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The Constitution of Athens


INTRODUCTION



AUTHORSHIP, TEXT, STYLE


ARISTOTLE’S Constitution of Athens formed part of an extensive collection of histories of the constitutions of one hundred and fifty-eight cities and tribes, most of them Greek. More than two hundred fragments from this collection have been preserved in quotations by later Greek authors, eighty-six of which are taken from the Constitution of Athens. But, since the majority of these quotations are found in the works of ancient lexicographers, grammarians, and scholiasts, who were interested mainly in anecdotes, mythological details, strange customs, proverbs, and the like, they contain very little that is of interest to the student of politics. 

Some of the quotations from the Constitution of Athens are, indeed, more informative; but even so, it was quite impossible to form, on this basis, an adequate idea of the contents and the nature of this work. In 1880, there were found two small leaves from a papyrus codex containing passages on the Athenian constitution which, by some scholars, were identified as belonging to the lost work of Aristotle. These leaves, which were acquired by the Egyptian Museum at Berlin, contain passages from what is now counted as Chapters 12-13 and Chapters 21-22 of the present treatise. 

In 1890, the British Museum acquired from an unknown source four papyrus rolls containing a continuous text on the history of the Athenian constitution, which were first edited by F. C. Kenyon in January, 1891. Though the text is mutilated at the beginning and the end, and, therefore, the name of the author and the title of the work are missing in the papyrus, Kenyon was convinced from the beginning that the papyrus treatise was identical with Aristotle’s famous work. Nevertheless, in the years immediately following its first publication, many scholars tried to prove either that the treatise must be the work of a later author or that the papyrus itself was a modern falsification. Since then, however, the view of the first editor has been confirmed in every possible fashion. 

All papyrus experts who have examined the papyrus agree that the assumption that it could be a modern falsification is utterly fantastic; and the historian and philologist, after a careful scrutiny of the contents and form of the treatise, will fully agree with their judgment. The question of Aristotle’s authorship, however, must be discussed somewhat more fully, since the purpose of the present edition makes it necessary to determine the relation of the treatise to Aristotle’s political theory. 

On the front or recto side of the papyrus, one finds accounts of receipts and expenditures dated in the year 78/79 A.D. The Constitution of Athens is written on the back or verso side of the papyrus. As the handwriting shows, this copy was made not later than the earlier part of the second century A.D. Of the eighty-six fragments quoted by ancient authors and either expressly attributed to Aristotle’s Constitution of Athens or attributed to Aristotle without indication of the work to which they belonged (but of such a nature that their being from this treatise may be assumed), seventy-eight are actually found in the papyrus. Of the remaining eight, four probably belong to the beginning of the treatise, which is not preserved in the papyrus, two must have belonged to the mutilated end, and one comes close enough to a passage in Chapter 54 to be considered as an inaccurate quotation from it. The papyrus contains also the passages previously found in the two leaves of the Berlin papyrus. There cannot be the slightest doubt, therefore, that in the London papyrus we have the work which was considered in late antiquity as Aristotle’s treatise on the Constitution of Athens. 

In view of the fact that the earliest extant ancient quotations from the treatise belong in the second century A.D., it has been argued that the treatise may have been current under the name of Aristotle, although actually the work of some other author, possibly one of Aristotle’s disciples. This opinion is supported by the following observations: (1) the style of the treatise differs from that of Aristotle’s theoretical works, especially in its showing traces of an avoidance of a clash of vowels, a practice that, although quite common in fourth-century literature, is not observed in Aristotle’s theoretical works; (2) the treatise contains a number of terms that are not found elsewhere in Aristotle’s writings; (3) neither the Constitution of Athens, nor any other part of the collection of histories of constitutions of which it formed a part, is mentioned in Aristotle’s Politics; (4) the author of the treatise seems to have a somewhat more favorable opinion of democracy than Aristotle reveals in his other political writings. Finally, the defects of the author as a historian have appeared so great to some scholars that they considered it impossible to identify the author with the great philosopher. 

