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BAD MOONS, LITTLE DREAMS










Time present and time past




Are both perhaps present in time future




And time future contained in time past.




T. S. Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’, Four Quartets (1936)













History is often said to be a catalogue of human sorrows, an unending story of bootlicking, a slaughterhouse of crimes. It is not always so. The mould of cruel servitude can be shattered, as happened 2600 years ago, when Greeks

living on the south-eastern fringes of Europe laid claim to an invention that now ranks in historical importance with the wheel, the printing press, the steam engine and the cloning of stem cells. Born of resistance to tyranny, their claimed invention at

first caused no great stir. Few spotted its novelty. Some condemned it for bringing chaos into the world. Nobody predicted its universal appeal. It seemed simply to be part of the great cycle of human affairs – yet one more example of power

struggles among foes. The invention was soon to be seen differently. It was to magnetise millions and to arouse passions on a world scale, understandably so, since it required human beings to picture themselves afresh, to live as they had never before

lived. The invention was a potent form of wishful thinking that is still with us today: the Greeks called it d[image: img]mokratia.




Wishful thinking – the longing to bend the present world into a different and better future – is often mocked, but the plain fact is that it is a regular feature of the human condition. Whenever we refer to

the world around us in language, we habitually allude to things that are absent. We conjecture, we say things that miss the mark, or that express yearnings for things to be other than they are. We live by our illusions. The language through which we

speak is an unending series of short little dreams, in the course of which we sometimes fashion new ways of saying things, using words that are remarkably apposite, and strangely inspiring to others. The feminine noun d[image: img]mokratia was one of those tiny terms that sprang from a little dream, with grand effect. It was to rouse many millions of people in all four corners of the world

– and give them a hand in getting a grip on their world by changing it in ways so profound that they remain undervalued, or misunderstood. In contrast to things whose names immortalise their inventors – newtons, Hoovers, Rubik’s Cubes

for example – democracy has no known wordsmith. The roots of the family of terms that make up the language of democracy, and exactly where and when the word was first used, remain a mystery. Democracy carefully guards her secrets. Through the fog

of the past only random clues appear, in the guise of wild-looking, ungroomed figures bearing suggestive names like Demonax of Mantinea, the bearded, robed, sandal-shod lawmaker who was summoned (around 550 BCE) by the women of

the Oracle of Delphi to grant the people of Cyrene, a Greek-speaking farming town on the Libyan coast, the right to resist the tyranny of the limping, stuttering King Battus III, and the right to gather in their own assembly, to govern themselves, under

their own laws.




Demonax may have been among the first public figures to describe himself as a friend of democracy, but we cannot be sure.1 Not one of his writings or speeches or laws has survived. That makes

him a fitting symbol of the way democracy carefully guards her own mysteries against those who think they know her every way. The subject of democracy is full of enigmas, confusions, things that are supposed to be true. It harbours not a few surprises,

including the certainty – this book shows for the first time – that it was not a Greek invention. The belief that democracy is or could be a universal Western value, a gift of Europe to the world, dies hard. That is why one of the

first matters to be straightened out in any present-minded history of democracy is what might be described as the Greek plagiarism of democracy. The claim put forward within most Greek plays, poems and philosophical

tracts, that fifth century Athens wins the prize for creating both the idea and the practice of democracy, seemed plausible to contemporaries. It continues until this day to be repeated by most observers. But it is false.




The Life and Death of Democracy, the first attempt to write a life and times of democracy for well over a century, shows that the little word democracy is much older than classical Greek commentators made out. Its roots are in fact traceable to

the Linear B script of the Mycenaean period, seven to ten centuries earlier, to the late Bronze Age civilisation (c. 1500–1200 BCE) that was centred on Mycenae and other urban settlements of the Peloponnese. It is unclear

exactly how and when the Mycenaeans learned to use the two-syllable word d[image: img]mos, to refer to a group of powerless people who once held land in common, or

three-syllable words like damokoi, meaning an official who acts on behalf of the d[image: img]mos. What is also unclear is whether these words, and the

family of terms we use today when speaking about democracy, have origins further east, for instance in the ancient Sumerian references to the dumu, the ‘inhabitants’ or ‘sons’ or ‘children’ of a geographic

place. But these uncertainties are tempered by another remarkable discovery by contemporary archaeologists: it turns out that the democratic practice of self-governing assemblies is also not a Greek innovation. The lamp of assembly-based democracy was

first lit in the ‘East’, in lands that geographically correspond to contemporary Syria, Iraq and Iran. The custom of popular self-government was later transported eastwards, towards the Indian subcontinent, where sometime after 1500 BCE, in the early Vedic period, republics governed by assemblies became common. The custom also travelled westwards, first to Phoenician cities like Byblos and Sidon, then to Athens, where during the fifth century BCE it was claimed as something unique to the West, as a sign of its superiority over the ‘barbarism’ of the East.




Like gunpowder, print and other imports from afar, the arrival of popular assemblies and (later) the strange-sounding word d[image: img]mokratia in the region

that today we call the West radically altered the course of history. It is even fair to say that it made history possible. For understood simply as people governing themselves, democracy implied something that continues

to have a radical bite: it supposed that humans could invent and use institutions specially designed to allow them to decide for themselves, as equals, how they would live together on earth. The whole thing may seem rather straightforward to us, but

think about it for a moment. The little dream that carried the big thought that mere mortals could organise themselves as equals into forums or assemblies, where they could pause to consider things, then decide on a course of action – democracy in

this sense was a spine-tingling invention because it was in effect the first ever human form of government.




All government is of course ‘human’, in the simple sense that it is created, built up and operated by human beings. The exceptional thing about the type of government called democracy is that it demanded people see that nothing which is

human is carved in stone, that everything is built on the shifting sands of time and place, and that therefore they would be wise to build and maintain ways of living together as equals, openly and flexibly. Democracy required that people see through

talk of gods and nature and claims to privilege based on superiority of brain or blood. Democracy meant the denaturing of power. It implied that the most important political problem is how to prevent rule by the few, or by the rich or powerful who claim

to be supermen. Democracy solved this old problem by standing up for a political order that ensured that the matter of who gets what, when and how should be permanently an open question. Democracy recognised that although people were not angels or gods

or goddesses, they were at least good enough to prevent some humans from thinking they were. Democracy was to be government of the humble, by the humble, for the humble. It meant self-government among equals, the lawful rule of an assembly of people

whose sovereign power to decide things was no longer to be given over to imaginary gods, the stentorian voices of tradition, to despots, to those in the know, or simply handed over to the everyday habit of laziness, unthinkingly allowing others to decide

matters of importance.




Why should democracy in this sense still be of interest 2600 years later? Why bother writing or reading yet another history of the life and times of democracy? Such questions prompt a range of different answers,

the first of which is the most straightforward. For those who relish the history of human inventions, The Life and Death of Democracy provides fresh details of the obscure origins of old institutions and ideals like government by public assembly,

votes for women, the secret ballot, trial by jury, and parliamentary representation. Those curious about these and other institutions of what we now call democracy – political parties, compulsory voting, judicial review, referenda, electoral

colleges, civil society and civil liberties such as press freedom – will find much to interest them here. So, too, will those with a sense of wonder about the changing, often hotly disputed meanings of democracy, or the origins of its key terms, or

the best jokes at its expense, or the cacophony of conflicting reasons that have been given for why it is a good thing.




Every page of this book (and the brief thoughts on history and democracy at its end) tries to hammer home the point that forgetting, or remembering the wrong things, is dangerous for democracy, and that things that seem timeless are never so. Take one

simple example that actually turns out to be rather complicated: the language of elections, whose vocabulary resembles a magpie’s nest constructed from different terms with disparate origins. The word ‘election’ stems from the old Latin

meaning ‘to choose; to pick out (from among several possibilities)’. The group term for those who can so choose, the ‘electorate’, is much more recent; its first recorded usage dates only from 1879. Before then, the word that

everybody used was ‘electors’. Their general entitlement to vote is nowadays called the ‘franchise’, but that word (in thirteenth-century English) originally meant ‘freedom, exemption from servitude or domination’.

Talk of the franchise later came to refer to the legal immunity to prosecution, only then to evolve into several new meanings, including the act of granting a right or privilege, as when a sovereign monarch granted exemption from arrest, or an

‘elective franchise’ (the right to vote) or, as in today’s use of the word, to describe a licence granted by a business to someone to sell or trade its products within a given area. Then there are words like ‘voting’, a term

from Latin (votum) that first entered the English language during the sixteenth century to mean ‘to wish, or to vow’, then was transformed in Scotland around 1600 to mean what it means today: the act of expressing a choice in an

election. The word ‘poll’ is also used to describe the act of casting a vote. In its old Dutch and Germanic origins (and in several surviving dialects) it meant ‘head’. During the last years of

the sixteenth century, a poll came to refer to the brand-new practice, during an election, of conducting an actual head count of supporters. The invention had its detractors: ‘to poll’ also meant to cut the hair or behead a person or animal.

The poll was, however, designed to put an end to the old corrupt practice of elections being decided by those supporters who shouted loudest in favour of their own ‘candidate’. That word in turn stems from the days of the Roman republic,

where the Latin word candidatus meant ‘clothed in white’. It referred to political men who tried to draw attention to themselves by dressing up in white togas as part of their bid to become members of the Senate.




It goes without saying that connotations of whiteness and purity are today not normally associated with candidates for election. Equally strange are the connotations of blackness of election words like ‘ballot’ – a word that comes to

us from the Italian ballotta, the little ball that is secretly placed in an urn or box when voting, which was exactly the meaning that members of eighteenth-century gentlemen’s clubs had in mind when they voted in secret to veto some

proposal or other by placing a ‘black ball’ in a voting container, or ‘ballot box’. ‘Blackballing’, meaning to reject or to vote against something or somebody, is an expression that we still sometimes associate with

elections (as in the Citizens Alliance campaign against ‘unfit’ candidates in the National Assembly elections in Korea in 20002), but the small example of black and white balls is

telling of a much bigger point: that the families of terms that make up the languages through which people know and experience democracy today are not timeless. Whether in Japan, Nigeria, Canada or Ukraine, the languages of democracy are profoundly

historical.




The Life and Death of Democracy tries to remind the reader that every turn of phrase, every custom and every institution of democracy as we know it is time-bound. Democracy is not the timeless fulfilment of our political destiny. It is not a

way of doing politics that has always been with us, or that will be our companion for the rest of human history. This book sets out to raise awareness of the brittle contingency of democracy, at a time when there are

signs of mounting disagreement about its meaning, its efficacy and its desirability. Of course, democracy commonly refers to a special type of political system in which the people or their representatives lawfully govern themselves, rather than being

governed, say, by a military dictatorship, totalitarian party or monarch. In recent decades, democracy in this sense has enjoyed unprecedented popularity. Democracy has become one of those English words – along with computer and OK – familiar

to millions of people around the world. Some pundits speak of a global victory for democracy, or claim that democracy is now a universal good. Yet what the word means, and whether and why democracy is to be preferred over its rivals, continues to be

disputed. Opinions remain divided about whether existing democracies like the United States, Britain, India or Argentina live up to their democratic ideals. These ideals are also controversial. The most common disagreement, a dispute that this book tries

to settle, is between the advocates of ‘participatory’ or ‘direct’ democracy, understood as the participation of all citizens in decisions that affect their lives, for instance by voting and accepting a majority verdict; and those

who favour ‘indirect’ or ‘representative’ democracy, a method of governing in which people choose, through voting and the public expression of their opinions, representatives who then decide things on their behalf.




Assembly Democracy




The beginning of wisdom in such disputes is to see that democracy, like all other human inventions, has a history. Democratic values and institutions are never set in stone; even the meaning of democracy changes through time.

This point is fundamental to The Life and Death of Democracy, which singles out three overlapping epochs in which democracy, considered both as a way of deciding things and as a whole way of life, has so far developed.




Its first historical phase saw the creation and diffusion of public assemblies. This period began around 2500 BCE, in the geographic area that is today commonly known as the Middle East. It stretched through classical Greece

and Rome to include the world of early Islam before 950 CE; it came to an end with the spread of rural assemblies (called tings, loegthingi and althingi) to Iceland, the

Faroe Islands and other offshore havens of what later came to be called Europe. Except for the bright moments associated with Scandinavia and classical Athens and republican Rome, this whole period is usually seen as a dark era of undemocratic

degeneracy. ‘With the fall of the [Roman] Republic,’ says one respected commentator, typically, ‘popular rule entirely disappeared in southern Europe. Except for the political systems of small, scattered tribes it vanished from the face

of the earth for nearly a thousand years.’3




That perception, steeped in modern Western prejudice, is piteously false. The truth is that during the first phase of democracy the seeds of its basic institution – self-government through an assembly of equals – were scattered across many

different soils and climes, ranging from the Indian subcontinent and the prosperous Phoenician empire to the western shores of provincial Europe. These popular assemblies took root, accompanied by various ancillary institutional rules and customs, like

written constitutions, the payment of jurors and elected officials, the freedom to speak in public, voting machines, voting by lot and trial before elected or selected juries. There were efforts as well to stop bossy leaders in their tracks, using such

methods as the mandatory election of kings, limited terms of office and – in an age as yet without political parties, or recall and impeachment procedures – the peaceful, if usually rowdy, ostracism of demagogues from the assembly, by

majority vote.




