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Human beingdiving in the ancientGreekpolis constitutel a body politic, a community
bound together by a common regime or way of |oielifeia). Whendomestic and foreigaffairs
were ddated treaties ratified, coins strucllecrees proclaimedy laws passedt wasalwaysin
the name of “the Athenians” or “the Lak@monians” —never in terms of “Athens” or “Sparta.”
Active citizengby direct participatiorformedthefree polis. From theendof the sixth centuryo
the last quarter of the fourth centyrihe regime of the Atheniangiith a few brief exceptions
was democracy-the world’s first (All dates herein are BCE.)

The Greek word “democracyd€mokratia literally refers to “power” kratog exercised
by “the people” émo3 as the authoritative element in tpelis. Democracy, as distinguished
from other regnes (monarchia aristokratia oligarchia) and certain authoritative neregimes
(dynasteia, tyrannig denotes a collective capacity in tt@mogo exercise rule and governance
over the population of polis, that is, over the incorporated body of citizens, their dependents,
metics (foreign residents), freed slaves, and slaves. By virtue of itste@lstrength as a body
of active citizens drawn broadly from the overall populatiad its ability to act itoncert when
necessary, thdémosunder democracgssertedts control over althe institutions by which the
polis accomplishd its domestic and foreign affair$hus, beyondpeoplepower” or “power in
hands of the peopledémokratiaconveys the capacity of the pgbe toactpolitically.

Citizensunder Athenian democracy shared in the palitart politiké), ruling and being
ruled in turn, thereby achieving freedomlguthera) and justice diké). The three pillars upon
which Athenian democracy rest&dre the political equality of citizengisonomig, the equal
opportunity and access of citizensthe political procesthrough free speeclisggorig, and the
freedomof citizens tospeak their minslopenly parrhésig. Through theiractive participation in
political life, Atheniancitizers enjoyed seHgovernment anéhsofar as eachitizen participated
directly in political life andcontributed hisskills or virtuesto the best of his abilifydémokratia
couldbeconceivedas meritocracyThucydides Il 37.1-41.14ristotle, Politics VI 1317a40-h.

Compaed tomodern democracy, which is almost exclusively representative democracy,
ancient democracy was direct. Athenian citizeysk responsibility for legislative and judicial
decisionsof the polis, without representationr@ bureaucracy to administés will. The legacy
of Athenian denocracyhas greatly influenced the westgrolitical and intellectuatradition, but
hasbeen tainted yptheaetical objections rooted iantrdemocraticandanti-Athenian sentiment
(Roberts 1994)Critics of Athenian democracyoth ancient and modern, denourtbe regime
asochlocracy {mob rule”) or anarchy.Contemporary scholarshipas exposgthis criticism as
an elite or philosophical disagreement over who should rule whichsdbaie'the people” have
anycapacity or competender selfgovernmen{Ober1998).



Atheniandemocracy represenasform ofself-government grounded on core principles of
popular sovereignty and freedom, adhibitingsigns ofits successhroughinstitutional design,
competence in governanead stability over the long ternand resistance to destabilization
caused by interndhctional strife— successachieved througlactive wide-spread participation
andthe directcontrol of its atizens(Hansen 1991; Hedrick and Ober 1996; Munn 2000; Rhodes
2004; Ober 2008).

Brief History

Therise of Athenian democraclgegan with key social and political reforms instituted by
Solon (594)andKleistheneg508/7)who, following the expulsion of thdomestic tyranny of the
Peisistratidsfounded“democracy (Herodotus VI131.2). Solorestabliskedjustice for the entire
polis by protecting all citizens from abuses of power, wittdrryng the aristocratiprerogative
to rule.But factional strifecontinued anded to the emergence of Peisistratos as a popular tyrant
who paradoxicallyprepared the way for Kleisthendater reforms by curtailingld aristocratic
privileges andconcentrating political power #thens. e oppressiveeignof his sons, Hippias
and Hipparchos, endedlith assassination and overthrq®14, 510/9). With the support of the
AtheniandémosKleisthena introducedreformsreorganizingAthenian territoryand thecitizen
body, thusaltering the character of the hoplite army angortantAthenian political institutions
These reform$urtherintegrated the Athenians as a unif@mmunity, enhanced civic equality
and protection of rights, and increagbddirect political participation of broad base of citizens
—formally bringing democracy into beir{aaflaub 2006).