In fact, the enormous collection of histories of constitutions to which the Constitution of Athens belonged can hardly have been made by Aristotle alone, and the possibility of some collaboration of his friends and disciples in the preparation of the material for the present treatise cannot be denied. But it is noteworthy that the latest date mentioned in the papyrus is the archonship of Cephisophon, that is 329-328 B.C., and that the island of Samos is described as being still under the control of Athens, which was no longer the case after the autumn of the year 322. There can be no doubt, therefore, that the treatise was written before Aristotle’s death, but not very long before his death. This also accounts for the fact that the treatise is not quoted in any of Aristotle’s other works. Furthermore, since Aristotle’s special interest in the constitutional history of Athens can be taken for granted, the fact that this treatise, as far as we know, was always, at least in later antiquity, attributed to Aristotle cannot be disregarded. 

The question of the style of the treatise is somewhat more difficult. During the last three decades, Aristotle’s authorship has been almost universally accepted, and the difference in style between the treatise and Aristotle’s theoretical works has been explained by the assumption that the treatise, in contrast to the extant philosophical works, was written for publication and published to be read by a large audience. This assumption, however, is hardly correct, or must at least be modified, if the nature of the work is to be correctly understood. In actual fact, the extremely slovenly style and sometimes even slovenly syntax1 of the present treatise is a far cry from the beautiful and elaborate language of most of those fragments of Aristotle’s published works that have come down to us in their original wording. 

On the other hand, the so-called theoretical works of Aristotle are by no means uniform in style. Probably none of them was destined to be published for a large public. All of them were to be read and discussed in his philosophical school. But, while some of these works seem to represent an unelaborated and immediate reproduction of Aristotle’s struggle with his problems and of the often painful and laborious process of his thinking, there are passages in some of these works, especially in the Nicomachean Ethics, which come much nearer to the elaborate style of Aristotle’s published works than anything that can be found in the Constitution of Athens. Nor is it correct to explain these passages as pieces taken over into this work from his published dialogues. There is, after all, nothing strange in the fact that, in those comprehensive manuscripts in which Aristotle put down his thoughts in the various fields of philosophy and science for his own use and for the use of his disciples (both in the narrower and in the broader sense), he should sometimes express his ideas and meditations without paying any attention to style, and sometimes pay close attention to his mode of expression. 

Within the body of Aristotle’s work, the Constitution of Athens occupies a peculiar position, inasmuch as it is not philosophical or scientific, but historical and descriptive. If one takes this fact into consideration, there is nothing in the treatise that does not easily fall within the limits of what, from his other works, is known as the range of Aristotle’s style. It is quite natural that, even in a sketch written mainly for private use, the sections consisting of historical narrative should, to some extent, follow the stylistic rules observed by all historical writers of the time of Aristotle, while in the purely technical and descriptive sections, these stylistic rules might be ignored. 

In conclusion, one may say that both the external and the stylistic evidence are entirely in favor of the assumption that the treatise was written by Aristotle himself. But it seems quite impossible that Aristotle intended to publish it, in the form in which we have it, for the general public. This judgment will be confirmed by an analysis of the composition of the work and by a discussion of its historical shortcomings, which will be found in the following chapters. 


COMPOSITION, SOURCES, HISTORICAL RELIABILITY


As mentioned before,1 the beginning of the treatise is missing in the papyrus. But the summary given by Aristotle in Chapter 41 and the “Epitome of Heracleides”2 show that the lost chapters contained the history of the period of the monarchy. 

What is extant clearly falls into two parts. The first of these contains the history of the Athenian constitution from the end of the monarchy to the overthrow of the regime of the so-called “Thirty Tyrants” in 404 B.C. This part extends from Chapter 1 to Chapter 41 of the extant treatise and concludes with a brief survey of the main phases or turning points in the history of the Athenian constitution as described in the preceding chapters. The second part, extending from Chapter 42 to the mutilated end of the papyrus, contains a much more detailed account of the constitutional set-up and of the governmental machinery as it was in the time of Aristotle himself, and as (disregarding some minor later changes) it had evolved in the decade or so following the restoration of democracy, after the overthrow of the “Thirty.” It is, however, noteworthy that in this section, which gives such a detailed and technical description of the rules governing the franchise, and of the Council, the magistracies, and the law courts, we do not find any information concerning the complicated procedure of lawmaking which the Athenian constitution of the fourth century prescribed; so that whatever knowledge we are able to acquire concerning this most important constitutional factor has to be obtained from other sources, notably from some of the speeches of Demosthenes. 

