follow-up to th e double story is to point out that in his own case
the context of the insuit was not pri vat e, but public: he was chorëgos, the assault
occurre d in the theatcr at a public festival and was witnessed by citizens and
foreigners alike (74, cf. 3 1fT. ). It is in the tr ansposition of wha t might weil have
rem ain ed a private afTair bctween rival aristoc ra ts to the public realm domi­
nat ed by the demo s that the stakes involved in the play of power and ideology
are most clearly exposed .

After relating the ea rly history of his conflict with Meidias- a tale that
enables Dem osthen es to emphasize his extreme youth (78)- the prosecut or
introduces the poign ant figure of Strato the arbitrator. With the Stra to logos,
the speaker confronts his audience with the implicat ions of privat e-realm aris­
tocratie arro gance spilling over into the pu blic realm . \Vhen we combine the
salient points of th e Euthynos and Euaion staries, we get a tale of justifiabl e
revenge executed by a brave young man against an olde r, stronger man in
orde r to redress the atimia assoeiated with an ae t of hubris. Strato, by cont rast, is
far from an aristocra tie youth in the first flush ofhis strength: an older man (as
an arbitrator [diaitëtësJ he was, by definition , sixtYyears old), he was a worker
and inexp erien ced in pu blic afTairs (penës, apragmôn: 83). M oreover , says De-

2'1 At par. 78 Demosthenes moves immed iately 10 the story ofhis carly problerns with Mcidias,
describing himself then as a "very young lad" (meiraJwllion) who was confronted by a violent and
profane break-in by Meidias and his brother .
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mosthenes, Strato was no rascal (pOl/aos), indee d he is a useful citizen idnëstos:
83, cf 95): the exernplary ordinary Athenian who did his man datory year's
public service as arbitrator not because he was ambitious but because it was his
duty.ê? Stra to was assigned by lot to Dem osthenes and M eid ias when the
former indi cted the latt er for slander (foui lan guage used in the presence of
Dem osthenes' sister and mother, when Meidias and his brother broke into
Dem osthene s' home [oikia] dem anding a property excha nge [al/fidosis] : 78-80).
On the day of the ar bitration, Mcidias did not (at first) show up , and so Strato
rcluctantly gave a defau lt verdict agai nst him . After Demosthenes had gon e
hom e in triumph, Meidias arrived at the arbitrators' offices and tried to bribe
Strato to reverse his j udgme nt. Stra to refused . M eidias later vind ictiveIy and
manipulativeIy gained a judgm ent agai nst Strato, an d so "he expelled an d
disenfran chised (ekballei kai afimoi) the ar bitrator" (87). Strato, like Eua ion , thus
suffered atimia(cf 92) at the han ds ofa hubristic man - and yet the meaning of
aiimia has shifted dram atically with the move from the private to the public
sphere , as has the victim's power to defend himseIf.

The atimia that Euaion sufTered when punched by Boioto s was personal and
social dishonor: his worth was compromised in his own eyes and those of his
fellows. This loss of honor (fimi ) ca rr ied with it no formai pol itical disabiliti es
and was evidently wiped clean by Eua ion's vigoro us self-defense . The meaning
of atimia for Stra to was quite difTeren t: rather than be ing stripped of privat e
hon or, the arbitra tor lost his stat us as a citizen. M oreover , since M eidias had
secur ed the judgmcnt through th e legal system , there was no recourse for
Strato as there had bee n for Eu thynos and Euaion - as an atimos, Strato be­
came utterly powerless (92, 95). H aving lost even the right to spe ak in public
fora , he is put on display by Dem osthenes as a mute example of the ghastly
effects on an ordina l) ' Atheni an of hu bri stic power exercised in the public
realm .

T aken togeth er , the three logoi (Euthynos/ Sophilos, Euaion /Boiotos,
Strato /Meidias) illuminate a crucial difference betwecn d ite and dem otic

so Interpretation of this passage: O bcr 1989b, 209 - 11. 1 follow Goodwin (cf. ;"lacDowell
1990, ad loc.) in translating altosd' ouponëros as "rn oreover not bad" rather than (per XlacD owell
and e thers) "but in other ways not bad." ;"lacDowell (1990. lac. CiL) an d Wilson (199 1. 180- 81.
citing Thuc. 2.40.2) seern to me to get the force of apragmon wrong. T here is certa inly an echo here
of Pericles' Funeral O ration (Thuc. 2.40.1- 2: r ô rri:vw8al OÙx 6~0/~oYEÎv ttvt a 1crXpév . . .
u ôvoi yà p "tOV r e ~ T]oi:v "tWVOE [sc.Epyu "tà rro)~mKà] ~ E"t i:xovm OÙK àrrpày ~ova, à n '
à XPEîov vO~iÇO~ EV. Bath PericlcsZThucydidcs and Dernosthenes are manipulating trad itional
sentimen ts abo ut the link bc tween wcalt h, pu blic act ivity, and usefulness ta the community (cf., for
exa mple, the Solonian Ie/i ). But the point of the Stra te story is thar this ordina ry man became
Meidias' victirn thro ugh no fault of his own , Stra tos aprag7l20suni is his lack of evert po litical
ambition. not an unwillingness to do his public dury. Since the Athenian laws require certain
public dulies, etery Athenian (nol just those who are ambitions) is at risk l'rom the Meidas-ryp e.
Not e, 100 , that chrëstos, which in l'lite discourse could mean "elite," here clearly means "man who
is a positive asset to the state," in contrast to the poniros, who is a public liability,
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strata of Athenian society. On the one hand, the elite linkage of hubris with
personal dishonor-what we might cali the "economy of timë "- pro vides the
appropriate cont ext for pr ivate acts of hubris and for the quick, violent , per­
sonal revenge associa ted with those acts.3 1 But the fate of Strato-the exern­
plary ordinary Athenian (anër politës: 88; Athënaiôn hena: 90; ton pol/on heis: 96)
who becam e atimos in the pro cess of doing his public duty-suggests that the
willful exertion of pêrsonal power in the public realm ha s as its targ et not
private or family honor , but a central quality of citizenship itself. The distin c­
tion revolves around the term timë and its associated sema ntic field: the lan­
guage of timë clearly meant one thing in the world of aristocr atie competition,
qui te anot her in the world of the ordina ry citizen. Although there is consider­
able talk of philotimia in the speec h (67, 159, 162), this attribute is associated
specifically with the elite individual whose most precious possession was his

/ pé rSonal honor . By contrast, the most precious possession of the ordina ry Ath­
enian was, for want of a bette r term, the dignity he enjoyed because he was a
citizen.

By citizen dignity, 1 refcr to the "basket" of privileges, immunities, du ties,
and responsibilities that the full citizen (one not sufTering legal disabilit ies ren­
derin g him atimos) enjoyed by the simple fact of his possession of citizen status.
Citizen dignity, in the sense in which 1 am using the term here, was a compos­
ite, a conglomeration of attributes that is not adequately captured by any one
Greek word. C itizen dignity is perhaps most visible in its absence : Its negative,
shadow-oth er is atimia in its political sense: the sta tus of Strato after Meidias'
successful lega l attack. T he positive content of citizen dignity is best captured
by the several discretc cleme nts that constitute the composite; it may most
read ily be defined by the intersection of individual freedom ieleutheria: 124,
180), political equality (isotës: 67, Ill ), and secur ity (bebaiotës: 222; asphaleia:
227). It is in the triadic rclationship between freedom , equality, and secur ity
that the ordinary citizen found and defended his place in the Athenian socio­
political order. But that defense could not be carried out individually, or by
reference to ina lienable rights.

Private hon or and citizen dignity had mu ch in common: both implied a
rejection of self-abasernent and an immunity from degrading violat ions of the
body's physical integrity (179, 180).32 But in Greek aristocra tie society, hon or
(as has often been pointed out) was a scarce resource in an endless zero-sum
game . In the simplest two-player simulation, player A gains in honor only at
the expense of player B's hon or .ê' Although Athen ian citizenship was highly
cxclusivist by modern standards, dignity was not in the same sense a scarce

:<1 For the linkage of hubns with privat e disho nor, see esp. the work by Fisher: 1976, 1979,
1990.

:<2 On bodily integrity, see Winkler 1990, 5+- 6+; Halperin 1990, 96; Wilson 199 1, 16+- 65.
:1 1 Zero-surn, honor / shame-based competition and its links to the "Mediterranean society"

rnodel: \\ïnkler 1990, +5- 70; D. Cohen 1992, 35- 69.
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commodity within the community of citizens. The dignity of citizen A was not
ordinarily enhanced at the expense of his fellows. In the course of the fifth and
fourth centur ies, the Athenian citizenry radically augmented the material and
psych ic value of citizenship.34Thus, while the total number of players did not
expa nd much, the total "quantity" of dignit y available to the players was ex­
pansive. Dignity was a citizen's personal possession in the sense that it could be
lost through ind ividual acts (e.g., engaging in prostitution ) or removed by legal
judgment. Yet it was simultaneously a collective possession of the demo s. T he
downside of this collective ownership was tha t the total sum of dignity could be
reduced (and th us each individual's immunities, etc., lessened) if the citizenry
failed to act to guard its possession. It was the power of collective action that
had crea ted citizen dignit y in the first place;35 a lack of collective defense in the
face of thr eats offered by powerful individuals could result in its loss (45, 57,
124, 140, 142).

The chain of reasoning developed above helps to expiain the argument th ar
underlies Demosthenes' speec h. It was one thin g for powerful , honor-driven
aristocrats to attack one another and to defend themselves in pr ivate. It was
quite another thing when an ari stocrat began to brin g his hubris to bear on
ordin ary citizens. At this point , and espec ially when attacks were mad e upo n
citizens acting in form ai public capac ities (as chorëgoi or diaitëtai: 31-34, 87), it
was incumbent up on the collectivity to staunchly resist the deployment of indi­
vidual power. No thing less than the individual and collective dignity of the
citizen was at stake: "If anyone who tries to stand up for him self when qui te
illegally assau lted by Meidias is going ta suffer this [court -ma nda ted expulsion
and disenfranchisement] and similar treatment , it will be best just to offer
proskun ësis [bow down] to hubristic men , as they do in barbari an lands, rather
than try to resist them" (106). If the citizenry will not stand up ta Meidias, they
will cease to be dignified citizens and will devolve into salaaming subjec ts of
the powerful few.36

In orde r to avoid this nauseating outcome, the jurors mu st see the situatio n
clearl y: Meidias is an exemplar (paradeigma: 76, 97, 227) of the powerful rich .
The individual rich man , and the rich as a class, are desirous of forcing their
hierarchical approach to private life and the ir hierarchical system of social
categorization upon the whole of Ath enian political society. Intolerant of
equa lity and freedom , they long to humili ate and subjuga te ail ord ina ry per­
sons, whom they regard not as dignified citizens but as subhuman (185, 208 ­
9). Individually, ordinary Athenians were mu ch too weak to stand up against
the violence of the powerful dite. And the laws alon e had no force capable of

34 For the origins of this process, see Manville 1990; for its development in the fifth and fourth
cent uries: über 1989b, 53 - 103.

:15 See C hapte r 4.
36 Cf. par. 124: anyone who stands in the way of convic ting Meidias "is simply takin g away our

enjoym ent of free speec h (isigoria) and freedom (eleulheria):'
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pr eventing their misuse by the elite. But acting collectively, in defense of the
laws and customs of the democratie order, the demos was indeed powerful
enough to force the elite to recognize the dignity of eac h citizen, and powerful
enough to discipline any of those who dared to step out of line:

Ali this [the tale of Meidias and his toad ies], 1 suppose , is frighten ing to each one

of the rest ofyou, living individually as best you canoThar's why you should unit e:

individually eac h of you is weakcr than they [the rich] are , either in friends or

resources or something else; bu t united you' ll be stronger than each of them and

you will put a stop to their hubns. . . . If a man is so powerful idunasthai s that he

can pr event eac h ofus singly from gettingjustice from him, now, since he is in our

grasp, he mu st be puni shedjointly by ail for all, as a common enem y of the statc .

(140- 42)

A desirable outcome was thu s possible: mass strength could trump individual
strength. Yet, given the struc ture of Athenian legal procedure, in order for this
desirable outcome to be realized, it was necessary that a brave and resourceful
individual citizen be willing to stand up to the exemplary hubristic malefactor
by dragging him into cour t. Enter Demo sthenes, the man who (as he explains
in detail) has what it takes to confront the monster and bring him to justice: the
necessary elite attributes of wealth and rhetorical skill and the necessary alle­
giance ta the publi c good.

Yet Demosthenes makes clear tha t pro secuting Meidias with the support of
laws and demos and in defense of the dignity of the citizenry requi red more
than ju st personal strength and bravery in the face of superior strength. It also
entailed a willingness to sacrifice individual honor, since it meant that De­
mosthenes had to forego deadly priva te vengean ce. This "sacrifice" meant ,
however, that he could have his cake and eat it too. By constructing an image
of himself as a bold young elite, Demosthenes shows that he is the sort of man
who muid successfully have defended his timë, j ust as Euthynos an d Euai on had
defended theirs. But, happily for the demos, Demosthenes is also the moder­
ate, middling citizen who sees clearly that the interest of the state (avoiding
bloodshed , while simultaneously making a publ ic example of Meidias and thus
curbing the insolence of the rich as a class) must override his natural urge to
dispatch his rival on the spot:

1 think my decision [nol 10 retaliate physically] was pru dent (sophrol/os), or rat her it

was provident ial (eutuchOs), whcn 1 acquiesced at the time and was not indu ced ta

do anything disastrou s-though 1 fully sympa thize with Euaion and anyone else

who has defended himsclf when dishonored iatimaeomenos;. . . . When 1 exercised

so much care 10 pr event any disastrous result that 1 did not defend myself at ail,

from whom ought 1 to obtain atonernent for what was donc to me? From you and

the laws, 1 think; and an cxample (paradeigma) ought to be set, to show everyo ne

else that ail hub ristic men shou ld not be fought off at the moment of anger , but
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referred to you, in the knowledge that you are the guarantors and guardians of

legal pro tection for victims. (74- 76, cf. 219)

Later in the speec h Demosthenes underlines his selflessness by pointing out
that it is not he who is most in danger from Meidias:

Vou should al! be equal!y angry , in view of the fact that the likeliest of you to

suffer easy maltr eatm ent are the poorest and weakest ipenestatoi, asthenestatoi ). . . .
In my own case, no doubt, 1 repulsed lies and accusations . . . 1 haven 't been

ann ihilated. But what will you, hoi polloi, do, unless you publicl y frighten every­

one away from the misuse of wealth for this purpose [hubm J? (123- 24, cf.

22 1-22)

We can now grasp the import of the peror ation and see how it relates to the
proem of the speech: Demosthenes, the elite rhêtôr (cf. 189), had don e his part
by dra gging Meidias, master of legal evasion, into cour t. The demos in the
Assembly had done its part by condemning Meidia s in the initial probolë (2- 3).
Now it was up to the jurors to be as tru e to their own interests an d to the
common ideais on which Athenian politicallife was predicated. They mu st use
their collective power of judgment to destroy the dang erous individual and
reestablish the authority of the demotic regime of truth:

Before the case was proved you showed your anger , you cal!ed on the victirn

[Demosthenes] to take revenge, you applauded when 1 brought a probolë aga inst

him in the Assembly; yet now that the case has been demonstra ted, and the

demos sitting in a sacred pr ecinct has given a pr elimin ary condemnation of him

.. . when it is in your power ta dea l with it ail by a single vote, will you now fail to

support me , to offer cham to the demos, to teac h everyo ne a lesson (tous a/lous

sôphronisaii, and to secure a safe life for yourselves in future by mak ing of him an

example (paradeigma) to everyone? (227)

Finally, wc need to consider the degree to which Demosthenes' ora tory was,
and could have been, independent of the discursive regime that forms its deep
context. In a recent article on Againsl Meidias, Peter Wilson argues that in
several key passages Demosthenes loses rhe torical control of his own text: al­
though he hoped to depict himself as a loyal dernocrat, his speec h is hopelessly
subver ted by estab lished and clitist aristocratie norms.ê? Thus (in the terminol­
ogy adopt ed above) social power in the form of a truth regime wins out in the
end-and that regime was ultimately a produ ct of elite, not demotic, ideais
an d discourse. Is this actually the case? While conforming in obvious ways to
demotic idea ls, does Demosthenes' oratory finally and helplessly serve to sub­
vert them ? Is the democratie ideology that is so prominent in much of the
speech actually twisted against itself by the irresistible power of an overarching

:17 Wilson 199 1, 170-71 , 181-82, 186-87 . In arguing that aristocrat ie norm s subverted what
was ostensibly democrat ie discourse, Wilson follows Loraux 1986.
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aristocratie value system? I don 't think so. Rath er, Demosthenes' speech shows
us how a central aristocra tie ideal (lime) is at once transformed by and de­
limited within the publi c democrat ie enviro nment. Demosthenes tells his audi­
ence an interesting and complex story abo ut honor and its rclationship to
hl/bris. By invoking the examples of Euthynos and Euaion he shows the endur­
ing importance of hon or within the "realm of inequ ality" that cha racterized
the subsociety of the elite. By exploring the two senses of atimia he shows how
personal honor is transubstantiated into citizen dignity in the realm of equality
that characterizes citizen society. T he example ofS trato, by demonstratin g the
dan ger that "a Meidias" repr esents to the ind ividual dignit y of the ord inary
citizen, shows why a democra cy mu st isolate and regulate elite behavior pat­
terns. And Demosthenes' speech itsclf is an example of how the democrat ie
regime can and should use the skills and attributes of the "goo d elite" speaker
in reassert ing order.

Demosthenes' speech participates actively in democratie ideals. Its persua­
sive power is overt ly intended to allow the power of the people to find its tar­
get, that is, the powerful individual who embodies the continuing threat of
"nontransformed" aspects of aristocra tie culture to spill over into the publi c
realm . Oratory is thus a lens that focuses the great but diffuse power of the
Athenian tru th regime upon appro priate obje cts. The pretri al lack of focus is
symbolized by the avid but inchoate hissing and shouting against Meidias in
the theater , by the many who approac hed Demosthenes ta urge him to follow
through on the pro secution (2, 23, 198, 2 16, 226), and perhaps even by the
overwhelming bu t forceless initial vote at the probolê. Demosthenes implies that
if the regime had been working smoothly, and Meidias had been a proper
citizen, the latt er would have listened carefully to these expressions of demoti c
dissatisfaction and would have conformed to the spirit of the laws without the
need of a trial (6 1, 63). But Meidias is a rogue elite, who think s he can ignore
or override ail signs of popular disfavor . In th is situa tion, discourse mu st be
translated into overt action (30). It is through the speech of the prosecutor and
the subseque nt vote of the people gathered as dikastai that the regime is reified .
At this point , speech and judgme nt becorne concrete forces for action, in a way
that a general regime of thought or law, tha t remain s both everywhere and
nowh ere, never could. Logos becornes ergon, and thus the power of the people is
manifested in the life of the citizen:

For in fact, if you cared to consider and investigate the question of what it is that

gives power and control (ischuroi kai kurioiï over everything in the polis to those of

you who are j uro rs at any given time . . . you would find that the reason is not

that you alone of the citizens are arm ed and mobilized in ranks, nor that you are

physically the best and strongest, nor that you are youngest (neD/a/oi) in age, nor

anything of the sort , but rather you'd find that you are powcrful (ischuein) through

the laws. And what is the power (ischu5) of the laws? Is it that, if any of you is

attacked and gives a shout, they'JI come running to your aid? No, they ar c j ust
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inscribed letters and have no ability ta do that. \Vhat then is their motive power
(dunamis)? Vou arc, if you secure them and make them authoritative (kurioi) whcn­
ever anyone asks for aid. So the laws are powerful (ischuroi) through you and you
through the laws. Vou must therefore stand up for thcm in just the same way as
any individual would stand up for himself if attacked; you must take the view that
offenses against the law are common concerns (koina). (223- 25)

H cre, severa l of the key th em es l have attempted to elucidate are set ou t
clearly: th e power of the collectivity; th e associatio n of individual powerfulness
with youthfulness; the relat ion ship between the indi vidual acting in defen se of
his own person and honor ; and the need for commo n action in defense of
common dignit y.

The movement from inan imate law ta political ac tion through the medium
of speec h that is at the heart of the passage qu oted above suggests tha t Athe ­
nian oratory, while deeply enmeshed in commo n assumption s abo ut social
categor ies and proper behavior , is more tha n a ventriloquiza tion of a truth
regim e. The individual spe aker, with his individu al attributes and perspective,
was indi spensable as th e spa rk th at fired the system . It was in th is dynam ic
rclation ship between truth regime and individual initiator / ora tor tha t Athe ­
nian democracy existed . W ithout the commo n assumptions l have dubbed the
"regime of truth," Athens would been no more than a mob of sclf-interested
individu als- and thu s certai nly would have fallen pr ey ta the endless roun d of
debilitating stasts that cha racterized the histories of so many Greek poleis in the
four th century .é" Without the interventi on of distinct voices and individual
histor ies int o the mat rix of social assumptions, Athenian socie ty would have
been sta tic and nightmari sh-an Orwellian " 1984" with the dem os as Big
Brother. T he balan ce of individual and social power was always uneasy; a
good part of th e enduri ng fascina tion of Atti c oratory is its depiction- at the
level of both form and content- of a highwire act with no net.

31l Cf. Aristotlc Pol. l302a31- b3 (recalling muc h of the lan guage of Dern. 2 1): men fight staseis
in order ta gain timëan d mate ria l good s (kerdos), an d to avoid atimia and punishmem s. Wh at stirs
them up in the first place is eith er seeing other s increasing their share of timë and kerdos; or hubns,
fear (phobos), preeminence (huperochë), contempt (kataphronësis), or disproport ionate self-aggrandize­
ment (auxësis).



Chapter 8

THE NATURE Of AT HENIAN DEMO CRACY

M y long-running debate with Mogens Herman Hansen over how to interp ret various

aspects of Ath en ian democracy and how to cha racterize its nature has been very fruitful

(see, for examplc, Hunt er 1994, 185- 89). The pub lished version of that debate is inau­

gu rated in th is 1989 essay over the que stion of the primacy of ideology versus that of

instituti ons; it is continued in C hapter II , over the que stion of polis as state (a commu­

nity of citizens) versus po lis as society (a community embrac ing citizens and non cit­

izens). The dramatic acme of our dialogue occ urred, however, a few years earlier, in

December 1986 at a meetin g of the American Philological Association.

Hansen served as comme ntator on a pane l on social and ideological aspec ts of Athe­

nian democracy in the fourth century B.C . , at which 1 de!ivered a paper , "Elite Edu ca­

tion and Political Lead ership in Democratie Ath ens." During the discussion period,

Hansen and 1 began disputing the qu estion (which is central to this chapter) of how to

define the term "dernos." He advocated a limit ed, institution al definition; 1 prop osed

th e broader definition defended here. Following the adj ournment of the formai pane!

pr oceedin gs, the panelists and mernbers of the audi ence initiated a symposium at the

hote! ba r. Han sen and 1 kept on about the dem os; neither of us was ab le to make mu ch

headw ay with th e other , and neither was willing to drop the subjec t. As the wine

arr ived, my interlocutor announced that there was only on e way to resolve such dis­

putes and placed his right elbow on the table. 1 accepted the cha llenge and we pro­

ceeded to arrn-wrestle over the meanin g of demos, to the sta rtled amusem ent of our

fellow symposiasts. That memorab le physical encounter was no more decisive than, but

just as convivial as, any of my subseq uent, Jess literal wrestling matches with the man

now genera lly acknowledged to be the dean of Ath enian demo cracy studies. And the

encounter seems an appropriate symbol for a discussion centering on the complicated

re!at ionship between theory and practice, discou rse and deed .

T his review essay points up a number of the issues of conceptua lization, definition,

and methodology tha t are at stake in con temporary discussions of an cient Gr eek de­

moc racy. The cha pter tests the work of a scho lar whose app roach is highly empirical

and positivistic aga inst the historical meth od advocated in Chapter 2; that is to say, 1

begin by asking wheth er a given app roac h will yie!d conclusions that are useful and

meanin gful, and 1 posit tha t it will not do so un less the conceptua l appa ra tus bein g

employed is meaningful given the context of the society in que stion . T his concern is

T his review of Hansen 1987 was originally pub lished in Classical Philology 84 (1989), 322-34.
Page references within the text of this chapter are to Hansen 1987. Co pyright © 1989 by the
University of Chicago. Ali rights reserved.
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illustrated by the discussion of "sovereignty" - a term that is, so 1 argu e, serio usly mis­

leading when applied to classical Greek forms of political organization.

As in other chapters, the problem of how norms relate to prac tices takes center stage.

For Hansen, the normat ive logic represent ed by the estab lished lawcode is ultimately

more impo rtant than the actual practices of Athenian society at any given point in its

development . T hus, on the issue of spea ker and audience in the Assemb ly, if the logic of

the law po ints to a norm of one-way communication- from speaker to audience- then

historical evidence for audience-tc-speaker communication points only to aberrations

and is not of fund amental imp ortance in und erstand ing the nature of the system. By

contrast, the norms tha t most concern me are those that constitute what 1 cali popular

ideology; they arc most clea rly revea led in the discourse of Assembly and lawcourt

debate. T hat ideology is, in turn, intimatcly linked to contemporary pr actices: on my

readi ng, in a responsive direct dem ocracy, institutional practices and popular ideology

cannot get too far out of balance, because institutions can be and are changed with

relative case, and the experience of using institu tions in turn results in changes in the

way citizens think about politics and society. Ideology is thus neither prior to nor op­

posed to sociopolitical pr actice; it is part of practice, just as in speech-act theory the

descriptive function oflanguage is part of its perform ative function. The ongoing demo­

cra tic pr occss of norm-practice adju stment may or may not result in an actual change

in the laws-in sorne cases, laws that are no longer congrue nt with ideology may simply

be ignored or fall into disuse. And so, for me, the relatively abundant evidence for two­

way communication in the Assembly (and the lawcourts) points to the truc nature of the

political process in Athens. H ansen ofTered spirited replies ta my review (see, amon g

others, Hansen 1989a, 2 15-1 8; 1989b). He deals with the relative ana lytic value of

institut ions and ideology in detail in Hansen 1991 , 73- 85.

THE C O è\ ST ITUT IO l':A L history of Athens is an increasingly popular topic
amo ng historians, at least in part because of the groundbreaking work of Mo­
gens Herman Hansen. Since the mid-1970s Hansen has published an impres­
sive series of monographs and arti cles that have clarified many aspec ts of Athe­
nian legal and governm ental practice, especially of the fourt h ccntury B.C .

Furthermore, sincc it is possible to determine more about Athenian govern­
ment in the fourth century than in any previous period , Hansen 's fourth­
ccntury studies have contributed to reassessments of fifth-ccntury democracy
and its sixth-ccntury anteccdents. ' H is pr evious work has already earned

1 On pp. 125- 30 Hansen lists thir ty-five theses that sum up his revisions and clarifications of
the tradi tional pictu re of the Athenian consititution. 1 tend ta agree with sixtcen of these (nos. l , 3,
5, 10, I l , 14- 2 1, 26, 34, 35). The five theses with which 1tend ta disagree in whole or in part (nos.
6, 23, 24, 29, 32) will be the main subject of this chapter. On the remaining fourteen 1 suspend
j udgment, either because 1regard them as possible but unproven or because 1 have not thoroughly
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Hansen a place in the history of ancient constitutional studies; the pu blication
of The Athenian Assembly in theAge cfDemosthenes, written for bath the specialist
and the general read er, will bring him a wider audience and provides the
oppo rtunity ta view his work from a broader perspective.

Hansen's oeuvre is voluminous, and his studies are invariab ly closely rea­
soned, copiously documented, and provocatively argu ed. His titles, which
sometimes take an interrogative form (How often .. .? How many . . .? When
did . . .?), leave the reader in no doubt about subject matter , and his conclu­
sions leave no doubt as ta the author' s stance. In a typical study Hansen begins
by narr owly fram ing the question ta be asked . He defines the terms of the
argument as accurately as possible, lists possible answers, and then present s ail
evidence that seems ta bear on the issue. In conclusion he sums up the evi­
dence, discards the possible answers that are not supported, and states the
conclusion. The method is thus empirical and exclusive; it is the approach
that , taken ta a logical extreme, was favored by Sherlock Holmes, who claimed
that "when you have eliminated the imp ossible, whatever remains, howeverim­
probable, mu st be the truth ."? Like a Sherlockian solution ta a criminal mystery,
the typical study by Hansen appea rs ta be an imp artial collection of ail the
evidence that is accessible ta anyone willing and able ta make careful observa­
tions. Once it has been properly ana lyzed, the evidence is seen ta point uner­
ringly ta a specifie conclusion.

Although Hansen 's work has pr ovoked ma ny challenges (which are fre­
quently the subject of quick and vigoro us replies; cf. 125- 30 with nn. ), most of
the debate has centered on nar rowly focused and (ta the nonspecialist) often
abstruse constitutional issues. There has been little concem with investigating
Hansen 's vision of the "nature of democracy," probably because he himself
does not seem overtly concern ed with the problem. In the absence of an ex­
plicit ideological point ofview, his conclusions appear objec tive, and one seems
safe in using them ta construct one's own theses without fear of introdu cing
unwan ted bias. But adopt ing certain of Hansen's conclusions entails acquiesc­
ing in his spec ifie understanding of political life. If the consequences of this
acquiescence go unnoticed by students of social, cultural, and political history,
H ansen may end up winning the war for the definition of the nature of Athe­
nian democra cy, despite any battles last on technical grounds.

Empirical description and analysis are natural corollaries ta Hansen 's un­
derstanding of the relatio nship between govern ment, politics, and society. But
Hansen 's conclusions are not necessarily more (or less) "obje ctive" than those
of other scholars who start, as Hansen (4) him self recognizes al! historians
must, with a set of a priori assumptions. Like al! historians, Hansen poses

worked through the evidence. For the significance of Hansen's work for reinterp reting earlier
Athenian history, see, for example, Ostwald 1986; Sealey 1987.

2 Doyle 1967, 1:638 (7he Sign ifFour, ch. 6).
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qu estions based on his own understanding of what is importan t. And, like aIl
historiographie produ cts, the form (if not the content) of Hansen 's conclusions
is predetermined by the questions he asks: his answers are necessarily struc­
tured, and their scope is necessarily limited , by the assumption s on which his
qu estions ar e based , despite his determination to treat the evidence ex­
haustively and fairly. Therefore, a monograph or art icle by Hansen , like any
other text, is best understood as a social construc t, the produ ct of the interplay
between the writer's view of reality, his method of investigatio n, and his read­
ing of the evidence. ê If furth er justification for undertaking to analyze
Han sen 's methodology is needed, on e may appeal ta Hansen 's oeuvre itself;
for among his strengths as a historian is his concern with epistemology and the
sociology of knowledge (2, 4).

The particularistic approach adop ted in most of his previous studies has
tended to obscure Han sen 's point of view; the specificity of the questions he
asks has rendered it difficult to see the forest for the trees. But in The Athenian
Assembly he gives us glimpses of the forest. The importance of Han sen 's work
for those interested primarily in the details of constitutiona l history is un­
doubted. But in order ta determine the value of Han sen 's contributions to a
more general understanding of Athenian demo cracy, one mu st ask not only
wheth er his conclusions cor rect1y an swer the questions he has posed , but also
whether he has posed meaningful questions in meaningful terms (i.e., in terms
that ar e readily understood by readers and accuratcly describe ancient poli tical
and social struc tures; cf. Cha pter 2 above). By attempting to define Hansen 's
conceptualization of Ath enian democracy, I hop e to assess the value of his
methods and conclusions for readers who ar e interested in the topic, taken in
its broadest terms: democracy as a central struc ture in a complex social and
political system.