Themistokleq493/2) persuaded the Athenians to investicen profits from public silver
minesin a magnificent public works project rather thardispersehe revenueamong citizens.
Thedecison to create a permanent navy of 2@ triremegadically transformed theature of
the Athenian citizerbody. Landlss citizensthétes in vast numbers worked in shipyarsd as
crews forthe new fleet- which proved to be the most important source of Athenian greatness.
These citizenscquired a significant interest in and influence over political decisedestions
and the administration of thgolis and itsmaritimeempire. The attention of the Athenidémos
hencethe attention of theolis as a whole, was inexorably drawn seaward. Athenian democracy,
especially in the fifth century, was buttressed by the ssmtead economic prosperity, maritime
trade, and imperial power and revermeatedby thefleet Imperialism abroadtrengthened the
legitimate claim to rule of thdémosat Athens, reinforcingand evenhastening the process of
democratic reformsral increasing democratic control of the regiffiee Athenians flourished as
a result of their command of the sea (Boedeker and Raaflaub 1998; Hale 2009).

The termdémokratiais first attested inthe 420s Klerodotus VI 43.3and Il 80-83 see
Antiphon 6.45; Aristophane®irds 1570, but was likely coinedin the 460s(see Aeschylus,
Suppliant WomeB04)asthe power of the Athenian nawy the Delian League (eonfederation
of Greekpoleisformedin 478to defend againduture Persian invasiongeached & peak and
the Athenianschieved hegemgroverther allies. This alliance gradually was transformed into
aremarkably successful empireye@which depended heavily upon fleet of ships manned by
thousands of Athenian citizeriBhe demographic powdrase for empire translated into political
influence at home.

Legislative and judicial reformsitroduced by Ephialte§62/1), andater expandedy
Perikles,confirmed and entrenched the sovereignty ofd@mosat Athens, andestablisked an



enduring framework of institutions and la¥es démokratia Thesereformstilted the balancef
power andauthority even more towardlemocraticpolitical institutions such as théssembly
andlaw courts,at the expense dfodiestraditionaly oligarchic o aristocratic like the Council
of the AreopagosPay forcitizenservice on jurieand certain offices guaramig thalower-class
Athenians, as well as citizens with wealth and leisure, could jpatiédn magistracies anthe
law courts.Selection bylot replaced election almost entirely as themocrationeans to assign
annualmagistraciesThe sinews of democragrew strongeaspolitical authority institutional
control, andhe means of accountabilibecame morérmly gatheredn the hands of tadémos

Towards the end of the Peloponnesian War {434), with the democracgtrained to the
limits by imperial expeditionghe Atheniansexperiencd the internal faction and strifes{asig
sodestructive obther Greelpoleis After the surrender dhe Athenians to the Spartaasid the
sudden loss of empire, tlil@mosacquiesced beforan oligarchicmovement that orchestrated a
political coupusing democratic meansits ranks severely depleted by losses in war, especial
after the Sicilian disast. The people inAssembly agreed to drastic measumsch effectively
suspendd democratic rule. Earliegfforts by the oligarchic fetion at Athens tdake advantage
of eventsandrestrain democratic rul@11/0)by instituting an oligarch regime of “the 400” and
then “the 5000'had failed Within a few months democracy was restored, lzadh lawsvere
passed punishing those charged with suppottiranny andconspiringto overthrow or subvert
the democracy

Emboldended bythe presence o& Spartangarrison andfleet (404/3), the Athenian
oligarclhs again gaied control of AthensThis groupknown as “The Thirty” (later “The Thirty
Tyrants”) sought to purge thgolis of its democratic charactéy imposing stricter qualifications
for citizenship anexpeling democraticsupporers A violent but briefcivil war ensued between
the democratic resistanae exile and the oligarcie faction at Athensending once mora the
restoration of democracy. Aeconciliation agreementounded upon @ unprecedentedmnesty
(401), eunited the citizenandpreserve AtheniandemocracyXenophonHellenikall 4.43).

In thefollowing decades, the Athenians enjoyed a high degree of domestic trarapality
stability, reacquiringnuch oftheir former powelin foreignaffairs. Chastened by the tumultuous
affairs at the end of the fifth centyrthenians introduced legeeformsaimed tomoderatehe
exercise of popular power without undermining the deatacregime An ambitious review and
revision of the laws was undertaken (4299) and new procedures for legislation weperowed
by thedémosrestrainingthe Assembly. Measures were taken to insomsistencyand prevent
arbitrarinesor contradiction,in legislation(graphé paranomamomotheta); explicit decisions
of the people withthe force of “laws” fjomo) werealso distinguishedrom popular “decrees”
(pséphismtn), creaing in effecta nascent system of checks and balarthashelpedclarify the
relation between popular sovereignty and the constitutiomabf law(Ostwald 1986).