Many of these procedures played a vital role in the famous city of Athens, where, through the course of the fifth century BCE, democracy came to mean the lawful rule of an assembly of adult male citizens. Women, slaves and

foreigners were normally excluded. The rest gathered regularly, not far from the main public square, at a spot called the pnyx, for the purpose of discussing some matter or other, putting different opinions to the vote and deciding, often by a

majority of raised hands, or by chunks of pottery or metal cast by hand into a pot, what was to be done. This first phase of democracy saw the earliest experiments in creating second chambers (called damiorgoi in some Greek citizen-states) and

federated alliances or consortia of democratic governments coordinated through a joint assembly known as a myrioi, as happened among Greek-speaking Arcadians during the 360s BCE. This

period also witnessed important efforts to create ways of being that would later be regarded as vital components of a democratic way of life. Many of these innovations happened in the Islamic world. They included a culture of printing and efforts to

cultivate self-governing associations, such as endowment societies (called the waqf) and the mosque and, in the field of economic life, partnerships that were legally independent of rulers. Islam poured scorn on kingship, and triggered unending

public disputes about the authority of rulers. Towards the end of this period, around 950 CE, its scholars even revived the old language of democracy. The world of early Islam emphasised as well the importance of shared virtues

such as toleration and mutual respect among sceptics and believers in the sacred, and the duty of rulers to respect others’ interpretations of life. During this phase Muslims’ belief that human beings were bound to treat nature with

compassionate regard, as if it was their equal, because both were divine creations, also surfaced. That imperative would later come to trouble all democracies.




Representative Democracy




From around the tenth century CE, democracy entered a second historical phase whose centre of gravity was the Atlantic region – the watery geographic triangle that stretched from the shores of

Europe across to Baltimore and New York down to Caracas, Montevideo and Buenos Aires. This period opened with the military resistance to Islamic civilisation in the Iberian peninsula, which during the twelfth century CE triggered

the invention of parliamentary assemblies. It ended on a sorry note, with the near-destruction worldwide of democratic institutions and ways of life by the storms of mechanised war, dictatorship and totalitarian rule that racked the first half of the

twentieth century. In between, extraordinary things happened.




Shaped by forces as varied as the rebirth of towns, religious struggles within the Christian Church and revolutions in the Low Countries (1581), England (1644), Sweden (1720) and America (1776), democracy came to

be understood as representative democracy. This at least was the term that began to be used in France and England and the new American republic during the eighteenth century, for instance by constitution makers and influential political

writers when referring to a new type of government with its roots in popular consent. Again, nobody knows who first spoke of ‘representative democracy’, though one political writer who broke new ground was a French nobleman who had been

foreign minister under Louis XV, the Marquis d’Argenson. He was perhaps the first to tease out the new meaning of democracy as representation. ‘False democracy soon collapses into anarchy’, he wrote in a 1765 tract that reached the

reading public posthumously. ‘It is government of the multitude; such is a people in revolt, insolently scorning law and reason. Its tyrannical despotism is obvious from the violence of its movements and the uncertainty of its deliberations. In

true democracy,’ concluded d’Argenson, ‘one acts through deputies, who are authorised by election; the mission of those elected by the people and the authority that such officials carry constitute the public power.’4




This was a brand-new way of thinking about democracy. It referred to a type of government in which people, acting as voters faced with a genuine choice between at least two alternatives, are free to elect others who then act in defence of their

interests: that is, represent them by deciding matters on their behalf. Much ink and blood were to be spilled in defining what exactly representation meant, who was entitled to represent whom, and what had to be done when representatives snubbed

those whom they were supposed to represent. But common to the second historical phase of democracy was the belief that good government was government by representatives. Thomas Paine’s intriguing remark, ‘Athens, by representation, would have

surpassed her own democracy’, provides a vital clue to the entirely novel case for representative democracy that was made forcefully by late eighteenth-century publicists, constitution makers and citizens. Often contrasted with monarchy,

representative democracy was praised as a way of governing better by openly airing differences of opinion – not only among the represented themselves, but also between representatives and those whom they are supposed to represent. Representative government was praised as a way of freeing citizens from the fear of leaders to whom power is entrusted; the elected representative temporarily ‘in office’ was seen as a positive substitute for power

personified in the body of unelected monarchs and tyrants. Representative government was hailed as an effective new method of apportioning blame for poor political performance – a new way of encouraging the rotation of leadership, guided by merit

and humility. It was thought of as a new form of humble government, a way of creating space for dissenting political minorities and levelling competition for power, which in turn enabled elected representatives to test their political competence and

leadership skills, in the presence of others equipped with the power to sack them. The earliest champions of representative democracy also offered a more pragmatic justification of representation. It was seen as the practical expression of a simple

reality: that it wasn’t feasible for all of the people to be involved all of the time, even if they were so inclined, in the business of government. Given that reality, the people must delegate the task of government to representatives who are

chosen at regular elections. The job of these representatives is to monitor the spending of public money. Representatives make representations on behalf of their constituents to the government and its bureaucracy. Representatives debate issues and make

laws. They decide who will govern and how – on behalf of the people.




As a way of naming and handling power, representative democracy was an unusual type of political system. It rested upon written constitutions, independent judiciaries and laws that guaranteed procedures that still play vital roles in the democracies

of today: inventions like habeas corpus (prohibitions upon torture and imprisonment), periodic election of candidates to legislatures, limited-term holding of political offices, voting by secret ballot, referendum and recall, electoral colleges,

competitive political parties, ombudsmen, civil society and civil liberties such as the right to assemble in public, and liberty of the press. Compared with the previous, assembly-based form, representative democracy greatly extended the geographic scale

of institutions of self-government. As time passed, and despite its localised origins in towns, rural districts and large-scale imperial settings, representative democracy came to be housed mainly within territorial

states protected by standing armies and equipped with powers to make and enforce laws and to extract taxes from their subject populations. These states were typically much bigger and more populous than the political units of ancient democracy. Most

states of the Greek world of assembly democracy, Mantinea and Argos for instance, were no bigger than a few score square kilometres. Many modern representative democracies – including Canada (9.98 million square kilometres), the United States (9.63

million square kilometres), and the largest electoral constituency in the world, the vast rural division of Kalgoorlie in the federal state of Western Australia that comprises 82,000 voters scattered across an area of 2.3 million square kilometres

– were incomparably larger.




The changes leading to the formation of representative democracy were neither inevitable nor politically uncontested. Representative democracy did not have to happen, but it did. It was born of numerous and different power conflicts, many of them

bitterly fought in opposition to ruling groups, whether they were Church hierarchies, landowners, monarchs or imperial armies, often in the name of ‘the people’. Exactly who ‘the people’ were was a vexed point that produced much

mayhem. The age of representation witnessed not only a remarkable revival of the old language of democracy. The word itself was given new meanings that would have struck ancient observers either as oxymoronic or as plain nonsense. The second age of

democracy saddled itself with new epithets. There was talk of ‘aristocratic democracy’ (that first happened in the Low Countries, at the end of the sixteenth century) and new references (beginning in the United States) to ‘republican

democracy’. Later came ‘social democracy’ and ‘liberal democracy’ and ‘Christian democracy’, even ‘bourgeois democracy’, ‘workers’ democracy’ and ‘socialist democracy’.

These new terms corresponded to the many kinds of struggles by groups for equal access to governmental power that resulted, sometimes by design and sometimes by simple accident or unintended consequence, in institutions and ideals and ways of life that

had no precedent. Written constitutions based on a formal separation of powers, periodic elections and competing parties and different electoral systems were new. So too was the invention of ‘civil societies’ founded on new social habits and customs – experiences as varied as dining in a public restaurant, playing sport or controlling one’s temper by using polite language – and new associations that citizens used to keep an

arm’s length from government by using non-violent weapons like liberty of the printing press, publicly circulated petitions, and covenants and constitutional conventions called to draft new constitutions. Municipal government flourished in some

quarters. A culture of citizenship rights and duties was born. Remarkably, this period also spawned – in the cooperative and workers’ movements in the Atlantic region, for instance – the first talk of ‘international

democracy’.




The age of representation unleashed what the French writer and politician Alexis de Tocqueville famously called a ‘great democratic revolution’ in favour of political and social equality. Spreading from the Atlantic triangle, this

revolution often suffered setbacks and reversals, especially in Europe, where it was mainly to collapse in the early decades of the twentieth century. The democratic revolution was fuelled by rowdy struggles and breathtaking acts, such as the public

execution in England of King Charles I. Such events called into question the anti-democratic prejudices of those – the rich and powerful – who supposed that inequalities among people were ‘natural’. New groups, like slaves, women

and workers, won the franchise. The formal abolition of slavery marked off this period from the world of assembly democracy, which often rested on slavery. At least on paper, representation was eventually democratised, stretched to include all of the

population, at least in those countries where it was attempted. But such stretching happened with great difficulty, and against great odds. Even then it was permanently on trial; in more than a few cases, the United States and Spanish American countries

in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries included, the definition of representation was actually narrowed by withdrawing the right to vote from certain groups, particularly black and poor and indigenous people. Not until the very end of this

second phase – during the early decades of the twentieth century – did the right to vote for representatives come to be seen as a universal entitlement. That happened first for adult men and later – usually much later – for

all adult women. But even then, as the experiences of totalitarianism and military dictatorship were to show, the opponents of democratic representation fought hard and with considerable success against its perceived

inefficiencies, its fatal flaws and supposed evils. They demonstrated that democracy in any form was not inevitable – that it had no built-in historical guarantees.




Monitory Democracy




What is happening to democracy as we know and experience it today? Do the world’s democracies have a rosy future? Are they suffering decline, or transformation into something that resembles ‘post-democracy’?

Does democracy remain a viable and desirable way of life? Or is it destined to join the dodo, the forests of Easter Island and our polar ice caps in the land of extinction?




What gives these questions such pique and prescience is the incompleteness of present-day democracies. They resemble an experiment whose final results have yet to be tabulated. When looking at where democracies around the world may be heading, The

Life and Death of Democracy plays the role of time’s advocate. It sets out to sharpen our sense that the history of democracy is still being made as the world’s clocks tick, as each sunrise gives way to each new sunset. It does this by

sketching, through the eyes of an imaginary historian writing fifty years from now, the ideas, characters, events and institutions that together have been powerfully shaping the fortunes of democracy for some decades. This story-telling technique

involves looking back on our times from a point in a distant, fabled future. It calls on readers to imagine what a sober observer of our age will in future say about us. It is, of course, only one way of looking at present-day trends. But by making our

own times feel a bit more distant from us, it offers the advantage of training our minds on things that we may not have seen. It challenges us to consider trends that may be genuinely new, or deeply threatening – and poorly understood, or wholly

overlooked.




The technique of putting imaginary eyes in the back of our heads, so that we can look on our times half a century from now, prompts us to scrutinise differently the worldwide rebirth of democratic politics that

took place immediately after World War Two. The grand renaissance was not the product of the 1974 carnation revolution in Portugal, or the 1989 velvet revolutions in central-eastern Europe, as is still commonly thought. It is a process much older than

that, and it is by no means finished, even though it has already pushed democracy beyond familiar horizons, into unfamiliar territory. The most obvious development is that democracy has become a global force. For the first time in history, not only are

the language and ideals and institutions of democracy becoming familiar to people living within most regions of the earth, regardless of their nationality, religion or civilisation. And not only is there new talk of ‘global democracy’, as

well as references to democracy as a ‘universal value’ (to repeat the words of the Nobel prize-winning economist Amartya Sen). For the first time, racial and xenophobic prejudice has begun to be extracted from the ideals of democracy, such

that many democrats around the world now find themselves embarrassed or angered by talk of ‘backward’, ‘uncivilised’ or ‘naturally inferior’ people – which is how they commonly talked well into the fateful decade

of the 1930s.




The climate change in favour of democracy is certainly impressive. Since the end of World War Two, dictators everywhere have been battered by bad weather, the force of which can be measured by rereading the classic American novel Democracy,

written in the late nineteenth century by Henry Adams. Its heroine, Madeleine Lee, finds herself fed up with the corrupting effects of power struggles, intrigues and general wheeling and dealing in Washington, DC. ‘Democracy has shaken my nerves to

pieces’, she says, resigned, with a deep sigh. ‘I want to go to Egypt.’ Within the new era of democracy, under pressure from a great global democratic revolution, not even countries like Egypt are today safe havens for those afraid or

sick of democracy. After devastating setbacks during the first half of the twentieth century – in 1941 there were only eleven democracies left on the face of the earth – democracy has bounced back from oblivion. It survived aerial bombing and

threats of military invasion and economic and moral collapse in countries like Britain, the United States and New Zealand. Against amazing odds, it took root in India, where the world’s first ever large-scale democracy was successfully created with

the support of materially impoverished peoples of multiple faiths, many different languages and low rates of literacy. Democratic ideals and ways of life came to southern Africa and resurfaced in parts of Latin

America and throughout central-eastern Europe. For the first time in its history, democracy became a global political language. Its dialects are now spoken on every continent, in countries as different as India, Egypt, Australia, Argentina and Kenya.