Perhap s Han sen 's cleare st a priori stance takes the form of a value judg­
ment: he respects the Athenians and believes that Ath enian demo cracy is an
imp ortant subjec t with contemporary relevan ce (5-6). He defends the fourth­
century democracy (123-24) against those who have claimed that devotion to
the public good declined in the decades after the Peloponnesian War.! Hansen
denies that the democratie government was parasitic upon on a slave econ­
orny, and instead points to the (usually overlooked) economie contribution of
Athenian wom en (34, with nn . 232 on p. 123). H e demonstrates that the state
was not finan cially crippled by the provision of pay for widespread political
participation , noting (48) that the military budget was far larger than the civil­
ian. Hansen refuses to view Athenian govern ment as an ant iquarian relie, and
cautiously ernploys modern parallei s (especially the Swiss cantona l assembli es)
to clucidate Athenian practice (2).

3 See, for example, White 1973; Hedrick 1993.
4 See, e.g., Garner 1987, 132; Carrer 1986.
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Equally fundamental, but in my view more problematic, are Hansen 's con­
verging assumptions that Athenian democracy is best understood as a "consti­
tution," and that we can best understand this constitution and the principles
on which it was based by analyzing relations between formal institutions of
government. Students of Athenian history must come to grips with the con­
straints that these "constitutionalist" assumptions place upon the analysis of
political life.5

A good example of Hansen's method is provided by his investigation of
whether the ekklësia and / or the dikastëria "embodied" the demos and his under­
standing of how this issue bears on the problem of the locus of sovereignty in
the Athenian state. Hansen begins by considering the definitions and interrela­
tionship of the term s dëmos, ekklêsia, and dikastërion. He collects a large number
of texts (mostly passages from fourth- century orations) that show that citizens
gathered in the Assembl y were often addressed by speakers as ho dêmos. Con­
versely, jurors were seldom (or never) addressed by litigant s as "ho dëmos."
Hansen concludes that the ekklësia did in fact embody the demos of Athens,
whereas the dikastëria did not. This conclusion is then combined with the fact
that the decision ofjurors in a dikastërion could overturn (through conviction in
a graphë paranomon) a decision made in the ekklësia. Ergo, the Athenian demos
(embodied by the citizens gathered in the Assembly but not by jurors) was not
sovereign , but the lawcourts were .f

The validity of Hansen's interpretation is contingent, of course, on the
meaningfulness of the terms in which the original que stion was posed . Do the
concepts "ernbodiment" and "nonembodirnent" (or "representation," or
"manifestation," two oth er constitutional concepts Hansen discusses in this
context) best represent the relationship between demos , ekklësia, and dikastërion?
Is political power in Athens best conceptualized as legal sovereignty? Perhaps
not ; but Hansen 's argument is likely to convince those who are used to think­
ing of good scholarship as objective and without ideological bias and of "the
evidence" as transparent , neutral, and authoritative. If a scholar can show that
most of the texts bearin g on the question he or she has posed point to a certain
conclu sion, the tend ency of empirically minded historians is to assume that the
problem has been solved. Moreover, if a number of scholars have investigated
a particular question , and if the majority of them agree about its solution, this
may add to the conviction that the bro ader issues have been settled. The
authority of the communis opinioof "objec tive" scholars , in conjunction with the
authority of "objective" texts, reifies the assumption that the questions asked
and answers offered by past scholarship-and the form and terms in which

5 The constitutionalist model has been questioned by, e.g., Connor (1974, 32- 40) and Finley
(1985a, 99- 103).

6 Pp. 101- 3; evidence collected in Hansen 1978, 127-46. Hansen also emphasizes the reIa­
tionship between psëphisma and nomos in this context.
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tho se question s and an swers were cast-are self-evidentl y meaningful. But if
both texts and a priori assumptions employed by scholars ar e social and ideo­
logical construc ts, the issues of authority and meaning become much more
complex.

As Hansen sees it, the fourth-century Athenian demo cracy was based on a
set of abstra ct principles: moderation was desirable, the law should exist sepa­
rate from and superior to social and pol itical processes, the organs of govern­
ment should be distinct in their powers, and, in general, all forms and forums
of public decision and action should be defined by clear boundaries and re­
strictions . These principles were reflected in laws and institutions, which were
changed over time in ord er to conform more pr ecisely to the principles. The
sum oflaws and institutions, which embody and conform to prior principles, is
the constitution. Hansen acknowledges that political realities require institu­
tions to be somewhat more flexible than the ideal called for, so there is always
a "gap between the con stitution and how it works" (62), but he regards these
exceptions as lcss important than the ideal rcprcscntcd by how the institutions
should have worked.

The abstract principles on which the constitution was built are, for Hansen ,
in sorne sense exterior to the social matrix and to the realm of practical poli­
tics. Principles ar e apparently the covert force that cau ses change. Because of
these guiding principles, one is to assume, constitutional development was lin­
car, teleological, and "whiggish" in that it was aimed at a definite end, and that
end was a good one. Thus, fourth-century constitutional evolution pro ceeded
inexorably toward the creation of an orderly, legalistic, and moderate democ­
racy. These constitutional and te1eological assumptions are always implicit in
Hansen's writing. For example: "Athenian demo cracy was, ideally, based on
the principle of rotation. . . . The Athenian ideal is well represented by
Aischines in his speech Against Ktesiphon" (61). "T he debate [in Assembly] was a
one-way communication from the speaker to the people. In principle there was
no communication from the participants [Assemblymen] to the speakers [on
the berna]."7 "T he Athenians of 403 wanted to replace the radical democra cy
of the fifth century with a more moderate form of democracy," and as a result
" the powers of the ekklesia were somewhat reduced" (94).

Hansen emphasizes the centrality of institutions in defining the political
order when he argu es against the existen ce of a rulin g political elite that used
eonstitutional institutions to mask its tru c power (85-86). Hansen formulates
the non constitutionalist argument as follows: "Dori't believe that you under­
stand Athenian democracy by learning about the boule, the ekklesia and the

7 P. 71; pace Hans en, the text of Aeschines 3.2 (paraph rase of a "Solonic' law peri tês Ion rhêtorôn
eukosmias) does not prove that comme nts from the au d ience were violations of "the letter of the
law" (although this ma)" be the impression Aeschin es wished to convey): the clause WmtEp 01
VOf!Ot rrpocrutrouct need only refer to T<\l7tpEapuTuTqJ nÎl 1toÀtnÎlv, and not necessarily to the
word s avEU Bop ùûou Kat Tapax;;ç. The act ua l text of the law is, of course , lost.
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dikastena. Look instead for the real power exercised by lead ing polit icians, influ­
ential families and political groups." Hansen argues that this approach is
anachronistic; he outlines the constitutional decision-making process and con­
eludes (86), "Behind this constitutiona l fram ework there are no traces of infor ­
mai organi zations cor responding to political parti es or interest groups in mod­
ern dcmocracies.t'" Yet this exclusionary argument is far from complete since
parties and interest groups of the sort found in modern democracies hardl y
exhaust the roster of extrainstitutional forces that might have contributed to
Ath enian political life.

The Ath enian elite need not have been a rulin g elite, a political par ty, or a
form ally organized interest group in orde r to have influenced public decision
making. The distinction between dite and non-elite citizens was of grea t con­
cern to Ath enian citizens of ail classes. Ath enian s were very aware of the politi­
cal significance of difference s in economie class and birth status, as shown by
both phi losoph ical and rhetorical texts.? Hansen acknowledges in passing the
"constant and import ant opposition betwccn social groups" (86), but he nor­
mally chooses to igno re the influence of social tension or conflict in the public
realm.

While Hansen und erstands the importance of the interrelat ionship of social
realities and political practice, he generally subordinates sociopo litical ques­
tions to institutional concerns . For example, in attempting to solve the qu es­
tion of how many citizens att end ed a typical meetin g of the Assembly, he does
address the sociopolitical que stion of whether pay for attendence was adequate
to allow laboring citizens to participate (I I, 47-48). Yet Han sen (following
[Aristotle] Ath. Pol. 41.3) assumes that the introduction of pay and subsequent
increases in the rate of Assembl y pay were motivated by the constitutional
requirement of ensuring a quorum (114, 126). One might argue rath er that the
refonn was motivated by the determination of the Athenian lower classes to
ensure that the Assembly was not dominated by the upper classes-who were
seen (rightly or not) as likely supporters of oligarchy.

Hansen usually conceptualizes the Ath enian citizenry as a politi cal institu ­
tion: citizens arc defined in relationship to the institutions of government, be­
fore which they were (for the most part and at least in principle) equal. Political
equality was clearly a chief component of an Athenian's self-image, but an
exclusivcly institutional definition of the citizen obscure s an important political
factor: the ways in which subgroups within the citizenry defined themselves in
relationship to each oth er. A citizen of democratie Athens lived not only in a

H As an example of the nonconstitutionalist position , Hansen cites Connor 1971, 4-5. For a
recent assessment of the influence of politica! grou ps in fourth-centu ry Athen s, see Strauss 1986.
Neit her Co nnor nor Strauss sees Athenian political factions as parti es or interest groups of the
modern type.

!I T he relevant texts are discussed in Ober 1989b. Cf. Seage r 1973, 7- 26; Welskopf 1965,
49-64.
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constitutional realm in which political equality was the norm, but also in a
social matrix in which inequality predominated . The voters in Assembly, law­
cour t, and Council were institutional equals, bu t social unequ als; the disso­
nan ce between the two spheres was an imp ortan t variable in political decision
making.

Mu ch of Hansen 's work has emphasized sepa ra tion of powers between the
various bodies of government.!" Central to TheAthenian Assembly (especially ch.
4) is the att empt to define the scope of the Assembly's powers and to show how
those powers were limited by the powers of other bodies, espec ially the
people's courts. But Hansen 's strong arguments (6 1- 62, 114) for the preva­
lence of ama teur ism in Athenian govern ment tend to weaken his sepa ration of
powers thesis. If each body of Athenian govenm ent had been controlled by an
entrenched bureaucracy interested in maintaining its own position vis-à-vis
other bureau cracies, the sepa ra tion of institutional powers would be a key
issue. 11 But since (as Hansen demonstrates) each powerful government body
was staffed by a large number of ama teurs- citizens chosen more or less at
random from the whole spec trum of citizen society- the question of how
inter-class tensions were resolved within each institution (and ultimately within
the society as a whole) ma y be for many readers, and may have been for the
Athenians, a more consequential matt er than the sepa ration of powers between
institutions.

Looking at the function of democracy as a social as weil as a political struc­
ture illumina tes the ways in which the Athenians thernselves thought about
an d used their government. Such an approach suggests alternatives to the
linear causal re1ationship that Hansen traces between formai principles and
institutional cha nge. Concentrating on the climate of opinion, and on the ways
in which opinions were formed and expressed, clar ifies the social context
within which institut ions opera ted and evolved. This is not to say that institu­
tions were epiphenomenal; Athenian political ideology (the set of ideas about
the public realm common to most citizens, sufficiently coherent to lead to
action , but considerably less formally organized than theoretical pr inciples)
evolved within an institutional, as weil as a social, context. 12 Institutions and
the re1ationships between them are therefore only part of the story , and not
necessarily the funda mental part. Viewing Athenian democracy as a socio­
political (rather than constitutional) phenomenon , and the primary "domestic
policy goal" of the dernocracy as resolution of tensions resulting from social
inequality (rather then the achievement of an orderly, moderat e government),
enta ils asking a set of questions differen t from those H ansen poses. It suggests

10 See esp. 98-1 24; cf. Hansen 1981, 345-70.
I I As it is in modern governmental systems; see, for examp le, Tulis 1987, 9-1 2, with literature

cited,
12 On ideology and institutions in ancient and modern democracies, respectively, see Finley

1983; Bowles and Gintis 1986.
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alternatives ta the ways in which Hansen uses rhetorical texts, and calls into
que stion sorne of his conclusions about the meaning of the two components of
the word dëmokratia .

Although Hansen is conversant with epigraphy and is ab le to control com ­
plex architectural argum ents (e.g., 17-19), his most important set of source s is
the corpus of Attic orations.! " Most extant speec hes were delivered by elite
private litigants or public speakers (rhëtores) attempting to influence large bodi es
of (mostly) non -elite citizens. Rh etorical strategies and topoi can reveal mu ch
about the social ba ckground of Athenian politics. But even a scholar primarily
interested in institutional procedure must be conscious of the rhetorical con­
text . Athenian public speeches were addressed to enthusiastic amateurs, not ta

judges or professional lawyers. The context demanded a rhetoric based on
personalities and on appeals to class and status-group interests, to patriotic
aspirations , to pr ejudices, hop es, and fears. Therefore, the diseourse of the
dikast ërion and ekklêsia rclied pr imarily not on the language of constitutional law,
but on more subtle and less logically rigorous appeals to popul ar ideology.!"

Descriptions of political and legal practice offered by the orators are seldom
impartial accounts of constitutional procedure and pre cedent ; and yet they ar e
treat ed as such by Hansen. He is not unaware of the problem-in discussing a
passage from Hyp erides' ForEuxenippus Hansen not es that the speaker uses the
term rhêtiir in two ways, as a legal term and in the sense belonging to "cornmon
usage" (62). But if ordinary usage of important words differed from legal defi­
nition (the way terms were used in some times archaie laws), and if the orators
deliberatcly confused common usage and legal definition to suit their own
purposes, then decontextualized rhetorical pa ssages mu st be regarded as very
tricky bui lding blocks for restoring the details of a constitutional order.

A few examples serve to point out the dangers of divorcing rhetorical pas­
sages from their ideological context. Hansen states (39) tha t the nine proedroi,
who (along with the epistatës) presided over meetin gs of the Assembl y, "seem to
have wide powers. They could refuse to put a proposai ta the vote ." The
source cited in support of this contention is Aeschin es 2.84: Aeschines de­
scribes a meetin g of the Assembly held a few years pr eviously- a meeting he
was sure the jurors would recall- at which Aleximacho s proposed a motion.
After the motion had been read out , "Dernosthenes ar ose from among the
proedroi and refused to br ing the motion ta a vote." So far so good, but
Aeschines' descripti on of the aftermath disproves Han sen 's conclusion: "But
you [i.e., the jurors, who are here simply identified with the Assemblymen]

13 Cf. 3, and 230 - 4 1 (the " Index of Passages Ci ted"); citations of orations are about equ al in
num ber to al! other sources com bined .

14 1 do not mea n to imply tha t publi c rh etoric was ernpty of conte nt, or tha t spea kers or
audiences were unconcerned with ar riving at good an d just dec isions, bu t that ju st decision s are
not necessari ly dependent upon legal langu age and precede nt. Cf. Ober 1989b , 43 -49; Hum­
phreys 1985a, 24 1-64.
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shouted and called the proedroi to the bëma, and so aga inst [Demost henes'] will
the motion was put to a vote."

Aeschines relates the incid ent to demo nstrate Demosthenes' undemocratic
attit ude, as weil as to prove his opposition to a treaty. H e casts Demosthenes in
the role of the ar rogant and head strong individu al who attempted to subvert
the will of the people-and failed . There is no imp lication here that De­
mosth enes, as proedros, had the power ta withhold from a vote a proposai on
which the majority of Assemblymen wanted to vote. The incident is rather an
example of the power of the people to override any attempt by a magistrate to
use his position in an arbitrary way. If the passage proves anything about
"constitutional" authority, it is that proedroihad no independ ent power ta block
proposais, and if they so att empted, the people couId summon them to the
bêma and force the vote. T he "summoning" itself is an example of the sort of
communication from audience to spea ker tha t Hansen states was forbidd en
"in principle." In this case, emphasizing the put ative constitutional principle at
the expense of practice (which is discussed on pp . 69-72) obscures the fund a­
ment al importance of two-way communication in the praxi s of the Assembly,

Hansen states elsewhcre (139 n. 51) that "wc know from Dem. 21.193 that
gar rison troops were not allowed to att end the assembly." In the passage cited,
Demosthenes describes his opponent Meidias' intention to repeat the
"siander" he had mad e at the probolë, defamin g both the demos and the ekklêsia
by daiming that the Assembl y in which he was convicted "was composed of
men who had stayed at home when they ought to have marched out , and who
had left the fortresses deserted" (cüç ôc oi oÉov ÈçtÉVUt Kat ÉIl EVOV Ka t ocrOt
tà optoù pt" ~crav EpT]lla ÀEÀot7!6tEÇ, ÈçEKÀT] criacrav). Here Hansen finds
a formai legal prohibition in a d aim that a parti san spea ker has put into his
opponent 's mouth about what ought to have occurred but did not (the citizens
in question ought to have marched out and ought to have garrisoned the
fortresses, but instead were in the city and so were able to attend an Assembly).
Even if wc assume that Meidias really made the daim Demosthenes attributes
ta him , there is a significant difTerence between "should not have" (according
to one speaker) and "were not allowed to" (according to law). Perh aps there
was a law prohibiting garrison troops from attending the Assernb ly, but this
passage does not demonstrate its existence, language, or purpose. Rather, the
passage illustrates Demosthenes' tactic of attributing ta Meidias a hatrcd of the
demos (compare Ch apt er 7 above), here allegedly manifested in Meidias' will­
ingness to insult the people by d aiming they shirked their military duties.

In support of his theory that the powers of the lawcourts were sepa rate from
and superior to the powers of the Assernb ly, Hansen points out that "when
ekklesia (or demos) and dikastenon are used as constrasting term s and mentioned
in order of pr eference, dikastenon invariably takes preference over ekklesia
(delllos)" (105; cf. 91 ). In five of the SLX passages Hansen cites as examples, the
speakers do indeed praise the qua lity of the decisions made byjuries relative to
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decisions mad e in the Assembl y. J'i But must wc conclude that these comments
were based on a constitutional separa tion and elevation of judicial power?
Each of the passages Hansen adduces is a statement made by a litigant facing a
popular jury. One might hypothesize that the spea kers deliberatcly flattered
their audi ence by making the most of the jurors' responsibilities. An Ath enian
dikastës might weil look kindly upon, and pay close att ention to, a litigant who
hadjust inform ed him that his vote represented the most authoritative decision
made in the public realm .

The passages that emphasize sepa ra teness and superiority of dikastëria
(versus demos or ekklësia) should be read in conj unction with other passages
that assume a congruity between decisions made by jurymen and those made
by Assemblymen. Litigants some times warn ed jurors that their decisions
would be closely monitored by the demos and suggested that jurors should
make a decision that would please the demos. Jfi The tend ency of litigants to
remind juror s of the decisions "you [jurors]" had formerly made in the Assem­
bly likewise argues again st a strict sepa ra tionist interpretation . J7 But, as we
have seen, Hansen believes (97) that "a proper understanding of the term demos
disposes of the view that .. . the dikasteria were manifestations of the people
(the demos) . . . only the ekklesia was a manifestation of the demos. . . . Neither
the nomothetainor the dikastaiwere believed to embody the demos (i.e. the whole
of the people)."

Hansen has perh aps put too much weight on the habit of publi c speakers of
referring to Assembl ymen and not jurors as ho dëmos. The primary meanin g of
dëmos ta the Athenians was not "Assemblymen," but "the whole of the Athe­
nian citizen body. " This latter meaning, which we might characterize as "ca pi­
tal-D Demos," was an ideological construc t. This Demos was real, in that there
were indeed sorne 20,000 or (8) 30,000 individuals living in fourth- century
Attica who enjoyed full citizen rights; but Demos could not be perceived by the
senses. No one had ever seen Demo s; it was tao big ever to gather in any one
place. Therefore, the Ath enian Demos was not , as M. 1. Finley supposed, a
"face-tc-face society," but an example of what Benedict And erson has called
an "imagined community." J8 This imagin ed Demos was, however, a fund a­
ment al and vivid political concept: Demos could be personified (as a mature,
bearded man).J9 An antidemocratic coup would result in Demos being over-

15 P. 105 n. 675. In the sixth passage (Dern, 24.78) neither the term dëmos nor the term ekklësia
is used, and it is no! certa in that either is implied.

16 Dcrn. 21.2, 227; Lys. 12.91, 22.19; Dinarch. 1.3, 106,2.19, 3.16; cf. Dinarch. 1.84.
17 E.g., Dern. 19.224, 21.214 -1 6; Hyp . 1.17; Lys. 19.14; Aesch . 2.84, 3. 125; Dinarch. 3.19;

Isaeus 5.38. Hansen discusses, but does not resolve, this issue in Hans en 1978, 135- 36.
IR Citizen population: Hansen 1985. Face-to-face community: Finley 1983, 28 -29, 82- 83.

"Imagined community": Anderson 1992. On the origins and development of "the multi-purpose
word dëmos." see Whit ehead 1986, 364-68.

19 He is shown being crowned by the fernale deity Demokratia on the stele relief adorning the
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thrown; kataluein ton dêmon was the commonest periph rasis for counter­
revolution .v? T his imagined Demos was the demos assumed in the word
dëmokratia-the enti ty tha t held power in the state.

A meeting of the Assembly was open ta ail citizens, and decisions made by
those who att ended- "the demos in the narrower institutional sense" (97)­
certainly symbolized the will of Demos. But the participant s at a given Assem­
bly were not identica l to Demos. No r, certainly, were juries or boards of
nomothetai, bodies that were limited in size and that excluded citizens und er age
thirty. These added restrictions may be responsible for the convention of ad­
dressing jurors as Athënaioi rath er than as dëmos, bu t decisions of nomothetai and
dikastai, like decisions of Assemblies, symbolized the will of Demos.ê ' Hansen
argu es that, unlike the ekklësia, dikastëria did not ma nifest or embody ho dèmos,
but rather were "representative of the demos" and were "assernbled ta act on
behalfqf the demos" (104; Hansen 's emphasis). The distinction is, for Hansen , a
meaningful one beca use "representation . . . impl ies distinction and not
identity."

Hansen points out (102-4) tha t the concepts of "delegation of powers" an d
"cornrnittee" are problematic for ana lyzing Athenian government; bu t "repre­
sentation," "ernbodiment," and "ma nifestation" are equally troublesome.
"Representation," in a constitutional sense, implies delegation of autho rity
and/or forma i appointment or election.ê? Since Hansen argues tha t the au­
thority of the lawcour ts was not delegated, and since the Athenian juror was
not appointed or elected to repr esent a larger cons tituency, "representation"
does not seem the best way to concept ualize the relationship between law­
courts and Demos. "Embodiment" an d "manifestation" imply identiry, and
the Athenians at least some times perceived a distinction between Demos an d
those who attended a given Assembly (e.g., Dem. 21.193, noted above; see
other examples cited by Hansen, 138 n. 40).

I would suggest, as an alternative, the concept of "synecdoche," a figure of
speech in which a part stands for and refers to a whole, or vice versa. Each of
the various institutional "parts" of the citizen body (ekklësia, dikastëria, nomothetai,
boulë ) could stand for and refer to the whole citizen body. Orators could speak
of juro rs as having made decisions in Assembly because both a j ury and an

nomos against tyrannv: Supplementum epigraphicum Cmecum 7:87 ; cf. Raubitschek 1962, 238; illustra ­
tion: front ispiece 10 ü ber 1989b. Since the law was passed and the stele authorized by nomothetai,
not by an Assernbl y, the figur e must represem "capital-D Dernos.' not dëmos qua ekklësia. Cf. also

Arisroph an es' hizights.
20 See ü ber 1989b, 299 with n. 14; Sea ley 1973, 283.
2 1 Dikastai: see passages cited above, not es 16 and 17. T hat Dernos' will was svm bolized by the

decisions of nomothetai is dem onstra ted by the stele relief described in no te 19 above ,
2 2 See lVebster's Third_,Vell' International Dictionarv,s.v, represen tative: "Co nstituting th e agent for

ano ther esp. through delegated authori ty .. . of, based upon, or constituting a form of govern ­
ment in which the man y ar e represent ed by persons chosen amo ng them usu [ally] by election.'
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Assembly were parts of the whole. The word s dëmos and Athënaioi (whose pri­
mary meanings denoted the whole of the citizen body) could be used to refer ,
respective!y, to the "part" of the citizen bod y that att end ed a given Assembly
or sat on a given jury. Synecdochc takes us from the vocabul ary of constitution
to that of signification, but this sho uld cause difficult ies only for tho se who
assume that Athenians were more conccrne d with legal definition than with
symbolic reference. Close reading of speec hes by fourth-century orators, which
Nicole Loraux has describ ed as "the only [Athenian] texts genuincly inspired
by democratie thinking," reveals the importance of symbolic reference in the
Ath enian publi c realm .v'

Han sen tends to downplay the significance of the ideological construct
Demo s, because his approach neccssarily emphasizes institutions, ergo dêmosas
ekklêsia. But without the concep t of Demo s as the implied authority behind ail
democrati e bodies, an entity tha t transcended and undergirded ail publi c insti­
tutions , Ath enian politicallife is incomprehensible. In the passages I have cited
above, dikaslai were reminded by the speakers of their duti es to Demos both as
jurors and as Assemblymen. The graphe paranomôn pro cedure gave Demos a
chance to consider at a remove decision s made in Assembl y. Whcn a jury
overturned a psêphisma by convicting its propo ser , this was a result of Demo s'
havin g turned against the propo ser and / or having reconsidered the original
decision ; the ju ry's action did not ovel'ride Dernos' authority. Wc mu st keep in
mind the import ance of informai (extrainstitutional) communication in
Ath ens.v! If rumors circulating in the agora suggested that Demo s was un­
happy with a psephisma, sorne ambitious citizen might be enco uraged ta take
the risk of lodging a grapheparanomôn again st the proposer, since a successful
ind ictment would be likcly to gain him the sympa thy of Demo s, which would
stand him in good stead in futur e contests in the Assernbly and the courtroom .

The primary principle involved in demo cratie decision making at Athens
was not separation of institutional powers, but demotic contro l of the pu blic
l'calm. Demosthenes makes this clear in his speec h Againsl Timocrates. The
speec h emphasizes the imp ort an ce of the laws and lawcourts (and so is cited by
Han sen sorne eighty-five times; cf. 235). But "wha t, then , is the only hon est
and trustworthy safeguard of the laws? Vou : hoipolloi" (24.37). Demos was a ,
sociological construct (haî polloi) as wcll as a political construct (hai politai), and A

democracy worked by balan cing politic al equality again st social inequ ality.
The consequences of social inequality and the power of the e!ite were amelio­
rat ed through the form s of debate and decision in both courtroo m and Assem­
bly, In both institutions the audi ence rewarded and punished speakers by re-

2 3 Loraux 1986, 176. Lorau x's book is a good exa rnple of the insights tha t ra n be gained by

lookin g al rhetor ical texts as symbolic discourse that both refers ta and helps ta define national
ideologies.

2 . Praising the divinity of phêmë, Aesch ines (2.145) defincd it as "wh cn /0 plëthos ton politon of thcir
own will . . . say that something is the rase."
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sponding verbally to them , that is, th rough thorubos (cf. 70-72), and by the final
vote. The ord inary citizcns were suspicious of dite pretensions; contestants in
the Asscrnbly and courtroom were constrained to devise rh etorical forms that
would be acceptable to their mass audiences. Elite citizens' involvement in
both institutions entailed their acknowledgment-in both the conte nt and the
struc ture of their discours e-that the will of the many was the will of Demos
and that Dcmo s was the legitimate political authority. T he ultimate kratos of
the Demos lay in this demotic control of the public processes of signification:
the power of the many to participate actively in assigning political mean ings to
symb ols dep loyed in public speech.

The imagined community, Demos, provides the missing subject that would
allow Hansen 's many passive clau ses to be recast in the active voice: "Legisla-
tion was conferred on the nomothetai the ekklesia was entitled to hear . . . the
ekklesia was depri ved of jurisdiction the people were rcstricted to the pass-
ing of decrees and the election of officiais . .. the power of officiais was main­
tain ed . . . the people were ent rusted with the ad hoc election of envoys." 25

Without the con cept ofDemo s, there is no agent for these passives, other than
the unsatisfactory (in this context) term polis (cf. 178 n. 664: "It is not the demos,
but the poliswhich appoints the dikasteria," citing Dem . 21.233). Polis cannot be
cha rac terized as a political agent distinct from "the will of the citizen body."
Through the operations of its part s, Demos effected the various institutional
cha nges described by Hansen . These reforms, which Han sen has done mu ch
to clarify, changed the externa l forms in which power was deployed, but never
limited the collective power of the Ath enian citizcnry.

Han sen ha s often conceptualized political power as "sovereignty," a term he
ha s uscd frequently over the years and retains in the conclusions of TheAthenian
Assembly (129: "In fourth-century Athens the ekklesia was no longer ' the sover­
eign body of Government ' "), even after he has pointed out sorne of the diffi­
culties associated with its use (105- 7, esp. 106: "Many prob lerns ar e avoided
if we dismiss the concept of sovereign ty"). The rcasons for this apparent am ­
bivalence ar e not clear. But we mu st face the issue squarely: if "sovereignty"
dcfincd as unitary power with a spec ifie instituti ona1 locus is a concept with ­
out meaning for Athen ian democracy, then "Was the ekklësia sovereign?" is no
longer a meaningful qu estion .ê''

The concept of sovereignty was developed in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries by Western European political theorists writing on the institution of

2 ') T hese exa mples, taken from pp. 107 - 8, cou ld be multiplied .
21> The probl em is not solved by replacing the qu estion "W hat institution is sovereign?" with

"What institution is kunos?" since, as Hansen point s out (106- 7). the answer to the la tter question
(as supplied by rhetor ical texts) var ies with conrext. Nomoi are sometimes said to be kurioi (106 with
n. 68 1), bu t lIomoi had no independ cnt power of action, an d no effective enforce ment apparatus
existed apart from the will of the people: Dern. 21.22 3-24. Cf. Chap ter 7 above ,
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monarchy.ê? Monar chical power is by definition unit ary, since it is located in
the person of the monar ch. Absolut e monar chs-those whose sphere of public
action is unlimited- ar e therefore unitary sovereigns. English-Ianguage sover­
eign ty theory was given its classical formulation by Thom as Hobbes, who spe­
cifically defined sovereign power as an institution that monopolizes the legiti­
mate use of force and that is legitim ately maintained by force.28 Neither
Hobbes nor any other early modern politica l theorist con sidered demo cracy,
as popular sovereignty , ta be either desirab le or practical; these theorists con­
ceived of sovereignty, properly so called, as unit ary sta te power that resided ,
preferably, eithe r in the person of the monarch or in a repre sentat ive assembly.
The tradit ional theory of sovereignty does not encompass the idea that legiti­
mate power could reside with an abstraction such as "the People" ; conse­
qu ently it is of very limited utility in explaining dcrnocracy.F?

The concept of sovereign ty can usefully be applied ta democracy only by
replacing the idea of "sovereign ty as located in institutions" with "sovereignty
as the ability to change institutions." Adam Przeworski suggests tha t "people
are sovereign to the extent that they can alter the existing institution s, includ­
ing the state and property, and if they can allocate resources to ail feasible
uses.":{() I would add: "And so long as they also control the ideological symbols
throu gh which political agent s make decisions." By this extended definition the
Ath enian citizenry was indeed sovereign: there was no entrenched ruling dite
at Athens that could successfully oppose the desire of Demos to alter institu­
tion s or allocate resources, and the people contro lled the mean s of public com­
mu nication (especially the Assembly and the cour ts) in which ideological syrn­
bols were forged and deployed in open debate.>!