The first part presents some very puzzling problems of composition, the most important of which is connected with the constitutional history of Athens before the reforms of Solon. In the beginning of Chapter 41, Aristotle states that the restoration of the democracy in the archonship of Pythodorus (404/403) was the eleventh “change,” and then proceeds to enumerate the various changes.3 He begins with the statement that the first change from the original state of things was that effected by Ion in the division of the people into four tribes. Then, he says, there was the change introduced by Theseus, which was the first deviation from absolute monarchy and the first change resulting in something that might justly be called a constitutional order. This, he continues, was followed by the constitution which existed under Draco, and then the third which existed under Solon. Having counted the Solonian constitution as number three, he goes on counting until, with the restoration of the democracy in 404, he arrives at number eleven. But it is clear that this figure, with which his summary started, is obtained only if one begins to count with the constitution of Theseus; although the first change in a general sense (and Aristotle had announced that he was going to count the changes) occurred under Ion, and although the constitution of Theseus is the first real constitution and not the first change in the constitution. 

To point this out might appear to be sheer quibbling about words in a case where Aristotle was merely careless in his formulation, were it not for the fact that the problem reappears in a much more serious form when one analyzes the first extant chapters of the treatise in connection with the summary given in Chapter 41, a problem that has given rise to endless discussions among modern scholars. Following a sentence which obviously concluded the story of the so-called Cylonian affair,4 the papyrus begins with a description of the economic conditions and the struggle between the rich and the poor that characterized the period immediately preceding the Solonian reforms (Chapter 2). But the chapter is not, as one is led to expect by its last sentence, followed by an account of these reforms but by a section (Chapter 3) which in its opening sentence promises to give a description of the political or constitutional structure of the state before Draco; in actual fact, however, it contains a history of the institution of the archonship from the abolition of the monarchy to the introduction of a college of nine Archons and concludes with some remarks concerning the functions of the Areopagus in that period. Finally, the next chapter (Chapter 4) begins with the words: “Such then, was, in outline, the first political order. Not much later, however, in the archonship of Aristaechmus, Draco enacted his laws. His (or ‘this’)5 constitution was the following.” 

On the face of it, then, it would appear that, even if the various stages in the development of the archonship (that is, the archonship for life, the ten-year archonship, the one-year archonship, etc.) are considered as phases of essentially the same constitutional period, as indeed they must be regarded if the chapter is to be understood at all, two different constitutions are described in Chapters 3 and 4, one before Draco and one that lasted from Draco to Solon, but both of them later than, and different from, the restricted monarchy of Theseus and his successors. In fact, this is the way in which the two chapters seem to have been interpreted by all modern commentators, and it is undoubtedly the most natural interpretation of the text as we have it. Nevertheless, this interpretation is in flagrant conflict with the enumeration of constitutions in Chapter 41, which mentions only one constitution between Theseus and Solon: the constitution of the time of Draco. How is this discrepancy to be explained? In his Politics, Aristotle says expressly that Draco made laws, but that he made them “for an already existing constitution,”6 which patently means that he did not introduce or even inaugurate a new constitution; and, in fact, the little we know about Draco from other ancient sources seems to indicate that his law code dealt mostly with what we should call criminal law, and that, though both the creation of an official law code as such and the character of the laws incorporated in it had probably important political implications, the code did not contain any purely political regulations at all. The enumeration of constitutions or changes of the constitutional order in Chapter 41, in which the constitution “under Draco” or “at the time of Draco” is listed as the only constitution between the restricted monarchy of Theseus and the Solonian constitution, is in no way at variance with the statement made by Aristotle in his Politics. It merely designates by the name of Draco, the most representative figure of the period, the strictly oligarchic or aristocratic regime which developed after the abolition of the monarchy and continued until the archonship of Solon. 