It would be misleading to descrilb@urth-century Athenian democra@g less dynamior
successfuthan the radical democracy of the fifth centuty accomplishments mapn fact be
more impressivegiven thetumultuous eventsf the fourth century (Xenophoiellenika VIl
5.26-27). Wile the practice bdemocracychanged lgghtly, the Atheniangontinued tdflourish
and thecoreprinciples of theidemocratiacegimeremained strontghroughout the fourth century,
until Macedonian military domina® compelled the Athenians (322/1) to surrendetonomy
Its institutions and offices continued to éx&ven inthe Romarperiod, butAthenian democracy
as a regime waabolished.



Citizenship

Each polis hada core of active citizeng¢litai), men ofage to bear arms and wage war
in deferse oftheir households anterritory, administeing justicewithin the borders of thpolis.
Eligibility for full citizenship did not require land ownership or social statukeAians, rich and
poor alike, who held an equal share in the demogpatis, enjoyed the same political privileges
and rights. Some duties, however, such as special pydjpees €isphorg, financial liturgies
associated with public projects (sponsors of triremes or dramatic perfosjaace enroliment
in hoplite and cavalry ranks, fell to citizewgh resources to expend on behalf of podis.

Adult males who actiely participated in warfare and the governance ofpibles were,
precisely speaking, full citizens. Younger men reached political maturity thiey had finished
their military training as ephebes. Women were considered passive cafzbepolis who, like
children of citizerparents, possessed limited civic rights and obligations protected by the laws
They patrticipated in the religious cults and festivals ofptbles, for example, but were excluded
from direct political activity. The number &ill citizens may have been as high683000 in the
mid-fifth century, butthat number declinesignificantly (due to plagues and warfait® around
30,000. Dbtal populatiorranged betwee50,000 an@dl00,000 peoplencluding around 100,000
citizen households (Athenian men, women, children), in addition to tens of thousandscef meti
and 100,00qor more slaves Active citizens appear to have numbered abouttenth of the
general population (free, foreign, slave) ambut onefifth of the adult populton at any given
time (Hansen 1991). The Athenians were by far the lapgaistin the ancient Greek world.

Athenian democracy cultivated the concept of political freeddeutherig which was a
characteristic concern all the Greelpoleis In Athens, this conceptas not restricted to elites,
or a particular class, but was pursuedhydémosas a whole, that ishe citizenbody at large.

The Atheniardemocratigolis understood itself to ba free and sovereign commungyounded
firmly upon a broad base of popular support from enfranchised citithspolitical equality
(isonomig in legislative andudicial proceedingsexercisingtheir freedom of speechsggoria),
especially inthe Assembly with a frankhess and boldnespdrrhésig tha wasthe hallmark of
Athenian democracyThe démosregaded th& civic rights or liberties (sonomiaandiségorig

as prerequisites fotthe practice of direct democracy and an expression of their political freedom
(Raaflaub 2006; Saxonhouse 2006).

Political Institutions

The peopleexercised powethrougha complexarrangement oinstitutions, procedures,
and officesat Athensrelated to deliberatioriegislation and judgment. Democracy did not rely
upon ancestratustomor claims of natural distinctioand inequality used to suppe@ntistocratic
or oligarchicrule. The democratic constitution and its institutiopgpomoted active and direct
involvement bythe citizenbody andentruséd the peoplavith the decisiormaking and judging
powers of thepolis as a whole(A second layer oflemocratiogoverrancegrew out of the need
for the Athenians to administer and managé& thepire)

Eachcitizen was enrolled in a locdeme the entrypointfor political activity. Thedemes
were in me of three regions in Attika (coastal, rural, urban) and distributed by lot into ¢ime of
teneponymoudribescreated by Kleisthene$he tribes were thus composedlemegsandomly
aggregated and representativeabbithree regionsEach citizen as member of hislememet in



assemblydebated issues, elected local officers, organized and celebrated local tedtsvals,
levied property taxes, and administemanma land Citizensgarneredpractical experiencin

democratic politicas demesmeand thencomposed theitizenbody who, at Athengyathered,
debated, and voteid the Assembly(ekklésid; seved as members of the Council gadors in
the law courtsdikastérig; and executed the will of trdémosas magistrates

Political power indemocraticAthens was not scattered among sepdredache®r arms
of government. Th&ssembly and the law courts equally manifested “the pe@pldthens, and
decisions taken by th@émosgathered in either venue were considered to be authoritative and
final. The general business of the Assembly, which met 40 times perwaarto heamotions,
deliberate, and votémajority rule)on matters domestic and foreigivolving thewhole polis.
Assembly sessionastedno longer than one dalleetingswere announced with a notice of five
days and the agenda wagblished in advanceemergency sessions could be called as needed
The Assemblymeton a rocky hillsidefacing theagora andakropoliswhich could accommodate
more than 6,000 citizens (the numbeededor a quorum). Atheniamale citizens over the age
of twenty could attend, and any citizpresent had the right to speak. Most young men did not
attend until they hafinisheda few years oéctive military serice. Citizens in the fourth century
collected pay for attending regular meetings.