Redefining sovereignty to include power over discourse residing in the citi­
zen ry, as opposed to legal power residing in a set of institution s, mitigates the
probl em raised by the concept of "the separation of powers." The separation
of powers doctrine, an offshoot of the traditional, institutional theory of sover­
eignty, was enunciated in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when En­
glish and French aristocra ts attempted to limit the powers of ab solute mon­
archs.V Since the separation of powers is predicated on a subdivision of
uni tary sovereignty and on the assumption thar sorne of the sovereign' s powers
would pass into the hands of a ruling dite, the concept as trad ition ally defined

17 Pp. 105 - 7; cf. Allen 19+1.2+7-70 (English theor ists), 39+-+++ (Jean Bodin).
2H Hobbes [1651] 1950, chs. 17- 19, 28, 30.
2'1 Ibid. , chs. 17. 19; Allen 19+1. +36 -+8; Bowles and Gintis 1986. 22- 23, 167.
:lI) O n popular sovercignty, sec Bowles and Gin tis 1986, 11:31 - 83, quot ing Przcworski on

p. 182.
:lI aber 1989b , esp. 293 -339.
:I ~ The classic formulation is Montesquieus The Spirit if the U1 W S of 17+8, book II: Montes­

quieu [17+8] 19+9, 1:171- 209.
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is not much more usefuI for our purposes than the traditional theory of sover­
eignty. And once we dispense with separation of powers as a centra l issue, we
can deemphasize restriction and limitation as the operative terms in which we
conceptualize the nature of Athenian dernocracy.ê"

None of the preceding discussion is intended to cast doubts on the imp or­
tance of Hansen 's overail achievement. That achievement is weil repr esent ed
(if not fully embodied) by The Athenian Assembly. Indi vidual democratie institu­
tions certainly had distinctly defined respon sibilities in Athens, and these re­
sponsibilities were redefined over time. Hansen 's question concerning "the ex­
ren t of the sphere regulated by decrees of the people" (109) or by other
constitutional instruments is valid, even if it does not define the nature of
Athenian democracy. No studen t of c1assical Athenian politicallife (even one
who has read ail of Hansen 's other, more specialized, articles and mo no­
graphs) can afford to ignore this seminal book. T hose who remain uncon­
vinced by sorne of Hansen 's conclusions wili learn much [rom the attempt to
refute them. It should be obvious ta readers of this chapter that thin king abou t
the implications of Hansen 's theses has substantially aided my own attempt to
understand Ath enian democracy. \Vhether or not H ansen 's institutiona l
model of political life becomes the accepted paradigm, The Athenian Assembly
will quickly establish itself as a c1assic in the field of ancient constitutional and
legal history and deserves to find a broad audience.

:ll Foucault (1980a, 8 1- 102) anacks the emphasis on restriction and limitation entailed
in concep tua lizing power as legal sovereignty. Coll ins (1989) arg ues persuasively that the associa ­
tion of political order with separateness and difference was a prod uct of a seventeenth-century
consciousness, and he dern on strates how this consciousness led to the idea of rep resenta tive
soverc ignry.



Chapter 9

THE ATHENIANS AND THEIR DEMOCRACY

The assessment of the thr ee boo ks under review in th is cha pter ma y be read as a second

insta llment of the discussion initiated in C haptcr 8: How best to assess the relat ionship

between democrat ie Athenia n practicc and politicalthcori zing? And how best to nego­

tiate the conside ra ble distan ces that separa te ostensibly similar ancient and mod ern

concepts? As in other chapters, these conce rns quickly become involved with the sta tus

of Ath enian elites vis-à-vis the ordina ry citizens. The essay' s critical fire is primar ily

concentra ted on Cy nthia Fa rrar 's The Origins qf Democratie Thinking (1988), a book that 1

found particu larly challenging. il engaged me deep ly not lcast because its sta tcd

ambition- to explore the relation ship betwecn the thinking of important c1assical

Ath eni an writ ers an d the democracy of their own time, an d to use the results of tha t

exploration as a way to rethink contemporary liberal theory-is very similar to what 1

hope to accomplish in my own work on Athenian critics of popular ru le (sec especially

C hapter 10). M orcover, 1 sha re with Farr ar a deep in tellectual debt to the "Cambridge

School" of intellectual history associat ed especially with Quentin Skinner and J oh n

Dunn. Despite (or perh ap s because of) the similarities 1 found rnyself in profound dis­

agreement with eleme nts of Farrar 's approach and with sorne of her conclusions abo ut

the role of Athen ian elites in the origina tion of "de mocrat ie thinki ng."

At the cor e of my disagreem ent with Farrar's approach is my conviction that the wa y

she uses the terrns "de mocracy" and "democrati e" is not contextually mean ingful. 1

argue tha t, given her in tention to write intellectual history (as well as to do po litical

phi losophy), the democrat ie thinking whose origins she seeks should be democrat ie

according to the ligh ts of people living in the fifth ccntury Il.c .-the gene ral date of the

texts she explores. Instead , she appea rs to un derstand by "dcrnocracy" a po litica l situa­

tion in which the sign ificant decision s are mad e in advan cc by a wise, historically

minded , tut elary elite. Thus, for examplc, Thucydides' interpretat ion is "democratie"

because he successfully "contro is the interpretation " of his readers. Co nt ro l of inter­

pr etati on may well be part of Thucydides' autho ria l goal, but it seems to me tha t elite

control-of po litics or of the interpretation s by which politica l decisions arc madc­

wou ld be regarded as antidem ocrat ic by fifth-century Atheni an s, both tho se who wou ld

applaud such control and those who woul d excoria te il. Farrar retu rns ta sorne of her

key argu ments in Farrar 1992.

By contrast, this cha pter's least-qualified praise is hcaped upon Ellen Wood's Peasant­

CitizenandSlave(1988), which is held up as a good exarnplc of how theor et ical sophistica-

T his essay- a review of Farrar 1988. Sinclair 1988, and Wood 1988-was first publi shed in
Echos du monde classique 35 (199 1), 81 -96. Page citations within this chapter refer ro the books
und er discussion.
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tion (Wood is, by profe ssional tr aining, a pol itical theorist rather th an a classicist) opens

up interpretive possibilitie s that are closed by more narrowly po sitivistic approaches. In
thi s case , Wood's revisioni st-Marxist approach to the problem of exploitation and surp lus

valu e helped her to challenge (1 believe quite successfully) sorne of th e entre nched opin­

ion s of classical historians about the relationship between slave labor and democratie

citizenship. It is only fair , howe ver , to point out that Wood and 1 agr ee on a particularly

controversial point: we reje ct the notion th at Athenian democracy was fundamentally

dependent upon slave labor. \Vood argues at length that the democracy of Ath ens was

founded on a "frce peasantry't-c--a very rare histarical phenomenon. Becau se the Ath e­

nian smallho lde rs, unlik e mo st peasants elsewhere , were not subject to heavy rents

(exploitation by landlords) or taxe s (exploitation by governrnent), they had ad equ at e time

and ene rgy both to farm th eir lands and to participate aciively as citizens.

Wood's po sition (and mine, especially in über 1985a and 1989b ) on peasants, subsis­

tence, and the pla ee of slavery in Ath enian society, whi ch was explicitl y critical of an

article by Mi chael Jameson (1977- 78), ha s been the subject of con siderable scho larly

counter-fir e, espcciall y by Jameson (1992) and Victor Hanson (199 2, 1995). The debate

con cerns a number of int ertwincd question s: Was agricultural slavcry relatively com­

mon or relativcly rare in Atti ca ? \Vhat was the total number of slaves in Attica at an y

given rime? What was the eco nomie rolc of slaves , and how dependent was the Athe­

nian economy, overall , on slavery as opposed ta free lab er? Are "peasants" and "subsis­

ten ce farrners" accuratc tcrms for Ircc Ath enian agr iculturalists, or should we be speak­

ing instead of "yeomen" and market-ori cnt cd "e ntreprene urs"?

These ar c cxtre rnely imp ortant problem s, centra l to our understanding of Ath enian

democracy (sce also Chaptcr Il ). Phil ological analysis can contribut e to a bett cr under­

standing of sorne of th ese problems- Wood is most vulne rable wh en shc claims, for

example, that th e Greek term oiket ës is as likely to me an "free servant" as it is to mean

"slave." Archaeolo gical evide nce ma y be able to offer sorne clues e--although sorne of

th e claims about the relationship between plot size and economie struc ture , formulated

on th e basis of surface surveys (see, for exa mple, Lohmann 1992 , 1993), seem to me

debatablc in light of th e nature of the evide nce. In the end , given the extre rncly lacun­

ary state of our evide nce and problematic nature of our litcr ary sources (especially Old

Comedy ), the debate is likely to remain centered on compe ting theoretical model s. And

hen ce , exercising the gre atest ca re and self-consciousncss in th e use of ana lytic model s

remains essent ial. Am ong the strengt hs ofWood 's book is her demonstration of how th e

long-paradigmatic " myth" of th e idle Athenian mob origina tes in politically tendentious

eighteenth-century Briti sh historiography. This and related issues are now discussed in

considerable detail by J ennifer Robert s (1994). Wood herself rem ain s very mu ch en­

gaged in th e debate; sec Wood 1996 .

RECE:\"T SCHOLARSHIP on the tapie of classieal Athenian demoeraey is
remarkable bath for its diversity of approaeh and for its shcer vol-
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ume. ' Moreover, this spate is highly opportune-if one assumes (as do the
authors of the boo ks under discussion in this chapter) that classical scho lars
shou ld be awa re of the worlds of ideas and political realities that exist outside
the borders of their discipline. A number of (nonclassicist) political theorists
have now rej ected the arguments of the clitist school of political sociology (i.e.,
Pareto, Mosca, Michels, and their intellectual descend ants), and are arguing
that strong dernocracy (political egalitarianism of the sort that arguably cha r­
acterized Athenian ideology and practice-rather than the "thin" conception
of the negative freedom of the individual that is often equated with dernocracy
in the modern Western world) is both desirable at the local and nationallevel
and, at least theoretically, feasible.? Meanwhil e, dram atic political cha nges in
Eastern Eur ope and c1sewhere have hclped to refocus attention th roughout the
world on what dernocracy means (or should mean) in both political and eco­
nomic term s.

T he coincide nce of focus on Athe nian and modern dcmocracy is partie­
ularly felicitous in an era perceived by many classicists to be characterized by a
pcrvasive disciplinary crisis.f Classical historians must surely welcome the
cha nce not only to learn from other fields, but to contribute substantially ta a
cross-disciplinary debate with wide-ranging "rcal-world" significance. If classi­
cal historians are willing to keep in mind a potenti al audience that includes
nonclassicists, the fruits of ongoing research into the natur e of anc ient derno­
cratic po litics will be enthusiastically greeted in the wider intellectual mar­
ketplace. T here is no doubt that many conte mporary political theorists care
about the history of Athenian democracy and Athenian ideas abo ut politics.!
Athens is not only the ear/iest democracy known to have evolved in a complex
society, it is also the best-docum ent ed historical example of a (relatively) large­
scale direct democracy operating over time as astate government.

It is thus gratifying ta note tha t each of the th ree books discussed here is
simultaneously a scholarly contribution to classical studies and accessible to
Greekless scho lars in other disciplines. Furtherm ore, although ail thr ee boo ks
deal with key aspec ts of Athenian dernocracy, there is relatively little overlap.
Each author has a distinct approac h and point of view; each asks different
questions and refers ta different bodies of evidence. Cynthia Farra r combines
political ph ilosoph y with a history of ideas about politics. R. K. Sinclair of­
fers a history of political institutions an d those who used them . Ellen Wood
uses economie and political theory to rethink political aspects of social
history.

1 See, for examplc, the bibliograp hies in O ber 1989b; Man ville 1990. See also Develin 1989;
Han sen 1989a; Stockton 1990; Meier 1990.

2 Radical cgalitarianism: Ober 1989b. Elitist theo rists and their authoritarian view of leader­
ship: :\ye 197ï . Barbe r 198-1 and Gu tmann 198ï excrnplify recent trends in democratie [hem")'.
Xegative freedom : Berlin 1969, xxxvii- Ixii, 118- ï2 ; Sen 1990, -19 -5-1.

:l Cu lham and Edm unds 1989.
• See, for exarnple, Macl ntvre 198 1, 13/ - -15; Dahl 1989, 13- 23.
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Farrar's The Origins ifDemocratie Thinking is intended as a history of ideas
(278) that will be sim ultaneo usly a cont ribution to democratie theory and a
spur to political ac tion . The first cha pter is entitled "Ancient Reflections: A
Force for Us"; her goa l is to heal the "unease" (especially the hyperindividu al­
ism: 14) of mod ernity. According to Farrar, the political philosophizing of
Plato and Aristot lc has little to olTcr the contemporary worl d because these two
wr iters "retrcated" l'rom practical politics; Plato "abandoned the daims of
autono my and fused man 's social and his ethical idcn tity" (256). Rather , "it is
dernocracy, as conce ived and livcd by Ath enian s in the fifth ccntury H.C ., that
offers at least the possibility of healing th is spiritual an d social fragmenta tion"
(274). Fifth-cen tury "d emocratie theo rists" have much to tell us because they
struggled in the l'cal world of po litics and citizenry with real issues, espccially
the freedom of the indi vidual versus the cornmunity' s collective good .

Farrar argues th at the Western traditi on of "democ ratie thinking" origi­
nat ed in fifih -centu ry Athens, T hus dem ocrat ie Athen s is the contex t for the
ea rliest examples of sop histicated theorizing about the political l'ca lm, and thi s
theo rizing has mu ch to offcr anyone int erested in democratie political practice .
To suppo rt thi s set of content ions, Far rar assesses the fragmc ntary surv iving
work of Protagoras, Thucydid cs, and Democritu s. In her view, Protagoras,
unlike Plato, refused to acknowledge the existence of a "real world" outside the
world of seem ing and appearancc, an d Farrar points out the linkages of Pro­
tagoras' epistemological stance with the processes of debate in the Athcnian
Assembly (62- 64). Pro tagoras emphas ized the beneficent socializing cffect of
polis life, and his "rnan-me asure" doctrine saw ordinal)' men 's experience an d
understanding as the "touch-stone of social values" (76). Protagoras is the
world's first democratie po litical theorist (77), but his man-measure theory
separat ed the political l'ca lm l'rom the social an d so rai sed the possibility that
individu al and collective goods arc non con gru ent (99). By contrast,
T hu cydides' text "shows that .. . well-being can be secure d only in a political
context and onl y by deploying princ iples of histori cal understanding" (130). It
is a sort of moral education (137) that "does not merely express [democra tie]
pri nciples; it embodies them " (133). Writing (in Farrar 's view) to refute Pro­
tagoras, Dem ocr itus argued in favor of a basic reality "whi ch eludes and mu st
elude man 's direct 'measurernent' " (207). Dcrnocritus' atomism attemp ted to
offer solutions to problems of objectivity, sclf-sufficiency, and ind ividu al will.
Hi s thought had a strong political l ethi cal dimen sion ; he relocat ed "the sour ce
of freedom and order to within the indiv idual" (24 1), and "he bclieved in the
capacity of th e human mind to know truth as weil as to act au tono mo usly"
(205). But "as a result ofthis emphasis on individual goo d . . . Demo critus has
difficulty establishing a strong connection between personal well-being and a
genuinely political order" (193).

Eac h of these thre e writers is taken by Farrar ta be an exemplar of derno­
cra tic thinking, but the political though t of Pro tagoras and Democritus was, in
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her view, fatally ftawed . Her prize for the first, best democrat ie think er goes to
Thucydides, whose "historical politics" is regarded by Farrar (2, cf. 13-1 4,
128) as "the strongest, most stable version" of democratie theory. "T he possi­
bility of concrete reftection revealed by this history is that embodied in
Thucydides' demonstration of the value of his own history and of Athenian
politics under Per icles as modes of prud ent sclf-understanding" (14).

Farrar's goal of rethinking serious probl ems of modern society in the terms
of an ancient political modcl seems to me altogether adrnirable.> 1 find a nu m­
ber of Farrar's arguments convincing. But there arc also sorne serious prob­
lems with her approa ch. First, and most superficially: this is not an easy book
to read . Farrar's style is both dense and repetitive; she has a tend ency to
gnomic sententiae that may wear on the reader 's nerves (e.g., "Prudence is
historical and history prudenti al" : 188).

A more serious problem (from the perspective of the history of ideas) is that
the "way of living reftectivc!y and politically" for which Farrar argues (14)
cannot be equated with democracy as it was "conceived and lived" by most
ordinary Athenians, nor was that "way ofliving" prima facie advoca ted by the
elite authors of the texts she analyzes. If Farrar 's pr eferred "way of living" is
neither democratie by ord inary Athenian standa rds (as measured by their con­
ceptions and practices) nor demonstrably the view advocated by the authors of
the classical texts, the book's utility as a history of ancient ideas will be nuga­
tory, although it may still be interesting as political ph ilosoph y.

An inquiry such as Farrar's mu st explain what the author mean s when
employing terms such as "democracy" and "democratie." If Farrar were writ­
ing political philosophy per sc, she might legitimately have employed defini­
tions foreign to the experience offifth-century authors.f But since she intends a
history of fifth-century Athenian political ideas, her definitions mu st, it seems
to me, be grounded in the texts and their spec ifie historical context.? Farrar
defines the experience of dem ocracy, in the theories of her three exemplars, as
"autonomous parti cipation in the creation of order and unity und er the
tutclage of reason . . . guided by an elite in the interests of the whole" (267). If
one were willing to gra nt a rather bro ad and loose definition of "reason,"
"elite," and "guided," this might work as a definition of Ath enian demo cra cy
as the ordinary Athenian s understood and lived it in the late fifth and fourth
centur ies (the period for which we have texts by which to test the prop osition).
Farrar's definition of the three terms in question tends, however, ta be quit e

'; For the cou nter-argument , see Holmes 1979, 113-28, with the discussion of Euben 1990.
,; In some passages (e.g., 126, 128) "dernocracy" apparcntly mca ns for Farrar no more than

"po litical't-e-and "political" means the reconciliat ion of person al autonomy with a self-reflective
social orde r (274).

7 T his is not 10 say that rca der s shou ld exper t a sing le dictionary-style definition of dêmokratia,
bUI they may legitirnately expecl the au thor 10 ofler the ap proximale definitions (wh ich may be
complex and even contradictory) tha t were utilized with in a text or group of texts.
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narrow: although sorne forms of political rea soning can be taught ta the many,
the kind of reasonin g necessary for tru c leadership is evidently accessible only
to a highly intelligent and educated elite whose dut y it is to sha pe and control
(guide) the understanding of the mass of citizens.

As Farrar knows very well, educa ted elites will not always choose to guide
the masses, and she supposes tha t without the guidance of reaso ning elite
lead ers, demo cracy is imp ossible. This may explain why in sorne passages Far­
rar seems to imply that the Athenians lived democratically only for the twenty­
sorne years of the prostateia of Pericles.f After the death of Peric1es, a long
dec1ine set in, and democratie thinking itself soon died out: "Thucydides ' suc­
cessors as political analysts, like Peric1es' political successors, lost their nerve
and succumbed to the degenerative force of circumstances; they turned away
from the demands of lead ership and history" (191).9 T his sta tement seems to
imply that Athenian demo cracy was the (rather fragile) product of Per ic1es'
uniq ue genius -just as truc democratie thinking was almo st uniquely the
pro du ct of Thucydides' mind.!"

How does such an ana lysis hold up historically? There are no texts to reveal
how ordina ry Athenians or their politicallead ers un derstood their government
during the prostateia of Peric1es. But the speeches of the Attic ora tors demon­
strate that Athenian citizen ma sses and politician s thought of Athens as a dê­
mokratia long after the death of Per ic1es. Athenian po litical practice persuad ed
educa ted, upper-c1ass resident s of late fifth- and fourth-cen tury Athens (e.g.,
Plato, Aristotlc, Xenoph on, Isocrates) that Athens was in fact ruled by the
demos. Nei ther the orators nor the critics of democracy conceived of dëmokratia
as a system wherein the citizen masses were effective1y taught or guided (in
Farrar's sense) by a benevolent , historically minded elite. ' 1 Thus Farrar 's idea
of "dernocracy" is no t the same thin g as dêmokratia as it was "conceived and
lived" by ordinary or elite Athenians in the late fifth and fourth centur ies B.e.

H See especially 130: T hucydides' history portrays "the cflects of social and ethical d isintegra ­
tion" so that "a politica l understanding of man 's interests" is no longer possible and his "capacity
to act prudent ly to secure his rea l inte rcsts" is undermined. Cr. 1.., 2ï8 on "Periclcan civic
history."

'1 Cr. 129; 271-72: the fourt h cent ury seen as a long per iod of decline and fall. Farrar is not
completely consistent; she sometimes imagines Athens as a polity, lasting th rau gh the fourth
century, in which the ma sses of citizens were ernpowered , and in which they participared actively
in rule (e.g., 273, 275-76).

10 See esp. 278 for "the assimilation of Thucydidcs and Pericles.'
I l For a discussion of democra tie ideo logy in the fourth century, see über 1989b, in which 1

argue tha r ord inary Athenians saw no need for forma i educa tion because they believed themselves
an d thei r institutions ta be innately wise, good , and educat ive. Athenia n public speakers, mo re­
over, had ta be very circumspect about app eals to history because they might be perceived by
ma ss audien ces as attempting to instruct their inferiors. T here certainly was a role for elite leaders
within Athe nian democratie ideology, but it was not the pat ernalistic ra ie Farrar seerns to assign to
Pericles.
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But Farrar's is not a book about the fourth century , it is about the "Golden
Age."12 What of Farrar's thr ee "democratie thinkers" them se1ves? The prob­
lem with Protagoras, as Farrar admits (53ff.), is that most of what we know of
his thought cornes th rou gh Plato, a very hostile sourc e. Farrar coins the happy
neologism "Platagoras" for the cha rac ter of Protagoras in Plato 's Protagoras and
Theaetetus, and she demonstrates that the arguments of Platagoras and the his­
torical Protagoras cannot be directly equated . Thus, the historical Pro tagoras'
actual political theory can be approxima ted only roughly. Platagoras is too
weak a reed to lean very heavily up on - we will have to look e1sewhere for a
proper explication of fifth-century democratie thinking. In the case of De­
mocritus we possess num erous fragments, bu t few are explicit1y political!
ethical in conten t. Farrar argues persuasive1y that there is ind eed mu ch that is
implicitly political in them , but because the original texts from which the frag­
ments were extrac ted ar e lost,just what Democritu swas driving at often remains
obscure. Thus, despite Farrar's very evoca tive arg uments linking ph enome­
nological! cosmological theorizing with social/ political ideas in pre-Socratic
thought, she is still a long way from establishing tha t there existed a concept of
"democracy" in atomist thinking that could be set up as a theoretical alterna­
tive to the "dernotic" understanding of dëmokraua contained in fourth-ccntury
rhetor ical texts, an understanding that , as we have seen, is incommensurate
with Farrar's "democ racy ." T his leaves us with Thucydides, whose substantial
(if fragm entary) text deals extens ive1y with political life and explicitly with
Athenian dëmokratia .

Farrar argues convincingly that we will misunderstand Thucydides if we
suppose tha t he is a historian in the modern disciplinary sense of the term.
Rath er , he is to be read as a political analyst who intended to teach a particu­
lar und erstanding of how politics works. He teaches both by a narrative ac­
count of events and by his associated analysis of the meaning of the events he
describes. T his mu st certainly be right , altho ugh Farrar seems to go rather too
far in c1aiming that T hu cydides' text was the theoretical equivalent of the
pr actical functioning of Athens' teachinglguiding/ controlling political e1ite:
"In controlling our interpretation [my emphasis] , he helps us to interpret" (188).
T his comment has rather frightening implications when viewed in Orwellian
terms. Yet Farrar is especially good on the key issue of Thucydides' view of
power as the ability of a people to act collectivcly (140). She is sure1y correc t to
say that in writin g history, Thucydides "was responding to conce rns raised by
demo cracy," but is it equally correc t to add that "his response was democ ra tie:
that is why he chose to write history " (126)? Were the social-political ideas
expressed in Thucydides' history cvcr organized into a democratie theo ry of
politics?

12 On the que stion of the relationship between fifth- and fourth -cen tury dcmocracy, see
Blcickcn (1987, 257-83), who reviews the dcbate an d arg ues for a unitarian position.
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T he obvio us stumbling block in the way of Farrar's interp retat ion of
T hucydides as a democratie thinker is that Thucydides' text never presents
dëmokratia in a favorable light. Like Farrar, Thucydides admired Pericles. But
he did not regard the Athenian politeia und er Pericles as a tru e dëmokratia;
rath er , it was "in reality" the rule of one man (2.65.10: erg âi de hupo tou prôtou
andros archë). Wh ether or not one accepts Thucydides' statement as a fair de­
scription of how Athens was actually governed in the time of Pericles (for the
record , I do no t; see Chapter 6 above), this passage certainly causes difficulties
for Far rar's thesis that Thucydides was a democratie thinker who offered "a
broader, deeper version of Periclean civic history" (278). It must be regarded
as odd that demo cracy flourished most perfectly in Athens (according to Far­
rar) in just the period during which the finest political analyst of antiqu ity
claimed that dêmokratia was a façade for a sort of monarchy.

Farrar discusses Thucydides 2.65.10 in the context of her argument that
"the moderate blendin g" of the "Constitution of the Five T housan d" was the
"institutional approximation" of Periclean leadership (186). T hucydides might
weil have agreed, but he did not cali either regime democratic.!" The govern­
ment of the Five Thousand denied full citizenship to the great majority of free,
native-born, Athenian males-men who were citizens when (before and after
the regime of the Five T housand) dëmokratia pert ained. In order to regard the
Constitut ion of the Five Thousand as a "rnoderate" regime, one must accept
that universal free, native, male franc hise is a radical extrernc.! :' Because most
Athenians did not acccpt this, the Constitution of the Five T housand did not
last long (cf. abovc, Chapter 5). T hucydides knew that the Constitution of the
Five Thousand , although regarded as excessively democratie by extreme oli­
garchs, rema ined und emocratic by Athenian standards; that is why he ap­
proved of it and called it a mixed regime, a xunkrasis, rath er than a dëmokratia.ï>

Dëmokratia, as understood by T hucydides, was the unstable rule of mob and
demagogues; this is not democracy as understood by Farrar. Nor , as we have
seen, does Farrar 's dernocracy match dëmokratia as it was understood either by
ordinary Athenians or by later Athenian political theorists. Thus Farrar's de­
mocracy cannot be equated with any und erstanding of dëmokratia that can be
extracted from surviving ancient Athenian texts.!" T his has serious implica-

13 Pericles caIls the polite ia of Athens a dêmokratia in the Funeral O ration (T huc. 2.3 7.1), bUI this
passage is certain ly nol T hucydides spea king in proprio persona. however one cornes down on the
issue of the relat ionship between the speech that was given an d the text as we have il.

1-1 Despite the auempt of de SIC. Croix (1956, 1- 23) 10 show thal il was (son of) democ ra tie: cf.
Rh odes 1972, 115- 27,

15 O n the issue of Thucydides' approva l of the Constitut ion of the Five T hou sand , sec
Gomm e, Andrewes, and Dover 1945- 8 1, 5:331- 39.

If> The possible exception is Isocra tes' ahistorica l accouru of car ly Arhenian dêmokratia in the
Areopagiticus (nol cited by Farrar ). Ahhough there is much in this text that is foreign 10 Far ra r's
analysis, Isocra tes' vision of dëmokratia does incorporate a respon sible, gu iding, politica l elite,
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tion s for the book's intended force. Once it is gene rally accepted that "dcrnoc­
racy" is the mo st desirable form of government, the definition of the term
becomes a centrally important issue. Farrar's book purports to offer an an cient
Athenian definition of democratie thinking in pla ce of the deracinated liberal­
democratie definition. The poli tical notions of elite fifth-century Athenian
writ ers might not seem to be quite so dir ectly applicabl e to the politi cal "un­
case" of the modern world if the book were called "the origins of thinking
(much of it highly critical) about democracy." Yet thi s would more accurate1y
describ e the part of th e book 's content that is actually a history of ideas.

Farrar is admirably conce rned with understanding ideas in their historical
context (10- 11), and she praises Thucydides' histor ical reali sm as th e basis of
his acute political understanding.! 7 Yet she often seems to lose sight of the real
context in which Thucydides wrote and of his real int ended audien ce.
Thucydides was not , in an y ordinary sense of the term (ancient or mod ern), a
"democ ra tie" thinker. He was certainly not writ ing for a mass audience who se
members might be taught how to think historically and! or act prudentially.
Rather , Thucydides offered his elite audience a detailed explanation of what
(in his view) was fund am entally wrong with dêmokratia.

Dëmokratia confronted Athenian e1ites with a political system that they could
not control, and yet that seemed to work extrem ely weil. 1 would readily con­
cede th at Thucydides intended to teach his (elite) readers and that he hoped to
"control [their] interpretation." But the lesson he intended to teach , the inter­
pretation he hoped to demonstrate as inescapabl e, was that dëmokratia was an
inh erently un stabl e form of political organization, on e that , more or less pre­
dictably as a result of its own internai contradictions, pull ed itself apart under
the stress of a long struggle with a hostile nondemocratic power. The intended
force of Thucydid es' political analysis of dëmokratia is critical. This is far from
saying th at Thucydides was a revolutionary oligarch; he was capable of equally
sharp criticism of oligarchs.!" Thucydid es' polit ical-theoretical proj ect (or part
of it) was to challenge the way his elite audience-both tho se who were willing
to live with democracy and tho se who hoped to overthrow it by force ­
thought about politi cal pow er. In its critical stance, the int ended force of
Thucydid es' histori ography is akin to that of Plato 's and Aristotle's political
philosophy-as weil as to that of Farrar's text , whi ch cogently criticizes the
failings of modern ways of thinking about the political order.

The validity of Farrar's criticism as pol itical philosophy is for oth ers to
judge- I for on e find it stimulating even when 1 disagree with it. But the book
seems to me flawed as a "history of ideas" because it in sorne places ignores,
and in others distorts, the broader context in which the ideas in qu estion

17 E.g., 128: "T hucydidean history appealed ta what man is aetually like, and the way the
world aetually is."

IH See the passages eited in Pape 1988, 276-96.
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devc1oped - the many and various pr ivate and public discourses, practices,
and rituals that contributed to the construction of a stable and usable dcmo­
cratic ideology among the ordinary Athenians.

For Farrar , the ideas expressed in grea t texts take on an aut onomous reality
of their ow n , The reification of ideas may not be a problem for philosoph ers,
but it is deadly for historians when it leads to the double-forked intellectua list
fallacy-the suppositions that intellectuals are infiuenced only by one an­
other 's texts and tha t political cha nge (for better or for worse) is the direct and
exclusive result of a trickle-down of thoughts generated by the educated elite.!?
The intellectualist fallacy can have serious consequences. It reinforces the ap­
parent "naturalness" of unrefiective and uncritically hierarchical mode1s of
political behavior : "followers" become powerless and mindless consumers of
the notions tossed at them by their "leaders," and significant communication
between leaders and followers is regarded as a one-way affair. The reader
persuaded by a narrowly intellectualist approac h to the texts is likely to end up
imagining that there were only a few "real" people in ancient Athens-the
"thinkers" and "Ieaders"- while the other quart er-million or so inhabitants of
Attica fade away into an amorphous and unint eresting mob of sheep-like "fol­
lowers." This sort of conclusion fits ail too ncat ly into an elitist model of politi­
cal behavior .

R . K. Sinclair 's Democracy and Participation in Athens focuses on pub lic pr ac­
tices, rath er than ideas about the publi c realm, and so provides a valuab le
antidote to intellectualist readin gs of Athenian political life. Those readers
who are weil up on recent scholarship on Athenian democratie institutions
(especially the magisterial studies of M. H . Hansen and P. J. Rh odes) may
not find a grea t deal that is startlingly new here, but this well-organi zed,
clearly written book is the obvious place for everyo ne cise ta begin. Ch apt er
1 is a brief overview of the historical evolution of democrat ie institutions at
Ath ens. Chapter 2 deals with political leaders. Sinclair argues that the differ­
ence between Pericles and his political successors is less sha rp than
Thucydides would have us bc1ieve, since Pericles, like his successors, de­
pended on wealth and rhetorical skil!. There was a split berween spheres of
activity of stratëgoi and rhëtores in the fourth century , but Sinclair warn s
against overestimating the practical significance of the split. Chapt er 3 treats
the respon sibilities (military, religious, political, judicial) of the citizen and
shows that Athenian politics cannot be explained in terms of elite political
leaders alone; we must also seek to explain the high level of active par ticipa­
tion by ordina ry citizens. Chapter 4 deals with the relative powers of major
and minor archai, along with the boulê, ekklêsia, and dikastëria. The Council of
500 is scrutinized particularly carefully and is shown to have been an impor-

' '1 Sec , for example, 99: by studying politics, Protagoras allowed the link of society an d state to

be questioned, and so disintegration quickly followed; cf. 106.
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tant institution, but the bouleutai were, according to Sinclair , not a ruling
elite, and the ekklësia remained sovereign. Chapter 5 concerns demographies
and the ideological factors that he feels could have led to, or might have dis­
courage d, large-scale participation . Chapter 6 demonstra tes that both politi­
cians and generals in Athens faced serious risks, due espec ially to the legal
procedures of eisangelia and graphë paranomôn. Chapt er 7 looks at the rewards
of leadership : the chance of obt ain ing personal wealth was a factor , but
more important was access to honor and power.