Chapters 3 and 4, on the other hand, as pointed out above, seem to split this period of the constitutional development into two “constitutional orders,” one “before” and one “of” Draco. But a somewhat more careful reading of the two chapters reveals that Chapter 4 contains absolutely nothing that represents a definite innovation in comparison with the latest stage of the development described in the preceding chapter. It simply repeats in slightly different words what had been said about the functions and powers of the Areopagus, and gives additional information concerning the mode of election of the leading magistrates of the city, a question that had not been discussed in detail in the preceding chapter. If it were not for the introductory sentences of the two chapters, notably the words “before Draco” in Chapter 3, and the words “not much later” and “this” or “his constitution” in Chapter 4, the two chapters might very well represent parts of a continuous description of the phases of essentially one and only one constitutional period. 

Since the introductory sentences mentioned make it impossible to interpret the chapters in exactly this way, these chapters appear rather as two different sketches of the same constitution, one from a more evolutionary, the other from a more stationary, point of view. That this is actually the correct explanation of the relation of the two chapters to each other is confirmed by the fact that the words “not much later” in the second sentence of Chapter 4 have no ascertainable point of reference in the preceding Chapter 3. If still further proof of this seems necessary, it may be pointed out that Chapter 4 begins with the words: “This, then, was the first political order.” But, according to the summary given in Chapter 41, the first political order was the restricted monarchy of Theseus, and not what Aristotle describes in Chapter 3. 

Two conclusions may be drawn from these observations. In the first place, it now becomes clear that Aristotle at no time, even when he wrote Chapter 4 of the present treatise, meant to correct the statement which he had made in his Politics—that Draco gave his laws “for an already existing constitution.” The much discussed question, therefore, of whether Aristotle correctly assumed the existence of a specific Dracontian constitution simply does not arise. The “Dracontian constitution” meant to Aristotle at all times a constitution under which Draco lived and of which he was the most characteristic representative at a time when the aristocratic features of this political order had most fully developed; but it never meant to him a constitution created or inaugurated by Draco. 

Secondly, it is equally clear that the treatise either was never meant to be published at all, or, at least, was never revised for publication. This conclusion also can be confirmed by many additional observations. Chapters 3 and 4 not only cannot have been written to follow each other; they are also both awkwardly inserted in the place in which we find them. For, as pointed out before, Chapter 2 leads right up to Chapter 5, so that the description of the conditions that led to the Solonian reforms is very inconveniently interrupted by Chapters 3 and 4. This lack of continuity is also illustrated by the repetitions at the end of Chapter 4 and in the beginning of Chapter 5. There are a great many other passages that show that the treatise can never have been revised by its author for publication: for example, the misinterpretation of an inscription in Chapter 7, 4,7 the inconsistency in the figures given for Pisistratus’ periods of rule and of exile in Chapters 14-17,8 the vagueness of the description of the transition from the oligarchic regime of 411 to the democracy of the last years of the Peloponnesian War in Chapter 33,9 a description which has given rise to so many different conjectures by modern scholars as to what actually happened—to mention only a few of the most striking instances. Since the same conclusion can be reached by an observation of the stylistic deficiencies and the syntactical obscurity of many parts of the treatise,10 there can be little doubt as to its correctness. 

This does not mean, however, that the treatise as we have it is not of the greatest historical value, much less that it is not of very great importance for a full understanding of the development of Aristotle’s political thought. On the contrary, the very fact that the author did not take the time or trouble to revise his treatise for publication and to eliminate the discrepancies resulting from the use of different sources of information makes it possible to gain a much better insight into the nature of the material that he had to use and into the method that he employed in collecting and arranging this material. At the same time, if one wishes to arrive at a just evaluation of what Aristotle actually did achieve and desires to make the best use of it for a full understanding of Aristotle’s attitude in regard to the concrete facts of Athenian political life and of the influence of these facts on his political ideas, it is essential to be aware of the fact that the treatise is merely a sketch which was never fully elaborated. 