Most legal issuegbut not all)were settled by juriesomposed of citizens over the age of
thirty who werenot indebted to the public treasury or otherwise deprived af aiyits (atimia).
Names werehosen by lot to form a pool of 6,08Rizens availabléor jury duty each yeaf600
from each of the 10 tribesh complicated stone mechanism randombgignedndividual jurors
(dikasta) to the law courts on a daily basisegal cases like Assembly meetings lasted only
one day, s@ortition prevented the corruption of jurors by litigants, who were solely regponsi
for arguing their own case$he nagistrateassigned to each lagourtsserved asts timekeeper
for the speakers and recorded decisidmg could not interprehe laws or instruct the jurors in
any way.Once assembleid court, juors heardall of thearguments, deliberated in silence, and
passed judgment immediatelyy seret ballot. Juies had201, 401, or 501 citizens with
additional increments of 50#ssigned in cases of greatblic significance. The largest law court
could numberas many a$,000,if all citizens in thegury pool were called to deliberate oa
single casgessentilly reconstituting thedémosalong the lines of thAssemblybut actingin a
judicial capacity. (The Assembly itself presided over certain cases, such as.jreas

The administrative business of the Assembly and the judgments of the law cerets w
executed by more than 1,000 officials, the vast majority of whom were select&tide by lot,
while the remainder were chosen by election, including genestagg§go). These magistrates
served on commissioned boards, rather than as individuals, which insured collebnaimost
important board was theouncil of 500 poul§ which prepared the agenda fbe Assemblyand
carried out its orders or decre@te Councilinstruced bythe Assemblyformulaied questions
or issuego be put tcavote ata future meeting and provideedcommendationgp(obouleumati
for consideratiorby the Assembly t@pprowe, reject or return for revision. Composed of 500
citizens over the age of thirty selected by lot (50 from each of theb&3) the Council served
for oneyear.Within the Councilarotatingexecutivecommittee prytaneig was assigned to the
fifty membersfrom a given tribe, whoservel for one month as dstanding” committee
responsible foday-to-day contingenciesOne citizen fromthe prytaneiswas chosen by lot to
serve forone dayas president ¢pistaté} presiding over any meetings tife Assemblyor
Council but without hlaling anyformal powers.



With the exception of the board of generals and admirals, dfbtsers were limited to
an anmial term and could not be selected for any office more than once (except for the ,Council
where citizens could serve twice but not successively). The distribution aftraages was open
to all and the constant need to fill offices annually insured tieeofaactive citizen participation
in administrative capacities would be high and spread across social and ecomesnic li

Accountability and Participation

The Athenians inventedavious mechanism® insuredemocratic participatios lottery,
sortition, rotation, annual mas, scrutiny, paylimited iteration in magistracies, and the complex
system for assigningitizens to demedribes and boards- whichalso effectivelyblockedthe
accumulation of power or influence tine hands bindividuals or smallgroupsandelite cliques,
thussafeguardinglemocracy fronoligarchic influenceWith no institutional means to control or
rule thedémoswithout its consent, democratic leaders could not impose policies aéthes
Their success agtatesmerorators (hétdreg derives from their capacity to act as advisors to the
démos articulating and defending their advice publicly and persuasively (YL986).Further,
the transparency ahuch publicactivity in the ancienpolis andespeciallythe strictprocedures
of accountability apiged to all the magistraciesincluding formalreview (dokimasia, scrutiny
of performancen office (euthyna), impeachmentgisangelig, censure gtimia), andostracisnm-
preserved popular control over offibelders and other administrators of the peopielk. In the
absence of formal institutional checks and balan&dsnian democracy developsdch rules
andmechanismgsoftenenforced by severe sanctiots protect the rule of the people against the
threat ofsubversiorfrom within.

Several thousand citizens each and every year, and for many years duririfgtinegs,
were politically active in ways that far exceeded occasionally attetiggssembly, voting on
anissue, or sitting on a juryroad participation irpolitical affairs by“the rich” or “well-born”
few (plousioi, gennaioi, oliggias well asby “the middling sort” (netrioi), together with“the
many (to pléthosdémotaj oi polloi) of average means or the paathout land,guaranteed that
the entireAthenian population had direct stake in the success and the benefits of democracy
(Hansen 1999; Raaflaub 2006; Ober 20@88henian democracy created the conditions for active
participationin the body politidoy a wide and diverse range of citizensltivated astrong sense
of civic identity and concern for the public good, dhdsgenerated a system of governaticat
was not only stable and successful, but atepable ofsustained, coherendjrect deliberation
and decisiormakingconsistent with democratic principles
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