Struggles for democracy have erupted in the least likely places. In the early years of the twenty-first century, there was a cedar revolution in Lebanon, a rose revolution in Georgia, an orange revolution in Ukraine. The spirits of democracy came alive

in Japan and Mongolia, Taiwan and South Korea. They even stalked the halls and passageways of China, Burma and North Korea, and knocked loudly on their bolted doors.




The aggregate worldwide trends in favour of what loosely passes for democracy have been so striking that one influential report (produced by Freedom House) even speaks of the twentieth century as the Democratic Century. It points out that in 1900,

monarchies and empires predominated. There were no states that allowed universal suffrage and multi-party elections; there were merely a few handfuls of ‘restricted democracies’, only twenty-five of them, accounting for just one-eighth of the

world’s population. By 1950, with the military defeat of Nazism, and with decolonisation and post-war reconstruction under way in Europe and Japan, there were twenty-two democracies. They were home to nearly a third of the world’s population.

By the end of the twentieth century, the report notes, 119 countries (out of a total of 192) could be described as ‘electoral democracies’, with eighty-five of them – 38 per cent of the world’s inhabitants – enjoying forms

of democracy ‘respectful of basic human rights and the rule of law’. The report says that democracy is now within reach of the entire world. ‘In a very real sense’, runs the conclusion, ‘the twentieth century has become the

“Democratic Century”.’ It adds: ‘A growing global human rights and democratic consciousness is reflected in the expansion of democratic practices and in the extension of the democratic franchise to all parts of the world and to

all major civilizations and religions.’5




The conclusion of the report flirted with the art of seduction. It cleverly tapped the prevailing common-sense view that ordinary people, and not dictators supposing themselves to be extra-ordinary people, should

rule; and by dressing up its definitions and concealing its methods, the report tried to prove that all the evidence now pointed to a global victory for representative democracy. The Life and Death of Democracy takes a radically different, more

down-to-earth view of where democracy is heading. By putting things into a longer historical perspective, and by using different definitions and a more nuanced framework of interpretation, it proposes that present-day trends are quite different from,

more contradictory and certainly much more interesting than has been supposed by farfetched – and short-sighted – reports of the Freedom House kind.




So if glib exultations of its success are not in order, what is actually happening to democracy? It is true that during the past seventy years democracy, considered as both fact and ideal, has become more powerful and popular than at any moment since

it began as a wishful thought in ancient Syria-Mesopotamia, Phoenicia and the cities of Mycenae and the Greek world. Contemporary democracies, led by the United States, have come to exert world power and world influence. The ‘democracy club’

(the alliance of democratic states first proposed by the former United States Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright6) has together put the name of democracy on the map, and on trial, in all four

corners of the earth. The number of democratic states has more than doubled in a generation. During this third era of democracy, dictators, who seldom need pretexts, have everywhere dressed up in democratic clothes. Forced to bow to fashion, most of them

– Hu Jintao, Vladimir Putin, Colonel Gaddafi and Lee Kuan Yew for instance – claimed to be democrats, all the while using the language of democracy to cover their tracks.7 Meanwhile,

following the collapse of communism, all the older democracies, including those like Germany that had once slipped into ruin, managed to keep out of trouble. That country in fact played an important role in the creation of the European Union, the

world’s leading experiment in regional integration, a new multi-layered political community that is itself committed, amidst much controversy among citizens and frequent confusion among policy makers about the appropriate rules and regulations, to

the principle and practice of fashioning cross-border democratic structures, some of them without precedent in the history of democracy.




The European experiment with extending democracy across borders is a fitting symbol of another trend within the world of actually existing democracy. It is a most striking trend, in which the basic institutions and legitimating spirit of

representative democracy have been undergoing major permutations for nearly a generation. In a striking departure from the normal way of seeing things, this book proposes that the era of representative democracy is passing away, that a new historical

form of ‘post-representative’ democracy has been born, and is spreading throughout the world of democracy. One telling symptom of this historic change is the way democracy is nowadays defined and valued. Once seen as given by the grace of a

deity, or by a God, or as founded on some other first principle, such as Man or History or Socialism or Truth – all detailed in the pages that follow – democracy is coming to be viewed much more pragmatically, as a handy and indispensable

weapon for use against concentrations of unaccountable power, and their obnoxious effects. In the new era of democracy that is dawning, the word itself comes to have a new meaning: the public scrutiny and public control of decision makers, whether they

operate in the field of state or interstate institutions, or within so-called non-governmental or civil society organisations, such as businesses, trade unions, sports associations and charities.




Other changes in the real world of democracy are happening as well. For some six decades now, assembly-based and representative mechanisms have been mixed and combined with new ways of publicly monitoring and controlling the exercise of power. In the

new era of democracy, representative forms of government do not simply wither, or disappear. It is mistaken to think that they are heading for oblivion, for the old representative mechanisms that operate within the framework of territorial states often

survive, and in some countries they even thrive, sometimes (as in Mongolia, Taiwan and South Africa) for the first time ever. There are also plenty of efforts to revitalise the standard institutions of representative government, for instance by fostering

civic interest in the work of politicians, parties and parliaments, as has been attempted during the past two decades in the clean-up and public accountability and civic involvement schemes (known as

machizukuri) in Japanese cities such as Yokohama and Kawasaki. But for a variety of reasons that are traceable to the devastating effects of World War Two, and that now include mounting public pressure to reduce corruption and foolish abuses of

power, representative democracy is morphing into a type of democracy radically different to that our grandparents may have been lucky to know. For compelling reasons that will become apparent, The Life and Death of Democracy christens the emerging

historical form of democracy with a strange-sounding name: ‘monitory democracy’.




What is meant by ‘monitory democracy’? Why the word ‘monitory’, with its connotations of warning of an impending danger, admonishing others to act in certain ways, or checking the content or quality of something? A vital clue

in responding to these questions and understanding the changes that are under way is this fact: the years since 1945 have seen the invention of about a hundred different types of power-monitoring devices that never before existed within the world of

democracy. These watchdog and guide-dog and barking-dog inventions are changing both the political geography and the political dynamics of many democracies, which no longer bear much resemblance to textbook models of representative democracy, which

supposed that citizens’ needs are best championed through elected parliamentary representatives chosen by political parties. From the perspective of this book, the emerging historical form of ‘monitory’ democracy is a

‘post-Westminster’ form of democracy in which power-monitoring and power-controlling devices have begun to extend sideways and downwards through the whole political order. They penetrate the corridors of government and occupy the nooks and

crannies of civil society, and in so doing they greatly complicate, and sometimes wrong-foot, the lives of politicians, parties, legislatures and governments. These extra-parliamentary power-monitoring institutions include – to mention at random

just a few – public integrity commissions, judicial activism, local courts, workplace tribunals, consensus conferences, parliaments for minorities, public interest litigation, citizens’ juries, citizens’ assemblies, independent public

inquiries, think-tanks, experts’ reports, participatory budgeting, vigils, ‘blogging’ and other novel forms of media scrutiny.




All these devices have the effect of potentially bringing greater humility to the established model of party-led representative government and politics. The same humbling effect is reinforced by the spread of

monitory mechanisms underneath and beyond state borders. Forums, summits, regional parliaments and human rights watch organisations, as well as open methods of cross-border negotiation and coordination (OMCs) and peer review panels, of the kind practised

respectively by the member states of the European Union and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, all begin to play a role in shaping and determining the agendas of government, at every level.




Experiments with spreading democracy through the institutions of civil society, into areas of life beneath and beyond the institutions of territorial states, are also much in evidence, so that organisations like the International Olympic Committee,

whose membership is otherwise self-selecting, are governed by executive bodies that are subject to election by secret ballot, by a majority of votes cast, for limited terms of office. With the help of a new galaxy of communication media, including

satellite television, mobile phones and the Internet, the public monitoring of international organisations of government is also growing. Bodies such as the World Trade Organization, the United Nations, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations

(ASEAN) find themselves under permanent or intermittent scrutiny by their own legal procedures, by outside bodies, and by public protests. In the age of monitory democracy, loud calls for ‘global democracy’ can be heard. And for the first

time ever, there are even creative efforts to ‘green’ democracy. Time and money and energy are invested in building bio-monitoring institutions geared to the principle of public scrutiny of those who exercise power over our biosphere, which

in effect is granted a virtual vote, a right to be represented in human affairs. There are growing numbers of examples of these experiments in ‘democratising’ our interactions with the world of nature, in whose affairs we act as if we are an

outlaw species, with criminal tendencies. Independent monitoring bodies responsible for whole geographic regions and civic organisations sponsored by friends and protectors of the earth are cases in point. So, too, are newly established independent

science and technology assessment bodies. An example is the Danish Board of Technology, a body rooted in much older Danish traditions of public enlightenment through networks of adult education (folkeoplysnig)

but designed, in the new circumstances, to enable high-profile public consultation exercises, and to raise the level of parliamentary understanding of citizens’ hopes and fears, in matters ranging from genetically modified food and stem cell

research to nanotechnology and laboratory experimentation on animals.




Bad Moons




In contrast to those policy makers, activists and scholars who suppose that the fundamental choice facing contemporary democracies is that between accepting the terms of Westminster-style electoral democracy and the embrace of

more participatory forms of ‘deep’ and ‘direct’ democracy – in effect, a choice between embracing the present or returning to the imagined spirit of Athenian democracy – The Life and Death of Democracy carves

out a third possibility, one that has much contemporary history on its side, an option, the growth of ‘monitory democracy’, that needs to be recognised for what it is: a brand-new historical form of democracy. All the trends towards monitory

democracy described later in this book illustrate the pertinent points: that what we mean by democracy changes through time; that democratic institutions and ways of thinking are never set in stone; and that exactly because they are the most

power-sensitive polities ever known to humanity, democracies are capable of democratising themselves, for instance by inventing new ways of ensuring equal and open public access of citizens and their representatives to all sorts of institutions

previously untouched by the hand of democracy.




Proof positive of the pertinence of these points is the unexpected coming of democracy to India. At a time when most democracies had been wiped from the face of the earth, the invention of democracy there proved that dictatorship and totalitarianism

were not politically necessary, as many insisted at the time. Indian democracy shot other goats of prejudice. Awash with poverty of heartbreaking proportions, millions of Indian citizens rejected the view of their

British masters that a country must first be deemed economically fit for democracy. They decided instead to become economically fit through democracy, so proving that the humble could inherit the earth, that the ‘law’ of the survival

of the politically strongest and economically fittest was by no means absolute.




The change was of epochal importance. It extended the hand of democracy globally, to potentially billions of people who had one thing in common: they were not European. India defied the prevailing rule that democracy could take root only where there

was a d[image: img]mos bound together by a common culture. India proved just the opposite. It showed that self-government was needed to protect a lively,

loquacious society, one brimming with different languages and cultures, and therefore different definitions of the polity itself. The result was democracy with a real difference. The country soon invented and harnessed a wide range of new devices for

publicly monitoring and checking the exercise of power. Panchayat self-government at the local level, the empowerment of women, the rise of regional anti-caste parties headed by iridescent figures like Mayawati, non-violent civil resistance

(satyagraha) and compulsory quotas for minority groups are among the best known. Others include participatory budgeting, ‘yellow card’ reports, railway courts, student elections, fast-track courts known as lok adalats, water

consultation schemes and public interest litigation.




It is hard to find a political language for speaking about the long-term significance of these inventions. Certainly Indian politics bears little resemblance to either textbook accounts of representative democracy or to the parliament-centred,

Nehru-led Congress model of democracy, which after all supposed that citizens’ needs were best championed through elected parliamentary representatives chosen by political parties. The Life and Death of Democracy shows that the

sixty-year-old Asian democracy is not just the world’s largest democracy – a convenient cliché – but also its most compound, turbulent and exciting prototype. Defined by various older and newer means of publicly monitoring and

contesting power and representing citizens’ interests, at all levels, it reinforces the conviction of this book that democracy can be improved by changing people’s perceptions, and by humbling those who exercise power over others, and that

the seeds of greater public accountability can be planted everywhere, from the bedroom and the boardroom to the battlefield.




But now it is time for the sceptic’s question: how viable are all these different trends feeding the new age of monitory democracy? Can it survive either the mounting pressures on its institutions, or the efforts of its sceptics, critics and

enemies to throw it into question, even to weaken or destroy outright its grip on the hearts and minds of many millions of people around the world?