A comparison between the various parts of Aristotle’s treatise and the relevant sections of the extant works of ancient Greek historians of the period with which he deals, notably Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon, leaves no doubt that Aristotle has made ample use of this source of historical information. But he not infrequently disagrees with them, and, above all, he tries to give a great deal of additional information, not only concerning his own time, but also in regard to the earlier history of the Athenian constitution. It is generally agreed that, in some cases, Aristotle has made use of documents which he found in the archives of the Athenian state, but that the bulk of the information that cannot be found in the extant works of the great historians mentioned is derived partly from the works of the local historians of Attica who lived in the fourth century B.C., the so-called Atthidographers, and, to a somewhat lesser extent, from party pamphlets which were published in the course of the political struggle of the latter part of the fifth century and which were still extant in the time of Aristotle. However, there is infinite disagreement among modern scholars concerning the question of which specific passages of the present treatise are derived from which specific authors or even from what specific type of sources. 

It is patently impossible, within the framework of this introduction, to enter upon such questions of detail; and one may even doubt whether such an investigation would be very profitable, since, with the exception of a few special cases, all conjectures of this kind must, of necessity, remain very uncertain.11 Moreover, even if we could prove, and not merely conjecture, that certain sections of the work of Aristotle are derived from the work of the Atthidographer Androtion, others from the Atthis, that is, local history of Athens, of Cleidemus, and still others from an oligarchic party pamphlet of the fifth century, this would still not be very helpful unless we knew also what actual historical evidence was available to the authors of these works and what use they made of it. It is, therefore, much more important to acquire some insight into the nature of the primary historical material which Aristotle, or his predecessors, had to use in dealing with different periods of the history of the Athenian constitution; and this is quite possible. 

Nobody who reads Aristotle’s treatise with attention and understanding can fail to notice the enormous difference between his description of the Solonian reforms and his account of the preceding and succeeding periods. The reason is obvious. For the history of the Solonian reforms, Aristotle could use Solon’s own poems; and in this case he has shown that, when he did have first-rate material, he was quite able to make excellent use of it. But it must also be observed that Aristotle, while giving the most vivid and penetrating account of the economic, social, political, and, to some extent, psychological factors which led to the Solonian reforms, and of Solon’s valiant and desperate struggle with the extreme parties on both sides, offers only a bare outline (one is tempted to say the mere skeleton) of the new constitutional order which Solon introduced. To some extent, the same may be said of his description of the constitution of Cleisthenes, which was introduced toward the end of the sixth century. Certainly there is a marked difference between his account of this most important constitutional innovation and the very detailed technical documents which he presents in connection with the much less important oligarchic constitution of 411, which, after all, lasted for only a few months. 

Again the reason is not difficult to find. The Solonian law code was inscribed on the so-called kyrbeis, wooden pillars set up in the portico of the Archon King, where, until the end of the fifth century at least, everybody could inspect it at any time. But, toward the end of the fifth century, a commission was appointed to undertake the official task of finding out in detail what the “ancestral” constitutions of Solon and Cleisthenes had been, and this commission, after years of labor, never came to a quite conclusive result. Obviously, this could not have happened if the details of Solon’s constitutional regulations had been included in his law code, which was accessible to everybody. The main features of his constitutional order were remembered. Some additional information may have been found in the state archives, but, in regard to the technical details, even the archives obviously had not very much to offer. In fact, everything seems to indicate that not until about the beginning of the fifth century, especially after the Persian Wars, were systematic records made and carefully preserved, first of the most important, then also of less important political regulations and decisions. Solon himself, on the other hand, in his poems, naturally dealt with the causes of the political unrest and disorder which he strove to remedy, with the character of his opponents, and with the general tendency of his innovations, but not with their more technical aspect. 

Now, if truly documentary material was so scanty in regard to the constitutional history of the sixth century and was, in all likelihood, practically non-existent concerning any earlier period, what was the source of Aristotle’s information concerning the constitutional development before Solon and concerning the period between Solon and the reforms of Cleisthenes? There can be hardly any doubt that Aristotle made extensive use of the works of the local historians of Attica who lived in the fourth century. These historians form a group apart, inasmuch as all of them seem to have had some priestly functions, and most, if not all, of them during part of their lives held the office of interpreter of the sacred law. Though some of the Atthidographers published books on the sacred law, this law was essentially handed down through oral tradition within certain ancient families, and, therefore, the interpreters of the sacred law had to be chosen from those families. 

