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Ten Things You Should Know 
About Ancient Greek Democracy
PROFESSOR PAUL CARTLEDGE

Demokratia = Demos + Kratos

1.
What is the Bulgarian for ‘democracy’? The word – which came into English from French – is derived ultimately from an ancient Greek portmanteau word coined probably in Athens and became as ubiquitous in the ancient Greek world as it is today. BUT it could assume very different shades of meaning, then as now: see below for antiquity. Today, it almost always means indirect, representative democracy, usually republican. Contrast in antiquity: see below. When was Demokratia coined? Probably c. 475 BCE. In Aeschylus’s tragedy Suppliant Women (463 BCE?) a periphrasis is used ‘he kratousa kheir tou demou’, the controlling/decisive hand of the People, that implies the existence of the term demokratia, but this is not actually attested until the 420s (Herodotus’s Histories 6.131, but see below; ‘Old Oligarch’ Constitution of the Athenians, passim). More interesting perhaps: what was the Latin for ‘demokratia’?

2. 
Kratos = Power, Strength, Grip. (A speaking character in the tragedy Prometheus Bound attributed to Aeschylus is so named; he is the henchman of tyrant Zeus. Also a character in the videogame God of War). But Demos was ambiguous/ambivalent: either i. the People (all the people)  or ii. the Masses (majority of the people, specifically the poor majority of the citizens), so demokratia can be translated/interpreted as either i. vaguely ‘government of the people by the people for the people’ (Abraham Lincoln) or ii. more threateningly/antagonistically ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ (V.I. Ulyanov a.k.a. Lenin)

3.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Much of our political vocabulary is ancient Greek-derived: politics (from polis, city-state, citizen-state), anarchy, aristocracy, dynasty, monarchy, oligarchy, plutocracy, tyranny … democracy. (From Latin come: citizens, constitution, empire, liberal, republic, state - and power and people.) But … WHY do we call our (‘liberal’, ‘Western’) representative systems ‘democracy’ when all ancient Greek systems were direct? (NB: there were several types/varieties of ancient demokratia: see Aristotle Politics, esp. Books 3-4.) To an ancient Greek democrat, all our systems would count as versions of ‘oligarchy’ (rule by the few): They (our elected representatives) rule instead of as well as for Us (even if – and because – they are elected by the many). The UK’s so-called ‘constitutional monarchy’ in association with a parliamentary democracy would count for the ancient Greeks as a ‘mixed constitution’ though that typically would have meant something quite different for them.

4.
There was no such thing as ‘ancient Greek democracy’. There were about 1000 separate Greek political states and communities (most were poleis, citizen-states, city-states): Cartledge Ancient Greece: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford & New York: OUP, 2011). Only a minority ever had any form of demokratia – most for most of the time were (more or less extreme/moderate) oligarchies. Athens is the best-known and most extreme of the democracies – but there was no such (one) thing as ‘Athenian democracy’: Athens had at least 3 different versions over a roughly 200-year period (508/7-322 BCE). M.H. Hansen The Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes (Bristol Classical P. 1999). 

5.
Most known ancient Greek writers, historians and theorists were non- or even anti-democrats: e.g., Plato (rabidly hostile on socio-intellectual grounds – the majority of citizens being poor were also typically stupid, ill-educated, ignorant, fickle), and his star pupil Aristotle (much less hostile, however, because he tolerated any successfully stable constitutions and saw merit in the ‘wisdom of the crowd’). Both lived all or most of their adult lives in democratic Athens and founded schools there. Why (so) anti-democratic? The number of known ancient Greek writers, historians and theorists who were democrats of any sort, let alone radicals, can be counted on the fingers of one hand: Democritus (the atomist), Demosthenes and Pericles (practical Athenian politicians), Protagoras (itinerant intellectual from same city as Democritus: Abdera) …: see J.T. Roberts Athens on Trial. The antidemocratic tradition in Western thought (Princeton U.P., 1994).