The Life and Death of Democracy does not suppose that monitory democracy is leading us to paradise on earth. It pays attention to the way that trends in its favour are to a varying degree subject everywhere to counter-trends. It minces no

words. It shows that democracy is nowadays plagued by market failures and social inequality. It is troubled by the visible decline of political party membership and, especially among young people and the disaffected poor, fluctuating turnout at elections

and growing disrespect for ‘politicians’ and official ‘politics’, even boycotts and satirical campaigns against all parties and their candidates. Not for the first time in its history, but now with considerable venom, fun is

understandably being poked into the face of democracy, as in this popular jibe from Japan: ‘What’s the best way to restore the public’s faith in parties and governments?’ asks a television chat-show presenter. ‘The best

way’, answers a panellist, ‘is first to let the political system collapse.’ Whether and how democracies can adjust to the new world of campaign mega-advertising, organised lobbying, political ‘spin’ and corporate global

media – the question of whether democracy might even disappear into the black holes of what in Italy and France are called ‘videocracy’ and ‘telepopulism’ – is proving equally challenging. Just as perplexing is the

issue, felt strongly in countries as different as India, Taiwan and Indonesia, of whether and how democracies can come to terms with their own ‘multicultural’ foundations. The coming of an age of ‘silver democracy’, in which

growing numbers of citizens live to ripe old ages in conditions of growing material and emotional insecurity, is likely to be just as daunting. Then there are the deep-seated trends that cut like knives into the bodies of democracies everywhere: trends

for which there are no historical precedent and no easy solutions, like the rise of the United States, the world’s first ever military empire that operates on a global scale and does what it does in the name

of democracy, often in tension with Russia, China and the other authoritarian states that have no love or respect for democracy. Equally perilous trends include the spread of destructive uncivil wars; the step-by-step wrecking of this planet’s

biosphere; and the spread of new weapons systems with killing power many times greater than that of all democracies combined.




In paying careful attention to these difficulties within the current – unfinished – phase of democracy, this book tries to move beyond mere history, for the sake of history. It is no work of anti-quarianism. It makes a spirited case for

travelling backwards and forwards in time, for thinking differently about democracy, the better to grasp its past triumphs and failures, its current predicaments and its probable futures. The book supposes that democracy has no built-in historical

guarantees; that its future is bound up with what has happened in the past, and with what is happening in the present; and that the history of democracy is therefore the business of everybody, not just of interest to antiquarians, or to professional

historians. Among the big points developed within The Life and Death of Democracy is that the times are ripe for a comprehensive history, simply because democracies as we know them are sleepwalking their way into deep trouble. This book shows how

democracies of the past have suffered and died under several bad moons. It shows as well that another bad moon is now rising over all democracies. Whether in the United States or Britain, Uruguay or Japan, democracies are confronted by problems for which

there are no historical precedents, or current solutions. It follows from this approach that the continuation of democracy as a special way of life will require it to change – in response not only to new problems for which there are currently no

solutions, but also to old irritants, like widening gaps between rich and poor, continuing discrimination against women, religious and nationalist intolerance, and political figures who give a bad name to democratic politics because they corrupt laws by

helping themselves to greenbacks in brown envelopes.




The vexing thought that democracy as we now know it in all its geographic and historical variations might not survive indefinitely, that it could slit its own throat or quietly take its own life in an act of

‘democide’, even that it could be overpowered and killed off by outside forces that escape its attention, runs counter, of course, to much recent optimism about the global triumph of democracy. This book’s strategy of challenging humbug

is deliberately strident. For in weighing up the probable long-term effects of a wide range of deep-rooted problems, The Life and Death of Democracy gives voice to what growing numbers of people quietly think: that despite all the huffing and

puffing, the so-called global triumph of democracy may well turn out to be a campfire on ice. The book explains why the great democratic renewal that first began in India now breeds worldwide anxieties about whether democracy itself can cope with its own

problems, let alone its adversaries. In probing these anxieties, the book does not draw easy conclusions. It does not favour simple-minded partisanship. It most certainly stands on the side of democracy, with new arguments. But it is not apologetic for

its illusions, follies and weaknesses. In supposing that the most obscure phase in the history of democracy is now, the book argues the need to rethink its fundamental features, including present-day trends and definitions of the term. With an even hand,

and one eye constantly on the past, the book tries to expose the worrying lack of clarity about what democracy means today, and why, if they are lucky, future generations will enjoy its fruits and find it indispensable. The book also comes up with a new

set of reasons for thinking that democracy is a superior method of government – a good way of life that in principle can be embraced and applied by our entire planet.




The whole approach owes a debt to the great nineteenth-century American poet and writer Walt Whitman. He famously noted that the history of democracy could not be written because democracy as he and others knew it was not yet properly built. Time

proved him right. And so from the standpoint of the early twenty-first century, and the possible survival or destruction of a brand-new type of democracy, the same point can be put differently: we do not know what will become of monitory democracy

because its fate has not yet been determined.








 





PART ONE




ASSEMBLY DEMOCRACY
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D[image: img]mokratia: a woman, crowning, shielding and sheltering old man D[image: img]mos, the people. A detail from an Athenian law sculpted in marble, 336 BCE.




 





ATHENS








For by nature we all equally, both barbarians and Greeks, have an entirely similar origin: for it is fitting to fulfil the natural satisfactions which are necessary to all men: all have the ability to fulfil these

in the same way, and in all this none of us is different either as barbarian or as Greek; for we all breathe into the air with mouth and nostrils . . .




From a fifth-century BCE papyrus fragment, On Truth, attributed to Antiphon, Athenian orator and thinker










Where exactly did it begin?




Most people say: in the city of Athens, a long time ago.




That sounds convincing, as might be expected of a reply nourished by a founding myth with deep roots stretching back into the nineteenth century. Most people are today unaware of the legend, which tells how, once upon a time, in the tiny Mediterranean

town of ancient Athens, a brand new way of governing was invented by its people. The glorious invention is said to have sprung from their bravery and genius, their good sense and willingness to fight. Calling it d[image: img]mokratia, by which they meant self-government among equals, the citizens of Athens celebrated its triumph in songs and seasonal feasts, in the dramas of stage and battlefield, in monthly

assemblies and processions of proud citizens sporting garlands of flowers. So passionate were they about their democracy, the story goes, that the citizens of Athens defended it with all their might, even when knives rimmed their throats. And here the

legend ends: it reaffirms how fortitude and genius earned Athens its reputation as the birthplace of democracy, as responsible for giving democracy wings, so setting it free to fly through doldrums and tempests, to deliver

its gifts to posterity, to all four corners of the earth.




The founding myth is rarely stated so boldly, and it has a number of variants, certainly. But a striking thing about all of them, references to Athenian bravery and genius aside, is that they never much bother with how and why any of this happened in

Athens. This has the effect of making things sound so straightforward, which is a pity, because one trouble with the story of Athens as the glorious home of democracy is that it does not square with the messy realities from which its democracy actually

sprang. Democracy was not the child of Athenian genius, military fortitude or simple good fortune. Its beginnings in that city rather illustrate an inconvenient truth: that except for a tiny handful of cases, democracy has never been built

democratically. Historical records show that its invention does not happen overnight, and that it has causes and causers. It rarely springs from the clear-headed intentions and clean hands of people using democratic means. Accidents, good luck and

unforeseen outcomes always play their part. It is usually bound up as well with farce, and with monkey business and violence. So it was 2600 years ago in the city of Athens, where democracy was born of a string of extraordinary events triggered by a

botched murder.




Bloody Beginnings




The details are tricky, but put at their simplest they run something like this. During the middle years of the sixth century BCE, after several bungled attempts, a local Athenian aristocrat named

Pisistratus seized power in Athens. Whether his tyranny was unjust remains disputed. There was the usual lavish consumption, cruelty against opponents, dishing-out of sinecures. Yet Pisistratus seems to have won local admiration for his efforts to

improve communications by placing milestones between villages, and for his sponsorship of public building projects (including construction of the Acropolis, the Lyceum and temples in honour of Zeus and Apollo). Some people were impressed as well by his

legal reforms, which included an instruction from Pisistratus himself that Athenian judges, for the sake of fairness, were to hold court in local settlements. As tyrannies went, the government of Pisistratus and his family

was hardly comparable to the far more meddlesome and violent forms of modern dictatorship. So with hindsight the curious thing is that many Athenians found the concentration of government offices in the hands of one family exceptional – and utterly

repugnant.




Why was this? Unlike other parts of the Greek-speaking world, Corinth for instance, Athenians had been spared tyranny, thanks in no small measure to their geographic and political isolation. They had kept to themselves. For long periods leading up to

the invention of democracy, their city had resembled a frog sitting quietly on a rock overlooking its own pond. It had not needed to defend itself militarily or to submit or adapt to foreign rule. Athens had also refrained from joining the great rush of

Greek cities to colonise the shores of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea from the middle of the eighth century; and in the next century, perhaps because an epidemic decimated its population around 700 BCE, Athens had wisely

refused to get involved in the long and vicious war between the nearby cities of Eretria and Chalcis.




An attempt in the late seventh century to impose tyranny by Cylon, a former Olympic foot-race champion, was defeated by opponents who successfully mobilised the city’s farmers against him. The victory was clever – Cylon fled for his life

after being lured out of hiding with promises of his own safety – and the stunning success persuaded many local noble families that Athens was a city unusually blessed by its freedom from war and conquest. The nobility (called aristoi) and

some of their subjects became convinced that theirs was a city where tyranny – rule by just one family or by one or two of its members – simply did not belong. That impression was bolstered by the vigorous reforms of a local leader named

Solon, a noble who was born around 630 BCE. In a well-known poem, he likened human affairs to the sea and spoke of the calming effects of the effort to restore ‘good order’: ‘It smooths what is rough, assuages

the urge to overindulge, and cuts down presumption.’1 He thought conservatively, in terms of returning Athens to an order that had been disturbed, for instance by Cylon’s attempts to

impose tyranny. On this basis, Solon freed mortgaged farms by decreeing the cancellation of all debts; declared an amnesty for all those Athenians who had fled to other parts of Greece to avoid those debts, or who had been

sold illegally into slavery; established an elite legislative body called the Council of Four Hundred, so called because it comprised four hundred citizens drawn from the wealthier classes; introduced laws covering matters ranging from the placing of

limits upon the purchase of land and lavish spending on funerals to widening the right to bring criminal charges before a citizens’ jury in the courts; and required all Athenians to swear obedience to the laws.




The new regulations provoked stiff opposition among parts of the landowning class, but for a time even they could see the folly of attempting to foist a tyranny on to a polity the size of Attica, in which the town of Athens was located. Geographically

speaking, Attica was among the largest polities of the Greek world. Protected by virtually impassable mountain ranges in the north and west and measuring some 2500 square kilometres (the size of modern-day Luxembourg), its edges could be reached from

Athens only after a long summer day’s journey on foot or by donkey. Such distances were unusual by ancient Greek standards; most other states in the region were traversable within a few hours. Size mattered in the Athenian case, and it did so by

restraining the enthusiasm of the local aristocracy for concentrated political power, whose effectiveness they knew minimally demanded careful coordination across both time and space. Pressured by Solon’s reforms, the wealthy families of Athens

thus kept to themselves and their banquets, their love affairs, their sporting and hunting events – so bolstering the reputation of Athens as a safe haven for those who disliked the pestilence, war and rotten government caused by tyranny.




These certainties were jolted by the power grab by Pisistratus. His first stab at tyranny happened around 561 BCE (when he cleverly pretended to be under attack and called on his bodyguards to defend him in the city of Athens);

he made two subsequent power grabs during the following two decades. The three coups, which had the backing of parts of the poor rural population, did more than wreck the reputation of Athens as a tyrant-free zone. When Pisistratus fell ill, and died of

natural causes in 528/527 BCE, the regime controlled by his family faced a succession crisis. Like a delirious wild animal, it scratched and clawed itself to shreds. Ugly rivalries erupted between

the sons who had inherited his power. Hipparchus and Hippias were their names, but their younger stepbrother, Thessalus, was equally up to his ears in political mud. Contemporaries disagreed about the respective merits of these three inexperienced young

aristocrats, who dressed in fine robes and wore their hair long and fastened with cicada-shaped golden pins; exactly who was causing trouble and who wanted what, when and how, remained unclear. The confusion confirmed the local belief that the foulest

thing about tyranny was its vulnerability to murderous infighting. The people of Athens trembled, fearing the worst. But then, in the year 514 BCE, the revenge of the unexpected struck, with stupendous effect. Like an eagle,

freedom swooped to earth, to inflict an unpleasant surprise on the courtly nest of feuding tyrants.




The tipping point had more than a touch of the absurd about it; at first, many contemporaries simply could not believe what had happened. During the Panathenaic festival, the spectacular carnival held once every four years in honour of the

city’s goddess Athena, one of the tyrants, Hipparchus, fell foul of a murder plot organised by disaffected young aristocrats. Fusing speed and secrecy, his assassins pounced. Wielding daggers concealed beneath their robes, they lunged at his heart,

killing him instantly, in broad daylight, right in the main square of Athens. Their daring left bystanders voiceless; so, too, did its fickle effects. For, although the killers had been well acquainted with the tyrannical brothers, they bungled their

murderous deed. They had evidently been after Hippias, in revenge (so they had thought) for his spiteful refusal to allow the sister of one of the assassins a place in the procession. But it transpired that the real culprit in the shadows was the young

stepbrother, Thessalus. His secret homoerotic crush on one of the assassins had recently met with rejection. That was why he had tried to extract revenge by ordering the girl’s disqualification (and consequent public shaming) from the city’s

most important public festival.