Since, in early times, the sacred law was naturally very closely connected with the political institutions, it is very likely that a good deal of valuable information came down through this channel to the fourth century. The fact, for instance, mentioned by Aristotle in Chapter 3, that the Archon King and, to a lesser extent, the Archon Polemarchus were in charge of the older religious functions, whereas the chief Archon, or Archon Eponymus, had only the more recent of those religious functions that had to be performed by members of the government, is confirmed by incontestable independent evidence. It is, therefore, quite possible that traces of even very early political and social institutions were preserved by the works of those local historians of Attica, who were at the same time interpreters of the sacred law. But it is also obvious that there were natural causes of distortion and error which cannot be neglected in an attempt to determine the historical value of this kind of tradition. On the one hand, there is a natural tendency to preserve most scrupulously the traditional rules governing the correct conduct of the community toward the gods; on the other hand, religion is the field in which legends, especially of aetiological character, most naturally crop up. 

Another cause of error, as Aristotle’s own treatise shows,12 may be found in a change, and a consequent uncertainty, of the political nomenclature. When the monarchy was abolished, there, nevertheless, continued to be a “king” who, however, seems to have been restricted to religious and, to some extent, judicial functions. This member of the government was later officially called Archon King, but, in the early period, he seems to have been called simply King. In the case of a specific “king” of the transitional period whose name was known, it may sometimes have been difficult to determine whether he was a real king or a magistrate of that title. Finally, for historians like the Atthidographers who were in possession of very valuable, but at the same time one-sided, specific information and who tried to write a history of Athens from a more general point of view, the temptation must have been very great to engage in historical reconstructions for which their actual material was not quite sufficient. Aristotle’s report on the constitutional development from the abolition of the monarchy to Draco in Chapter 3, which is in many respects very vague and which, even where it is less vague, can hardly be quite correct, seems to represent a reconstruction of this kind.13 A clear indication that, to some extent, this is also true of Chapter 4 can be found in the fact that in this chapter the property qualifications of the different classes of citizens are given in money, although at that time coined money hardly existed and even uncoined precious metal cannot possibly have played the role which a citizen classification on this basis would presuppose. This is also confirmed by the fact that Solon, in the succeeding period, still determined the first class of citizens by their income in natural products rather than in money. 

There is still another cause of possible error and distortion which is most important and must be discussed more fully. In the period immediately following the Persian War, the ancient council of the Areopagus acquired a great political ascendancy because of the leading part which it had taken in the direction of this life and death struggle of the Athenian people against the foreign invader. How much of this ascendancy had a foundation in the official constitutional set-up of the Athenian state and how much was due merely to the political situation can no longer be exactly determined. At any rate, when the Areopagus continued to exert its influence on the conservative side, the leaders of the progressive party finally succeeded in depriving it of most of its political powers and influence. But when, after the death of Pericles, the democracy seemed to fail in the conduct of the Peloponnesian War, there was a group of citizens who began to argue that the Athenian state had started on the wrong road when the Areopagus was deprived of its privileges and its power. This point of view was still held by certain groups in the fourth century, and we have an example of their ideas and arguments in one of the extant pamphlets of Isocrates, the Areopagiticus. It is only natural that these men should have had a tendency to project into an early period of the constitutional history of Attica those functions, privileges, and powers which, in their opinion, the Areopagus ought to have had at all times; or, in other words, that their idea of the history of the Areopagus was colored by their political views. A comparison between Isocrates’ pamphlet and those sections in Aristotle’s work in which he deals with the earlier history of the Areopagus shows that Aristotle did not entirely escape the influence of these representatives of a movement in favor of greater powers for the Areopagus. 