Many ofthese positions, and others that Sinclair brings up in passing,2° now
appea r to be on their way to achieving the status of orthodoxy. But these
positions were far from orthodox at the time that Sinclair was working on his
book, and his dctailed arguments will help to cement the new orthodoxy.
Moreover, those who have not been following the (often abstruse) literature on
these subjects will find Sinclair an excellent introduction and guide. Among
Sinclair's virtues as a guide is his tend ency ta take self-consciously middle-of­
the-road positions on cont roversies (e.g., 113-1 4). But taking the middl e
ground does not always work . There seems to be an unr esolved tension in this
book betwecn a conception of institutions (especially the boulêand the dikastëria)
as substantive entities that govern in their own right (the analogue is mod ern
government bureaucracies) and a view of institutions as conduits for the ex­
pression and enact ment of the unit ary political will of the Athenian demos."!
There is, of course, sorne overlap between these two positions. Modern gov­
ern ment bureau cracies gain legitimacy both because they claim to rule by the
consent of the governe d and because they may be (at !cast partly) staffed by
officiais chosen (directly or indirectly) by the citizenry. Yet the two conceptions
"institutions as government" and "institutions as direct conduits for the expres­
sion of popular will" cannot be fully harmonized.

The first, "institutionalist" approac h regards political and judicial institu­
tions as primary loci of power , and sees the sum of institutional powers as the
government. This approac h thus leads to, even requires, an analysis of how
institutional "powers" were "balanced" within the political system and lend s
itsclf logically to a prosopographi cal analysis of the (often sclf-perpe tuating)
elites who staff institutions. Sinclair sometimes leans in an institut ionalist direc­
tion (e.g., 132). The second. "ideological" approach emphasizes the directness
of democratie decision making. It rega rds collective, popu lar ideology as more

20 E.g., the imp ortant sociopolitical cflects of fare-tc- face interaction betwec n citizens in the
demes; the ideas that Athenian democracy wor ked quit e weil, and that its relat ive stability. not its
ultim ate failure , is what needs explana tion; the theory that the system of liturgies and cham was
key to social stab ility.

2 1 The first, institutionalist, approach is exemplified by work of Mogens H. Hansen, which
Sinclair criticizes on occasion, but is very indebted to , Sec Hansen 's de fense of this approach in
Hansen 1989b . il is only fair to point out that 1 am an advoca te of the second approach: see
Ch apt er 8 above: with Hansen 's reply in Hansen 1989a, 215-1 8.
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import ant than either instituti ons qua institutions or the personal histories of
the individuals who staff them.

"Consent of the govern ed" and "separation of powers" ar e relat ivcly mean­
ingless concepts in the vicw of this second approach, because it supposes that
in a direct democracy the citizens are not "governed" and political power is
not subdivided.ê- ln the place ofan an alysis of instituti ons and pro sopograph y,
it demands a close stud y of political language, in order ta show wha t it was that
constituted the will of the demos, and in ord er to trace how the popular will
was translated into individual and collective action within the evolving fram e­
work of institut ionalized politi cal struc ture. Sinclair leans toward this second
approa ch in places (e.g., 138), but his analysis of Athenian ideology seems
constrained by an over-reliance on "cornmon sense" arguments, by which 1
mean that he assumes that the Athenian s tended to think pretty much like
us.2:> Maybe they did - sometim es and on sorne issues. But often the Athe­
nians did not think like us; an appreciation for the .foreignness, as weil as the
fam iliarity, of Athenian culture is necessary for understanding classical politi­
cal life. Becau se this tension is never fully resolved , the book cannot explain why
or how demo cracy worked at Athen s; it remains a description of a political
system. Of course, this need not be a bad thing; a clear and judicious descip­
tion is what man y readers want and need.

A few minor complaints: there is a fair amount of unn ecessary redundancy
(e.g., we are told four times in three pages (107-9) that the Co uncil of500 met
on about 260 days out of the year); and Sinclair sometimes states his own
opinions as fact.>' The extended discussion of the Council's influence (84ff.)
attac ks a straw man : the position that the Coun cil was politically irrelevant
and that the bouleutai never discussed importa nt business. Who ever thought
that? The footn otes (85 n. 34, 102 n. 107, 103 n. 113) seem to point especially
towar d A. \ V. Gomme's short article on the Athenian C oun cil as the source of
the silly heresy, but Gomme nevcr argued that the boulê was irrelcvant .ê"
Gomme mal' have over-weighted the fact that onIl' a few speeches dclivered in
the boulëhave survived, But if Sincla ir corrects Go mme on this (102), he should
also acknowledge the strength of Go mme's central argument : that the Co uncil

11 This und erstanding fits Berlin's mode! of "positive" freedorn in tha r it sees citizens as estab­
lishing a collective mastery over the political realm. T he institutionalist reading of politics, br
contr ast, dcrnands an emphasis on "negative" individual freed orn from governmental inter­
ference . Xotably, Berlin (1969, xl- xli. 129) argues tha t the concept of negative freedom did not
cxist in classical ant iquity; although sec below on \\'ood 's assessrnent of eleuthena as freedom from
coercive appropria tion.

1 " Sec, for cxa mple, 132- 33 on stage fright: and 18, whcre the ernphasis on Athens as a
compet itive society seems ta obscure important aspec ts of unselfish coop eration (e.g., in phalanx
and trireme).

1. E.g., 19 (the archaic hi/iaia), 35 (Persian mari time strateg)' in ..69 n.c.), 12ï (whether De­
mosthen es 21 was or was not delivcred),

1', Gomm e 195 1, 12 - 28. Sinclair also cites J ones 1957; Head la rn 1933.
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never came to dominate the Assembl y becau se the bouleutai never developed a
corpo rate identity. Sinclair emphasizes the anti corporatist argument (102-3)
without ever acknowledging it as Gomme 's. Sinclair also manifests an occa­
sional tendency to what might be called the "nuggets" mode of argum entation:
picking out an individual and claiming his behavior in a certain instance was
"typical,"26 or pulling a couple of passages out of their context in order to use
them to demonstrate (for example, and 1 be!ieve wrongly) that wealth y Athe­
nian s were less likeJy ta serve as jurors on the people's courts than to att end the
Assemblv.?? Finally, although Sinclair is very interested in comparing how
many wealth y and poor citizens parti cipated in political activities, his emphasis
on institutional powers seems to preclud e de!ving into the question of how the
life experiences of Athenians of various classes rc1ated to their tendency to
par ticipate or not to parti cipate in the democrat ie processes of government.

lt is the everyday life experience of ordinary, and especially rural, Athenians
that forms the subject of Ellen Meiksins Wood's groundbreaking study,
Peasant-Citieen and Slave. Wood deploys a mode! of historical explana tion that
borr ows from a materialist Marxist tradition in its emphasis on the historical
importan ce of the mode of economie production . Howcver, Wood 's analysis
diverges sharply and sc1f-consciously from orthodox Marxist materialism in
regarding political rc1at ionships as coexisting with production in the "base" of
Athenian society, rather than seeing politics and ideology as "superstructure"
and the result of "false consciousness."28

\Vood posits that an exploited peasantry, whose lab or produces a surplus
that is subject ta coercive appro priat ion by politically sanctioned authorities
(Iandlords and / or the government), is the standard modc1 of preindustrial,
precapit alist produ ction . The Athenian social-economie system does not fit
this pattern-Athenian "peasants" were subjec t to only minimal appropria­
tion of their surplus agricultural production . This historical anoma ly requires
an explanation: what factors conspired to keep the Athenian elite off the Athe­
nian peasant's bac k? Wood's thesis is that in classical Athens the political right s
of citizen-pea sants limited the degree to which they couId be exploited (i.e.,
their surplus production appropriated). Because Athenian peasant s were politi­
cally active citizens, the Athenian elite (the poten tial appropriating class) could
not monopolize power . In Athens the political regime was discont inuous from
the economie regime. Instead of a seamless "rea lity" in which the elite was
perceived as "naturally'' and thus legitimately possessing a conjoined and in­
terwoven political power and power over the labor of depend ents, the political

2'; In one case (134), the exe mplar is l'lato - surely the worst possible cha ice for a "typ ical
Athenian"!

27 p, 124: cf. a ber 1989b, 134- 38, 142- 44 ,

2/l \Voad is releruless in attac king ort had ox Xlarxisr depcnd ence on the "slave mode ofprodu c­
tian " as an explanat ion for ancicnt l'conamy; see espec ially hcr discussion of the theories of
G .E.~ l. de Ste. Croix: 64- 110.
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power of the Ath enian peasant s allowed them successfully to cha llenge the
elite's right to surpl us product ion.

As a result of the splitting off of political from economie power , the Athe­
nian smallho lders enjoyed a way of life that in sorne ways approximated the
peasant utopia described by Eric Wolf: "T he free village, untrammelled by tax
collectors, labor recruit ers, large landowners, offic ials."29 T he Athenian
peasant -citizcn , unlike other peasant s, was free from the duty to perform co­
erced labor; he was free from enforccd depend ency, and this, according to
Wood, is the root mean ing of the demo cratie term eleuthena. Moreover , this
freedom had remarkable results: Wood argues that the stimulus for much of
Athenian culture can be found in the freedom of the peasant ry and the conse­
quent reaction of the Athenian aristocracy to that freedom.

This is an origina l position . Classical historian s may ask, ifAth enian society is
essentially a peasantsociety, a regime of smallholde r agriculturalists, why has the
view of the Athenian masses as an urb an "rnob"- often out of work and
therefore eage r for employment in the trireme navy- pr evailed since the early
ninet eenth century? \ Vood offers an answer in her first chapter, where she traces
"the myth of the idle mob" to the political debates ofl ate eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century England. Wood points out that the prevalence of cha ttel
slavery in Athens was depicted in William Mit ford 's influenti al HistoryofGreece
(1784- 18 10) as an evil thar led to underemployrnent amo ng ordinary citizens.
Too mu ch leisure among the lower classes led to the "turbulence" of radi cal
demo cracy, which fatally disrupted the "natural" hierarchical rclati onship be­
tween classes and so brou ght on decay and decline. As \ Vood shows, Mitford's
notion of the linkage bctween slavery, citizen idleness, and democracy caught on
fast, and was not limited to reactionaries: Karl Marx and his followers incorp o­
rated it in the theory of the ancient "slave mode ofproduction ." The "idle mob"
thesis tended to be accepted uncritically as a given by Greek historians.

The ideological roots of historians' dogmas are cornplex and draw upon
factors both externa l and intern ai to the disciplinc.é? \Vood emphasizes exter­
nal factors (especially Mitford 's conservative political views). But we sho uld
remember that the idle mob thesis is "supported" by numerous passages in the
ancient sources (e.g., Aristoph anes and Plato) and thar it gained wide cur rency
at a time when the disciplines of both philology and history were realizing their
modern forrns.>! One might spec ulate that a growing phi lological tendency to
see properly established ancient texts as authoritative may have conjoined with
a growing historiographical concern to "respect the sources ." The meth od of
source criticism was not a usefui corrective in this case, since most of the
sources were closely contempo rary to the phenomena they described , and they

29 Wolf 19ï l , 2ï2; cited by Wood a t 126.
3U See :\ovick 1988.
31 Altho ugh see Roberts (1989, 193-205), who argues that the antidernocra tic tenden cy in

British historiograph y on Athens much preceded the Ame rica n and Fren ch revolut ion s,
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were mutually reinforcing. Thus the "scientific" tendencies of evolving disci­
plines, as weil as a legacy of parti san , antidemocra tic scholarship, kept the
myth of the idle mob afloat . Only an an alysis willing to separa te "knowledge
and hone sty of the sources" from "history as it actually happened" could ex­
pose the myth. A mor e detailed historiographical assessment thus might nu­
ance Wood's scenario, but this chapter proves that historians must struggle
with (rather than accept the dogma of past scholarship upon) issues of produc­
tion . Wc must understand how both free persons and slaves worked and what
their labor meant to the society if we arc to understan d the nature of Athenian
democra cy.

In her second chapter (based on her important art icle in the AmericanJoumal
of.AncientHistory8 [1983]), Wood discusses slave labor and production . Though
the atternpt to estima te the absolute number of slaves in Athens is pr obably
futile, Wood demonstrates that it is wron g to suppose that lower-class citizens
could not have pa rticipated in political life unless they owned slaves. Parti e­
ularly important here is Wood's discussion of the ana lytical weight that must
be given to the issue of surplus appropriation relative to intensification of agri­
culture . Wood does not dcny that there is a link between democracy and
slavery in Athens; indeed, "the relative unavailability of Athenian free pro­
ducers for exploitation was itself a critical factor leading to the growth of slav­
cry" (6 1). But most slaves worked for rich men , and the countryside remained
preemin ently the dom ain of the peasant sma llholder. The textual evidence
that has been brought to bear on this issue remains amhiguous, but Wood has
shifted the balance of the debate. It is up to those who suppose that there icas

widespread slave-ownership among non-elite Athenian farm ers to make a pos­
itive case, by deploying either new theoretical arguments or new texts.

In her Cha pter 3, Wood considers sorne of the implications of "charac ­
teriz[ing] . . . Athenian democracy in term s of its exclusion of dependence
from the sphere of production , instead of emphasizing .. . cha ttel slavery. In
comparison to the conditions of other advanced civilizations of the an cient
world . . . the absence of a dependent peasantry and the establishment of a
regime offree smallholders stands out in sha rp relief' (83). To explain how this
anomalous state of affairs came about , Wood sketches a (rather hypothetical)
historical evolution of the relationship between politics and production from
Mycenaean times to the classical period. Key for her scenario is the idea that
the existence of exclusive "commu nities" of laborers and appropriators could
not survive the collapse of Mycenaean palace economies. In the absence of a
political basis for exertin g coercive force, landlords had to deal with laborers as
individuals and classes within the same community (98). This system, which
preserved hierarchy without preserving the ideology that had legitimated it,
proved unstable and led ta the crisis of the ca rly sixth century. Solon solved the
crisis by stripping the elite of the remnants of their extra-economie superiority.
Thus he strengthened the civic community while leaving intact the economie
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dominance of land ed wealth. Subsequ ent reformers, Peisistrato s and Clcis­
thenes, worked according to the same logic, and the result was the breakdown
of opposition betwcen village and state-a breakdown that Wood considers
the foundation of democracy. Ironically, th is development of an autonomou s
civic realm , while serving to protect the male peasant- citizens from depen­
denee and appropriation, also hardened the distinctions between free and
slave, and between male and female Athenians. Obviously an admirer of Athe­
nian democracy (sec espec ially 4), Wood is non etheless careful not to fall into
the trap of polis nostalgia.

Ch apt er 4 argues that the peasant conception of freedom as absence of
coercion and appropriat ion informs the central idea ls of Athenian culture ­
even Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy: "T he sma ll producers of Athens
were its cultural main spring . .. in the challenge which they represent ed to
aristocra tie dominance" (169). If Wood is right , this suggests that Plato and
Aristotle did not (pace Farrar) "retreat" from politics; rath er, they actively
engaged in an ongoing debate with democratie ideology. Wood's discussion of
political philosophy (Protagoras, Plato, Aristatle) is ra ther impressionistic, but
she shows clearly the need to read philosophical texts against the ideological
context in which philo soph ers lived and to which their texts may have re­
sponded. This approach turns the intellectualist fallacy on its head . Rather
than supposing that the masses respond to ideas offered by an intellectual elite,
Wood suggests that Athenian elites were forced to respo nd to the ideas of the
masses.

In explaining aristocra tie literary culture as oppositional to democracy,
Wood notes the fruitfulness of the debate between democracy and its elite
critics. And in looking at aspects of this debate, she attac ks sorne long­
cherished shibboleths of mod ern scholarship. There was no assumption amo ng
the masses of Ath enians that labor was in and of itsclf demean ing: "Freedom
as most Athenians conceived it implied, among other things, the freedom of
labour, in contrast to the freedom from labour" (137). T he search for an expla­
nation for Greek "technological stagnation" is shown ta be misguid ed (1SOff.),
since a high rate of technological innovation is a modern development that can
be attributed to the un ique produ ction (and, one might add , consumption)
needs of a capitalistic society.

Few classical historians will accept ail of Woo d's genera l propositions. Tex­
tuai evidence to support many points is lacking, and she has depended over­
much on a few secondary works. Mu ch of her argument rema ins to be proved,
and sorne of Woo d's positions may not stand up to deta iled ph ilological scru­
tiny. A few readers might be tempted simply to reject Wood's conclusions out
of hand because she is not a classicist and because she works from unfamiliar
models. That would be a great shame indeed: basing her work on a mastery of
political and economie theory, Wood has made a major contribution to the
development of a new parad igm for explaining the evolution and historical
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meaning of ancient Athenian demo cracy. This paradigm sees material (pro­
duction / consumption) and ideological (culture / discourse) factors as inextrica­
bly intertwin ed and as fundamentally important to proc esses of sociopolitical
change and stability. It is a paradigm that should keep students of Greek his­
tory produ ctive1y at work-testing, building upon , refining, and challenging its
premises and daims- for years ta come.



Chapter 10

HOW TO CRITICIZE DEMOCRACY IN LATE FIFTH­

AND FOURTH-CENTURY ATHENS

This essay was adapted from a frequently rewritten introduction to a book-in-progre ss

on Ath eni an critics ofpopular rule (see Chapter 1). Various drafts were undertaken in

Washington, D .C ., at the Center for H ellenic Studies, in Armidale (Australia) at th e

U niversity of New England, in Montana, and in Princeton. lt was presented in some ­

what different form s at a 199 2 Cambridge U niversity colloquium, "T he Greek Revolu­

tion ," and as th e first of my 1994 Martin Classical Lectures at Oberlin Coll ege. 1 am

ind ebt ed for constructive criticism to many scholars, notably to John Dunn (my Cam­

bridge respondent ), Paul Cartledge, Quentin Skinner, Peter Euben, andJ ohn Wall ach .

The essay att cmpts to explain a vexing problcm that 1 became aware of in the course

of my work on popular ideology and democratie autho rity: If, as 1 suppose, Ath en ian

democracy was in pra ctice predicat ed on popular ideology, and if Ath eni an popular

ideology had a tendency to hegemonie sta tus (i.e., it tended to reify and naturalize

existing power relat ion s, mon opol ize th e polit ical landscap e, and dri ve out altern ative

approac hes to thinking and talk ing about politics and social relation s), th en is it fair to

call Ath ens "dem ocratie" in any but Ath en ian ternis? \\'as Ath eni an dèmokratia nothing

more than th e tyranny of th e ideas of th e citizen mob? If so, Ath eni an democracy

becornes, in normative m oral terms, no bett er -indeed , pe rha ps conside rably worsc-v­

th an vario us sort s of elite rul e.

The comparative historian ma y simply shrug at thi s point and express a lack of

interest in normative problems: he or she may legitimatcly d aim that it is how Athens

devcloped as a society and how Ath ens was similar to or different from othe r societies,

not wh eth er Athen s is bettcr or worse than othe r societies, th at matt ers to a prop erly

histori cal perspective. But from th e perspective of the histori an ove rtly conce rne d not

only with histori cal realia of a given society, but with depl oying th ose realia as part of an

att empt to test established politi cal ideas , th e moral status of Ath ens as a society is

imp ortant. In thi s chap ter 1 conside r th e extent of ideological hegemony within the

citizen body and the possibiliti es opened with in the soc iety of citizens for cha llenging

the hegem on y of dem ocratie thinking. In C ha pter Il , th e scope of the analysis is ex­

panded by comparing the moral standing of the society of citizens to th e mor al sta nding

of the wh ole society.

This essay was rewritten so often becau se 1 found the qu estion of how to juxtapose

the critic of democracy with democrati e culture complex and, initiall y, baffiing. 1 sup-

This essay was first published in Euben et al. 1994, 149-1 ï 1. Copyright © 1994 by Corne ll
University. Used by permission of the publisher, Co rne Il University Press.
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posed tha t 1 had a good grasp of how rhetorical texts worked (Chapter 7). And 1 felt

fairly comfortable in assessing Thucydides as a historian with theor etical leanings

(Chapter 6). But 1 felt mu ch less clear about how to genera lize the issue of political

criticism: was there sorne overarching design that would encompass the critical voices

of Ps.-Xenophon , Plato, Aristotle, Aristophanes, and Isocrates? Attempting to find my

footing over this new terra in led me into a dee per examina tion of certai n postmodern

theorists (notably Michel Foucault on power) and revisionist Marxism (especially An­

tonio Gramsci on hegemony). These writers offered sophis ticated descript ions of how

pro blems of power and ideology related to hegemony and thereby helped me to estab ­

lish the appropria te term s for setting out the first part of my question. But these conti­

nent al trad itions offered less purchase on the second part of the question , which per­

tains to the ways in which a specifically democrat ie hegemony might be distinctive

and how resistance to hegemony might take literary form. 1 subsequently worked my

way bac k through crit ics of postmoderni sm to the democratie pragmatism of J ohn

Dewey, the speec h-act theory of J. L. Austin, and the concern with the politics of

language that pervades the novels of George Orwell. These three well-known early to

mid-twentieth-century writers (along with sorne of their more recent interp reters)

seemed to me to provide the necessary concepts for setting out the second part of the

equation.

The most remarkab le thing about demotic Athenian political culture , when viewed

from the perspective of vario us strands of contemporary thought (whether modern or

postmodern ), is its lack of an adequate form ai foundation: the Athenians simply did not

have resort to final authority (e.g., a constitution, the revealed word of God , or meta­

physical Platoni c Forms) when doin g their political business. In the Assembly, the law­

courts, and other publ ic forums, they mad e things up as they wcnt along; or, rather ,

they pr edicated their decisions on (concep tually messy and often intern ally contra dic­

tory) ideology rat her than established doctrine or scientific prin ciples. Ath ens' democ­

racy ope ra ted on the basis of opinion, not truth. This state of affairs did not , however ,

seem to bother the Athenian masses; their own opinions and established public pr ac­

tices served as a set of reasonably wise and cons istent values, and they suppose d that

this set of values (this ideology) was an adequate guide for effective decision-rn aking. But

as soon as the democratie edificc's tr ick of aeria l suspension without ben efit of founda­

tions was noticed by critics of democracy, the issue of how to establish foundations for

belief and ac tion becam e a cent ral issue for Athenian political thinking-and hence for

much of subsequent Western thought.

The Athenian political order thus emerges as a form of pragmatism that skirted the

two extremes of value-free relativism and absolutist positivism; political th eory emerges

as an attempt to demonstrate the problems of politics without foundations. The upshot

of the argument is that classical democracy and its fiercest literary critics existed in a

close symbioti c rclationship: Athenian demo cracy and the beginnings of the Western

tradition of critical po litical theory were codependent, and political theory aro se in the

con text of an unresolved and yet relatively nonviolent struggle over the rnean s of pro ­

duction of political knowledge.
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The issue of the relationship betwcen Athenian democracy and political theory pro­

duced in Ath cns has been addressed from several perspectives in recent studies. Along

with the pioneering work of Farrar (1988, 1992), see Roberts 1994; the essays collected

in Eub en et al. 1994 and in über and H edrick 1996; and Yuni s 1996.

SO:\1E 2,500 YEARS after the revolution that made it possible , democracy is
widely regarded as the most attractive form ofpractical (as opposed to utopian)
political organiz ation yet devised . Among democra cy's virtues is revisability ­
the potential of the political regime to rethink and to reform itself, while re­
maining committed to its core values ofjustice, equality, dignity , and freedom.
How is this highly desirable flexibility achieved in practice? The willingness to
contemplate change may be regard ed as an innate characteristic of democratie
political culture, and the capacity for nondestructive political change can be
institutionalized in a democratie constitution. But 1 will argue here that actual
revisions generally require interventions from critics, and major revisions re­
quire critics who stand, in sorne sense, out side the dominant political culture.
Becau se actualizing a democratie regime 's latent capacity for major revision is
pr edicated on the identificat ion of structural problems by cultural critics, the
regime that is to main tain its flexibility mu st allow social space exterior to itself:
if a political system could ever encompass the whole of society and the whole
field of discours e, it would lose its capacity for internall y generated change; no
one would be able to point out that "the emperor is naked" or that "2 plus 2
does not equal 5." Though this degree of encompassing may be impo ssible
except in the realm of dystopic fiction , the daim that revisibility is among
democrac y's attractions and strengths suggests that it is actually in the self­
interest of a democracy (unlike brittl e, nonrevisable authoritarian regimes) to
defend and even to seek to enlarge space for criticism. Moreover , a democratie
regime must allow the cultural critic to maintain his or her distan ce, to remain
a partial outsid er, if it is to remain truly democratie and avoid the totalizin g
tendencies inherent in every value-based system of social organization. In a
direct democracy on the Athenian mod el, therefore , not only is freedom of
speec h a good idea , but the power of the people exists in a symbiotic relation­
ship with resistance to that selfsame power. 1

If, in late fifth- and fourth-ccntury Athens, dëmokratia meant "the political
power of the ordinary people," and if power indudes control over the develop­
ment and deployment of systems of meaning (ind uding popular ideology and
the rhetori c of publi c communication), then , for Athenians, criticism of the

1 Im possibility of complete suppression of resistance: Large 1992. T he need for an "o utside":
Codrescu 1990 . Revisab ility and cultura l criticism: \\'est 1989.
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language of democratie government and of the assumptions of popular ideol­
ogy could be a means of resisting political power." lt seems prob able that
critics of the status quo existed at every levcl of Athen ian society; it is not hard
to imagine that in each village and neighb orh ood of the polis there wcrc men
and wom en who couId be counted on to interrogate, humorously or angrill' ,
various aspects of the cur rent order of thin gs. The voiccs of these "local critics"
are now lost, and we cannot say to what extent they were able to (or desired to)
get outside that order. But a numb er ofAthenia n intellectuals committed pu n­
gent and profoundly critical opinions to writing , and in the process they con­
tributed to the construc tion of what we might weil cali an "outside." Studying
classical Ath enian literatur c critical of the demo cratie regime thu s oflers access
to one very important fragment of what was probably mu ch more diverse and
widespread resistance to political power. \Ve mal' regret the loss of nonliterary
forms of criticism. But if we hope to gain even a parti al understanding of the
link between Athen ian demo crat ie politics and unease with how the people's
political power was manifested and deployed, wc mu st come to grips with the
texts wc have.

Exploring the symbiosis of democracy and criticism should be significant for
intellectual historians and political theorists alike. For historians, it pr omises ta

furn ish part of the deep context for sorne of the works of Ps.-Xenoph on ,
Thucydides, Aristophanes, Plata , Isocrates, and Aristot le, among others. For
the political theorist , looking at how classical dernocracy was criticized offers
an alternative to the long-do minant but increasingly problematic paradigms of
state socialism and rights-orientcd liberalism. The history of political criticism
in late fifth- and four th-cent ury B.e. Athens helps ta explain how an attractive
(in at least certain respects), revisable system of popular authority that was
neith er truly liberal nor trul y socialistic could be sustained, and how such a
system migh t be resisted. Given the differences betwcen ancient and modern
styles of politics, studying Athenian democracy and its critics certa inly will not
offer the late twentieth century an off-the-shelf techn ique for reconstructing a
theory of politics. But if the complex relationship among ju stice, political
power, and resistance to power no longer seems adequ atcly explained by par a­
digms of liberalism and socialism (either alone or in combination), then trying
to und erstand politics in classical Athens mal' be wor th our while.

T here is, of course, nothing par ticularly original in studying "the critics of
Athenian democracy," and the ancient texts that lend thernselves to such a

2 1 emphas ize that the texts 1 address (with the except ion of Ps.-Xenophon , The Constitution qf
A/lieus, some times dated as ea rly as ra. 440 u.c. ) were completed after the end of the Peloponn e­
sian War (431- 404 B.e.)-that acid test of democratic practi ce. T his is a deliberate choice , mad e
bcca use my approach req uires the prior establishme nt of the ideological context through ana lysis
of pub lic speech, and the surviving corp us of Attic oratory is overwhelrningly postwar . The rela­
tionship be tween democracy and "political" texts may have bee n rather different during the floruit
of An ie tragedy in the fifth ccntury; see, for example, Euben 1990.
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study are weil known. Sorne forty years ago A.H .M. Jones pointed out the two
key issues.ê First, white wc have a good rnany classical texts in various genres
that are critical of democracy, we have no surviving texts written with the
explicit intention of explaining the pr inciples on which Athenian dernocracy
was predicated. Second, in the absence of theo retical defenses of democracy,
understanding the "positive" argume nt an Athenian would make for dernoc­
racy depends on a close reading of Athenian public rhetori c. Wh ile l am
deeply impressed byJ ones' fund amental insights, l find his approach to "crit­
icizing demo cracy" problematic. J ones arg ued that Athenian democracy was
stable because it was dorninated by "bourgeois" or "middle-class" citizens." l
view dëmokratia rath er as a dynam ic system through which the mass of ordinary
citizens (hoi polloi, topléthos, hoipenetes) (1) maint ained personal dignity and polit­
ical equality, (2) restrained the privileges and power of elites (hoi oligoi, hoi
chrëstoi, hoiplousioi), and (3) thereby protected themselves from cer tain forms of
socioeconomic exploitatio n and political dependency .

Furthermore, J ones saw the debate over ancient democracy pr irnarily in
instrumental terms- for him, democracy was criticized and should be de­
fended on the grounds of whether it allowed for rational decision-making
about issues of state policy and wheth er it provided a secure environment in
which civil society could fiourish and in which private goods (especially mate­
rial pro sperity) could be enjoyed by individuals.Jones argued persuasively that
democratie equality and freedom neither led necessarily to poor policy nor
th reatened civil society and , thu s, that the ancient critics were wron g to cast
aspersio ns upon the democrat ie government. But classical Athenian political
life cannot be explained by a model of pol itical behavior that assumes either a
neat subdivision of the political rea lrn into discrete categories of state, citi­
zenry , and government, or a hierar chical differenti ation between the (primary)
private and (secondary) public sphcres .>The Athenian did not engage in politi­
cal activity solely as a functional means ta gain the end of gua rding aga inst
threats to his prop erty or to his private pursuit of happiness. Rather , the values
of equality and freedom that he gained by the possession and exerc ise of citi­
zenship were substan tive, were central to his identity, and provided a measure
of meaning to his life."

It was this noninstrurnental aspect of Greek political life that attrac ted the
attention of Hannah Arendt, who provides a noteworthy example of a mod­
ern theor ist looking to classical Gr eece to construc t a political theory that
was neither traditi onally liberal nor socialist. For Arendt , the polis provided

:l J ones 1957:41- 72, or iginally published in Cambridge Historical J ournal Il (1953), 1- 26.
+ Sec Markle 1985 for a detailed cr iticism.
., 1 exp lore th is issue in more detail in Chapter 11.
li On iden tity, sec, for cxample, T aylor 1989; Eube n 1990; Man ville 1990.
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an ideal and explicitly public /political sphere for free human action and
speech, for the "a ppearance" of human individuality through extraordina ry
deeds, and for the crea tion and collective maintenance of historical mem ­
ory.? To focus on the role of publi c actio n in crcating the ident ity of the free
and equa l citizen, and on public speec h as a form of political ac tion, is bo th
historically defensible and theoretically useful." But Arcndt's Greek modcl
cannot be adopted wholesale by the intellectual historian or by the political
theo rist interested in an empirical test of alternative modcls of politics. Ar­
endt's polis, strictly divided between the pr ivate realm of necessity and eco­
nomics and the publi c realm of freedom, action, and politics, had no place
for social interaction that blurred the distinction between the citizen-warrior
and the lab orer-h ouseholder. Arendt's polis was an ahistorical ideal, based in
large part on her own rea ding of Aristotle's Politics. Arendt's access to the
polis was th rough ancient texts bo th critica l of democracy and written in the
context of the dem ocrati e regime. But , in commo n with man y oth er readers
before and since , Arendt largcly ignored the context and accepted the criti­
cism as a description of reality.?