Jilted homosexual desire was thus a conspirator in the plot, which backfired in yet another way, this time with historic consequences. While the assassins waited to pounce on the hated Hippias, they panicked after

spotting him from a distance, chatting with an accomplice. Fearing that their plot had been exposed, they lunged nervously with their daggers at Hipparchus, who was standing nearby. Better one dead tyrant than none at all, so they thought. Several

contemporaries judged the botched assassination to be a personal vendetta for a multiple lovers’ quarrel – the murdered tyrant was himself said to be in love with one of the assassins, who themselves were lovers – but whether or not the

killing was part of a homosexual love quadrangle was soon of no consequence. The surviving tyrant Hippias, fearing that he would meet the cruel fate of his brother, dispensed rough justice on the spot. He ordered his guards to draw their swords against

the assassins – whose names, Harmodius and Aristogeiton, soon became household names in Athens and beyond. Harmodius was hacked to pieces by the tyrant’s soldiers; Aristogeiton was arrested, tortured and then condemned to a grisly death,

along with several supporters.




The tyranny founded by Hippias and Thessalus enjoyed little legitimacy. So foul did it feel that a rival noble family, the Alcmaeonids, successfully plotted their overthrow around 510 BCE, after military intervention by the

Spartans under Cleomenes had backfired by inciting yet more political violence, as well as a popular uprising that lasted for three full days and nights. The combination of power-grabbing above and a popular uprising from below proved contagious. For

through the cracks within the elite of local wealthy families headed by the Alcmaeonids appeared the figure of Cleisthenes, a man who understood that tyranny founded on fear could never make for durable government. Like a sapling in search of sunlight,

he introduced, in the years 508/507 BCE, a new constitution. The previously dispersed population of Athens and its surrounding countryside was integrated into ten ‘tribes’ and three new regional administrative units. A

city-based army, rooted in these new structures and comprising non-elite, heavily armed foot soldiers called hoplites, was established for the first time. A governing body, the Council of Five Hundred, was set up, and official encouragement was given to

an independent assembly based in Athens; in 506 BCE it passed its first decree. Each of these changes was designed both to cut the city’s old family ties and to put an end to the violence and

conspiracy of faction. But these reforms had another, more earth-shaking significance: they acknowledged the power of the powerless. Cleisthenes was the first Athenian ruler of the period to spot that large numbers of people could act in concert, that a

d[image: img]mos could exercise initiative, take things into its own hands, without guidance or leadership by aristocrats. He drew from this a remarkable

conclusion: that if from here on the Athenian polity was to survive it had to be based on the entirely new principle that the d[image: img]mos was entitled to

govern itself.




That was no mean achievement, and it is why history should remember the aristocrat Cleisthenes as a political leader who was a proto-democrat. It is wrong to see him, as many people today still see him, as the Great Man who was responsible for

‘founding’ democracy in Athens. It is equally wrong to see democracy in Athens as the creation of a brave D[image: img]mos that got tough when the going became rough. The

blood-and-guts Athenian transition to democracy, like virtually all those that were to follow, was far messier and more protracted than Great Man or D[image: img]mos explanations

imply. Athenian democracy had many causes. It also had many causers. The assassins Harmodius and Aristogeiton played a vital part in the drama. So too did those unknown commoners who rose up and took things into their own hands against the Spartan

invaders in 508/507 BCE and decisively crushed a plot by Isagoras, the arch-enemy of Cleisthenes, to set up an oligarchy backed by the Spartan forces. But Cleisthenes also played a vital role, for it was he who did the

unthinkable: he was the political figure who extended political freedoms downwards, towards those previously excluded from citizenship, so providing much-needed direction and wider public appeal to the difficult process of unscrewing the lids of Athenian

tyranny, this time by building a viable alternative to it.




Cleisthenes started with the middling ranks of farmers, artisans, merchants and other small propertied men – citizens with enough time on their hands to take an interest in public affairs. He certainly shared the reticence of his class about the

poor and the powerless. Yet he saw that their enfranchisement – taking the d[image: img]mos into his arms and using them to ram through radical reforms

– could be an effective weapon against blind, concentrated power. Proof of the power of his vision is found in the testimonies and inscriptions that have survived from this period. They show, for the first time in

the city of Athens, that an assembly of citizens became an active and powerful authority. Sharing power with the Council of Five Hundred, its members included not only men of wealth who were called the ‘five-hundred-bushel men’ (so called

because their land could annually produce five hundred bushels of liquid or dry produce); of great significance was the fact that the assembly also included struggling farmers and yokemen and other men of modest means. Their inclusion in government

profoundly changed its form and meaning. These people of Athens now laid claim to a system of self-government founded on the principle that the populace were in charge – the principle that the ‘d[image: img]mos is kyrios’, as Aristotle later put it.2 Democracy had begun – with a little help from a botched murder whose spitefully

libidinal motives were to have world-transforming political effects.




The Agora – and Its Deities




The story that the assassins triggered the downfall of a tyranny, whose downfall was in fact the consequence of a confused train of unexpected events, is still contentious. It is just possible that the supporters of Cleisthenes

tried misleadingly to describe the assassins as restorers of an ancient ancestral order that had been interrupted by the tyranny of Pisistratus.3 But fine points didn’t much bother the citizens

of Athens, who quickly showered their liberators with public honour. ‘Truly a great light shone in Athens’, was the dramatic way Simonides of Ceos, a lyric poet of the fifth century, described the effect of the assassination.4 At symposia, conversation parties where wealthy men’s tongues were loosened by luscious wine from the island of Chios, songs were crooned in praise of the two founding fathers, who were mentioned in

a tough law (passed in 410 BCE) that sanctioned the killing with impunity of ‘anyone [who] subverts the democracy at Athens or holds any office when the democracy has been subverted’.5 The tyrannicides were meanwhile honoured, standing shoulder to muscled shoulder, ready for the kill, in an impressive bronze statue cast by the respected sculptor Antenor. It was to be stolen during a raid on Athens by Persian

troops, but the Athenians quickly commissioned a marble replacement, chiselled by local sculptors Critius and Nesiotes (Figure 1). Throughout the two and a half centuries in which Athenian democracy survived in one form or another – roughly from

508/507 to 260 BCE – both versions of the statue reportedly inspired collective memories of horror and pride: horror at the puddles of blood left behind by tyranny, but pride in its magnificent overthrow by brave citizens of

the city.
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FIGURE 1: The young aristocrat tyrannicides Harmodius (right) and Aristogeiton; a Roman copy of the statue by Critius and Nesiotes, originally set up on the main square of Athens in 477–476

BCE. It was inspired by the original executed by the Athenian sculptor Antenor.







It is hard to recapture these powerful feelings of pride and honour from another age, but one way of doing so is to understand why both statues were sited in the main square of Athens, a place locals called the agora. At the moment of birth of

democracy, the population of the region called Attica stood at around 200,000 people. Athens itself was by far its largest city. It had a resident population of about thirty thousand men, slaves, women and children. As

democracy took root, that figure doubled. It was swelled by the tens of thousands of alien residents (called metics) and traders and travellers who annually entered its gates, passed through its winding and crooked streets, into the arms of a city that

everyone considered special. The Athenians considered the agora the hub of their city, even the fulcrum of a state that soon became the most powerful in the Greek world. Set in the well-drained upper reaches of a valley dotted with poplars and plane

trees, the four-sided agora was framed by clumps of white stone buildings topped with orange clay roofs (Figures 2 and 3). It measured just three hundred metres square, roughly the size of London’s Trafalgar Square, but Athenians proudly embraced

it as a grand space that was publicly owned, and publicly shared.




Here large numbers of people congregated freely, to take part in the many activities offered by a thriving city: parades, conversation, festivals, buying and selling, athletics contests, public trials and theatrical performances. The mix alone was

enlivening; so, too, was the shared sense that flesh-and-blood mortals – men – had the means of governing themselves. Athenian citizens used their square for a variety of public purposes. They lingered, loitered, promenaded, chatted,

gossiped, bickered, mused, joked. They met old friends and new, flirted (men with young boys; young men with flute girls), sometimes fell in love. The publicly shared space of the agora was not a place regulated by dead-serious communication through

reasonable words (as has often been claimed by philosophers). It was much more a public space for fun and games, for the catharsis of competitions and festivals – a place for entertainment, as we would say today.
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FIGURE 2: The walled city of classical Athens seen from the north-west, from a watercolour by Peter Connolly.
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FIGURE 3: The Athenian agora, from a watercolour by Peter Connolly.










The Athenian democracy absorbed from its aristocrat opponents a strong will to ‘perform glorious deeds and be the first among all’, as Homer had famously said. Democracy was an energetic way of life marked by the urge to celebrate its

achievements. The packed gravel street – it was called the Panathenaic Way – that passed diagonally through the agora was, for instance, wide enough to serve as a training ground for the cavalry. The great Panathenaic festival featured a

splendid parade (depicted in a sculptured frieze now on display in the British Museum) that trailed along the same street, through the agora, on its way up towards a white-columned citadel, dedicated to the patron goddess Athena, and known locally as the

Acropolis. During the first decades of democracy, the gravel street was also dotted with wooden grandstands that offered spectators a good view of parades and athletics events, including the breathtaking apobates, races in which the contestants,

wearing full armour, jumped on and off chariots. The grandstands provided good views for the singing, dancing and plays performed before other citizens – until the early years of the fifth century, when the collapse of a stand during a performance

injured many spectators and resulted in the transfer of these activities from the agora to the new Dionysos theatre, located just south of the Acropolis.




The point here is that Athenians helped fashion the rule that democracies require public spaces, open to all, where matters of common concern can be defined and lived by citizens who regard each other as equals. Like

the later forums of imperial Rome, or the piazzas and squares of the cities of Europe that it foreshadowed, the agora was (in today’s rather less elegant parlance) a civic centre. Reserved for public functions, it was physical and symbolic space

combined and shared in common. The anti-democrats of Athens liked to complain that in the agora slaves and resident aliens, dogs, donkeys and horses behaved as if they were all equal. That gripe against uppity inferiors was understandable, for the

democrats of Athens did indeed regard its agora as being owned collectively: not just by men of good blood or wealth, but as well by carpenters, farmers, ship owners, sailors, shoemakers, spice sellers and smiths. Many citizens saw democracy as a kind of

government in which the people ruled as equals, thanks to their access to an agora that functioned as their second home, as a space in which citizens banded together and rescued themselves, collectively and individually, from the ‘natural’

ruin brought on by the passing of time, its progression towards death. By countering human frailty, the agora gave them a nest in the world, a sense of what Athenians called aidós: meaningful wellbeing and mutual respect. It was as if the

agora infused citizens with a sense of reality, daily confirmed by the presence of others. That is presumably what the famous ‘weeping philosopher’ Heraclitus (c. 540–c. 480 BCE) meant by his aphorism that the

world of the agora was one and common for those who were awake, whereas those who took no interest in its affairs in effect fell asleep, by turning their backs on one another.




Through their public encounters in the agora, Athenians liked to say, they could feel their own power, their ability to speak to each other, to act with and against their fellow citizens, in pursuit of commonly defined ends. The agora was their

viagra. It was a vibrant place, buzzing day and night with busy people who identified proudly with the d[image: img]mos, with its rich and poor hands equally on

the tillers of government. But archaeological evidence also confirms the strange and surprising point that many if not most citizens (it is hard to be sure about numbers) felt their agora to be watched over by gods and goddesses. In the twenty-first

century many people think of democracy as a thoroughly ‘secular’, or thisworldly ideal. They say religion (like sex) is a ‘private’ matter, and think of government as properly separated from all

sacred matters, except perhaps for the occasional use of hollow slogans, like ‘in God we trust’ (the motto that first appeared in the design of American banknotes and coins in 1864) or ‘one nation under God’ (the last two words of

which were incorporated in the American Pledge of Allegiance only in 1954). It is thus little wonder that these same people find it difficult, or downright impossible, to imagine a non-secular democracy. Strange it may seem, but that is exactly how

Athens should be described. It was not a secular city in any recognisably modern sense. It was not an irreligious democracy. Its entire ethos mixed together the sacred and the profane, to the point where talk of the separation of religion and politics

would have made no sense to Athenians. Its democracy had room for dissenters, certainly. In the early 440s, the first Sophist, Protagoras of Abdera, told Athenians that man was the measure of all things, including the deities, who perhaps did not exist,

except in men’s minds. Others probably agreed, or silently pondered the same thought. But the reality was that Athenian democracy was widely seen through supernatural eyes. Those who accepted its terms were not in a position to take it or leave it,

as and when they pleased. They had learned from an early age, in the religious cults and rituals practised within their own households, that life was anchored firmly in a polytheistic universe of gods and goddesses – in a community of deities who

infused democracy with a strong sense of sacred standards for life on earth.




Citizens invested great hopes in deities. They also feared them. The public trial and execution of Socrates in 399 BCE for importing fake gods into the city, and for impiously corrupting its youth, confirmed to many that

individuals who snubbed the deities would suffer harsh punishment. The priests and old men of the city loved to reinforce the same moral. They had a habit of reminding citizens who mingled in the agora (the story was taken originally from Homer) that at

the entrance of the home of Zeus, the god of freedom, stood two large barrels, from which he dispensed ill to some newcomers, good to others, and to the rest a few ladles of good from one barrel and, from the other, a bit of ill. Tales like that put the

whole city on edge. We may scoff at these deep feelings for the sacred. But, again, the reality was that many citizens of Athens thought of themselves as members of a community of worshippers who believed that deities

like Zeus would punish them collectively if they or their leaders behaved unjustly; he and other deities were thought to enjoy the power to ruin democracy, for instance by bringing bad weather or failed harvests, or the death of oak trees, or the

disappearance of fish from the nets of fishermen operating from the nearby port of Piraeus.