6.
Earliest extant (Western, any) political theory is preserved in the so-called ‘Persian Debate’ in Book 3 chs 80-82 of the Histories (‘Enquiries’, ‘Researches’) of Herodotus (‘published’ c. 425 BCE). Most recent translation: by Tom Holland (Penguin 2013), with intro and notes by PC. H. was an eastern Greek from Halicarnassus (modern Bodrum, Turkey) who relocated at the end of his life to the new, democratic city of Thouria in S. Italy and spent key time in Athens. The dramatic date of this Debate is c. 522 BCE, but it is entirely fictional, quite un-historical! Of the 3 notionally Persian speakers, the first speaks up for something like what a Greek would understand as democracy BUT significantly he does not actually use the word demokratia, preferring isonomia ‘equality under the laws’, which he says has the ‘fairest of names’ and stands for/embodies i. selection of all officials by lot (election was considered oligarchic) ii. responsibility of all officials to the people iii. all major public political decisions taken by the people (all qualified citizens). These three qualities/ features in his view collectively distinguish isonomia from and above its two rivals. 

7.
To an ancient Greek non- or anti-democrat, democracy was in effect mob-rule (ochlos = crowd, mob). The other two speakers in Herodotus’s Persian debate advocate respectively rule by a few (oligarchy disguised as aristocracy, the rule of the best) and rule by one, monarchy (in fact, non-responsible autocracy). All Greeks believed in – or paid lip-service to - equality (e.g., isonomia) but differed often radically and irreconcilably over who should count as relevantly, politically, equal. To a non- or anti-democrat, democracy was the world turned upside down: the poor (and therefore ignorant, stupid, fickle, uneducated) masses ruling over the rich, elite (and notionally smart) few. See M. Ostwald Oligarchia (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2000).

8.
Ancient Greek democrats were on principle radical egalitarians: one citizen = one vote, regardless of birth, wealth, beauty, strength, intelligence etc. Everyone should count for one, and no one for more than one – and votes were counted, sometimes but not always secretly, in mass jury-courts as well as in Assembly (though for selection of officials the lot was preferred at Athens, except for top military and financial posts). The Spartans, who were not democrats, voted - not by ballot nor by raising their hands, but - by shouting: no strict one man/one vote egalitarianism there (no lottery either nor popular jury courts). The democratic citizen, according to Aristotle’s definition, was he who had a share in passing legal judgment and holding office.

9.
However, in one key respect no ancient Greek democrat was (an) egalitarian: gender. The Greek city (polis) was a men’s club: only free, legitimate adult males could be citizens (politai) with political power. No women need apply (though they could hold public office as priestesses). J. Neils Women in the Ancient World (LA & London, 2011). A supposedly Spartan joke is preserved in a collection of Apophthegms attributed to Plutarch, c. CE 100): an Athenian asks a Spartan why the Spartans did not practice democracy; the Spartan replies – we will introduce democracy into our public decision-making when you Athenians introduce democracy into your own homes… (Actually, the legal status of Athenian women vis-à-vis their menfolk was inferior to that of Spartan women vis-à-vis theirs.)

10.
The depreciation over time of demokratia (the word as well as the thing) in terms of the actual wielding of political power by the demos in the sense of the poor masses/majority of citizens in Greek Antiquity is palpable: i. there was hardly any genuine demokratia (people-power) anywhere in the Greek world after 300 BCE; ii. demokratia comes typically to mean ‘republic’, i.e. not-monarchy, freedom from direct rule by Greek autocrats or by Rome;  iii. Rome (first Republic, then Empire) hated Greek-style radical/popular democracy; the Latin for demokratia was democratia…iv. the Byzantines who called themselves ‘Romans’ were ruled autocratically by divinely authorised monarchs, and by the 6th century CE demokratia could be used to mean ‘riot’, i.e. ‘mob- rule’ in depoliticised action. See G.E.M. de Ste. Croix The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World (London: Duckworth, 1981, corr. impression 1983).

*************

Two ‘lessons’ to be drawn from a comparison/contrast of ancient and modern democracy/democracies? 

A. The past is a ‘foreign country’. They do things - organize ideas and their reception  - very differently there (L.P. Hartley The Go-Between) 

B. Puzzle: why and how did ‘democracy’ – the word as well as very various and disparate versions of the thing – so rise in estimation from the late 18th century to today? On this and all other above questions see my Democracy: A Life (New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, March/April 2016)


Further Reading:

Wilfried Nippel Ancient and Modern Democracy. Two Concepts of Liberty? (Cambridge: C.U.P. 2016)
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