Ifthere is anything new in my approach to Ath enian criticism of democracy,
it is a conce ntration on the context in which critical texts were produced , that
is, Athens' dominant political ideology and sociopolitical practices. l attempted
to dclinea te that ideology and those practices in Mass and Elite in Democratie
Athens. There l was conce rne d with how the ordina ry citizens ofAth ens gained
and held power through a form of ideological hegemon y thar constrained the
public and private behavior of the elite (the wea lthy, highly educa ted , and
wellborn). H ere l am conce rned with how a few elite Ath enian s opposed dern­
ocra tic ideology through critical discourse. l hope that this meditati on on the
problem of" how to criticize," which is intended to prepare the way for a mu ch
mor e detailed assessment of the substance of ind ividu al ancient works of criti­
cism, will hold sorne interest both for intellectu al historians and for political
theo rists conce rned with the "founding genera tions" of the \Vestern political
tradition . T o focus on th e critical force ofworks by Thucydides, Plato, ct al. as
resistan ce to a socially constructed regime of power and discourse-rath er
than as instrume ntal critiques of how and why dem ocrat ie gove rn men ta l insti­
tutions malfun ctioned-is to suggest that Western political theory first
emerged in a context of a fruitful and rclativcly nonviolent strugg le over the
means of the production of political knowledge.

7 Sel' Arendt 1959, 1963, 1968. Cr. Kateb 1983, esp. 1- 51, for d iscussion of Arendts view of
Greece, and why it is disquiet ing and even thr catenin g from the liberal point of view; Tla ba 1987,
ix-x, 1- 35, 38 - 42; Holmes 1979.

H Compare, from their different perspectives, Vernant 1982 and Meier 1990.
" There is sorne question whether Arendt ac tually belicvcd in the polis she present s; sel' Tl aba

1987,4 1-42 .
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C00:TEXT

Athenian political texts (e.g., Thucydides, Plato 's Republic, Aristo tle's Politics)
provided foundations for what was to become the dominant Western tradition
of political phi losophy. Origins are necessarily discovered (or invented) only in
retrospect. 10 Yet as a result of their post eventum designation as founda tiona l,
Athenian political texts are typically read backwards: from the pers pective of
the ph ilosophical traditi on that eventually grew up from and around them ,
rath er than against the political context in which they were written. T eleology
is fatal to the enterprise of the inte llectual historian , but the study of Athenian
political texts (at least qua political texts) has long been the preserve of theo rists
and phi losophers with a disciplinary tendency to be disinterested in origina l
context. \ Vhen it is noticed, the historical context for Athenian political writers
is extrapolated from these selfsame authors. Thus the cockeyed picture that
Thucydidcs, Plato, an d Aristotle offer of Athenian democracy as an inherently
foolish system gone wron g is sometimes taken at face value and read as an
"objective" description of Athcn ian practice.

T hough "historicist" readings are often frowned upon in literary and theo­
retical circies, the pr imacy of context is a point of convergence for severa!
analytic traditions. The so-called Cambridge Schoo l of intellectual history fo­
cuses on how political terminology is used and revised by writers in arguments
with their literary predecessors and contemporaries. Even the mos t innovative
writers appropriate preexisting vocabulary for discussing problems, but they
often deploy that vocabul ary in self-consciously innovative ways. In sorne pe­
riods (e.g., the eighteenth century A.O . and the fifth cent ury B.C .) the ways in
which terms arc used in argum ents cha nge very rapidly. But even a text pro­
duced during a revolution can an d should be situa ted in its own pro ximate
co ntcx t, Political writing thu s becomes historically meaningful when read
against the bac kdro p of terms , assumptio ns, and ideas hammered out in earlier
and contempo rary discussions. That backdrop is typica lly best illumin ated by
the writings oflesse r (because less inn ovative and origina l) intellectual lights.! 1

A "Cambridge School" reading of Athenian political texts would require a
reco nstruc tion of the fifth- / fourth-century intellectual context, tha t is, the con ­
ceptual appa ra tus ava ilable for modification by the authors of our surviving
texts. This sort of contextualist approach to political thought is not entirely
foreign to ciassical scholarship; some thing like it is, for example, employed by

10 By "At henian political text" 1 mean a tex: thar was written by an author who spen t form a­
tive years in Ath ens an d 50 wrot e within a context defined in part by Athen ian political discourse.
Thus Aristotle (though he was not an Athenian ) and Thucydid es (though he did not necessarily
write his history in Athens) bo th qu alify as authors of Athenian po litica l texts. For a critical
assessmen: of the concept of foundations, see Barber 1988. Origins as retroactively constructed:
Said 19ï 5.

1 r Sec Skinn er ct al. 1988.
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th e "Begriffsgesch ichte" school of Christian M eier . I-' But an appraach th at
presupposes th at the context for surviving texts was defined primarily by literary
discourse cannot fully explain At henian politica l texts if it igno res th e raie
played by the Athenian demos.

An exclusive emphasis on th e dite litcrary context (or, alternatively, on " in­
tertex tuality") will m ake it difficu lt for historians to link ideas with practices
and events. It may lead th em ta fall into the habit of supposing that more or
less fully worked out po litica l th eories must precede po litica l practices. In th e
Athenian ca se, democrati e practices were established weil before any (surviv­
ing) text discussed democracy in abstract terms. A second consequen ce is that
histori cal crises may come to be defined by dite per ception: When th e histo­
rian can show that contemporary int ellectuals agree d that a crisis was occ ur ­
ring , ar e wc th en to assum e that a rea l and gen eral crisis pertained? Fourth­
century B.C . Athens was long seen as beset by decl ine and disorder at least in
part because Plato, Isocra tes, et al. described it as such . The hypothesis th at
fourth-century Athe ns was cha racterized by a pervasive malaise is much
harder to sustain if wc look beyond the opinions of th e literary dite to th e
social and political conditions of Athenian citizen society as a whole.!"

T he "c limate ofintellectual opinion" ap proach is doubly prablematic in th e
Atheni an case . First , we possess few "lesser light" texts of th e sort that have
allowed stude nts of early modern politi cal th ou ght ta define in deta il the con­
text of th e major lum inaries of th e R enaissance . Moreover, as Jones pointed
out , we have a number of important classical texts criti ca l of democracy but no
surviving texts th at sym pathetically and systematically enunc iate the theory on
whi ch Athenian democr acy was predicated . If wc accept that in order to corn­

preh end how political vocabulary was employed in classica l Athen s wc must
read our surviving politica l text s conte xtually, as interventions in an on going
deb at e about politics, the q uestion necessarily arises : Who defined the other
side of th e dialogue? If Thucydides, Plato, and Aristotl e can be charac terized
as critics of dem ocracy, with whom were the y argu ing? T he ab sence of form ai
democr ati e thcory in th e text record has long bother ed classical historians of
ideas and has led to inventive efforts (e.g., by Eric A. H avelock and Cynthia
Farrar) to find expressions of democratie theory lurking in extant dite text s.
While in teresting as th eoretica l exer cises, these efforts are un satisfactory as
int ellectual history .!" The simplest hypothesis is th at ther e are no surviving
text s to expiain democratie theory becau se few such text s eve r existed . And

'" Cf: Meier 198-l. foru sing on the revolut ion of the conceptua l un iverse in the fifth cent ury
ILe . and the compa rison with the eighteent h ccn tury A.Il. Meier 1970 and RaaAaub 1985 are

good exa mples of the genre .
,:1 :\Iossé 1962, a boo k that rem ains fund am cnt ally import ant. noneth eless ten ds to focus on

decl ine and fall. T he issue of Athens' "d ecline" is not , one might poi nt out, identical to thar of the
"c risis of the polis."

,+ Ha velock 1957; Farrar 1988. Cf. my comme nts in C hap rer 9.
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one needn't travel far to find the reason for this lacun a: In Ath ens democratie
ideology so dominated the political landscap e that formai demo crati e theory
was otiose.! > The climate of opinion to which the authors of critical political
texts were responding was defined less by the reasoned positions of pro­
dem ocracy elite intellectuals than by democratie popular ideology and public
rhetoric.

To understand Ath enian politicalliterature we mu st extend our contextual
scope beyond th e circle of Ath ens' intellectual elite to explore th e linkage s
between public discourse, know ledge, and power. The idea that texts can fruit­
fully be read as products of complex matrices ofsocial relations that are in turn
form ed through the play of power !" helps to define the relationship between
Ath enian politi cal texts on th e one hand and the modes of discourse and the
social practices typical of Ath enian political society on the other. In short, the
historian canno t hope to understand Ath enian political texts outside the con­
text of their production , nor can he or she grasp the context without a prior
analysis of late fifth- through late fourth-ccntury Ath enian social practices,
politi cal ideology, and public speech.

I D EO LO G Y, P OLITICAL K :-:O\\'L ED G E, SPEE CH A CTS

In Mass and Elite I argued that Ath enian political ideology and significant as­
pects of Athenian social practice were formulated through , maintained by,
and revealed in the processes of public speech. Because Assembly and law­
court debates were particularl y impo rta nt forums, a careful reading of Ath e­
nian symbouleutic and dicanic rhetoric allows us to reconstitute in sorne de­
tail the tenets of the popular politi cal ideology of the very late fifth and fourth
century B.C. In brief summary, amo ng the central holdings of that ideology
wer e:

1. A belief in the autochthonous nature of the Athenians, their innate intellectua l

superiority vis-à-vis ail other peoples, and the necessity ofmaint ainin g the exclu­

sivity of the citizen!')';

2. An assumption that the ideal of political equality could be achievcd and main­

ta ined in the face of existing and legitimate social incquality;

3. A conviction that both consensus and freedom of public speech were desirable;

15 Although it is worth noting that Athenian dicanic (lawcourt) rhetoric may actually be more
"thcoretical" than olten realized, and may have funct ioned as a way of discussing democrat ie
values in abstract as weil as pragmatic rerms; sec, for exarnple, Chapter 7. 1 hope ta pursue this
notion in more detail in futur e studies.

16 This approach to power is particular ly associated with Michel Foucault ; see Foucault 1979
and 1980a, and the essays collected in Foucault 1980b. It is worth no ting, however, tha t in his own
late work on Greek society (Foucault 1986), which focuses on how prescriptive ph ilosophical and
medical texts "prob lemat ized' sexuality, Foucault made what E, Sa id (1988, 8) has called a "par­
ticular and overde terrnined shifi from the political to the personal.'
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4. A belief in the superior wisdom of dec isions made collectively by large bodies of

citizens;

5. A presu mption that elites were simultaneously a danger to democra cy and indis­

pensable to the political decision-making proccss.

The general acceptance by most Athenians of these ideological premises al­
lowed demo cratie Ath ens to work in practice, as a society and as astate.
Ideology mediated betwcen the reality of social inequality and the goal of
political equality, and thereby arbitrated class tensions that e1sewhere in
Greece led to pr otracted and destructive civil wars. It provided a role for e1ite
lead ership within a political system that was based on frequent publi c expres­
sions of the collective will. But it also required elite leaders to remain closely
attuned to popular conce rns and prevent ed the formation of a cohesive ruling
e1ite within the citizen body.

In democratie Athe ns there was no very meanin gful separa tion between the
realms of politics, political society (citizenry), and government. In the Athenian
democracy, maj or government decision makin g (by boulë,Assembl y, lawcourts,
and boards of nomothetai, or "Iawgivers") was legitimate specifically becau se it
was political. And thus there was no meaningful separation between sup­
posedly objective and scientific truths of the sort used (so we are told) by mod­
ern political rulers when making "serious" decisions, and the subjective politi­
cal truths of the sort modern politicians find it expedient to present to the
citizenry during e1ections and occasional plebiscites. In Athens, the general
understanding he1d by the citizenry regarding the nature of society was the
same understanding employed by decision-making bodies in formul atin g gov­
ernment policy for deployment in the real world . For most Athenians, the
shocking "postmodern" conclusion that all knowledge is political (i.e., impli­
cated in relations of power) was simply a tru ism; neither the possibility nor the
normative desirability of apolitical forms of knowledge about society or its
members ever entered the ordin ary Athenian's head.' ?

In the decades after the Peloponnesian War , this re1ationship between ideol­
ogy and political power pro vided the grounds for a remarkably stable socio­
political order. Athenian democracy was not founded on a formai constitution
or on a set of metaph ysicall ont ologicall epistemological certa intics, but rath er
was und ergirded by a socially an d politically constructed "regime of truth"
(i.e., an intcgrated set of assumptions about wha t is right, prop er, and truc).18 1

17 Definition of postmodern: Hoy 1988. T he modern horror at the politicizat ion of knowledge is
perh aps still best summed up in Orwell 1949; note that in O rwell's dystopia there remain s a
distinction between ideology (2 + 2 = 5) and brute reality (2 + 2 = 4), a distinction that is
recognized by the rulers of society.

IH Fouca ult 1980b, 131: "Each society has its régime oftruth, its 'general politics' of trut h: tha t
is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as tr ue; the mechanisms and in­
stances which enable one to distinguish tru e and false statements, the means by which each is
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pr opose calling that regime "democratie knowledge." The existence and pr ac­
tical functioning of democratie knowledgc depend ed on the implicit willing­
ness of most citizens to accept the political verities they lived by as "constative"
(by which 1 mean that political and social "truths" were brought into being by
felicitously performed speech acts) rath er than as absolutes denoted by a tran­
scendent natural or divine order. The authority of the demos was legitimated
neither by "divine right" nor by "natural right"-which distingu ishes it from
the domi nant early-modern and Enlighten ment European explanations of
sovereignty.

T he Athenian political order was grounded in democratie knowledge. And
democratie knowledge was predicated, in the language of]. L. Austin's speec h­
act theory, on the "conventional effect of a conventional procedure" rath er
than on an objective, mctaph ysical, or "natural" view of social reality; it was
created and re-created through collective practices of publi c communication,
rather than given by an externa l authority or discovered through intellectual
effort. In the terminology of semiotics, democratie knowledge did not need to
suppose that signifiers attached directly, perman ent ly, or naturally to referents,
only that signifiers point ed to commonly acccpted codes and socially consti­
tuted meanings. T his democrat ie and (in modern philosophical terms) prag­
matie position allowed the Athenians to avoid the epistemological traps (and
the political ugliness they can enta il) of value-free relativism on the one hand,
and positivist absolutism on the other.

Athenian political culture was specifically based on collective opinion,
rath er than on objcctivcly verifiable, scicntific tru ths. By th is 1 do not mean
that the Athenians supposed that their collective opinion could cause the sun
to rise in the west, or alter other "bru te" physical facts. But thel' regarded
social facts as conventional and political, not as homologous to the brute facts
of nature. !? T he expression edoxe toi dëm ôi-r-"it appeared right to the citizenry"
that such-and-such should be the ease-defines the democratie approach to
the relationship between social knowledge, decision , and action. A politics
based on common opinion can be built from the bottom up, and potentially
allows for the integration of "local knowledges" (e.g., the spec ifie pr actices of
village, cult, or fami ly life) within the broad er cornmunity of the polity. As a
result of the complex struc ture of Athenian political institutions, there was a
constant give-and-take berween cente r and periphery, between specifie local
understandings, local critics, and the generalized polis-wide democratie ideo­
logy.2o T his "system" (keeping in mind that it was not designed by any

sanctioned; the techniques and pro cedures accorded value in the acquisition of tru th; the sta tus of
those who are charged with saying what counts as true."

19 Brute versus social facts: Sea rle 1969, 50-53. with the comments of Perrey 1990, 59-69.
20 Local knowledge (as a possible source of criticism and resistance): Foucault 1980b, 80-85.

Cornplexity of the "gramma r' of Athenian institutions: Hansen 1989b.
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single authority, nor en tirely ra tional in its workings) integrated Athenian pro­
cesses of discussion and decision into a public way of knowing about society
that was simu ltaneo usly a way of being a citizen, doing politics, and making
po licy.

The Athenian sociopo litical order was rcla tively stab le becau se of the inte­
grative tendencies and deep-rootedn ess of popu lar ideology. Ideological equi­
libr ium allowed the Athen ians the luxury of a degree of epistemic con tinuity
adequate to provide a basis for collective decision making- Assemblymen and
jurors employed as the pr emises of their delibe ratio ns opinions that were gen­
erally accepted as valid by the citizenry as a whole. Yet , in practice, the de­
mocracy was flexible, dialectical, and revisable. The frequ en t meetings of As­
sembly and people's courts allowed (even requ ired) contrasting, critical views
to be aired publicly, and this process in turn periodically forced constative
mean ings (the assumptions used in decision making) ta cha nge in response to
changing external circumstances. T hus democrati e knowledge evolved over
time (sometimes very rapidly) without pr ecipitating a poli tical revolution .
M eanwhile, democratie ideo logy and institutio nal procedure allowed for pr ac­
tical decisiveness: reaso nably intelligent , bind ing (although open to legal chal­
lenge at the initiative of any individual citizen) decision s on internai matt ers
an d foreign policy were made in the Assembly by the Athenian demos in the
absence of ruling elites, a genuine consensus, or com plete an d objectively veri­
fiable scientific knowledge about de tails of political affairs.F '

T he complex relationships between democ ra tie knowledge, social practice,
and critical political writing are, 1 bclieve, clarified by Austinian speec h-act
theory. Austin argued that speec h is not only descriptive, but also performative.
1'0 the linguistic categories oflocution (speec h itself) and perlocution (the effect
of speec h on an audience ), Austin added "illocution" - the intended force of
speech that enables speakers to do thin gs in the world. Austin showed that in
ordinary language, description and enac tment are not easily separated. T he
constative role of speec h (to state what is sol is in practice inseparable from and
a product of speec h's illocution ary , performative function (to make something
happen). If description is a subcategory of performan ce, then the production of
meaning and "tru th" is a social process, acco mp lished by "fclicitous" speec h
performances that are necessa rily carrie d out within the context of accepted
social and linguistic conven tions. Sandy Petrey, who applies Austinian theory to
the study of literature, point s out that these conventions are revisable: to the
degree that they are politically determined, conven tions can be contested , or
even overthr own by revolutionary action. But once again , even in the midst of a
revolution , people do communica te. For speec h to act, for human commu nica­
tion to be possible, conventions of sorne sort mu st pertain.ê? Returning to

2 1 T he sheer volume of politica l business done in this mann er is overw helm ing . Hansen (199 1,
156) suggcsts that sorne 30,000 decrees of the Assembly were passed in the per iod 403- 322.

2 2 Austin 1975. Exactly how specch-act theory deals with reference has thus bee n the subject of
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Ath ens, wc can now sec how the citizens enacted social, legal, and political
realities when they voted in the Assembly and lawcourts: that which edoxe tôi
dëmôi was constituted as tru c, for all social and po litical intents and purposes,
th rou gh felicitously performed acts of collective decision and proclamation.
Wh en the Assembly votes for war with Spa rta, astate of war is caused to come
into existence by the Assembly's proclam ation ; when the j ury votes that Socra­
tes is guilty, he is constituted a guilty man .

In speech-act theory, as in intellectual history, context takes center stage.
The successful performance of a speec h act depends on existing social, politi­
cal, and linguistic protocols: a courting couple would not be ma de man and
wife by a child 's proclam ation that they were so; a judge 's state ment does
thin gs that a child 's does not do because it is performed within the con text of a
set of conventions that are accepted as valid by the part icipants.s'' The felicity
of the speec h act is demonstrated by perlocutionary efTects: the subsequent
behavior of the relevant members of society. If, afte r the ceremony, our hypo­
thetical couple acts like a married couple and is treated as a ma rr ied couple by
their society, we may say that the act of the j udge who said "1 pronoun ce you
man and wife" was felicitous. And likewise in the case of a decla ra tion of war
by the Ath enian Assembly or the conviction of Socrates. T hus the felicity of an
illocutionary speec h act is context-dependent and sociopolitically determined.

But wha t of the situa tion in which a speech act is felicitous within a local
subco mmu nity, and infelicitous in the larger community, as in the case of a
homosexual couple who enac t a marriage ceremonyi'-? This potent ial conflict
between "local" an d "national" spheres was not discussed by Austin, but it is
imp ort ant for the histor ical ana lysis of critical discourse as resistan ce. The act
of performing a speec h act that the speaker knows will be infclicitous within
the larger com munity can be rea d as an intenti onal act of resistan ce.ê>

an ongoing deba re, notably be tween J . Derr ida (1988) and ]. Sea rle (e.g., 1969, 1977), bath of
wham owe much ta Austin 's wor k and criticize certain aspects of il. The interpretat ion of Austin 1
ad vance here is very close ta that en unci ated by Perrey (1988, 1990). Petrey ernphasizes the
br eakdown of the distinction between con stativ e and perfor mative bu t also po ints out that Austin
tend ed ta und erestimate the ro le of politics in the construction of the conve nt ions that permit
speech acts ta perform felicitously.

23 T his is explained by Austin's R ules A.I and A.2 (1975, 13-1 4, 26- 35). A. I: " [In arder for a
speec h act ta be felicitously pe rform ed,] there must exist an accepted conve ntional procedu re
having a certain conve ntio na l effect, the pro cedure ta include the utte ring of certain words by
certa in persans in ce rtain circ urnsta nces." A.2 : "T he particular persans and circumstances in a

given case mu st be ap propriate for the invocation of the pa rt icular procedure invoked."
n 1 owe this hypothetical example ta C ha rles H ed rick.
25 No te that felicity here is clea rly sepa ra te from the issue of "sincerity" and "cornprehen­

sibility." The two gay persans were pr esurnably sincere in their int ent ion ta be married. Wh at they
inte nde d is more or less comprehensible ta members of the wider cornmuni ty, but their ac t was
no netheless infelicitous in the context of the wider communi ty, which does not acknowledge the
valid ity of the statu s cha nge asserted by the ccremo ny.
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The act brings the conventions valid within the local community into overt
conftict with the conventions of the larger society and thus exposes the partial
and socially constructed nature of the broader context. This exposure is dan­
gerous (and thu s meaningful as an act of resistan ce) because it cha llenges the
tendency of the larger society to equate convention with human nature (in
Greek term s, nomos with phusis), to see social facts as brute facts. Likewise, the
promulgation of a system of knowing about society that a thin ker recognizes
will not be accepted by most within his community can be read as resistance to
the dominant system of power and knowledg e.é''

An "Austinian" analysis of politics may help us to understand why tradi­
tional Marxist theory , with its essentialist commitment to the basic reality of
economie and historical "laws," has been un able to explain the continued
viability of capitalist societies in the face of the "contradictions" implicit in
cap italist production: contradictions and class interests must not only be "re­
vealed," they must be fe1icitously performed if they are to have perlocutionary
effects. Applying Austin to politics leads to an emphasis on political power as
control of the mean s of syrnbolic pr odu ction . It points to rhetori c as a form of
political action , and to criticism of discursive context as a central project of
political theorizing: those in power seek to create and ma intain a stable context
in which rhetori cal statements by appropriate spea kers will act in predictable
ways; theorizin g this relation ship points out the contingency of the context in
question and thu s the possibility for major revisions in what speec h acts will be
felicitous and who will be an app ropri ate speaker. If, in a democracy (unlike
most other forms of government), political power (i.e., the cont rol of the means
of symbolic production) is at least potentially discontinuous with economie
power (i.e., the control of the means of economie production), then the sort of
approach 1 am advocating might be particularly weil suited to the historical
study of demo cracy and its critics.2 7 In Athen s, where the ordinary people held
political power, memb ers of the wealthy e1ite cou ld be genuine political critics.

In Mass andElite 1 attempted to define the conventions whereby the debates
and proclamations performed in the Assernbly and cour troom could and did
"do things" within Athenian society. In trying to und erstand the re1ationships
of power between d ites and masses of ordin ary citizens it is imp ortant to de­
cide whether those conventions wcre the product of dite or demotic discourse.
Was demo cratie knowledge simply a form of false consciousness or mystifica­
tion that enabled an dite to control and exploit the lower classes of citizens?28
1 argue to the contrary, that the sociopolitical conventions dominant in late

26 Cf. ~1cC lelland 1989.
27 By "traditional Marxi st theory," 1 mean studies that focus on economie production and

deemph asize the state and idcology, e.g., G . A. Co hen 1978. Other forms of'Marxist analysis(e.g.,
that of A. Gr amsci, F.J ameson, 1'. Eagleton, and L. Althusser) do, of course, focus attention on
politics and ideology.

2H Cf. Eagleton 1991: 29-30, ideology types four and live.
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fifth- and four th-century Ath ens were the product of a histor ical development
whereby the citizen masses dejined themselves as Demos and the Athcnian politi­
cal orde r as dëmokratia .èv As a result of this process, the demo s ga ined control of
the publi c language employed in classical Athenian political deliberations,
Thus the primary context for fe1icitous spee ch performance in Athens was
defined by popul ar, not elite, ideology. And hence democratie knowledge an d
demotic social conventions sought to extend a form of rhetor ical and even
epistemological hegemony over ail members of Athenian citizen society, in­
cluding the d ites.

T he hegemony of popular ideology and publi c discourse was the basis of
Athens' political ord er. Ath ens was a demo cracy, not j ust becau se the ordinary
citizen had a vote, but because he was a part icipan t in maintaining a political
culture and a value system that constitute d him the political equal of his d ite
neighbo r. Throu gh pu blicly performed speech acts, democratie institutions
were implicated in an ongoing process of defining and red efining the tru ths
used in political decision-making and of assimilating local knowledges into an
overa rching democratie knowledge. It was that process and that overa rching
knowledge that e1ite Athenian critics sought to expose as problema tic.

P OWER A :\"D R ESIST A:\"C E

T ho ugh my respect and admira tion for certa in aspects of the Athenian politi­
cal regime are by new clear, it is obvio usly essential to avoid adulatio n. Accept ­
ing that ideology is an important part of histor ical context, socialist theorists
since Anto nio Gramsci have emphasized the roles ofideology (often defined as
the ideas of the dominant classes) and cultural hegemony in obscuring "objec­
tive" material interests and in prom oting stability within repressive regimes, a
stability that primarily benefits the ruling class.ê? Wh eth er or not we adopt
Gramscian categories, it is clear that the Athenian citizen did benefit mat e­
rially from the democratie regime in ways denied to noncitizens."! T hus, even
if she accepts that demotic values ope rated to contro l the behav ior of and to
limit exploitation by elites unthin the society of the citizens, a modern critic
might weil argue that Athenian society as a whole was elitist, unju st, and un at­
tractive, by defining what 1 have described as "democratie knowledge" as a
hegemonie ideology that maintained the privileged position of a min ority pop­
ula tion of native-born , adult males at the expense of oppressed noncitizens.V

2!J For "capital-D" Demos, as the whole of the " irnagined" citizen!')', see C hap ter 8.
:lO Eagleton 1991 ofler s an overview; on cultural hegemony, 1 have found Fernia 1981 partie­

ular ly useful.
:1I E.g., by his virtual monopoly on the right ta own land (and thu s ta secure loans on land),

and ta be paid for variaus form s of govern ment service. The ad vantages of citizenship were
multi plied during the imperial era (Finley 1985b , 76-109), but were always conside rab le.

:l2 See Chapter Il for further discussion of the issue of social ju stice.
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How would an Athenian critic have responded to this line of reason ing?
Plato famo usly suggested (Rep. 562 b- 563c) that the excessively liberating ten­
dencies of democratie culture extended weil beyond the citizen body, to
women , slaves, and even domesticat ed animais (cf. Ps.-Xenophon, Ath. Pol.
1.10-12). And in the Ecclesiazusae, Aristoph anes comically turned over control
of the Ath en ian state to citizcn-womcn. It mu st, however, be said that on the
whole, Athenian critics of democracy (at least those who wrote texts that sur ­
vive) were only peripherally conce rne d with the oppression of noncitizens. Al­
though they were not primarily conce rne d with the problem of noncitizen
oppression , various Athenian critics of democracy were concerne d with show­
ing that democratie ideology was a sort of mystificat ion that obscure d truths
about the world -truths that were historically objective (T hucydides), natural
(Aristotle), or transcendental (Plato). The att empt to establish disjunctions be­
tween knowledges founded on these various forms of "real" truth and derno­
cratic knowledge, with its emphasis on socially construc ted truth , played a key
role in Athenian political criticism. Thus, although the Ath enian cr itics were
far from "politically correct" by an y conceivable modern (or postmodern ) stan­
dard , docum ent ing an d assessing the success of their diverse and sustained
criticism of knowledgc-as-power might contribute to current political debates
by establishing that literary resistance to political power need not be futile.:B

Athen ian critical texts may therefore be extrcmely imp ort ant subjec ts even for
students of political history and theory who rema in utt erly unconvinced by the
ideas devcloped in those texts.

If critical resistance ta dëmokratia was not ultimateiy futile, neither was it easy.
For the pr ospective Ath enian author of a text systema tically critical of dcmo­
cratic culture (as opposed to the local critic of democratie practice), the issue
was not how best to describe "what is functionally or instrument ally wrong
with how this regime works." Rather , faced with the democratie tendency to
monopolize the terminology of politics, he confronted the more basic problem
of finding a vocabulary and a literary genre capa ble of being adapted to the
expression of his criticism.>' How to break free of the equation between de­
mocracy and legitim ate political rule ? How to explain why a rational reade r
should not find Ath ens' political system any more attractive than does the
writer? How to articulate an alternative politics that the reader couId be per­
suaded to prefer and (perhaps) actively to support?

:l:l Cf. criticism of Foucaulr 's lack of a ttentio n 10 the prob lem of resistance : T aylor 1986;
Said 1986; \\'olin 1988. T here is a growing interest among students of Foucault's work 10 point
out tha t he did in fact accou ru for resistan ce, especially in his later work; see, for example, Go r­
don 199 1. For Foucault himself on the problcm of resistance, sec, for cxarnple, 1981; 1991,
82-86.

:14 il will be clear by now thar 1 disagree with the theory (of, e.g., Loraux 1986) tha t Athenian
dernocracy itself was subverted by the cont inued power of aristocratie diseour se; see Ob er 1989b,
289-92.
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M odern political theory might seem to sugges t that the obv ious start ing
point for the Ath enian critic of democracy was the issue of sovereignty : "Who
ac tua lly rules and in whose interest?" versus "Who should rule and in whose
int erest?" But th e ugliness of the oligarchie govern me nts of 4 11 an d 404, re­
gimes th at in fact attempted to nar row the criteri a for citizenship in Ath en s,
may have tended to enco ur age late fifth- and carly fourth-century critics to
seek other lines of approac h .V' Alth ou gh Aristotle was crucially interested in
th e qu estion of who did and sho uld constitute the political authori ty, Plato
focused on the source of popular authority: dem ocratie knowledge itself. H e
offered a fund am ental cha llenge to dem ocracy by bringing into qu estion the
basic assumpt ions on whi ch democrat ie knowledge rested ; he questione d th e
validity of mass wisdom as a basis for judgment, the efficacy of publi c rhetoric
as a prelude to decision making, and the felicity of the speech ac ts perfo rm ed
by public bodies. A second line of approach , emphasized espec ially by Thu­
cydides, was to query the nature and fun ction of th e dernos ' kratos- namely,
pol itical power itself Given the inter rela tionship of knowledge and power ,
th ese two approaches can be seen as closely relat ed ; an at tac k on democrat ie
kno wledge underm ined the demos' kratos, and an attack on the nature of or use
of kratos by the demos might in turn destabilize dem ocratie knowledge.