That was why the deities had to be feared and loved, respected and worshipped. The case of Zeus was spectacular proof of this. In the north-west corner of the agora, nestled beneath a hill topped by a large temple (the hephaisteion) that still

survives today, stood an impressive colonnaded building, a civic temple known as the Stoa of Zeus Eleutherios. Built from marble and stone in the Doric style, with a red-brown terracotta-tiled roof, the temple’s entrance was guarded by a large

statue and altar of Zeus, his arms silently outstretched. The building was not exactly what it had been in pre-democratic times. But it is of more than passing interest that the old cult of praising Zeus was carried over by the democrats of Athens. Its

popularity dated from the time of the liberation of Athens and the whole of mainland Greece from the clutches of the Persians, at the Battle of Plataia in 479 BCE. The building itself was a favourite among citizens, especially

those who loved to promenade at sunset past its glorious structures, to linger on its elegant steps, or mingle amidst its tall columns and roomy insides. The interior of the temple was lavishly decorated, with glorious paintings of Democracy and the

People done by a local artist named Euphanor. Exactly how he portrayed them remains a riddle. The paintings have not survived, yet what seems obvious is the intimate link they supposed between democracy and the sacred. Citizens who visited the temple to

worship freedom in effect paid homage to a god that had supported them in their human struggle for democracy. Even the simple relics admired by today’s tourists provide proof of the same democratic reverence for the sacred: chunks of Doric columns

and cornices; a fine marble statue of the goddess Nike from the south corner of the south wing; samples of the shields of those – the many forgotten heroes – who died fighting for the democratic freedoms of Athens.




The Athenians’ fear of gods and goddesses had a positive flipside, for it was widely believed that the deities put a spring in the step of mortals. They gave life guidance, meaning and protection. Put more

precisely, the deities helped Athenians cope with the contingencies of life. Not only did they explain chance happenings and otherwise inexplicable events, like droughts and epidemics. The deities also proffered advice and issued instructions; and they

spelled out the sanctions that would follow, as surely as day followed night, if citizens dared turn their noses up at their divine instructions. The deities could come to the rescue, especially in sticky situations, when solutions had to be found for

problems. The deities helped define the vital issues. They gave credence to the practical decisions reached, so making those decisions more palatable to citizens who would otherwise have resisted them. Divination, approaching gods and goddesses, also

reminded citizens of their mortality, and of their need for humility. The deities for that reason served as well as a brake on leaders who were too clever by half, or too headstrong to bother about others. Divination put power on a leash.




Then there was the striking resemblance between the respective methods of divination and democracy. The good thing about the deities is that they daily reminded the citizens of Athens of the need to practise the delicate arts of peacefully approaching

others who might prove to be capricious or dangerous, negotiating with them and making decisions together, on the basis of trust and respect. There were many gods and goddesses, but there were no straightforward revelations, no sacred books and no

official creeds. Besides, the deities were partisan types. They conspired together and took sides. But they were often malleable. There was room for playing noughts and crosses with them. They were open to persuasion; their opinions could be changed. So

just as the deities had to be approached, consulted and their advice interpreted before decisions could be made, so democracy was a type of mortal government and way of life in which citizens felt moved to join together respectfully in public, to decide

as equals how they should live together, in the face of uncertainty. The relationship between the deities and humans was unequal, of course; the gods and goddesses had the power to inconvenience, or to destroy human beings. But it was exactly that

imbalance of power that made it mandatory for mortals living in the agora to mimic their relationship with the deities, in order better to please them.




How paradoxical things look when viewed from our times, but the classical reality was that Athenians regarded the divine and democracy not as enemies, but as close friends. They saw no contradiction between the infusion of their lives with religious

sentiment and the fact that their agora was a peculiarly human invention that was worth preserving, through human effort. The very idea of a ‘separation’ of religion and politics, of distinguishing divine will and the ‘secular’

will of the people, was utterly foreign to the mentality of Athenians. Democracy for them required divination, and could not survive without it. That was why cults and sacrifices played such a vital part in its life; and why democratic Athens had its

priests, chosen by lot, and why it was famous for spending more time and drachmas on festivals and theatre productions than any other city of the region. It was also why all of its subgroups, some of them advised by diviners and oracle interpreters, had

their own festival calendars, there to make sure that the right sacrifices were performed at the right times during the year.




The consequence was that many Athenians in fact thought of their democracy as a system for establishing and enforcing the will of the deities, who in turn authorised the exercise of human powers. Many examples spring to mind. With the permission of

the gods and goddesses, Athenian troops, after prayers and offerings, set out for battle, in search of victory, accompanied by diviners, or ‘seers’. Both on and off the battlefield, whole armies consulted the deities, sacrificed animals to

them, and inspected their guts for signs of what to do next. Livers were a particularly rich source of premonition. Before making public appearances – they were rare – the most famous citizen of Athens, the politician and military commander

Pericles (c. 495–429 BCE), similarly prayed to the deities that he would not utter one word unbefitting of the subject under discussion. And whenever delegates from the city travelled to Delphi to seek advice from the oracle

of Apollo – the god who was believed to be the interpreter of the wishes of other deities – they did so because they were convinced that important public matters had first to be negotiated with the gods and goddesses, and that good outcomes

depended upon divine favour. This was all understandable because the deities were seen as wisdom’s wellspring. They soothed the doubts of mortals. They calmed their fears and gave them courage and direction to act

in worldly affairs. It was in this vein, reaching for his lyre, that the poet Pindar (518–438 BCE) found words to divine their favour. ‘Come hither to the dance’, he sang, ‘and send us your glorious favour,

Olympian gods, who in holy Athens approach the navel of the city, fragrant with incense, and the famous richly adorned Agora, to receive garlands of violets and songs gathered in the spring.’6




Heroines . . .




So the agora was a good place to frequent, to be seen in the company of others, in the presence of the deities. Citizens had their favourite spots. One of them was the small, ornate water fountain house on the south side of the

agora. It was more than a source of pleasure on sweltering days. Fed by water passing through baked clay pipes that filled clattering pitchers from dawn until dusk, the fountain house (the surviving water jars marked with black figures suggest) was also

a bustling social scene. It was frequented by crowds of young women and domestic servants taking advantage of one of the few sites outside the household where they could legitimately meet in public, to chat and gossip about matters in common.




Take note those who idealise the glorious democracy of the ancients: Athenian democracy was a deeply gendered affair. Many citizens supposed a sharp division between the public life of the agora and the privacy of the household, where women gave

birth, their children brought up on stories and myths and (in the case of boys) taught to read and write, and where food was prepared and cleaning, repairing and other daily chores were done, with the help of domestic servants. The presumed gap between

the private and the public enlivened another difference: the gulf between women and men. Some citizens noted that women had their own cults, passed freely through the streets and (especially if they were poor) sold their wares in public. But they drew

from this the conclusion that democracy was having poisonous effects, simply because women should neither be seen nor heard in the agora. ‘So it is seemly for a woman to remain at home and not be out of doors; but

for a man to stay inside instead of devoting himself to outdoor pursuits is disgraceful’, grumbled Xenophon (c. 427–355 BCE), during a debate about household management.7 It was the former soldier’s way of justifying women’s absence from public affairs: it boiled down to the view that the good citizen was a good man, whereas the women and servants who ministered the necessaries of life

within the confines of the household were inferior ‘by nature’, and so worthy of exclusion from public life.




The good citizen came equipped with a phallus, which prompts the thought that there were deep connections between homosexuality and democracy in its Athenian form. Its democracy was a phallocracy. Waited on hand and foot by their inferiors, men bonded

and ruled, as equals. They formed associations and spent a great deal of time together in public. And they drew pleasure from their efforts to preen young boys for public life. Yet it is worth noting that not everyone accepted the view that the agora was

a man’s world. It certainly was a space where men mingled, held hands and kissed, where the bodily display of male affection and love towards other men and boys was tied to the intensive pursuit of physical beauty, the lust after pleasure, and the

deep aversion to growing old. But still, in spite of everything, women managed to make their mark on the agora.




Any modern-day visitor to the public square would have been struck by several paradoxes. One of them was that the very word used by Athenians for nearly two centuries to describe their way of life – d[image: img]mokratia – was itself a feminine noun with strongly feminine connotations. It takes some effort to imagine, let alone to understand, a world whose spoken and written language contains a

word that was itself surrounded by a family of corresponding nouns that are grammatically feminine (almost all of them formed with the ia suffix, which is feminine). Think about it for a moment: just as we describe a ship in feminine terms,

imagine how our perceptions and feelings for such democratic institutions as press freedom and periodic elections might be altered if we presupposed that they embodied life-giving, ‘feminine’ qualities. Then try to imagine how the

feminisation of those institutions of necessity meant that they had the firm backing of a deity – a goddess – blessed with the power of moulding men’s hopes and fears. The personification of democracy

was not simply a convenient intellectual exercise. Athenians routinely imagined their polity in feminine terms. That is why we need to jettison clichés about the ‘male-dominated’ democracy of Athens – or about how democracy

hardened the male–female distinction that had previously been blurred by local aristocratic culture. Only when we do that can we grasp how democracy was habitually seen as a woman with divine qualities and, thus, a figure blessed with the power to

give or take away life from her offspring – the people of Athens.




Given the female personification of democracy, we should not be surprised to learn that women played a vital role in the sacred life of Athens. Otherwise barred from law making and politics, women were full participants in both private rituals and

religious festivals sponsored by the city. The rituals and festivals not only took them into public spaces otherwise reserved for men. They enabled them to act as priestesses – like the powerful women (the pythia) who communicated the will

of Apollo to visitors at Delphi. Many men thought – and feared – that such women were more closely in touch with the divine than men themselves. There is evidence, too, that the goddess D[image: img]mokratia was worshipped.8 She attracted a cult following. Stone and wooden monuments to her stood within the agora. Her sanctuary is said to have

been located somewhere in its north-west corner. If that’s true, then (along the lines of the cult of Pity recorded by Pausanias9) there would have been a stone altar on which citizens,

assisted by a priestess or priest, said prayers and offered public sacrifices, such as cakes, a loaf of bread, wine and honey, the slaughtering and burning of a cow, goat or spring lamb. The role of the priestess of democracy would have been especially

powerful. Customarily appointed on an hereditary basis, from within a leading family of Athens, or nominated or chosen by lot, perhaps after consulting an oracle, her aim was to spread respect for the goddess, whose mysterious authority could not be

profaned, except at the risk of punishment, which ranged from cold-shouldering and denigration to excommunication, even death. In return – the proud naming of a fleet of Attic ships after the goddess D[image: img]mokratia is an example – the priestess would have helped protect democracy from bad outcomes. This is the gist of the most famous image from the period, a relief

preserved today in the Stoa museum in Athens. Chiselled in white marble above an Athenian law against tyranny of 336 BCE, it shows D[image: img]mokratia

crowning, and thereby shielding and sheltering, an elderly bearded man who represents the d[image: img]mos, the people (Figure 4).




. . . and Middling Heroes




The deities blessed not only heroines, granting them powers of persuasion. There were lucky heroes as well. Not far from the fountain house, in the extreme south-west corner of the agora, was a favourite public haunt for male

citizens. It was an eye-catching monument in the form of a line of statues known as the eponymous heroes (eponymous referred to the act of extending one’s own name to something or somebody else; see Figure 5). Protected by wooden railings set in

limestone posts, the structure was formidable. Reaching well above head height, measuring four metres wide and nearly seventeen metres long, the huge monument featured ten bronze figures – all early Athenian heroes – mounted on a long marble

plinth.
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FIGURE 4: Athenian law against tyranny, sculpted in marble, 336 BCE.
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FIGURE 5: Monument to the eponymous heroes, Athens, fourth century BCE.










What exactly was its significance? Tourists who nowadays loiter and take photographs of its crumbled structure find it puzzling, but the archaeological evidence is pretty clear. It confirms that the monument stood as a permanent reminder to all

Athenians that the deities had a deep interest in their blessed city. The tripods at each end of the monument honoured Apollo’s oracle at Delphi, whose famous guardian priestesses were respected by Athenians as dispensers of such good advice as

‘Nothing in excess’ and ‘Know thyself’. Like the statue honouring the tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton, the monument also provided a daily reminder to citizens that in the last years of the sixth century another hero of the

city, Cleisthenes, had made contact with Apollo’s oracle at Delphi. He despatched by courier on a donkey a list containing the names of a hundred of its most famous men. The question was which of these heroes should

forever be remembered? The oracle had chosen ten men, one to symbolise the partition by Cleisthenes of all citizens into ten new ‘tribes’ (what Athenians called phylai). There the ten heroes stood, larger than life, for all to admire,

and respect. The monument was yet another example of the way the Athenian democracy drew strength from personification. In this case, there were obvious political connotations, for the display of ten great men with impressive names – Akamas, Aias,

Aigeus, Antiokhis, Kekrops, Erekhtheus, Hippothoon, Leos, Oineus and Pandion – was designed to give citizens a strong sense that the roots of their young democracy ran deep, that these demi-gods represented its eternal qualities.