All this does not mean, of course, that the Areopagus was not a pre-Solonian institution, which undoubtedly it was. There are strong indications that the main function of this council in the early period was a judicial one. This does not exclude the possibility that it had other functions also, and that, at times, it may have had considerable political importance. But we must be aware of the fact that most of the material concerning the early history of the institution was so colored by the political discussion of the fifth and fourth centuries that, even if Aristotle had been objectivity itself,14 he would not have been able to arrive at an accurate knowledge of the nature and extent of its functions in an early period; and, in this respect, we are, of course, in no better position than he was. 

The situation in regard to the constitutions of Solon and of Cleisthenes is somewhat different. When in 411 a commission was appointed with the task of finding out what, in detail, the “ancestral” constitutions of Solon and Cleisthenes had been, this appointment was the result of a general tendency prevailing at that time to consider those constitutions as models to which the Athenian state, as far as possible, should return. For some time, indeed, all parties seem to have contended that their aims coincided with the true spirit of these constitutions. But when in 405/4 the radical oligarchs gradually began to pursue political aims and to use methods which, by no stretch of the imagination, could be reconciled with what was known of Solon’s principles, they did not shrink from attacking, not only Solon’s political and social reforms, but even his personal character. All this goes to show that toward the end of the fifth century the tradition about Solon and also Cleisthenes became strongly colored by the political passions of the day. Some of the main features of these constitutions, however, had been of such decisive and lasting influence on the structure of the Athenian state that their origin and nature could not be forgotten; and in Solon’s case, moreover, Aristotle was able to exploit the invaluable documentation which could be found in Solon’s own poems. Some points, such as the exact nature of the so-called seisachtheia, or abolition of debts, remained somewhat uncertain, nevertheless.15 Still, Aristotle was able to relate some of the arguments used in the political discussion of the late fifth century concerning these events,16 without permitting these arguments to influence his own interpretation and political judgment. It is quite possible that his account of this discussion is directly derived from party pamphlets of the late fifth century. But it is an error to believe that everything that looks more or less “objective” is derived from the Atthidographers, and everything that seems somewhat biased in one way or another is derived from “party pamphlets,” and it is a mistake to use this assumption as an axiom from which all “source investigations” have to start. This rather primitive method does not lead anywhere, since some of the Atthidographers themselves and especially Androtion, whose Atthis was certainly consulted and used by Aristotle, took a very active part in Athenian party politics. 

In regard to the period from Solon to the end of the sixth century, there existed two types of what may be called primary historical material which were available only to a very slight degree, if at all, for the earlier period. Many of the political leaders of the fifth century were descendants of the leading political figures of the sixth century. It is natural that within the families that had remained politically prominent for such a long period the memory of what their “ancestors” had done should have been kept very much alive. Undoubtedly this memory was somewhat colored. But the very fact that Aristotle is able to give an account of changing political alliances among these families seems to indicate that a good deal of very valuable and probably rather accurate information was preserved in this way.17

What is least accurately remembered in this fashion is, of course, the chronology. Here, however, the other type of what may be called primary historical material comes in. There can be hardly any doubt that from the first decade of the sixth century regular records had been kept of the names of the chief archons of every year, and by the end of the fifth century “the list of the archons from Solon downward”18 had apparently become a well-known and generally accepted means of dating the events of Athenian, and, to a large extent, even of non-Athenian history. Probably, at the same time, attempts were also made to reconstruct for chronological purposes the archonlists farther back, even into the seventh century. 

Later, there existed a complete list of all archons, not only from the beginning of the one-year archonship which was dated in the year 683/2 B.C., but even from the abolition of the monarchy which was supposed to have taken place in 1091 B.C., or, according to another version, in 1068, and further on from the introduction of the ten-year archonship, which was supposed to have occurred in 752 B.C. There can be not the slightest doubt that the earliest part of these lists is fictitious, as can be seen from this fact alone: that, according to this list, all the seven ten-year archons actually ruled exactly ten years, which would presuppose that none of them died before he had completed his ten-year term of office. In fact, it is rather doubtful whether there ever was a ten-year archonship. On the other hand, it is quite possible, and it is assumed by many scholars, that the list of annual archons from 683/2 downward is substantially correct. But we cannot be certain about it since there is too little external evidence available to check the later tradition. A great many attempts have been made by modern scholars19
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