Before the Athenian critic of democracy could offer an alte rnative to de rno­
cratic knowledge and pract ice, he had first to identify a point d'appui th at would
be recognized by his int ended readers (proba bly elite, but not necessarily anti ­
dem ocratie) as legitimate. The problem was mos t frequently addressed by at­
tempting ta exploit the audience's recogn ition of incon gruities within the ma­
trix of assumptions and values that consti tuted dem ocratie knowledge (as in
the Soc ratic elenchus) or of contra dictions between democratie ideals and the
outcome of democratically arrived-at decisions (e.g., Thucydides' acco unt of
the Mytilcn ian Debate). Closely relat ed was the search for new genres in whi ch
criticism could ad equ ately be expressed . Finding a gap , or a "lack of fit," in
dem ocratie kno wledge, an d developing (or ad apting) a liter ary genre suita ble
to the exploitat ion of incon sistencies, were difficult tasks in light of the democ­
racy's hegem onie tendency to obscure contradic tions and its close relation ship
to the existing genres of dr am a and public oratory.êf Var iou s solutions, only
gesture d at here, were devised by indi vidu al authors in the last decad es of the
fifth, and espec ially in the fourth , century.

In the sho rt pamphlet entitled The Constitution ofAthens, Ps.-X enophon took
as his point d'appui the gap between the "rea l" int erests of the elite and the
interests protected by the dem ocratie regim e. Employing the trope of irony, he
worked within (and perhap s originated) an editorial genre : a here-and-now

:n T he centra lity of the issue of sovereignty in modern theory is, in any event , largely an
art ifact of the politica l conditions of early modern Europe; see Chapter 8.

:<6 Cr. ü ber and St rauss 1990.
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discussion of actua l political action and policy that freely employed the existing
langu age of the democracy, and that allowed the logic of the democracy to
"speak for itself." In the hands of this author , at least, editorial irony proved
problematic. Ps.-Xenoph on 's irony seems unable to stand up against the dern­
ocratic discourse he introduccs into his text. The read er cornes ta feel that the
author has nothing better to offer than the system that he daims he will not
praise, but evidently cannot hclp admiring. Not surprisingly (to those who take
the power of ideology seriously), the tact ic of allowing the vocabulary of demo­
cratic discourse and the assumptions of the dominant democratie ideology free
rein in the text leads to a general collapse of the intended force of the autho r's
criticism.

Thucydides took over from Herodotus the embryonic genre wc cali histo­
riograph y, and gave it a definitively political and critical stamp. By d aiming to
have reconstructed the "real" meaning and objective causes of the dram atic
course of events that began in the mid-430s, Thucydides attempted to demon­
strate the comparative ignoran ce and foolishness of the collectivities that made
Athenian policy, as weil as the incompetence of the democratie politicians who
misled the masses and were misled by them in turn. Thucydides' political
history sets up a contest between his austere, seemingly objectively based, his­
torical way of knowing and ernotion-laden, hopelessly contingent democratie
knowledge; between his difficult, closely argu ed written text and the easy­
listening, illogical orations of Athenian politicians; between his readers, who
were in the pr occss of being educated in the complexity of political realia, and
Athenian Assemblyrn en , who thought only of power and their own pleasure.
The narrative describes the horr ors attendant upon the confrontation between
the great force (dunamis) generated and wielded by a dëmokratia and the stub­
born, brute realities of a protracted war.

For Aristophanes, genre was less of a problem , since the forms of comedy
were weil established. Moreover , the comic poet 's audience expected him to
criticize Athenian society. In Ecclesiazusae Aristophanes takes as his point of
departure a comic "alternate Athens" an d the incongruity between politically
constituted identiti es and perceptible referents. He asks a funny question that
has profound critical bite: could Athenian wornen be constituted "males" if
the Assernbly enacted a decree that they, rath er than biological men, were ta
have the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship? The play exposes the
contradiction between Athenian belief in the power of the citizenry ta consti­
tute political realities by legal enactment on the one hand, and in the na tu­
ralness of a world in which men alone were ernpowered political agents on
the other .

Plato took the debate over politics ta a more exalted plan e. In the Republiche
shifts from Socratic elenchus (in book 1), a form of deba te tha t assumes an
interloeutor with real opinions (i.e., an organic connection to the ideological
context) and that owed something ta Athenian traditions ofpublic debate, ta a
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new generic vanauon of the dialogue form (in books 2-10).37 In the later
books, Socrates expounds to students a metaphysical and ontol ogical argu ­
ment for a utopi an , authoritari an political order ruled by a class of ph iloso­
phers who had "left the Cave" and so had gained a rigorous and accurate
knowledge of reality. This approach enables Plato to work out a positive politi­
cal pro gram based on a formai distinction between mere opinion (doxa) and
actual knowledge (epistemë). Viewed from the perspective of the Republic's on­
tological epistemo logy, the problem was not merely tha t democrat ie knowl­
edge failed to account for objective facts accessible to the careful observer (per
Thucydides). Rather, the problem was that dem ocracy's daims to be a legiti­
mate way of knowin g about society and a just system for making decisions
were false because it had no way of testing appea rances by reference to an
externa l, metaphysical Truth (i.e., the Forms). A political regime based on
mass opinion (the lowest sort of doxa) was thus not only likely to be sioppy in its
judgments and capricious in its behavior , it was also wrongly constructed by
definition . The entire performative pro cess of the speech act is ruled out of
court and rep laced by a reference-based morality.Justice becomes a fixed and
absolute standard. Politics becomes a mat ter of foundation (an unrevisable
althou gh not indestructib le order is built on the foundation of Truth), rather
than a matter of practice (a revisable ord er exists in the action of felicitously
doin g).

Isocrates' point d'appui in the Areopagiticus is his fellow Athcnians' nostalgia for
the better conditions widely assumed to have pert ained in the days of their
ancestors. His approach is in sorne ways similar to that of Ps.-Xenophon in
that he adopts the overtly democratie genre of symbouleutic ora tory and bor­
rows political language from democratie ideology. But like Thucydides and
other Athe nian s involved in the "a ncestra l constitution" (patriospoliteia) debate,
he employs a "historical" perspective. His ostensible goal is to recuperate
Ath ens' pr istine and an cient form of governm ent and society-which turns
out ta be a highly hierarc hica l and paternalistic system that he specifically
names dëmokratia. In appropriating genre, vocabu lary, and nam e from the re­
gime he intended to criticize, Isocrates demonstrates an audacious pride. He is
confident that his rhetorical technë will allow him to transubstant iatc dcmo­
cra tic political slogans into an essentially aristocratie system of political values.

In term s of genre and critical stance (as in other ways), Aristotle's Politics is a
work ofsynthesis. His point of departure is human nature. The final goal of the
text (as we have it) is ta derive the best possible regime from widely aecept ed
postulates about human nature. Whi le granting democracy a relatively high
level of instrumental success in the regulation of class tension and recognizing
the validity of mass wisdom in certa in sorts of decision making, Aristotle's

:.7 1owe this insight into the distinction between the literary forrns taken bv boo k 1 and books
2- 10 to a pa per by :\Ia,,· Blundell, delivercd a t Pr inceton Un iversity in March 1992 .



HO\\' TO CRITICIZE DDIOCRACY 159

teleological naturalism allows him to conclude that workers simply cannot
achieve tru e political virtue. The citizens of the best polis will thu s naturally
have to be an association of leisured aristocrats , thereby obviating the need to
solve the intractable problem of proportionate equalities. The citizens' formai
and normative educa tion will ensure that decision making is based on formally
rational "practical reasoning" (rather than dem ocratie knowledge) and th at
their society, having achieved th e telos toward which the polis naturally was
tending, will not require revision .

Even after a much fuller exposition of the content of Athenian political
criticisms than 1 have sketched here, we will be left with two supremely diflicult
qu estions: What were these texts meanttada-what was their intended efTect on
readers? And what did theyda-what practical efTect did they have on the form
or content of Ath en ian demo cracy? The general term "critic" covers a broad
range of intentions. Are we dealing with an irreconcilabl e enemy of the dem o­
cratic order , or a democrat who believes that current practice is inconsistent
with the highest democratie ideals? 1 would tend to pu sh Ps.-Xen ophon and
Plata in the dir ection of the first category, Aristophanes toward the second,
and leave Thucydid es, Isocr ates , and Aristotle somewhere in between. But
att empting to fix authors on a hypoth etical political spec trum is haz ardous:
Ath en ian politi cal texts are complex and multivocal; the iIlocution ary force of
a critical text need not be limited to the hortatory, admonitory, subversive, or
openly revoluti onary. Aristophanes (for one) manages to fit aIl of these voices
and more into the scope of a short play.

The lines of communication between elite critics and the demos, between
those partially outside and those wh o remained comfortably within the bounds
of the democratie regime, remain obscure.ê" Yct our current inability to tra ce
simple cause-efTect relation ships between text and political cha nge does not (in
and of itself) invalidate the propo sition that criticism is a precondition to revi­
sion. It ha s often been pointed out that Plat o' s utopia in the Republic cou Id
never have been realized in the real world. But the "prac tical" workability of
theoretical notions is beside the point. By describing a hyp oth etical counter­
regime or a counter-knowledge, based on a set of counter-tru ths, the critical
theorist hclped to establish and main tain a discursive space outside the domi­
nant regim e. The literary speec h act performed felicitously within the society
of elite intellectuais might or might not ultimately achieve felicity within th e
broader political society of Ath ens. The ac tua l efTect on dem ocrati e practice of
a given author's criticism can seldo m, if ever, be measured. But just as the
Assembly brought into being a particular reality through the performative act
of enunc iating a psëphisma (decree), so the critic expanded the ground in which
resistan ce to ideology was po ssible and fundame ntal cha nge conceivable, And

3B Cf. Chapter 7. 1 hope ta explore th is issue in futur e work on the theoretical content of oth er
Athenia n dican ic orations; see abo ve, note 15.
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thus (perhaps unwittingly) the critic helped to guarantee the potential re­
visability of the democrat ie regime through the perform ative act of construc t­
ing an altern ative political paradigm. Once again, a comparison ta Marxist
theory mal' be instructive. Wh ether or not the theorist succeeds in changing
society in accordance with her own ideals, she provides conceptuai resour ces in
the form of original and challenging uses of existing terminology. Those cul­
tur al resources mal' be found useful even by advocates of cha nge who rej ect
the substance of the theorist's argument in that they help to make (or keep)
thinkable the possibility of a world profoundly differen t from the one we now
inhabi t.

Finally, what does the phenomenon of criticism of democracy in late fifth­
and fourth -century Ath ens have to tell us about critics of mod ern demo cracy?
Does the history ofAthens lead us to conclude that conservat ive complaints on
the subjects of "democra tie hegemony" and popular culture should be read as
part of a grand trad ition of resistance? Should the conserva tive critic ofdernoc­
racy therefore be regarded as a parti cularly admirable, even essential, feature
of modern politicallife? This would be the case onty if mod ern societies were
democratie in an Athenian sense of the term , that is, if the mass of ordina ry
citizens maint ained an active control over most aspec ts of ideology, public
discourse, governmental institutions, and the political agenda. Given the sov­
ereign authori ty of the modern state, the thinness of modern practices of citi­
zenship, and the top-down structure of mass communications and media, the
idea tha t the citizenry could exert any sort of hegemony in a modern liberal
democracy seems, on the face of it, chimerical.

Yet the notion that "dernocracy" once did and still should mean "the power
of the people" is remarkab ly stubborn. And that notion mal' provide exactly
the point d'appui needed by the truly essential critics of modern democracy:
those who refuse to accept that ever-expa nding, hierarchical governmental
and corpo ra te power (and the knowledges they produce) are an inevitable and
natural outgrowth of social complexity-or that they are desirable for a citi­
zenry that hopes to live in a society cha rac terized by justice, freedom, dignity ,
and equality. Given the residual revisability of democratie culture, it is perh aps
not excessively utopian to hop e that criticisms by educated elites of "derno­
cratic hegemony" might , sorne day in the futur e, once again be read as pro­
ductive form s of resistan ce.
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THE POLIS AS A SOCIETY: ARISTOTLE,

JOHN RAWLS, AND THE ATHENIAN

SOCIAL CONTRACT

InJuly of 1992, Mogens Hansen hosted a symposium in Copenh agen on "T he Ancient

Greek Cit y-State." Paper topics were assigned in advance by Hansen with the aim of

defining sorne of the out standing problems associated with employing "polis" as a de­

scriptiv e term and as a category of analysis. 1 was asked to discuss "the polis as a

society"; my pap er was intended to contrast with \Volfgan g Schuller 's assessment of

"the polis as a state." \Ve were all asked, in writ ing our papers and comments, to keep in

mind the passage from Aristotle with which my essay begins. 1 am grateful to the other

parti cipant s at the Copenh agen symposium for comments and suggestions. Spec ial

thanks ar e due to Barry Strauss for his thoughtful form ai commentary and ta Mogens

Hansen for the chance ta cont inue our dialogu e. My difference with Hansen over

Aristotle's definition of polis is in part attributable to my "unitarian" conviction that

books 1 and 2 of the Politics should be read in conjunction with the rest of the text as it

has come down to us.

Once 1 had und ertak en the prc!iminary work of devclop ing contextually meaningful

definitions for the terms "sta te" and "society," it becam e clear that Aristotle used the

term "polis" in two senses: as a comrnunity of citizens (a "politico-polis") and as a

community including those resident s of a clearly defined territory who were not citizens

(a "gee-polis"). The main argument of the paper is that these two senses of "polis" did

not rem ain and could not have remained herm etically sealed off from one another.

Both in actual state pr acticc and in Greek political theory, the tangled rclationship

between the political society of citizens and the whole society, between the publ ic and

the private spheres of activity and ideo logy, was a central political issue. Moreover ,

in Aristotlc's theory of politics, the state / society pr oblem quickly and necessarily (given

his pr emises) become s enmeshed with an assessment of Athenian (or Athenian-style)

demo cracy.

Aristotle begins with a few simple postulates: (1 ) human society origina tes as a collec­

tion of those natural nucl ear families (including slaves in at least sorne cases) inhabiting

a certa in are a, and (2) hum ans are by nature political beings-they have a natural

impul se to perform the function s of citizens (i.e., to rule and to be ruled in turns-

Th is essay was first published in Mogens H. Hansen, ed., TheAncient Greek City-State, Historisk­
filosofiske Meddelelser 67 = Acts of the Copenhagen Polis Centre, vol. 1 (Copenhagcn: Royal
Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, 1993), 129- 60.
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which is why [3] political society is not a family writ large) within (4) a polis, which is the

mo st natural, in that it is the smallest autarkic and largest "eudaimonic" form ofhuman

organization . In the simplest model of the natural society, then, every human being

would act as a citizen in a polis. This was (in Aristotle's experience) nowhere the case,

and he explains why: Among certain categories of human s, the impulse to citizenship is

"sho rt-circuited" by psychol ogical deficiencies. Aristotle explains (in ways that are noto­

riou sly unsatisfactory to many modern readers, including myse!f) that children, women,

and "n atural" slaves cannot be, and should not want to be, citizens.

Aristotle's psycholo gical process of redu ction leaves, as natural citizens, ail free, na ­

tive, adult males (most of them "heads of hous eh olds"). Ignoring for the moment the

status of atimoi (see Chapter 7), it is just this subgroup of society that , in an Ath enian­

style democra cy, enjoyed citizenship. In Ath ens, then, the two sets "natural citizens"

and "actual citizens" were essentially identical. And thu s Athenian- style democracy

should be the mo st natural form of government for the most natural form of human

political organi zation . The proposition can be tested empirically: As the most natural

form ofpolitical society, democracy should be (by Aristotle's lights) the mo st stable. In

other political societies, ones in which significant numbers of natural citizens were de­

nied actual citizenship , we should expe ct to find evide nce of conside rable tension and

unrest, as the demands of nature contested for dominance with established political

culture . And this, in the empirical sections of the Politics, turns out to be the case: the

problem of civil unrest istasis'; is frequently caused or exacerbated by the actions of

un enfranchised natural citizens. Democra cy is, according to Aristotle , both more stable

than oligarchy and more likely to arise in conditions pertainin g in his own time . Mu ch

of the interest of the Polltics, from my perspective, lies in Aristotle's att empt to work

himse!f around the logic of his own argume nt: although both tcleological logic and

empirical evidence suggested ta him that democracy was the mo st stabl e, mo st natural,

and therefore mo st desirabl e form of commonly existing polis government , Aristotl e

was certainly not read y to accept tha t democra cy on the Ath enian mode! was the best

form of politic s that Creeks could aspire to , or even the best they could reasonably hop e

to encounter.

The essay's second major concern returns to issues raised in Chapter 3. There 1

argued that classical Ath ens was at once stable and democratie, but 1 intentionally

skirted the issue of whether classical Athens should be regarded by a modern liberal

interpreter as an attractive society. Here 1 att empt to face the latter que stion more

squarely: what is the moral standing of Athens as a state and as a society? Answerin g

this qu estion requires establishing that which 1 claim (Chapter 10) Ath enian demo cratie

practices avoided worrying about: a "foundational" external standard. This und ertak­

ing makes me somewhat uneasy, given my conviction that fixed foundations and genu­

ine dem ocratie practice are mutually exclusive. But it also seems impor tant for anyone

who may have to face interlocutors impatient with purely contextua lized, pragmatic,

historicized descriptions and explanations.

1 therefore set out ta test Ath enian democratie society, alon g with Aristotle 's "best

possible" polis (as describ ed in Politics, book 7), against the liberal standard set byJohn
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Rawls' ri Theory qf.lustice. Empl oying clements of modern game theory, Rawls develops

his theory by setting up a thou ght experiment intended to yield a set of social and

political rules that will be agreeable to aIl players. The outcom e of the experiment is to

be the best possible hum an society: a forma lly and pro cedurally j ust social contrac t. My

own understanding of Athenian demo cra tie society is likewise contractarian and owes

something to simple form s of gam e theory. Moreover, and mor e controvcrsially, 1 sug­

gest that there are impo rta nt cont rac tarian elements to Aristotle's political theory . T he

essay concludes by compa ring the society of book 7 of the Politics, Athenian political

society, and Athenian whole society to Rawls' just society.

This sort of undertaking seems to me to be worthwhile for two reasons. First, it
establishes a common (contractarian) ground for assessing ancient and modern politics

in theory and pra ctice. Second, it allows us to measure the similarities and differe nces

bctwcen a parti cularly influential and well-defended mod ern liberal vision of justice on

the one hand and ancicnt political theory and demo cratie practices on the other , If it is

worthwhile, howcver, it is far from a pa nacea. Rawls' theory of justice is dependent

upon the premises of his thought experiment; its d aim to define the best possible (as

opposed to best liberal) society is susceptible to criticism. The undertaking sketched in

th is essay will not , in the end, tell us in any definitive way what sort of society the

Athenians should have devcloped or what sort we should wan t for our selves. But it may

hclp to cxpa nd the range of historical examples and thcoretical notions available to us

whcn wc try to talk seriously about normative questions of politics, society, and justice.

Recen t studics on Arisiotle's Politics, bearin g on the issues discussed here, include

Swanson 1992 and Miller 1995. Rawls returns to the questions raised in 1:1 Theory of
.lustice in Rawls 1993; the spate of scholarly work on Rawls' theory and its implications

continues unabatcd.

Ix :\ KEY SE:\'TE:\'CE from book 3 of the Politics, Aristotle (1276b l - 2) suggests
that the polis may be a koinônia (frequently translated as "community") ofpolitai
(citizens) arranged in respect to the politeia (citizenship or constitutional order).
What is at stake in this claim? The Politics is typically (and fruitfully) read as a
teleological theory of the state as a natural entity. Moreover, M. H . Hansen
has argued that the term polis, when used of a "cornmunity" rather than of a
physical "city," mean s state and not a fusion of state and society. Here 1 will
argu e that when analyzing the polis, neither the state / society distinction nor
the community / city distinc tion can be fully susta ined at the level of either
Aristotelian theory or Athenian practice. Viewing the polis as at once society
and state can, 1 think, contribute in meaningful and useful ways to our under­
standing of Aristotle's polis and the historical po lis.'

1 The society/state distinction becam e prominent in Western political thought in the late
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First, definitions: If we posit a human population inhabiting a given terri ­
tory, "society" is the sum of participants in the overail set of m ies, norrn s, and
practices whereby social goods (e.g., right s, privileges, powers, prop erty) are
produced and distributed . This larger society will encompass subsocieties with
specialized m ies and norms; the interaction between subsocieties hcIps ta de­
termine the structure of the whole society. "Statc" denotes the arran gement by
which formai political power (Iegitimate coercive authority backed by physical
force) is distributed amo ng recogniz ed institutions and deployed by them .
Thus the procedural m ies of govern mental institution s fall largely outside th e
purview of this paper , but sorne "political" aspects of production and distrib u­
tion ar e within its scope.? 1 will attempt ta make three poin ts. First, when
Ar istotle uses the term polis, he always assumes the existence of, and sometimes
refers spec ifically to, the society at large. Second, in the Politics, in modern
liberal democrati e theory , and in Ath enian practice alike, the prob lem ofstabi­
lizing the political regime is insep arab le from issues of social justice. Third,
though fourth-century Athenian social practice did recognize a distinction be­
tween stat e and civil society, that distinction was far from cIear-cut , and inter ­
change between the public and private sphe res was constant and meaningfui.

ARISTO TLE

ln several passages from book 3 Aristotle seems spec ifically conce rned with the
state:

The politeia is an ordering (taxis) of the polis in respect to various powers (archai)

and especially [in respect to the power] that is authoritative over ail (tës kurias

panton). For what is autho ritat ive (kurion) everyw here is the governi ng body (po­

liteumaï of the polis, and the governing body is the politeia (politeulIla d' estin hë

politeia). 1 mean, for example, that in democracies the dëmos is author itative (kurios),

while by cont rast it is the few (hoi oligoi) in oligarchies; we say that the politeia too is

different in these [two] cases (1278b8- l 2). . . . Politeia and politeuma signify the

eightee nth and ea rly nineteenth centuries, espec ially in H egel's Philo50p~r if Righi (182 1). For a
review of the issue as it app lies 10 the polis, see Mu rray 1990a with bibliography. Polis as neither
state nor society, but as a political sph ère thar rende rs the former irrclevant and the latt er mar­

ginai: Meier 1984, 7-H. Polis as state only: Han sen 198ge. 16- 2 1; 199 1, 55 - 64, taking his
definition of"sta te" from th e fields of international law and j ur isprude nce. Wh at 1 mean by useful
and meaningful is explaincd in C ha pter 2.

2 My definition s leave mu ch in abe yan ce (notably issues of how meanings and identities, collec­
tive and ind ividual , a re construc ted- see conclusions, helow). They should be regarded only as
starting po ints for distinguishing an understandi ng of "polis = ba th state and society" from "polis
= state only." ln e ther wor k 1 employa more extensive definition of the term "state." O n civil
society, see Bob bio 1989, 23: the "cornplex of relations not regulated by the state and sa the
residu e once the realm in which state powe r is exe reised has been well defincd."
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same thing isëmainei tautoni, and politeuma is the au thor ita tivc elemen t (w kurion) in

poleis, and . . . it is nccessary that the au thoritative element be one person, or a

Iew, or the many.> (J279a25 -28)

The abstrac tion politeia is thus identi fied with the politeuma (cf. 1308a6-7),
which is the e1ement (either an individual or a sociological part , e.g., hoi oligoi )
of the polis that is authoritative (kurion). If the polis is only astate (according ta
the definition used above), "autho ritative over ail" would mean the monopoly
oflegitimate author ity ta deploy force bath intern ally (within the polis, e.g., by
infticting legal puni shment s) and externa lly (e.g., by dispatching military expe­
dirions)." This formulation leaves aside the question of social goods, and l'ct
the Politics is deeply concerned with how social goods are produced and
distributed.

Wh en Aristotle uses politeia as an abstractio n that "signifies the same thing"
(has the same root meaning) as the authoritative governing clement, he is not
merely defining the institutional "locus of sovereignty." In book 2 Aristotle
noted (1273a2 l - 25) the intimate connection between the ideological predis­
position (dianoia) of hoi polloi (rcgarding wealth requirements for office) and the
form taken by the politeia, and states specifically (1273a39-b l) that whenever
the authoritative e1ement (la kurian) assumes something ta be worthy of
han or, by necessity this opinion (doxa) will be adopted by the rest of the citi­
zenry.> The authorit at ive clement is (at least in a demo cracy) the sociologi­
cally defined segment of the polis that takes the lead in estab lishing and
maint ain ing the terms by which the members of a koinônia as a "cornmunity
of interpretation" (in the terminology of Stanley Fish) will discuss the world
and will (in the terminology of J. L. Austin) perform, thr ough felicitous
speech acts, social realities within the world . Ergo, the term politeia embraces
not only the constitution (legal arrangement of governmental institutions),
but the ideology (the system of beliefs by which actions are orga nized) and
social practices promoted by the dominant subsociety within the polis.f

:1 T he plur al archaiis here bette r tra nslated as "powers," or "authorities" (LSj s.v, II.l ) tha n the
more usual "magistracies" or "government offices" (LSj s.v, lI A) because dèmes is used here as a
sociological or a political term (" the rnass' or "the whole of the citizenry" compared with oligoi),
rather tha n as an institutional term ("the Assernbly"). Cr. 1289a I5 - 18: politeia is an arrangement
connected 10 pub lic offices (taxis . . . peri tas archas), in what manner they are distributed (nmemin­
tai), what clement is kunon in respect 10 the politeia, and what is the telosof each koinônia. T ran sla­
tions of The Politics are adapted from Lord 1984.

, Cr. Hansen 1989c, 4 1 n. 126: "T he polis was a legitimate political power which - apart from
a few survivais of legitimate self hclp -monopolized the use of force ."

-' O n the problem with the concept of sovereignty, sce Chapter 8. For the ideological nature of
politeia, cr. 1294aI 9- 20: it is liberty (eieutheria), wealth iness (ploutos), and virtue (areli ) that "contend
for equaliry" with in the politeia.

l i Fish 1980; Austin 1975. For a fuller definitio n of what 1 mean by "ideology," see aber
1989b. 38- 43. Cr. 1286a2- 3, where Aristotle make s a sharp distinction between the study of nomoi
and the study of politeia; 1289a 13- 15: nomoiare and should be enac ted pros taspoliteias and no t vice
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And hence, "politeia is the parti cular way of life (bios lis) of the polis" (1295b 1).7

For Aristotle, that way of life is founded on social relat ions. Sociological
articulation into "parts" (merë, moria: especially economie classes [e.g., 1303a 1­
2, 1318a30-33], but also occupational groups, families, etc.) defines a polis'
politeia, just as physical attr ibutes determine an animal's species (1291a23 ­
38).8 Governmental powers (archai) are distributed according to preexisting
relations of power (dunamis) amo ng the parts (1290a7- 13). Thus, while Aris­
totle surely does have the state in mind at 3.1278b - 1279a , his discussion pre­
sumes that the state will be ernbedded in a matrix of preexisting social divisions
and practices.? We may now hazard a more elabo ra te restatem en t of the key
sente nce: "T he polis is a koinônia of citizens whose practices an d norms are
ar ranged in respect to the beliefs and powers of the dominant subsociety (i.e.,
politeialpoli/euma)." T urn ing from general to specifie, "the polis of Athens is a
koinônia of Athenia n citizens; because the demos is the autho ritative element in
this polis, the Athenian koinônia is arranged in respect to the ideology of the
mass of ordinary citizens."

The definition of the polis as a koinônia of citizens might seem to exclude
noncitizens from considera tion. i o And yet Aristotle devotes much space in the
Politics (especially in book 1) to categories of noncitizens: children, women ,
slaves, and free males. The tension between concep tualizing the koinônia that is
the polis as a society of citizens and as a more heterogeneous entity that in­
eludes noncitizens is evident in the beginni ng of boo k 3: Aristotle begins by
stat ing that for one investigating the politeia, it is necessary ta decide "what the
polis is (/i pote es/in hë polis)." He then points ta a disput e among those who use
the term polis: sorne say it was not "the polis" that performed sorne actio n
(peprachenai tën praxin), but rath er "the tyrant" or "the oligarchy" (1274b32­
36), on the grounds that such regimes exist through domination (/ôi kratein)
rath er than for the common advantage (tokoinëisumpheron: 1276a 12-1 3).11 But

versa; 1289a 18-20: distinctly different nomoi ar e am on g the things (ergo 1101the sum of distinguish­
ing cha rac teristics) by which a politeia is distinguished (t01/ diloullloll). acc ording ta which archontes
rule.

7 Compare 1292a32- 34: idea lly nomos should rule overail iarchein pallloll), yet in spec ifie cases
archai and the politeia itself (taulEpoli/fia) should judge (krillfill). In practice , the reality of power (er go
who rules [h atousi]) is sometimes quite different from the existing 1l0mos: l292b l l - 21.

8 Co mpa re 1289b27 - 90a8. 1290b38- 9I a I0.
9 On the ernbed dedness of politics in society, sec Finley 1983. and the references gathered in

Ober 1991a, 113 n. 2.
10 Cf. Hansen 1989c, 19: "T he polis did not comprise ail who lived within its borders, but only

the politai, i.e. the citizcns."
11 Since Aristotle (1276a 13-1 6) then attempts to refute the distinction by po int ing out that

cert ain dernocracies exist through domination , it is clear thar the "sorne" in qu estion were sup­
port ers of dernocracy agai nst oliga rchy ur tyranny, Poli/fiai thar look to the common advantage are
in accord with unqualified ju stice; despoukai politnai look to the ad vantage of archontes a lune
(1279a I7- 2 1).
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if th e polis is not sim ply eq ua ted with its governmc nt, then it must be equated
with the territory and its residents (or sorne part of the m), and therein lies the
problem:

Wc sec that the entire activity or the po litician (politiko.s) and the legislator is

concerne d with the polis, and the politeia is a cer tain ordering or those who inhab it

the polis (1011 têu polin oikount ôn esti taxis Ii.!). But since the polis bclongs amo ng

composite thin gs (1011 Jugkeimflloll ), and like ot her com posite wholes is made up of

ma ny parts (morion), it is clear that the first thin g ta be sought is the citizen (potilë.s);

for the polis is a certa in multitude (plëlhoJ) of politai. (1274b32- 4 1)

In thi s brief passage, Ari stotle uses polis in two differ ent ways: first, whcn ex­
plaining that politeia is a ce rta in orde ring of "those wh o inhabit the polis," he
clcarly means polis as a geographica l te rm (polis as city or territory: "gco­
polis"), and herc th e "inhabitants" so orde red m ust include non citi zcn s, t :2 In
th e second part of the passage, "the polis is . . . th e citizcns" (polis as cornmu­
nit y of citizens : "politico-polis"), The difficulty of sepa rating the affairs of th e
politico-polis from th e larger socie ty is intrinsic to Ari stotl c's under standing of
political affairs (/a poli/ika). Hi s prim ary concc rn was with the citizens (those
wh o "had a share" in th e polis) and with how th e poli/fia was affccted (sustaincd
or threatened) by sociological subdivisions within the citizcnry. Yet he couId
not igno re th e fact th at citizens a nd non citizen s (those lacking a share) cohab­
ited within th e geo -po lis. More to th e point, he saw that explaining th e terms
of thei r coha bita tion was fundam ental to a comprehe nsive undcrstanding of
wh at sort of koinônia the polis was. Aristo tlc could distinguish "the advantage of
th e entire polis" from " the common (koinon) adva ntagc of th e poli/ai." I :l Thus,
whil c he focu sed on the citizen-soc iety, he assumcd the existence of a broader
society ikoinônia tês <.oës: 1278b 17) of whi ch th e citizen ry formed only one (key)
part. In the op ening passage of book l , th e poli s is described as a koinônia poli/ikë
th at is "m ost aut ho rita tive of aIl and encompasses (jJel?'ec!lOusa) aIl th e other
[sorts of koinonia] " (1252a5- 6). One of th e purposes of the Politics is to expiain
how th e broader soc iety could be cncompas sed by the narrowcr citizen­
society. If we tra nslate koinônia as "soc iety," the n in the key sent ence Aristotlc is
asking "what sort of society is the polis?"