The monument to the heroes served another, equally political purpose. Its plinth was a board upon which public notices were placed. The age of Greek democracy was of course an age without mechanical clocks, or radios, or the printing press and

computer. Messages, news, rumours were circulated by the wheel, the horse, by foot or by word of mouth. It was a literate polity, minimally in the sense that at least some of its citizens could read, if necessary aloud, to others. So the long base of the

row of statues included space on which public notices (chiselled in soft stone, or hand-written on papyrus or painted wood by scribes) were displayed daily. Demosthenes (384–322 BCE), the famous orator who tried to improve

his enunciation by talking with pebbles in his mouth, and who eventually took his own life in defence of his native city, tells us that news of proposed laws was usually posted there. Notices for the members of individual tribes were posted there as

well. Someone from the tribe of Akamas might, for instance, find out who had just received public honours; or which young men had been called up for jury service; or conscripted for military duties in a particular campaign.




Man-footed Creatures




These citizens who read, or had read to them, public notices posted on the base of the heroes’ monument: who exactly were they? We know that they were not slaves – and we know as well that the whole system of Athenian democracy rested upon slavery. The connections ran so deep and wide that an observer from another part of the world might have been forgiven for thinking that democracy was a clever alibi for the enslavement of

others. The same observer might have seen that within the Athenian democracy the richest citizens had learned that it was easier to exploit slaves than to seek control of the lives of their fellow citizens, who wanted in any case to be left alone, to

shift for themselves. The observer may have noted, as democracy took root during the fifth century, that many citizens grew wealthier, which meant that they too had the means to import and acquire slaves, especially to work in agriculture, manufacturing

and mining. That was why the growth of democracy went hand in hand with the expansion of slavery, and why slave-holding was a much-prized benefit of citizenship – or so our observer might have concluded.




In fairness to Athenian citizens, the links between slavery and democracy were not straightforward, as many people still suppose. Slavery predated democracy, and there were many types of slaves, whose markedly different living conditions were

expressed through various contradictory terms. Within the household, those who lived off the labour of slaves called them ‘servants’, or ‘attendants and followers’, or ‘houseboys’, or simply ‘bodies’.

Elsewhere, different terms were used. There was the strange expression ‘man-footed creature’ (andrapodon), which was only ever used in the neuter, to refer in the vernacular to slaves as things, or as animals or as human beings, worth

only as much as they fetched on the open market. The term ‘human being’ (anthropos) was also used. It sounds strange to our ears, no doubt because we associate democracy with defending and improving the status of a human being.

Athenian democrats didn’t think like that. To be a citizen was to be a cut above a slave, who was merely a human being. There were also uglier terms used for all categories of slaves, like ‘boy’ or ‘girl’ or

‘child’, which served as a reminder to them and everybody else that they were fundamentally unworthy or incapable of freedom. Slaves were the property of citizens. They could be bought and sold, bequeathed or confiscated, penetrated or

beaten, according to the wishes and whims of their masters.




The routine usage of these various terms corresponded to the fact that in the Athenian democracy slaves were everywhere visible. While it is a great shame that virtually all evidence of what slaves themselves thought

of democracy has been expunged by time, we do know that all-purpose slavery was the norm in the households of citizens, including those of hoplite farmers and the better-off landless labourers. In the richer households, slave women worked as maids,

cooks, bakers, clothes makers, wool workers and hairdressers. Male slaves were table managers, housekeepers, doorkeepers and attendants for the male children. Meanwhile, entertainers, dancers and prostitutes, male and female, serviced the needs of male

citizens, for instance in cheap brothels or in the luxurious ambience of drink-soaked symposia. Slaves were used extensively in marble quarrying; and in the lead and silver mining industries their ruthless exploitation generated great wealth for the

polity and produced some individual fortunes (a leading fifth-century citizen and military general, Nicias, reportedly owned 1000 slaves, whom he hired out for mining work, under the control of a valued Thracian slave named Sosias). Slaves were heavily

involved in special crafts, such as lyre making and tanning, as well as in the manufacture of goods such as clothing, weapons, knives, lamps and pots and pans. They helped build and repair roads. They worked in the government mint, cleaned streets and

even provided muscle for keeping order in the assembly, in the courts and in the agora. The sweat of their brows was invested in temple repairs and public building programmes, for instance on the Acropolis and at the sanctuary of Eleusis, located a

day’s walk to the west of Athens.




The ubiquity of slavery in the Athenian democracy is undeniable. But the anomalies are just as striking. They should not be missed, for they suggest that Athenian democrats had second thoughts and some sleepless nights about both the ownership of

slaves and the whole infrastructure of slavery upon which the edifice of democracy was founded. It is perhaps significant that there are very few extended defences of slavery; and it may be that the most often-quoted example, that by Aristotle, was not

at all representative of the range of views on the subject held by Athenian citizens. Many slave owners seemed to suffer an ailment that might be termed democratic anguish. They held contradictory attitudes towards

particular slaves, especially if they were Greek, and towards slavery as a whole, either because they felt pangs of shame or because they knew from practical experience that when they treated their slaves as animals they never got the best out of them;

in other words, they understood that when living, breathing beings are treated not as subjects but as merely lifeless objects, there is at least an even chance that they will then behave as mere objects, which rather defeats the purpose of owning slaves,

and harnessing their willingness to provide services to their master, as active and resourceful subjects.




The surviving evidence confirms that there was a fair measure of democratic anguish about slavery. It shows that the exercise of brute power by masters over their slaves stood side by side with attitudes of leniency and charity that sometimes melded

into promises of manumission, at least for a minority of slaves. The ambivalence surfaced in the custom of treating certain types of slaves, described as ‘those living apart’ or ‘wage-earning slaves’, as worthy of a wage and

entitled to earn their freedom by saving part of their earnings. (Anti-democrats like Plato and the unknown ‘Old Oligarch’ complained bitterly against the freedom of such slaves to earn a living, to dress like citizens and to travel about,

without fear of being beaten or treated with contempt by proper citizens.10) A famous Athenian law against hubris – the blind lust after power over others – displayed the same

ambivalence. Carried over from pre-democratic times, the law was designed to protect poorer citizens against being treated like slaves. It specifically outlawed the humiliation of victims and other acts of gratuitous violence. Yet the law went further,

in that it stipulated that slaves must not be treated in that way. That was why anyone who killed a slave under any circumstances was expected to undergo a purification ceremony to appease the deities – and why the killer could expect to face legal

action, perhaps even the charge of homicide, initiated by another master. It was also why praise was sometimes heaped on the ‘generosity’ of Athenians, especially by orators who liked to point out that the law implied the outlawing of

all types of hubris against all residents of Athens.




Chickpeas and Lawsuits




We know, then, that Athenian slaves were not citizens, and that Athenian citizens were not slaves, with plenty of invisible threads of anguished interdependence binding them together. We know as well that Athenian citizens were

adult men. By the fourth century BCE, they included all classes of men, but worth noting is how the struggle for self-government that unfolded in Athens over nearly two centuries was rooted initially in the desire of those who

thought of themselves as ‘middle ones’ to become the political equals of the old aristocratic lords of the city.




The trend later inspired the formulation – mistaken, we shall see – that democracy is just a middle-class affair, that where there is no middle class no democracy can be born, or survive. Things weren’t like that in Athens. Democracy

was not a bourgeois con, a sinister class trick, though it is true that its agrarian middling class of farmers, merchants and tradesmen was a politically important class. Neither rich nor poor, it was profoundly anxious about its status. It was wealthy

enough to employ both domestic servants and resident aliens, of whom there were large numbers in Athens (between 10,000 and 20,000 at one point). Perhaps this middling class even aspired to be rich. But it doubted whether it could ever become so, which

is why it feared it might fall into the ranks of the poor, whom it despised. That fear fuelled the demand of this middling class for participation in politics: it needed to protect itself against being pushed about by rich and poor by having a firm say

in how things were run.




The business concerns of this class – the retailing of farm and craft products, money and banking, the regulation of production and trade – naturally made an important mark upon the agora, ensuring that Athenian democracy was not just a

matter of public space, phalluses, gods and goddesses. It kept company as well with property, money, goods and services, and it depended on institutions designed to protect and expand market transactions. On the south side of the agora, not far from the

ornate water fountain house, stood a large square structure made of limestone and mud brick, with a packed earth floor. It was the government mint. It was there that various certified weights and prized bronze and silver coins – bearing Athena, the patroness of the city, on one side and her sacred symbols, the owl with a sprig of olive, on the other – were produced in small furnaces, by slaves, under the watchful eyes of government

inspectors. Not far from the mint, also on the south side of the agora, stood an impressive long building containing sixteen rooms and fronted by a double colonnade. We do not know its name, but the colonnades of the stoa (as it has come to be called)

provided more than shelter from the eastern Mediterranean elements for the crowds who passed through each day. Outside, citizens milled and lingered. They chatted about business and public affairs. But the stoa (from which the word Stoic, with its

various meanings, is derived) mainly resembled a government department building, where scores of small commissions and boards probably held office. It may have contained bankers’ tables. Officials responsible for monitoring the use of weights and

measures (they were called metronomoi and were appointed by lot) conducted their business there. The building also contained a dining room, where various officials were fed, on reclining couches, at public expense, such simple fare as leeks,

cheese, olives, barley cakes, wine, and sometimes fish or meat.




The adjacent corner of the agora was the hub of a marketplace that could be reached within ten minutes’ stroll from anywhere in the city. It was stuffed with stalls selling commodities of all kinds. On display were shoes, jewellery, pots and

pans, spices, olive oil, beans, wine, pine nuts, fresh and dried fruits. Locally grown wine grapes, figs and olives were seasonally plentiful. So, too, were exotic products from all over the world, such as almonds and dates from Phoenicia; salted fish

from the Hellespont; papyrus and cotton from Egypt; ox skins and silphium (a popular medicinal herb) from Cyrene; and from Rhodes raisins and dried figs, which were said to induce pleasant dreams. Excavations show the area to have been crowded as well

with little workshops and businesses; as the orator Lysias (c. 440–380 BCE) recorded, it was renowned as a place where citizens were ‘in the habit of frequenting . . . a perfumer’s shop, a barber’s, a

cobbler’s . . . and the greatest number visit those who have their establishments nearest the agora, and the smallest those who are furthest from it’.11 Taverns, bathhouses and

brothels were found there as well; singing festivals, cult dancing, sacrificial offerings and athletics events were also held within its bounds. So were trials, and talk of trials. Little wonder that some observers poked

fun at the strange mixture of business and public affairs in the agora. ‘You will find everything sold together in the same place at Athens’, wrote the fourth-century comic poet Eubulus. ‘Figs, witnesses to summonses, bunches of grapes,

turnips, pears, apples, givers of evidence, roses and medlars, porridge, honeycombs, chickpeas and lawsuits, beestings of all kinds, and myrtle, allotment machines, irises, lambs, water clocks, and laws and indictments.’12




This was quick-witted sarcasm, but much surviving evidence confirms in fact that the citizens of Athens separated business from politics, both mentally and geographically. The divide between markets and public affairs was partly pragmatic. Six

thousand or more rowdy citizens stuffed into the agora for public meetings would have regularly brought life there to a breathless halt. But there was another, higher reason for the separation, and it was captured inadvertently by an enemy of Athens, the

Persian tyrant king Cyrus. He wondered what kind of strange people these Athenians were who had in the middle of their city a public square where citizens cheated each other. He exaggerated, but the caricature effectively repeated the local doubts about

business expressed by Athenians themselves, as when popular comedies ridiculed affluent politicians by likening them to small merchants, or when the newfangled, mid-fifth-century word banausic was applied, with a sneer, to tradesmen whose characters as

citizens were supposedly ruined by working long hours, sitting next to an open fire, neglecting public business. Behind such insults stood the conviction that in a democracy life should be self-government, not business; that the activity of privately

producing and consuming material goods in households and markets ranked lower than the political acts of publicly assembling, giving speeches and making laws.




The Pnyx




The rule that politics was primary was cardinal, as citizens knew from the popular tale about the rumpus caused by the Athenian hero Solon (638–558 BCE), who was said once to have defied custom by writing and memorising a long poem in favour of the military capture by Athens of the island of Salamis, then donned a small felt cap for disguise, entered the agora while pretending to be mad, and cheekily

delivered his political poem before a large, appreciative crowd. In the era of democracy, speech making in the agora was strictly prohibited. Since it was widely thought that government and business, like olive oil and water, did not readily mix, the

conclusion was that the conduct of politics was better located at a physical distance from the agora, at a nearby spot called the Pnyx.




Set on an elongated ridge and natural slope dotted with eucalyptus and olive groves, 400 metres uphill from the agora, the Pnyx is today a lonely spot, an ill-understood place left unfrequented by tourists in a hurry to scale and photograph the nearby

Acropolis. Its sad neglect contrasts with the age of democracy, when it functioned as the place where the whole citizen body (the assembly, called the ekklesia) met to decide laws that governed how it would live together on earth. Since the time

of Cleisthenes, when reportedly it had only ever met once, to handle minor matters like the selection and monitoring of magistrates, the assembly had developed long and sharp teeth. Its size was certainly impressive.
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FIGURE 6: Speakers’ platform, the Pnyx, with the Acropolis in the background, from the painting by Rudolph Müller, 1863.