But wh y "society" rather than (e.g.) "partnc rsh ip?"! :' The answcr is Aris-

1~ Aristotle ca nna t be using oikountes as a svnonvm for politai in light of the discussion in boo k 1.

esp. 1252a20- 21: we must iuvestigatc "wh at the po lis is composed of (et Mu juu,~kei!ai )." ' tollowcd

bya discussion of the relat ionship betwecn frre men. womcn, and slaves, Sec also 1 2 ï7a 7 ~ 10: the
po lis is mad e up of (Juuf.\!fken). inter a lia , husband and \\"ife. mustrr and sian '. Cf: be low, note 26.

1:1 np oç ro .r; ç llà/,EWÇoÀ'lç o uuo èpov mi np ôç ro K01Vàv.à réiv 1l0ÀmDv (l 2B 3b~0 ­

~2) , taking the kai as conju nrt ive rath er than exp lana tory: "and the co rnrnon advantage" rather
than "t har is 10 say. the comrnon adva ntage."

I l Lord an d j oweu translate "parmership": Sinc lair, "association": LSj s.v, include s "society"
amo ng varions possib ilitics, includ ing "communion" and "fe llowship."
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tot lc's concern with the funda mental significance of difference, inequality, an d
autarky in the definition of the polis. Autarky, which demanded both an ability
to defend against aggression and a sufficiency of material goods, was the end
(telos) of the polis and was best for it (beltiston)y , Defense required military
service; material sufficiency required productive labor. Depending on the po­
liteia, the citizens themselves (or sorne of them) might work productively, but
mu ch of their time and energy was devoted to "political" affairs: deliberation,
rule, and military service. Thus it was unlikely tha t the citizens could, by them­
selves, produce enough substance to main tain the polis' au tarky. Noncit izen
residents of the geo-polis were not distracted from pr odu ction by direct partici­
pat ion in politics, and the surplus value of the ir labor was necessary for the
po lis to remain aut arkic. Thus the presence of noncitizens in the polis was
foundation al rather than epiphenomenal; were they removed from the koinônia,
the polis could not exist.!"

Moreover, the primary productive un it of polis society was the family unit
(oikos). Within the confines of the koinôniathat was the oikos, the (adult free male)
citizen was master (despotës: 1260a 7-10). But to produce the material goods
that sustained the oikos itse1f (on the microeconomie level) and the polis as a

. whole (on the ma croeconomie leve1) he relied up on cooperation (based on a
recognition of mu tual inte rests) as well as coercion in dealing with noncitizen
oikos members (his wife, children, and slaves- if he had them: 1252b9-12,
1323a5- 6). The productive oikos was the basic bu ilding block of the polis
(1253b2-3); in Aristotlc's naturalized developmental scheme, oikoi banded to­
gether into villages and villages into a polis in order ta achieve autarky
(1252b 15-1 6, 27- 29).17 Thus, at the fundamental level of the productive ac­
tivity that allowed the polis to achieve its telos, the interests of citizens and
noncitizens wcre conjoined .

Aristotle daims tha t the oikos was cha racter ized by "masterful" an d "eco­
nomic" relat ionships an d the polis by "political" relationships, and he de­
scribes the society-building process as natural. Yet only the first of the three
steps in this pr ocess (formation of first oikos, then village, then polis) did not

1.; Definition of autarkna: 1252b27- 53a 1. Aristotlc's idea l of autar ky does not imply a degree of
self-sufficiency that would obviate ail interest in trad e (e.g., 1321b 14-18: trade is the readiest way
to achieve autarkeia), but rather an absence of dependence upon any foreign power: cf. Nixon and
Priee 1990.

Ir; See 1277b2- 3: " [I t is] not [the case tha t] ail those are to be rega rded as citizens withou t
whom thcre wou ld not be a polis" (with specifie reference to children and banausoi); 1252a26- 34:
the polis is built up of union between "those who cannot live witho ut one another": men and
wome n, masters and (natural) slaves. 1 do not mean by this tha t polis is necessarily "based on"
slavery; but it is (materially) "bascd on" the labor of noncitizens-incIuding wome n, children, and
metics. For discussion , see Wood 1988 ; with C hapter 9.

17 At 1280b 33- 35, the build ing blocks of the polis that will live weil and autarkically are oileiai
and genê, which 1 take 10 be the equivalent of oileoi and k ômai.
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involve human choice (ouk ek proaireseôs: 1252a28).I11 The society-building pro­
cess may be regarded as quasi-contractual in that it was rational and consen­
suaI. It was rationa l in that even the involuntary first stage (which brought
togeth er master and slave, man and woman into an oikia, or hous ehold) fur­
thered the common material and secur ity interests of ail parties. The second
stage was consensual because th e relevant parties (masters of oikiai) are as­
sumed to be capable of recognizing and acting in the ir own interests: their
households were joined togeth er in part in order to gain a long-term (meephèm­
erou: 1252b 16) necessity-the avoidan ce of unjust treatmen t. 19 Thus, while
natural, the society-building process is not automatic or naturally predeter­
mined. Although Aristotle's theory does not aim at the social cont rac t, it is
found ed upon a cont rac tarian assumption : the polis could not exist without the
prior agreement of households ta live togeth er justly and profitably.S"

Aristotle's polis is logically prior to the individu al or oikos (1253a I8- 19), but
it is neith er historically pri or to nor a precondition for human existence. Al­
though Ari stotle knows of no historical period in which men ordinarily lived
out side oikoi, he states that "in antiquity (to archaion)" familie s were scattered,
and each was under th e sole authority of the head ofhousehold (1252b23- 24).
Man is the most "political" of animais (1253a7- 8), but living togeth er and
cooperating in human afTairs is always difficult (chalepon: 1263a 15-1 6, cf.
1286b 1). Thus, although "thore is in everyone an impulse (horme)" to live in a
politikèkoinônia, nonethe1ess he who first brought men together (to live in a polis)
was the cause (aitios) of the greatest of goods.2 1 Moreover , once achieved , the

III Cf. 1280a32- 34: intenti onal choice (proairesù) is a pr econdi tion for the existence of the polis.
1" 1252a34-1 253a 1; 1 identi fy the long-term necessity as avo idance of injustice on the basis of

1280a25-1 281a l , where avo ida nce of injustice is linked with ma terial prospcrity as concerns of
living, and cont rasted ta the telos of living weil.

20 Wh at 1 am calling Aristotlc's social cont ractarianism differs substantially l'rom mod ern ver­
sions (e.g., Ho bbes, Locke, Rousseau ). First, since the pro cess of polis format ion is natural, the
parties are imp elled ta joi n togethe r. Next, Aristotle puts little cm pha sis on ind ividuais. After
the first step (forming the natural partnerships of ma n-woma n, and slave-master), the parti es 10

the contract are hcads of oikoi (along with k ômai and geni). Moreover, though living togeth er
ensures justice and mater ial security, these are not the ultimatc purpo se of the koinônia, nor are
they sufficient conditions for the existence of the polis (l280b23- 128 1al : a passage taken by
J. Barn es in Miller 1991, 21, as an explicit rejection of "the view thar the stare' s autho rity rests on
an y 'social cont ract"'). Yet these arc necessQI)' conditions (1280b30-3 1). Fina lly, while eudaimonia is
the highest good of the politai and of the polis as a koinônia politikê, living under a regime of justice
and enjoy ing mat erial security is (at least by imp licat ion) the highest good accessible ta wornen ,
slaves, an d othe r no ncitizens.

2 1 1253a29- 31. See also 1285b6- 9, wher e the process ofbeing broug ht together (to sunagagein)
is one of the benefits tha t mernber s of a plëthos willingly (hekontiin) received l'rom hero ic monar ehs of
the past. T hus the pro cess was voluntary, rath er than imp osed . Cf. 1286b 34- 40: the coerc ive
power of cons titutional monarchs should be inferior 10 that of to pli/hos; once aga in und erscorin g
the consensua l nature of the politica l ar der.
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polis can be destro yed by irnproper, unju st actions by its members (phtheirousi
tën polin: 1281a 18- 20, book 5 passim), In sum , the desirab le natur al telos of the
polis is (unlike an oak, a hor sc, or an oikos) predicated upon human agency,
consent , and practice, even though not predicated upon the free cho ice of each
individual.22

Slaves were obviously problematic from the point of view of consent: it was
difficult for anyone living in a society that valued freedom (eleuthen'a) as a pri ­
mary good to argue plau sibly that a slave would recognize his best interests in
the productive practiccs organized by his master. Enter Aristotle's claborate
theory of natural slavery: the assumption that being ruled as a hum an posses­
sion was a natu ral condition for cert ain people allowed Aristotle to postulate
that "the same thing is advantageous for the master and slave" (1252a34) and
that slavery was therefore just (1255a 1- 3), This explained affection between
slave and master (1255b 12-1 5), Despite his innate inab ility to deliberate abo ut
or ta choose the circumstances of his life (1260a 12, 1280a 34), the slave was
rational and could be expected to understand that his best interests were fur­
thered by his memb ership in the koinônia of the oikos.2 3

Women were, collectively, a part of the polis constituting half of its popula­
tion (126gb 15-1 7) and were neccssary to oikos and polis alike for biological
reproduction (1252a26- 31). No wornan could be a politës, but a wornan's in­
tercsts were conjoined to those of her politès-hu sband through the institution of
ma rriage. Although (unlike the slave) she possessed deliberative ability, her
lack of citizenship could be justified by the "Iack of aut hority" of the delibera­
tive element in her nature (1260a I2- 13),:H Male children were (potential)
futur e poluai. Wh en properly educated (i.e., after he had bcen coerced into
mastering and intern alizing the principles of the politeia), and after his delibera­
tive faculties had rnaturcd (1260a I3- 14, 31- 32), a ma le child would come to
understand his tru e interests clcarly. Ensur ing through education that children
understood their interests to be one with those of previous generations of politai
guaranteed the political and cultural reproduction of the polis.2 5 Aristotle con-

n C f. 1278bI 5- 30. \\'hereas mo dern contract doctr ine postulate s the social co ntr act as a way

of escaping the sta te of nature, Aristotle assum es it as a precondition of att aining a natural state,
T he modern contrac tar ian beg ins and ends with the contrar t; Aristo tle imports an implicd con­

tract 10 gel h is development al scheme off the !(round (ta transform a scauering of oikoi into a polis)
an d reta ins it as a m éans 10 achicvc the stability tha l is a p reco nd ition 10 the en d of living weil. The

contrac t, for Ar istotle, thu s co njo ins two na tural cond itions ioikos an d autarki c, eudaimonic polis).
T hese imp ort ant distinct ion s mu st not obscure the common cleme nt : the necessity of human

agency and co nse nt in the form at ion of a co rnp lex society. Har ris (1993) point s out the links

betwee n Hobbesian co ntrac t theory and classica l theory 's natural teleology.
2:1 The slave was assurned 10 be capable of ration al un dersta nding (1259b28, 1260 b5 - 7) and

(unlike the banausosï was part of the koinônia of the oikos (koilliinos ~iiës: 1260a39 -40).

2< For Aristotle on women and thcir raie in the polis. sec Sa xenhouse 199 1.

2', Gcntly cocr rivc natu re of educati on : 1259b 10 - 11; education pros tas politeias is the grea test

of tho se things which pr eserve the po lis, altho ugh the most overloo kcd : 13 1Oa 12-14. Cf. the legal
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eludes book 1 with a general suggestion that, since the household as a whole
(oikia . .. pasa) was a part (meros) of the polis, and since women mad e up fully
half the free population and children were futur e sharers in the politeia, it is
clear that both wives and children of citizens should be educated "looking
toward (blepontas pros) the politeia" (l260b 15-20). Here noncitizens are con­
nected to both polis and politeia, and so are surely to be regarded as encom- .'
passed by the koinônia of the polis.26

Aristotle emphasizes the necessity to the polis of the concept of difference
when, at the beginning of book 2, he refutes Plato's Republic as a valid descrip ­
tion of a polis on the grounds that it was based on a higher level of commo n­
ality (or same ness) than any actual polis could tolerate. Aristotle points out that
Plato 's polis

att empted as far as possible ta be entirely one.... And yet it is evident that as it

becornes increasingly on e it will no longer be a polis. For the polis is in its nature a

certa in sort of mul titude (plethos), and as it becom es more a unit y it will be an oikos

instea d of a polis and [then] a human being instead of an oikos. . . . Sa even if one

were abl e ta do this, one ought not ta do it, as it would dest roy the polis. Now the

polis is made up not only of a number of human bei ngs, but alsa of human beings

differin g in kind ; a polis does not arise l'rom persan s who are similar (ex homoiôn).

(I26 1a I5 -24)

Not only is actual sameness onto logically destructive, but so is perfect ideologi­
cal homogenization: "T hat 'all say the same thing' is in one way fine (kalon) but
imp ossible, while in another way it is not even productive of concord" (homo­
noëtikon: 1261b31- 32). The differences necessary to allow the existence of the
polis pert ain between citizens and non citizens (who possess different sorts of
aretë: 125gb 18-1260b 20), but there must also be inequalities among the citi­
zens themselves: As wc have seen, Aristotle can describe the polis as a multi­
tud e (plëthos) of politai and a composite entity, made up of "parts." The parts
are both hou seholds and sociologically defined subgroups of the politai. T he
latter includes especially those who must work for their living (penëtes) and the
leisure class (plousioi), but also the wellborn and the baseborn, and the skilled
and the incompe tent .?? In his discussion of Plato's Latos and the ideas pro­
posed by Phaleas of Chalcedon (1264b26- 1267b20), Aristotle denies that it

decision in Board ofEducation v. Pico (457 U.S. 853 [1984]), which endorsed the right of the state to
"inculcate" in its citizens "the de mocrati e ideology tha t infuses its institutions" (with the comm ents
of Harr is 1993). On edu cat ion as cultura l reproduction and the pr oblem of coercion , see G ut­
ma nn 1987, 3-48.

26 Cf. 1280b 30- 35: "T he polis is . . . a koinônia in living weil of bo th oikiai andgenë for the sake
of a comp lete an d au tark ic life" ; 1280b40-8 1a2: "T he polis is a koinônia of genëand k ômai for the
sake of a comp lete and autarkic life."

2 7 On the necessity of inequality to the polis, see 1280a7 - 25, 1282b14 - 83a23. Economie
ciass, status, and order, and their place in Aristotle's und erstand ing of the po lis: Ober 1991a.
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would be either possible or desirable to c1iminate all differences in wealth (or
income- cf. 13aga 15-1 6) by equalizing property holdings.

The upshot is that each politës necessarily played var ious and differentiated
roles in the polis. As a master of an oikos, his interests were att ached to those of
wornen, children, and slaves (if he had them). His interests might also be con­
nected, at least thr ough relations of production and excha nge, with free
foreigners-metics, visitors to the polis, or men he met when he traveled out­
side the polis. As a member of an economie c1ass, his interests were identified
with those of one part of the citizen body and were likely to be in conflict with
anoth er. He might furth er idem ify his interests with other groups within the
citizenship, such as the wellborn or the highly skilled, and this identi ty could
poten tially lead to conflict. Finally, he was a politês tout court, and in this role
he must identify his interests fully with those of his fellow politai and with the
polis. But the polis' interest in autarky meant that even when acting in the
public sphere, he could not ignore the existence of noncitizens, nor did he shed
his sociological identi ty.

As he moved from the publi c sphere ta the private, the citizen's role and
behavior must neccssarily cha nge: most obviously he was a master within his
oikos and a deliberating equal amo ng his fellow citizens.s'' He played yet other
roles when his polis was at war, when he engaged in economie relations with
fellow citizens and foreigners, and when he dealt with members of different
sociological subgroups as (e.g., in the case of an Athenian) phra tër , demesma n,
and Initiate.ê? If the citizens were unable to move with facility from sphere to
sphere, unable in practice to differentiate between the behavior appropriate to
each role and to mix spheres where appropriate, the polis would not survive: it
would fail ta repro duce itself culturally, would lose its autarky, or would degen­
erate into civil war.

In sum, Aristotle's polis is a pluralistic, differentiated society as well as a
state.3ü It is a plêthos (or plëthë) of persons subd ivided into diverse groups imerê,

2H Of course in Athens, a man of twenty was a citizen, yet he might not yet be the master of an
oikos. The cornplexities introduced by this disj unction betwcen pub lic and private standing are
explored in Strauss 1993.

29 If we look ahead to Athenian practice, ther e is in each case a significant grey area betwecn
public and private spheres: T he soldier might be unable ta serve the sta te as a hoplite without aid
from a neighb or (Lys. 16.14, 3 1.15, 19); if captured by the enemy he might depend on private
beneficence to bring him home (Lys. 19.59; Dem. 8.70-7 1). The trader in grain was legally
requ ired ta ship his cargo ta Athens ([Aristotle] Ath. Pol. 5 1.4; Dem. 34.37, 35.50- 5 1; Lycurgus
1.27). Membership in a phratry (an association with links to cult, neighborh ood, and perhaps
kinship) could be brought forward to prove citizenship in the state (Dern. 57.54; cf. Hedrick
[1991], who emphasizes the political as opposed ta the tribal origins of the phra try). T he mix of
public and private interaction in the demes is too complex to sketch here, but see Whitehead 1986,
esp. 223-52: O sborne 1985a . T he Initiate might sit on ajury of fellow Initiates empa neled by the
sta te to try sacrilege (Andocides 1).

so On the concept of d ifferen tiation , see Luhm an n 1982; with discussion in Ober 1991a, 117,
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moria). These gro ups inhabit a commo n terri tory (1260b40- 126 1a l), but their
interests are not identical, nor arc their desires standardized. Their interests
cannot be homogenized because perfect communalization and perfect mat e­
rial equality are unattainable. A safe and stable polis cannot be achieved by
equalizing the distribut ion of goods , or by eliminating source s of conflict
thro ugh ideological mean s.>' Aristotle's problem at this point (which 1 take to
be the central problem of the Politics and of the historical Greek polis) was how
to "preserve" (so;:.ein) the polis in the face of the competing interests of sociery's
composite parts.

For Aristotle, predicating a natural hierarchy on naturalized slavery and
naturally subo rdinate women (which linked the interests of slaves an d women
with the interests of the citizens through a utilitar ian calculus) solved one part
of the puzzle of how to preserve the polis. Yct the polis was founded on politeia:
to change the politeia was to cha nge the polis (1276b 10). Because politeia was
identified with politeuma, stability-saving the polis-meant avoiding any
change in the criteria for becoming a politës. It also mean t funct ionally integrat­
ing, thro ugh a just distribution of social goods , the ident ities and practices of
various naturalized social groups-the residents of the geo-polis d ustered into
part s. The system that determined who was a politës and how social goods were
distributed was the politeia. Thus the polis was preserved through the integra­
tive and distributive powe rs of the politeia.

1 have suggested above that Aristotle 's discussion of polis, politeia, and po­
liteuma lead s to a definition of politeia as induding the "ideological" system of
norms, beliefs, and pr actices on the basis of which social goods were distrib­
uted. My argu ment that politeia must indude ideology is strengthened by Aris­
totle's daim that the polis is not to be preserved thro ugh equalization of mate­
rial goods but rath er th rough just and consensual inequality, tha t is, through
the willing agreement to continue the curre nt form of politeia by the various
"parts" of the polis: "If a politeia is going to be preserved, all the pa rts of the
polis must wish it to exist and to continue on the same basis" (1270b21- 22).32

132- 33. On the issue of dilferentiation, my und erstand ing of the polis is closer to that of
M. Weber than to that of E. Durkh eim; for the distinction , see Murray 1990a.

3 1 Cf. 1297a7- l 3, where Aristotle explicitly rejects deception of the demo s (one is tempt ed to

say that he rejects false consciousness) as a rou te to good order. O n conflict in Aristotle's polis, see
Yack 1985.

32 Comp are 128Ib21 - 30, 1294b 34-4 1, 1296b14 -17, 1309bI6-18, l 267a39- 40: a part of
the polis that "sha res in nothing" (oudenos melechon) will be hostile (altolrion) to the politeia: 1274a 17­
18: Solon made the Athenian demos kunos regarding e1ections and audits, lest it become a slave
(doutos) and thereby hostile to the regime (polemios). T his last is an example of the hostility and
instability tha t results from the enslaveme nt of those who are not "natural" slaves (see 1255b 14­
15). Ideological stability is prior to preserving a specifie set of institutional re1ationships between
governm ental entities, which is why Ath. Pol. can see the dêmokratia of462 as essentia lly continuous
with that of his own time (despite inter ruptions in 4 11 and 404).
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Altho ugh conce ivably disaffection of any part of the polis could enda nge r
the politeia, Aristotle is primarily concerne d about the th reat from the military
and "rnilitarizable" classes: disgruntled groups of free males.P He did not
regard eithe r justly treated (1330a32) "natural" slaves or wom en as serious
threats.ê" T his makes sense in light of his theory of polis formation : wom en
and slaves were integrated into the koinônia of the oikos through a purely natural
(nonvolitional) process (1252a26- 34). The next two steps (village- and polis­
building) req uired (free male) heads of oikoi and then the "kingly" head s of
k ômai to leave behind the realm ofabsolute mastery (1252b I5-22, 27- 30; cf.
1285b31- 33) and enter into a politicallife th at entailed "being ruled" as weil
as rul ing. Co mpromising pristine autho rity was in one sense natural because it
allowed the polis to achieve its natural telos of autarky and the politai ta "live
weil." But it was also a voluntary compact (an exchange ofsovereign autho rity
for the chance of happiness), and so (unlike th e fully natural oikos) liabl e ta

break down under the pressure of circumstances. Breakdown of the compact
meant civil war and the destruction of the polis. Aristotle's conce rn with pre­
serving the polis through man agem ent of existing relatio ns between free males
points to the residual quasi-contractarian element in his natural scheme.é>

Aristotle's focus on disgruntled free males as a potentially dan gerous catc­
gory explains why the "uncorrupted" regime that he rather confusingly calls
"polity" (politeia) was conce rne d to keep those sha ring in the politeia more nu­
merou s than those not sharing (1297b4- 6). It may also help explain why he
regarded dem ocracy as the best of the debased regimes (e.g., 1289b 4-8): in a
dem ocracy, other than metics, there was no militarizabl e body of free men
stra nded outside the citizen body, and with in that body the numerically supe­
rior ordinary citizens were th e dominant element (politeuma; cf. 1302a8-1 3,
1302b25- 27). Yet major ity rule could not ensure stability (1294b34-4 1); in a
dem ocracy, as in other regimes, the do mina nt elem ent was respo nsible for
enunciating a politeia that would win the willing consent of ail othe r parts.

33 Potential destab ilization of politeia by disaffected politai and other free males: 1277b33- 78b5,
esp. 1278a37- 40: the free male who does not shar e in the prerogatives (timai) of citizenship is
equivalent to (Msper) a metic, and in some poleis this is concea led for the sake of deceiving the
(excluded) inhabitants.

3< Nevertheless, women could be described as a plêth os, compa rable to the plêth os of males
(1269b 15-17). Sincc women possessed the power of deliberation (1260a 12-1 3), this plêihos could
presumab ly organize itself for common action . Such conside rations provo ked much unease in
other litera ry genres, notably Aristop han ic comedy and Eur ipidean tragedy; see below.

35 A voluntary compro mise of personal sovereignty is also entailed in the "best politeia," whose
citizen will be capable and desirous (dunamenos kai proairoumenos) of ruling and being ru led by turns:
1284al - 3; cf. 1277a I2- 25. The nondeterrninisric role of nature in social relat ions is furth er
underlined by the assumption that al! deviant regimes (which are the commo nest forms of politeia)
are to be rega rded as unnatur al i para phusin: 1287b39- 4 1). Dimokratia is one ofthese, yet it is "not
easy" for any regime other than democracy to arise now that poleis are la rge: 1286b20 -22.
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Individual memb ers of the koinôniamu st believe that their interests as subgroup
members were likely to be prote cted by the continua tion of the cur rent regime.

The politeia thu s had to do a lot of work in the koinônia tha t was the polis. It
was the ideology that maintained the authorita tive status of the curre nt po­
liteuma. It was the cultural means by which the politai crea ted and reproduced
over gener ations their distinctive identity within the whole society, and the
legal mean s whereby they formul ated rules for order ing the koinônia as a whole.
The politeia mu st define the extent and legitimate occupa nts of the public
sphere and coordina te the vario us pr ivate spheres. It must pro vide the individ­
ual with norms for conducting his private relations with members of other oikoi
and other subsocieties, and for moving from the pr ivate sphere to the publi c. It
mu st ensure that his behavior (when multiplied by similar actions of many
ind ividuals) did not destabilize the autho rity of the exisiting politeuma. It must
distri but e social goods equitably and protect the inte rests of ail parts of the
polis. Only if it did ail these things could the politeia pr eserve its own integrity
and that of the society.

In sum: the politeia by which the society was organized, while devised (in
large part) by a part of the citizenry , mu st win and retain the voluntary consent
of ail citizens and (at least indirectly) those noncitizens connected to them. And
this mean s it mu st generally be regarded by the members of society as a just
system. A just polùeia provided for stability through pr inciples governin g the
distribution of material good s, political rights, and sta tus privileges, such that
each of the parts regarded it as worthwhile to support the cur rent sociopolitical
ord er. Thus, if the polis is a society, the politeia represent s the terms of the social
cont ract.w It is, indeed , also the basis ofproccdurallaw. But the pol itico-polis
(community of citizens) is a subset of the pol is-as-society, and neith er polis nor
politeia will be pr eserved intact if the politeia qua social contract is regarded as
substantivcly unjust by any social group capable of bringing destab ilizing force
to bear. State institutions provided an important par t of the social con text, but
any analytic hierarchy in which prescriptive sta te laws (how a lawmaking au­
thorit y at a given time thought an institut ion was supposed to work) arc ele­
vated above actual social practice (how it was in fact used at a given time) can
result in a serio us misunderstanding of the polis. Aristotle ma kes this exac t
point when he sta tes that a polis may be oligarchie or democratie acco rding to
its nomoi, but in disposition and actual practice it may be the oppos ite
(1292b l l - 21). Returning to Aristotle's zoological analogy: viewing the polis as
a society provides the substantive tissue and sinew witho ut which the polis-as­
state would be no more than a heap of unarticulated pr occdural boues."?

:J(; Cf. 1276b29: koinônia d'es/in hepolueia ('T he koinônia is the poli/eia").
'" For the tend ency of Ath enian law to focus on proced ural rath er tha n substantive ma tters,

see, for exam ple, T odd and Milleu 1990. The flesh and bones metaph or was previo usly emp loyed ,
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JOH~ RAWL S

The understanding of the polis as a society developed above is indcbtcd not
only to Aristotle's Politics, but also to the moral phi losoph y ofJ ohn Rawls. In A
Theory qfJ ustice, Rawls defines "a society" as

a m ore or less self-sufficient associat ion of per son s who in their relat ion s to on e

ano the r recognize ce rtain ru les of co nduc t as bi nding and who for the m ost part

ac t in acc ordance wit h them . . . these ru les specify a system of coo pe ration de­

signe d to advance th e goo d ofthose taking part in il. .. . [However ,] a society . ..

is typically marked by a co nftict as weil as by an identity of interes ts. . . . Ther e is

a conftict of interests since per son s are not indifferent as to ho w th e gr ea ter ben e­

fits pro duce d by their co llabora tion are distr ibu ted . . . . A set of princip les is re­

quired for ch oosing amo ng th e va rious soci a l arrangeme nts wh ich determine th is

division of advantages and for underwriting an agreement on the proper distribu­

tive shares . These principl es are th e princip les of social justice : th ey provid e a wa y

of assigning rights and duties in th e basic institutions of socie ty and th ey define th e

appropriate distribution of the ben efits and burdcn s of soc ial coopera tion.ê"

Rawls goes on to suggest (4- 5) that a (utopian) "well-ordered society" is regu­
lated by a public and universally shared conception of justice, and that this
conception of j ustice in turn limits the pursuit of oth er ends (i.e., regulate s
desire) and so constitutes the society's "fundamental chart er. " Like Aristotlc,
Rawls sees political equality as intri nsically desirable, but rejects complete
equalization of access to most social goods (things tha t any rational person
would want more rather than less of) as neither feasible nor desirable.ê? Rawls
substitutes for cqualization the "difference principle" by which inequality is to
be allowed, but regulated by selecting social institutions on the basis of their
max imiza tion of payoffs to the "least advantagcd" membe r(s) of society. T hus,
Rawls' well-ordered society would perm it distinctio ns in wealth an d income,
bu t its institutions would ensure that as the rich got richer, so did the poor.w

Rawls att empts to gcne rate the fund amental, substantive principlcs of social

in reference to the relative importance of political factions and the "Constitution," by Connor
(1971, 4- 5). Connor's approa ch is attacked by Hansen (1989b). My own concern is more with
substantive social practices than with political factions, but 1 believe that Connor' s strictures on
the limits of narrowly constitutional history (i.e., the evolution of procedural rules) remain valid.

38 Rawls 1971,4, referring specifically to the "macro-society" rather than to various subgroups
within society: cf. Rawls 1971, 8, 6 1; Wolff 1977, 68, 77- 80, 196, 202-3. Parenthetical numbers
in the text of this section refer to the page numbers of Rawls 197 1.

:19 Rawls (1971, 61) states his general conception of justice as follows: "All social values , , , are
to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution . .. is to everyone's advantage." Prirnary
social goods are rights and liberties, opportunities and pm,'ers, income and wealth: Rawls 1971,
62,92. Cf. Wolff 1977, 75.

+0 Difference princip!e: Rawls 1971, 75-83; Wolff 1977, 63-65 .



THE POLIS AS A SOCIETY 177

ju stice appropriate to a well-ordered society by a complex thought experiment :
He employs a conception of 'j ustice as fairness"- a version of social contract
theory (derived primarily from Locke and Kant)-to mediate what he sees as
fatal flaws in utilitarian and intuitionist traditions of moral philo soph y. Briefiy,
Rawl s posits a group of rationally self-interested persons in an "o riginal posi­
tion" of equality. They must unanimously agree on the fundament al social
mies under which they (and their descendants) will govern themselves forever .
The catch is that they must debate possible mi es under a "veil ofignorance"­
that is to say, thou gh each player has a basic und erstanding of economies,
psychology, and politics, he does not know who he is: he is ignorant of his
economie and social status, his powers and abilities, even his desires (other
than his desire for justice). Finally, Rawls assumes that und er the conditions of
uncertainty that he has established, the players will employ the rather conser­
vative "maximin" prin ciple of decision making-that is, each player will at­
tempt to redu ce his risk of falling below a minimum standard (he will seek to
maximize his minimum) rather than choose ta gamble by risking his minimum
in hope of a pot entially higher payoff.41

The final results of this thought experiment (the hypothetical agreement
that arises from the negotiations within the original position) are two "princi­
pies of justice" :

I. Each person is to have an equal right ta the most extensive total system of equal

basic liberties compa tible with a similar system of liberty for ail.

II . Social and economie inequalities are to be arra nged so they are both (a) to the

greatest benefit of the least advantaged . . . (b) attached to offices and positions

open to ail und er conditions of fair equality of oppo rtunity.t? (302)

The working of these two principles is furth er defined by two "priority mies"
that state, in essence, that liberty is prior to ail other goods (ergo principle [1]
cann ot be compromised to increase any other good) and that the principle of
justice enunciated in principle [II] is prior to (and so cannot be compromised
in favor of) efficiency of production or the overail we1fare of the society. Thus,
Rawl s' well-ord ered society is characterized by equal liberties (right to vote
and hold office; freedom of spee ch, assernbly, conscience, and thought ; free­
dom of the person and to hold property; freedom from arbitrary arrest and
seizure: 61 ) and unequal, but fair, distributions of material good s and other
powers.

Can Rawls' theory of the just society really he1p us to understand the polis as
a society? A Theory qf Justice, while very infiuential, has been attacked as a

41 Rawls' sources of inspiration : Rawls 1971, vii- viii, 11, 15, 22-45; Wolff 1977, 11-1 5. Th e
original position: Rawls 1971, 17-22; the veil of ignorance: Rawls 1971, 12,1 36-42. Maximin:
Rawls 1971, 152- 57; Wolff 1977, 50-5 1, 82-83.

42 Rawls 1971, 302- 3; cf. 60- 90.



178 C HAPT ER Il

universal, objective descrip tion of social j ustice on a variety of grounds, inc1ud­
ing that (1) the veil of igno rance robs the players in the origi nal position of the
resources with which to make humanly meaningful decisions; tha t (2) the max­
imin rule is an excessively conservativc decision -making princip le; and that (3)
the liberaliry of the two principles ofj ustice is the result of liberal assumptions
Rawls has built into the original position rather than a logical outcome of
negotiation s within it.,n M oreover , we must keep in mind th at Rawls did not
conce rn himsclf with c1assical antiquity or the polis. Finally, his moral philoso­
ph y is far from identi cal to tha t of Aristotle. Most centrally, at least for ou r
purposes, Rawls' theory avoids tcleological naturalism in favor of a rob ust,
ind ividua l-centered social contract. Rawls' lexically ordered principles for bid
fixed hierarchies based on naturalized categories of persans. The first prior ity
mi e thus disallows the institution of slavery, regardless of any adva ntages ac­
cming to slaves and masters (cf. 62-63). But the two philosophers' goa ls are
no t ant ithetical: both are interestcd in substant ive rat her than merely pro­
cedural j ustice, in ends ra ther than simply mean s, and in a society that is the
best possible , not simply in one that is fun ctionally wor kable. Rawls' concep­
tion of ' j ustice as fairness" is mu ch more extensive than Aristotle's "cornmo n
interest" (to koinëi sumpheron: 1282b 16-1 8), but both men tend to see justice as
congruent with goodness. Both imagine the well-ordered society as a balance
of political equa lities and social inequ alities; bo th ar e interested in stable (ide­
ally perman ent ) regimes. In sum, I believe that there is sufficien t commo n
gro und berween Aristotle and Rawls on th e subject of the j ust society ta make
measur ing an actual society against the gap between their positions into a
useful exercise.v'

A T HE;\;S

Ath ens in the fourth century s .c . was a society characterized by fund am en tal
differences between citizens and noncitizens, and inequalities bctween socio­
logically defined gro ups within the citizenry; by both conflict and identity of
interests between and within the diverse gro ups; and by a set of mi es, norm s,
and practices- enunciated by the demos (mass of ordinary citizens qua domi­
nan t political clemen t) and perpetuated by popular ideology- which required
the consent of potentially disruptive subgroups (notably the Athenian elites).

H See, for example, d iscussion in Wolff 1977; Barber 1988. 5+-90; Pogge 1989. Rawls has
defend ed and refined his theory in a series of articles, c.g., Rawls 1987.

H Rawls on substantive versus form ai or pro cedura l ju stice: 1971, 5+~60 . Problern of incqu al­
ity: 7, 96. Stable, perm an ent regime: 6, 12-1 3. His theory in accord with the "traditiona l" theory
ofj ustice, which is based on Aristotle: 10- 11, cf. +2+- 33. See also Wolff 1977, 208- 9; Xussbaum
1990; Wallach 1992, with bib liography. Contrast Macl ntyre (198 1), who would subordina te the
moral rules typified in Rawlsian liberal tradition to the larger conte xt of moral virtu c that he finds
in Aristotle.
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Since Athens was a relatively stable society in the fourth century, wc may ask
(following Aristotle and Rawl s) wheth er the various part s of the Athenian polis
consented ta the politieia enunciated by the demos because they recognized
it as substantively just, or whcther their consent was coerced or based on
deception.t "

The rest of this cha pter focuses on a few of the ways the polis of Athens
resolved or avoided destabilizing problems that have besct other societies (es­
pecially conflicts betwcen households and between rich and poor citizens). It
concJudes by asking whether Athens' social stability was secured justly.t " This
exercise seems to me worthwh ile in that it allows us to explore the "fit" be­
tween two important theories of society and a concrete historieal example. It
helps to dcfine the extent to which Aristotle took Athens as a model and sug­
gests rcsponses ta sorne of Rawls' critics.r? Measuring cJassical Ath cns against
carefully articulated conceptions of the well-ordercd society should also make
it casier to compare Ath ens to other human societies: In what ways was Athens
historically distinctive? Can Athens be assimilated to the model of either
"Mediterranca n society" or Western society genera lly? Was the Athenian po­
liteia more or less ju st than other known societies?

If, like Aristotle , wc begin with the oikos, we may ask how the Athenian
politeia affected the private rcalm and mcdiated between civil society and the
state.t'' Wh at rules governed an Athenian 's bcha vior as he moved from oikos to
ekklësia or dikastérion, from the role of despotes within his oikos to deliberatin g
politës? Were these roies integrated or diflerentiatcd? Did the Athenian citizen
enter the publi c realm as a represent ative of his oikos, or as an individual? Did
he carry forward the interests of the noncitizens with whom he was associated?

The first question confronting us is whether in practicc a distinctly private
sphere can be distinguished from the Athenian publi c sphere .t? Although
scholarly opinion has ranged betwccn the poles of complete integration of the
private within the publi c realm and more or less full distinct ion , recent work on
the Athenian family (and its constituent memb ers) seems to point toward a

": Stability of Athens in the fourth century (and the neressity of exp laining it): O ber 1989b ,
esp, 17- 20.

Ih Here 1 dc liberately avoid the que stion of whether, in an ideolo gieal society, voluntary con­
sent is possible. Sec O ber 1993 and 199-l, and Ch apt er 10 above.

• t For an other approac h ta "h istor icist" political theory , see \\'allach 1992. The sort of analysis
1 am proposing is inevitably based on limited evide nce, but would have been much more difIicult
two decades ago, before the flowering of studies of dem ocrati e Athens as a state (for which sec the
bibliography in Hansen 1991) and as a society (for which sec the studics cited bclow).

"" Cf. Hansen 1989c, 19: "Farnily life .. . belonged in the private and not in the pub lie sphere
. .. the polisdid not regulate ail matters but onlv a limited ra nge of social ac tivities, mostly those
connected with the state.'

" '1 Cf. Hansen 1989c, 18: "In many aspects of life the Ath enians practiced a separation he­
tween a public and a pr ivate sphere . . . the dichoromy of the public and the private is apparent in
ail aspects of life."
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middl e ground: the politës did not forget his role as oikos-member when he
entered the publi c realm; certain accepted techniques of seIf-representation
within public institutions aIlowed, encouraged, or even required him to mak e
that membership explicit.ê? Yet the demo s did try to keep publi c and private
spheres sufficiently distinct as to prevent pr ivate interests from unduly influenc­
ing public decision making. The difTerentiation of the citizen's publi c and pri­
vate roies was an important factor in the overaIl structure of Athenian society.
On the other hand, the limited and conditional nature of that difTerentiation
ensured that publi c decision making performed a significant role in the func­
tional integrati on of the constituent subsocieties of the Athenian polis.>!

The Athenian approach ta the educat ion of futur e citizens iIIustrates the
interplay of publi c and private realm s.V Decisions about the amount and kind
of "formai" education that a given child received were left to the discretion of
his oikos; there was no public school system, no standard curriculum. The state
showed no interest in ensuring that Athens was a literate society or even that
citizens could read public announcements.ê'' Nor, until the reform of the
ephëbeia in the mid-330s, did the Athenian state involve itself in form aIly edu­
cating futur e citizens in social values..Ô } The contrast with Aristotle's best pos­
sible polis seems stark: The incompl ete book 8 of the Politics is a detailed discus­
sion of the educationa l system that would ensure thar children developed the
aretè tha t would reproducc, over genera tions, the polis and its politeia. Upon
d oser scru tiny, the contrast becomes less clear-cut. The Athenians were actu­
aIly no less interested than Aristotle in sociocultural and political reproduction .
They tended to believe, howevcr, that the experience of life in the democratie
polis, induding pa rticipatin g in inform ai public discussion of the decisions
made in Assembly and lawcourts, would in itself provide a normative educa­
tion (koinëpaideia: Aeschines 1.187) in social values. Rath er than entering into
the complexities of arranging by democrati e mean s to crea te and maintain a
neccssarily coercive publi c institution , the Athenians supposed that the demo­
cratic politeia would imbue futur e citizens with its values thro ugh exemplary

50 E.g., dokimasia (and esperially the dokimasia rhêtorôn:Aeschines 1); oa ths taken in the dikastêna
that enta il death and destru ction for one's oikos in the case of foreswear ing (Aesch. 2.87); the
display of family mernb ers as charac ter witnesses at trials (Humphreys 1985c); legal actions con­
cern ing rights ta citizenship (Dern. 57); attacks on one's opponent s' family members in political
trials and defense based on farnily members' liturgical service (O ber 1989b, 226 -33).

.'1 Th e bibliography on the rela tionship betwecn oikos and polis is large and growing rapid ly;
see, recently, Humphreys 1983b; Foxhall 1989; Jameson 1990; Wink!er 1990, 45- 70; Halperin
1990, 88- 112; D. Co hen 1992; Strauss 1993.

;,2 Cf. Hansen 1989c, 19- 20: "Education [et al.] were not politica l issues but rnostly lefi to
private ente rprise . . . not much discussed in the ekklesia and citizens were allowed ta do as they
pleased."

.>3 See, e.g., Harr is 1989, 65 - 115; Thomas 1989.

.H In the mid-330s B.C. the ephëbeia, forrnerly a system of military training, added a component
of moral educa tion: Ober 1985a, 90-95; Humphreys 1985b with literaturc cited.
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decisions by its deliberative and j udicial institut ions and thereby gain their
voluntary assent to its central pr inciples.Y' Meanwhil e, the system of choosing
public officiais by lot simply took for gra nted that those Athenians who chose
to ente r the lott ery would be weil enough educated to fulfill the duties of office.
There was no "c ivil service examination"; access to wha tever advanta ges
office-holding might have offered remained open to all.56

How permeab le was the boundary between the worlds of the citizen and of
the oikos when it came to publi c deliberation i'>? No ncitizens lacked the pr ivi­
lege of free public speech (isegaria), and thus had no formaI right to parti cipate
in public debate. Yet Aristotle could have found in Ath ens the empirical proof
of his conviction tha t wom en possessed deliberative ability (ta bouleutikons. Most
Athen ian wom en did not live truly secluded lives. Anecdotal evidence shows
that some women went regularly to the agara and that the Athenian citizen
discussed public matt ers with female (as weil as juvenile male) members of his
aikas.;;8 AIthou gh normal Assembly procedure assum ed that citizen speakers
would be address ing citizen audiences, noncitizens (e.g., ambassadors) could
address the Assembl y ifinvited to do so by an appropriate decree (Aesch. 2.58).
Spectatorship was not unknown in the Assembl y and was common in the
dikast ëria.r' Women gave lcgally binding depo sitions under oath before arbitra­
tors in public places; the practice of employing public state-appointed arbitra­
tors (beginning in ca. 400 B.e.) for private disput es is itself evidence for the
overlapping of publi c and private spheres.v? By the latter part of the fourth

5.; Co mplexities of democra tie control of edu ca tion, and of designing an educat ion in derno ­
cra tic values: G utman n 1987. Atheni an bel ief in the normative value of publ ic politica l practice:
a ber 1989b , 159- 63.

56 O n the qu estion of whether or not magistrates received regular st àte pay in the four th
century and the natur e of their other perquisites, sel' Han sen 1979b , 1980; Gab rielscn 1981.
There is no way of determining the extent of voluntary abstention by the illitcrat e and no evidence
to suggest that qu estioning a t dokimasiai focused on basic compete nce.

.;7 Cf. Hansen 1989c, 20: "T he Greek polis was a cornmunity of citizens ta the exc1usion of
foreigners and slaves . .. the Athenian citizens isolated themselves from metics and slaves to
debate political issues in the asscrnbly, in the council and in the popular courts."

58 Women in the agora: Dem , 57.33- 301; cf. Pol. 1300a6 -7, 1323a5 -6. Husban ds discuss court
cases and Assem bly business with their wives, daughters, sons, and mothers : Dem. 59 .110-1 1;
Lycurgus 1.1011 ; Aesch . 1.186-87; cf. Ar istophanes Ecclesiaeusae 55 1ff. (a scene thar assumes for its
comic force tha t such conversations were normal). Activities of wom en outside the home at
Athens: D. Co hen 1989, with catalog of passages.

59 Specta tors: Aristoph an es Ecclesiarusae 24 1- 0101: Praxagora learn ed rhetor ic by overhearing
Assembly debates when her famil y was billeted in the city du ring the Peloponn esian War; spec ­
tat orship may have been more difficult aûer the construc tion of Pnyx " in the late firth / ea rly
fourth century. References in the orators and ar cha eologica l remains make it c1ear tha t a t least
sorne Ath enian court roo ms also allowed spec tatorship; Aesch ines (1.117) goes so far as to c1aim
that the spectators judged the dikastai; cf. Thompson and Wycherley 1972, 59 and n. 170 with
references cited.

60 Date: MacDowell 197 1 (although cf. Humphreys 1983a, 239 -42). Previously, disput e arbi-
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cent ury, metics and even slaves were participatin g (as pr incipals and unco­
erced witnesses) in certain trials before the people's courts." ! Finally, complex
networks of gossip and rumor played a major role in publi c decision making
and flowed easily across social borders. Gossip permeated Athenian society,
linking the private life of its target with his public performance, and (at least
poten tially) allowed all residents of the gee -polis to parti cipate in the enforce­
ment of social norms. Becau se Athenian norms tended ta equate a politician 's
private bchavior with his public value, gossip and rumor had profou nd effects
on political practice.v''

O n the other hand, differentiation of public and private l'oies had significant
effects on Athenian social behav ior and distinguishes Athens from other Medi­
terran ean societies. As Paul Millett has argued, when compared to the society of
ancient Rome, Athens is remarkable for its lack of emphasis on pat ron-client
rela tionships. Although it is certainly possible to find evidence for spec ifie in­
stances of "patro nistic" behavior , Athens does not manifest the characteristics of
a society fundamentally defined by clientage. Lesser oikoi were not formally tied
to "great houscs," and relations of power wcre not institution alized into a
public / private power pyramid.v'' Though there were ind eed a few very wealt hy
famili es in Athens, these families were unable to control Athenian society
through the matrix of reciprocal and interfamilial, but unequ al and cross­
generationa l, obligatio ns that typifies the society based on patron age.v' T his
conclusion has profound consequences for our und erstanding of Athcnian soci­
ety. Although the lower-class Athenian (and his fam ily) migh t work for and / or
be in debt to memb ers of the upp er classes, the Athenian citizen did not enter the

trat ion had been an entirely privat e phcnomeno n, and hence the line between a private realm of
arbitration and a public rea lm of lawcourts ma y have been clearer; cf. H umphreys 19115c, 3 13­
16. \\'omen's depositions und er oa th: Dem . 29.26 , 33, 56; 39.3- 4; 40 .11; 59.4 5- 48. Arbitration
in temples: Dern. 33.18, 36.15- 16, 40.11: Isaeus 2.31; cf. Gernet 1954,210 n. 2. In the Heliaia:
Dern. 4ï . 12. In the Stoa Poikile: Dem. 45. 1I , Public arbitration in gene ral: Gernet 1939; Harrell
1936. This issue is discussed in detail in H unter 1994, 55- 6ï .

fi 1 Metics: E. Cohen 19ï 3; met ics and slaves: E. Co hen 199 1.
62 Gossip: O ber 1989b, 148 - 51; H unter 1990 (with catalog of reference s); Humphreys 1989.
fi:l Milleu 19119. T his is one reason that prosopograph ical approaches to Athenian politica l

history are generally unsatisfactory: they are imp licitly predicared on a misleading para llel with
the social structur e of republican Rome (derived pr imarily from R . Sym e) and, at a second re­
move, upo n the elitist rnodel ofpoli tical bchavior that Syme explicitly ad op ted; cf. C ha pte r 3. See
Syrne 1939, vii: "T he composition of the oligarchy of governmcnt . . . emerges as the domin ant
thern e of po litical history" ; T: "In ail ages, whatever the for rn and narne of gove rnrnen t, be it
mon archy, republic, or dernocracy , an oligarchy lurks behind the façade" ; cf. Linderski 1990.
Syme' s latter comment is a virtu al par aphrase of Robert Michels' "Iron Law of O ligarchy" - first
published in 19 11 (German edition) and 1915 (English and Italian ); see Michels [19 15] 1962.
O ber 1989b was intended in pa rt as a cha llenge 10 elitist politica l theory in genera l and Michels'
"Iron Law" in part icular.

6 + Patronage as reciprocal bu t unequ al ob ligatio ns that can endure between family groups ove r
gene rations: Saller 1982; Wa llace-Hadrill 1989.
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public sphere as his employer / creditor's client. His vote was not owned or
directly controlled by another, and thu s Athenian decision making was domi­
nated by inter ests, desires, and perceptions of the ma ny rather than of the few.
T he demo cratie political system was implicated in, and in turn strengthened, a
set of social norms that discouraged c1ient age in private life.Gj

The difTerenti ation of public and private ra ies meant tha t the common (at
least in Mediterranean societies) and socially volat ile notion of esteem as in­
violability (i.e., " tha t object of pride which must be defended at ail costs")
seems to have found its pr imary locus in the individual citizen rather than in
the oikos. Wh ereas in other Mediterran can societies, the "flashpoint" of poten­
tially catas trophic dishonor tend ed to be the household (and especially female
relatives qu a sexual beings or objects),GG in Athens it was, imp rimis, the citi­
zcn 's body and his standing. The prime target of the hubristic ma n was held to
be the bodily integrity or rights of other citizens; arrogantly disrespectful be­
havior of this sort (hubris) called for publi c ac tion .v? This suggests, in turn, that
the ordinary Athenian often represen ted himself in publi c as an individual
citizen and a memb er of the citizen group. H is irredu cible need for esteem
may more accurately be described as a cooperative desire to ensure the main­
tena nce of the personal dignity properly accorded to each citizen than as a
competitive desire ta augme nt his family's honor. Co nsequently, he was likely
to demand l'rom those in his society equal recogniti on rat her than (or at an)'
rate, before ) spec ial distinction . And thus the Ath enian politeia was fund am en­
tally demo cratie (based on equal dignity) rath er than hierar chical (based on
difTerential honorsi.v'' T his certainly did not pr eclud e Athen ian s l'rom lusting
after honors; philotimia was a psychological sta te as weil known to Athenian
pu blic spea kers (and their audiences) as to phi losoph ers. But in democratie
Ath ens, desire for outstanding honor remained a psycho logical condition (al­
beit a common one within elite status groups) rather tha n a generalized, defini­
tive social value.v? The Athen ian was an eleutheros (free l'rom the threat ofbeing

fi '; 1 am not makin g an argument for priorit y (i.e., claiming that open social relations came first
and thu s democracy Ilour ished, or vice versa). Rather, 1 suppose tha t a non-clienti stic socia l
culture and a democrat ie political culture were mut ually ernpowering and sa grew up together .

Œ Male honor and the family in Mcditerrancan society: D, Co hen 1992, with literature cited .
For othcr societies: Mandelbau m 1988; Small 1991.

fi7 Definition of hubns as willfully an d gratuitously inflicting sharne (aiJehllnf) upon another :
Arist, Rhet. 13ï 8b23- 26. Hubns as an assault on the ind ividual in Athens: Xlurray 1990b : Fisher
1990. The alternative argument , that adulte!')' and hubns fit Medi terranean norms of honor and
shame assoeia ted with family and scxuality: D. Cohen 1990 . Aristotle (Rhel. 1391a41 -19) links
hubns and ad ulte!')' as misdceds typical of the nrwl y wealthv.

fiR For the two mod els of honor, distinction , hierarchy versus digniry, recog nition, democracy,
sec T aylor 1994. On Athen ian concep tions of the ind ividual self, honor, and dignit)', sec a lso
Gouldner 1969 , 8ï - I IO. 1 explore the issue of ho nor and dignity in more detail in Chapter ï .

li'I Philotimia: Whi tehead 1983; aber 1989b , 332-33. Cr. Goode 19ï8. In decemering the
concept of ho nor as aggressive masculinity 1 am going agai nst the grain of some recent ant hro-
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subjec ted to unanswerable indigniti es) before he was a philotimos-the derno­
cratic insistence on the public recognition of individual dignity is one reason
that eleuthena was regarded as the definitive value of a democracy (e.g.,
l 294a9-1 1). Publ ic honor and distinction had (in most cases) to be earned,
rather than demanded on the basis of memb ership in a part icular oikos.70 And
this meant that the Athenian demos, as the ultimate source of major public
honors, could employ philotimia and its satisfaction as a form of social control
over the elite. Likewise, atimia (and its verb forms) in Athens meant , imprimis,
disenfranchisement (rather than personal or familial dishonor): it represented a
withdrawal by the citizen group of its guarantee to safeguard someone's claim
to equal dignity.

The issue of wealth inequality and the tension between economie classes will
serve as a final illustration of public-private interchan ge. If the heads of
wealthy and impoverished oikoi met as equal individuais in the publi c realm,
did the Athenian politeia promote anything resembling Rawls' difference prin­
ciple? Arguably, it did: As 1 (among others) have argued elsewhere, the system
of public liturgies, along with certain legal procedures (notably antidosis) and
the operation of the social norm of reciprocal gratitude (charis) within the
people's courts, served a redistributive function within the polis. The richest
Athenian s were required and encourage d to subsidize materially (in direct and
indirect ways) their poorest fellow citizens."! Moreover , the democratie proce­
dures of the Assembly and courtroom prevented the private-realm wealth­
power of the rich man (and of the rich as a class) from being generalized into
an una ssailable position of sociopolitical superiority. As Demosthenes ernpha­
sized time and again in Against Meidias, the collective legal power of the people
could and should be used to humble any hubristic rich man who threatened
the individual and collective dignity of the citizens. Ind ictments of wealthy
litigants signaled to the wealth d ite as a class that their control of material
resources did not place them outside the norm s of society or render them
invulnerable to the wrath of the many.72 He who violated the dignity of his

pologically oriented work on Athen ian society, e.g., Halperin 1990; D. Cohen 1992. 1 tend to
think that the aristocratie value of honor has been over-generalized to a universal Athen ian (or
Greek) value. What makes Athens distinct from other societies is not its hierarchical tendencies,
but rather its egalitarian tendencies. T hus, even those who follow Foucault (1980a) in assuming a
high degree of isomorphism of the political and the private should be looking for tendencies to
equality and distributive j ustice at the private level, since these ideals dominate the Athen ian
public realm.

70 T he exception that proves the rule is honors done the descendants of the tyrant-slayers,
Harmodius and Aristogeiton: T aylor 1991, 1-5. Athenian litigants did indeed mention great
deeds of their ancestors in court, but tended to do so as part of an argum ent that they themselves
are likely to act in the same way, rather than as part of a demand for distinction on the basis of
membership ipso facto; cf. ü ber 1989b, 226-30.

71 Redistributive function ofliturgies, taxes, and fines: ü ber 1989b , 199-202; ü sborne 1991.
72 Cf. discussion in über 1989b, 209- 11; above, Chapter 7.
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fellow citizen would be punished by the collectivity. And thu s the practice of
Athenian law served social ends.Z"The principle of hierarchy was undermined
in favor of democrat ie equality at the level of material distribution and every­
day social behavior. As a result, power was discontinuous, rather than a natu ­
ralized, seamless web. If we are to bclieve the complaints of various critics of
Athenian democracy, this discontinu ity may even have affected the treatm ent
and behavio r of noncitizens.74

If wc follow Aristotle in focusing on the koinônia of citizens, fourth-century
Athens pr ovides qui te a close fit to Rawls' well-ordered society. First, the fun­
dam ental principles of the politeia, reenacted in the democratie restoration of
403 B.C . (which one might almost th ink ofas the Athenian "original position"),
remained stable for sorne eighty years (cf [Aristotle] Ath. Pol. 4 1.1).The details
of how the rules worked remained revisable th rough the enac tment of nomoi
and psëphismata; but, as Aristotle (1289a I3-15) recommended , (procedura l)
laws were enac ted with a view to the (substantive) politeia, ra ther than vice
versa. In accord with both Aristotle and Rawls, the Athenian politeia was foun­
ded on a balan ce between acknowledged social distinctions and political equal­
ities. The Athenian emphasis on liberty as individual and collective dignity and
on equal access to de1iberative assembli es and publi c office (and its associated
rewards) is a practical example of Rawls' first principle of justice and first
priority rule; it also confirms Aristotle's (e.g., 1291b4- 35, 1317a40-b 17) com­
ments about the priority of freedom and political equality in the democratie
politeia. Moreover , the Ath enian tolerance for economie inequality, counte r­
balan ced by legal redistributive mechanisms that kept in check inequ alities of
power and (to sorne extent) of resources, seems to be a reasonable approxima­
tion of Rawls' second principle of justice. In this respect, Athens also conforms
to Aristotle's requ irement for dissimilari ty within the polis.

Thus, if we stay within the citizenship, the Athe nian social contract at least
roughly recapitulates the pr inciples developed within Ra wls' thought experi­
ment. Moreover , in emphasizing dignity before honor , the Athenians do seem
to have employed wha t couId be described as a maximin principle of limiting
risk under conditions of uncertainty. T he cond itions ofAthenian citizen-society
are, of course, far from an empirical praof of the un iversality of Rawls' pr inci­
pies or the assumptions that underlie them. The Athenian preference for a
maximin approach to decision making may, for example, find its raots in the
realities of a premodern rural culture centered on subsistencc agriculture rath er

73 See, for example, discussion by Humphreys (1983a, 1985a, 1985c); the essays collected in
Cartl edge, l\lillett and T odd 1990; T odd 1990; D. Co hen 1991, 1992.

7' Co mplaints that democracy blurs distinctions between slaves, metics, wornen, and citizens ,
and rende rs discipline impossible: Aristotle Pol. 1313b32 - 38, 1319b27- 30; Ps.-Xenophon 1.10 ­
12; Plate Hep. 562b -563c; cf. Dem. 9.3; 2 1.47, 49. Varying views on Atheniantreatment of slaves:
Gou ldner 1969, 33- 34, 88- 90; Garlan 1988, 145--53: Pattcrson 1991, 64- 180.
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than in human na ture .Z> But in light of criticisms that have been leveled at
Rawls' theory (and Rawls' own retreat from daims of universality), it is notable
tha t the Athenian citizenry does seem to have come up with something like
Rawlsian social justice without the problematic veil of ignoran ce and without a
knowledge of modern liberal democrat ie principles, practices, or institutions.

Wh en we move to the broader koinifnia of those resident within the geo-polis,
the Athenian social order no longer conforms dosely to Rawl s' model ofjus­
tice. Although Ath enian society was stable and more or less autarkic in the
fourth century.?" the legally mandated and socially accepted positions of
slaves, women, and metics violate Rawls' first principle. If we accept Rawls'
liberal definition of j ustice, Athens cannot be j udged a just society. Yet, with­
out attempting an apologia, it may be worthwhile noting a few points in Athens'
favor. Most obviously, no oth er known polis, and no other known complex
ancient society, even approximates the Rawlsian ideal of social justice, at the
level either of whole society or of citizen-society. Next , certain social practices
and fourth- century cha nges in legal procedure might be read as the (tentative
and conditional) extension of certa in basic liberties to certa in noncitizens.??
The emphasis on citizen dignity over family honor, the lack of formai client­
age, and discontinuities within the manifestation of power may have amelio­
rated (again in tent ative and conditional ways) the oppression of noncitizens.
Finally, the Athenians (unlike Aristotle) never succeeded in representing unjust
social relations to themselves as completely natural. No doubt most Athenians
man aged, most of the time, ta ignore the contingent, pro blematic, an d exploit­
ative natu re of their own social system. Yet the contradiction of a just society of
citizens embedded in an unjust society at large crea ted unease and ambiva­
lence for which critics of the Athenian regime (e.g., Plato in the Republic, Aris­
totle in Politics, books 7 and 8) attempted to find theoretical solutions. And
those theoretical solutions seem, on the whole, ra ther less just tha n Athenian
practice when viewed from a Rawlsian perspective. Moreover , tha t un ease
foun d a publi c forum in Ath ens: by sponsoring tragedy and comedy in the
Theater of Dionysos, the Athenian state not only sanctioned but institu­
tionalized the exploration of problems of social justice.78 Nothing in Aristotle's

73 Athenian citizens as peasam s: Wood 1988; T odd 1990 . T he conserva tive risk-rnanagernent
strat egies typica l of peasant societies: Gal1am 199 1; cf. Sal1ares 1990 .

76 T his does not , of course, mean thar Athens did not require imports (a lthough the necessity
has often bee n over-rate d: Garnsey 1988, 89 - 164), but ra ther tha t Athens was able ta produce
and defend goods adequat e to secure the material needs of the population.

77 See, for exarnple, Foxhal1 1989; Hu mer 1989a , 1989b ; O ber 199 1c.
7B Dram a, and espec ially comedy, as (inter a lia) pol itical and social cornrnentary : see the essays

by S. Gold hil1,]. O ber and B. Strauss,]. Hen derson , and]. Redfield in Winkler and Zei tlin 1990;
Rothwell 1990; Konstan 1990. Others have seen drama rather as a form of social contro l: e.g.,
O ison 1990. See Podlecki 1990 for a review of the vexed question of whether worn en attended the
theater .
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surviving text suggests that his best possible state would have encouraged this
sort of introspection . Thus, if R awlsian and Ariâtotelian visions of the just
society can be rega rded as distinct trajector ies intersecting a common ground,
the trajectory of fourth-century Athenian society intcrsects that same ground,
and at a poin t somewhere between the two.

ln conclusion, the Athenian sta te is not l'ully coextensive with Athenian
society at large. It is mislead ing to claim complete homology or total isomor­
phi sm between the behavior of indiv idual citizens, government institutions, the
citizenry, and the society as a whole. Yet both Aristote1ian and Ath enian po­
lùeiai were deeply interested in the production and distribution of social goods;
"state" (as defined above) does not exhaust the meanings of polis in the Politics
or in Athens. If the politico-polis was not l'ully hom ologous to the polis as a
society, neither was it separable l'rom il. The citizenry remained an internally
diverse subset of a larger society; the practices of the political sphere affected
the larger society, and vice versa. The state remained socially embedded; social
no rms wcre created, main tained, and revised by the operation s of sta te institu­
tions. The polis was a koinônia defined by tensions generat ed by the play of
difference between and with in the society of citizens, civil society, and society
at large. Attempts to deal with these tensions provided the substance of Aris­
totle's Politics and Athenian politics.

A final word of caution: Describing the polis in the functiona list and con­
tractarian terms 1 have employed in this chapter cannot offer a l'ully satisfac­
tory explanation of the ph enomenon of the polis. The approach 1 have
adopted here takes society as self-sufficient and so ignores the consequences of
intern at ional relations."? Moreover , it defers the important issue of the polis as
a system for creating meaning; it leaves aside the positive content of citizenship
as self-identification and ernpowerrnent.ê'' ln Aristotle's terms, it skirts the telos
(living wcll) and focuses on somewhat pedestrian antecedent conditions. The
picture of the polis presented here is thu s only a sketch of certain featur es; it
lacks the color and detail that make for real social existence. But 1 think that
attempting to define the terms of the social contract underpinning the polis is
worthwhile. For most modern readers, any assessment of the sp iritua l mean ­
ings the politai devised for themselves is likely ta be based on a prior moral
j udgme nt of the polis as a society. After weighing Athenian society in the scales
of social justice, we may still wish to celebra tc the ideals of democ ra tie, partici­
patory citizenry ; but we will have remindcd ourse1ves of the deep and endur ing
injustices that characterized even the best of poleis.

79 On which, see RaaHauh 1985, 1991; Ob er 1991e.
HO For though tful discussions, see Manville 1990; Meier 1984: Euben 1990.
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