Aristotle once recommended that a city should be small enough for the voice of a herald to be heard by all its citizens, who should know one another, at least by sight, but Athens was most definitely not like that. Its active citizenry, comprising men

aged twenty and over, numbered at least 6000. After several rebuildings – prompted by demands for citizenship from the sailors who powered Athens’ growing dependence upon naval force – there was room in the Pnyx for just over double

that number (Figure 6).




Stormy sessions and life-or-death issues attracted onlookers as well. Foreigners could have been forgiven for thinking that democracy required good weather. Especially in the summer months, business got under way early, shortly after the cool dawn

breezes had vanished and the sun had just begun to paint the surrounding hills gold. Turnout was usually high, which was a tribute not to the weather, but to the intense feeling among citizens that citizenship mattered. High turnout was especially

remarkable considering that some two-thirds of the citizens of the state of Attica lived outside Athens, and that therefore they had either to camp the night there or leave home during the night in order to reach the Pnyx by daybreak. Local stragglers

were, meanwhile, dealt with by unorthodox means. In the days well before the invention of compulsory voting (first introduced in Belgium in 1892, Argentina in 1914 and Australia in 1924) or the nineteenth-century use of ‘whipper-ins’ in the

Westminster parliament, Athenian slaves were used to round up citizens who tarried, or tried to play truant when the assembly was about to go into session. The method was as simple as it was colourful. Every exit from the agora was blocked, except the

one that led up to the Pnyx. The ancient whips then armed themselves with long ropes made from twined reeds soaked with red paint, before trawling the public places, on the lookout for wayward citizens, who risked being scooped up like fish and fined

– and having their clothes or bodies, perhaps even their faces, stained because they had lingered, or tried to shirk their duty.




Just how effectively red ropes rounded up red-faced shirkers is unknown. Evidence of actual attendance remains sparse, though one point is clear: when pressured by the need to be more inclusive, the Pnyx was rebuilt

twice. Around 404/403 BCE, an artificial amphitheatre with excellent natural acoustics was carved from the local pink-grey granite rock. The speakers’ platform was repositioned, so that listeners looked towards the sea and

the speaker to the land, ‘because they thought that naval supremacy had been the origin of democracy, and that tillers of the soil were less ill-disposed toward oligarchy’.13 Later

– perhaps sometime in the fourth century, though the evidence is patchy – the amphitheatre was again expanded, so that the Pnyx could hold up to 13,000 people. At no point did women, slaves or resident aliens win the entitlement to vote.




How did the assembly actually work? What were its functions? How effective was it? Considered as the bedrock of the whole polity, the assembly normally met for a day forty times a year, every ten days, or about four times per month in the

Athenians’ ten-month civil calendar, as well as on other special occasions. Its stated purpose was to debate and approve legislation. It also heard embassies from neighbouring political units, as well as dealing with such matters as food supply,

the health of the population and the military defence of the city. Its deliberations were helped along by the recommendations and draft proposals put to it by a body called the Council of Five Hundred, whose on-duty members sat on wooden benches facing

the assembly. Seating was egalitarian. All assembly business was face to face, and depended on the spoken word, commencing with the opening question from the presiding herald for that day: ‘Citizens! Who has some useful suggestion for the

polis?’ So that citizens could better project their voices, speakers mounted a small platform (the bema), usually beginning their contribution with the words: ‘Fellow citizens’ or, simply, ‘Citizens’. Debates

and the resolutions that they produced were heard by messengers; warned not to fall asleep, their job was to pay attention to the business and, when required, to deliver important news to the rest of the city, on sandalled feet, or draped across a

dawdling donkey.




Since government in Athens was considered a democracy, it was seen as a human – a thoroughly human – affair. References to the gods were frequent, and it was considered important always to have them onside.

Sessions typically began with prayers to the ancestral gods and sacrifices of a lamb, or a piglet. The purification rituals were thought to empower the assembly, which is why its business was never passed on to oracles or soothsayers. They were regarded

as private ‘specialists’ and their authority, or their predictions, could always be challenged, or ignored outright. Speakers took turns in taking the platform, and voting – deciding ‘what seems best to the people’, the

Athenians’ own words for ‘decreed’ – was by a show of hands held high in the air, or by pebbles dropped in urns. The decrees were written down on skin parchment or papyrus. They were then deposited in the city’s archives, in

the agora. All such records have been lost but, luckily, decrees sometimes stipulated that a copy be carved on stone, then displayed in the agora. The surviving fragments, like windows on to another world, reveal bits and pieces of assembly life. Some of

them publicly praise the contributions of ordinary citizens. Many stone tablets record agreements and treaties with other powers, or honour citizens of other states for their support for Athens. ‘With good fortune’, one of them reads,

‘it has seemed best to the People to praise Mikalion son of Philon of Alexandria and to crown him with a golden crown in accord with the law because of his virtue and good will toward the Athenians . . .’14 Perhaps the most substantial and deservedly famous tablet is the so-called law against tyranny (Figure 4). Dating from 336 BCE, it records the fearful reaction in the assembly to the possibility that

quislings – disloyal local men of wealth and influence – would collude with an outside enemy, most probably the Macedonian king, to hasten the overthrow of democracy and its replacement with a form of oligarchy. ‘Be it resolved by the

lawgivers’, it begins. ‘If anyone rises up against the People with a view to tyranny or join in establishing the tyranny or overthrow the People of the Athenians or the democracy in Athens, whoever kills him who does any of these things shall

be blameless . . .’ The law went on to detail plans for its own publicity. ‘The secretary of the Council shall inscribe this law on two steles of stone and set one of them by the entrance into the Areopagus [near the Pnyx] . . . and the other

in the Assembly. For the inscribing of the steles the treasurer of the People shall give twenty drachmas from the moneys expendable by the People according to decrees.’
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FIGURE 7: The laughing democrat Democritus (c. 460–370 BCE), an engraving by William Blake, 1789.







Sessions at the Pnyx were often blustery. ‘The city is full of freedom and unrestrained speech and there is licence within it for a man to do as he likes’, complained an enemy of democracy, who went on to note that the echoes produced by

the rock walls of the Pnyx ‘redouble the din of the criticism and the praise’.15 The complaint seems overdone. There is actually much evidence of citizens’ self-discipline. They

were acutely aware of the dangers of violent feuds (they called it stasis), and it is certain that within the assembly threatened or actual violence was not tolerated. Well-trained heralds as well as a detachment of archers and slaves were usually

on hand, to enforce its rules and customs. Citizens, seated in the round on bare rock, some of them lying or propped up on soft cushions brought from home, expected others to respect the obligation to speak spontaneously, to trade in what they called

frank speech (parrh[image: img]sia). There were jokes aimed at the rich and charges of disreputable private behaviour. There was talk of corruption; and signs of

disquietude about a type of blind arrogance called hybris. Sessions were sprinkled with humour: some speakers, inspired by the pre-Socratic philosopher Democritus, who once visited the Pnyx,*1 practised the art of inducing laughter as a means of public persuasion. There were episodes of high jinks and self-mockery, and moments resembling the closing scene of a much-loved contemporary satire by

Aristophanes (445–385 BCE), Knights, in which the figure of old man D[image: img]mos is jabbed and jostled by a slave and a sausage

seller.16 But the assembly was often gripped by sobriety. There were constant reminders by speakers that to be a citizen meant being the ‘equal and peer’ of others. Many times each

session was it said that a democracy was a special type of government that enabled each citizen to enjoy isonomia (equality before the law), the equal entitlement to speak and the freedom to ‘rule and be ruled in turn’. That kind of

talk was meant, and taken, literally. It even underpinned an odd and interesting device that anticipated the private member’s bill in modern-day parliaments: the Athenians called it ho boulemenos, by which they meant that individual citizens

were entitled in the assembly to put forward their own proposals for laws, decrees and public prosecutions.




In matters of government, the assembly regarded itself as both sovereign and divinely mandated. Old man D[image: img]mos may sometimes have acted like a fool, but it never thought

of itself as unhinged. As in the agora, so at the Pnyx, the profound belief in supernatural forces helped to keep order based on common sense. Even when citizens were chosen by lot – a method that is today still used and favoured by democrats for

its exemplary ‘fairness’ in the face of disparities of wealth and fame – the gods and goddesses were presumed to be watching, and to be willing to help if necessary to decide jointly the matter at hand. The assembly relied upon earthly

methods as well to keep its proceedings from degenerating into a free-for-all. Frank speech was seen to be a great discharger of frictions. So, too, was the ho boulemenos rule. The keeping of public records and the public display of laws,

especially on the inside and outside walls of several prominent buildings in the agora, also served as an effective constitutional brake upon potentially foolish outbursts, and upon muddle-headed decisions by the assembly – despite the fact that

the Athenian democracy had no single written constitution. Appeals by groups of citizens to their fellows often had a similar effect. Although there was one notable – failed – attempt in the early 440s BCE by a citizen

named Thucydides, the leader of a powerful conservative faction, to seat his supporters together in one block so that they could speak and vote in unison, the Athenian assembly knew nothing of party caucuses, formal party line-ups, three-line whips, and

other behind-the-scenes methods used by modern parties to predetermine the final outcome of deliberations. There were instead ‘clubs’ of citizens who liked to call on others to display a similar sense of self-discipline and solidarity, so

helping the whole citizen body to rub along together. Cult associations performed similar political functions. They provided citizens with a chance to get to know each other better, to strike up friendships, to feel a sense of belonging based on their

supposed descent from a common ancestor, a feeling of solidarity nurtured by their common worship of their own deity, a heroine or hero.




When they think about it today, most democrats find all these customs hard to swallow. The ancient Athenian practice of forbidding parties and party discipline seems particularly fishy, yet it is worth remembering that

Athenian assemblies managed to live without them. A no-party democracy was not seen as a contradiction in terms, or in fact. That was not because the citizens of the assembly behaved compulsively, like a religious community too gutless, shy or fearful to

admit its own divisions in public. The truth is that the Athenians, when judged by our standards, had an acute sensitivity to craft and manipulation by others, both from without and within the assembly. That was why they experimented with so many

different ways of publicly checking and balancing the exercise of power. Public officials were subject to scrutiny (dokimasia) before taking up office. They had to lodge regular reports on their activities; under pain of prosecution, their conduct

was subject to review; and, in sessions of the assembly, citizens were entitled to lodge a complaint (probole) against public officials for their wilful manipulation of people, their failure to deliver their promises, or their misbehaviour at

public festivals. In the absence of political parties and periodic elections, the Athenians also used less familiar means of containing the abuse of power. Some of these ancient methods of preventing the manipulation of citizens seem to us quite odd

– but they nevertheless worked, at least for a time.




Consider for a moment the Athenian custom of what was called graphe paranomon, a procedure designed to prevent rash decision making by enabling any citizen to prosecute another for making an ‘illegal proposal’ in the assembly, even

though the sovereign assembly had already approved it. Or consider a forerunner of modern efforts to apply limited terms of office to political incumbents: the method of ostracism. This was a tactic of blocking the rise of demagogues, coup-plotters and

tyrants by banishing unduly popular leaders from the city for ten years, if a minimum number of voters favoured their expulsion. Those banished were given ten days to quit the city.




Proposed by Cleisthenes, ostracism was first introduced shortly after the Athenians’ morale-boosting military victory over the Persians at Marathon in 490 BCE. Ostracism represented a genuine break with the old Greek

custom of elites hounding their elite opponents into exile. Ostracism was a new form of democratic compromise, a clever method, under the control of citizens, of transforming the ugly blood sport of hunting down enemies

into the milder practice of treating opponents as mere competitors for power. Its use, once a year at most, was strictly limited; so, too, was the length of time spent in the political wilderness; and the ostracised were not stripped of their property,

so allowing some of them to make a political comeback. The champions of ostracism also reckoned it was a potent remedy for a pathology that was peculiar to democracy, a danger that still stalks democracies of our time: put simply, self-government of

‘the people’ could seduce ‘the people’ into choosing leaders who had no interest in ‘the people’ except for abusing ‘the people’. Ostracism was designed to use democracy to defend democracy, against

democratic excess.




That at least was the aim. But how did the remedy work in practice? The word itself (ostrakismos) provides a clue. It literally meant ‘judgement by shards’, because shards or potsherds (ostraka), the cheapest available

writing materials made from clay, were the fragments used as ballots to vote against would-be demagogues, those politically active citizens who were suspected of selfishly wanting too much power over others. Once a year, the assembly met to decide

whether or not there were potential oligarchs within its midst. It was in effect an unpopularity contest. If a simple majority of the required quorum of 6000 citizens so decided, then a day and time were set, usually two months later, for a hearing

before the assembly. Since it was in the interests of both the friends and opponents of the possible candidates for ostracism to show up – whoever ended up with the most votes lost – turnout at the second vote was usually high and citizens

throbbed with nervous tension. So that the assembly could be kept as calm as possible, discussion was severely restricted prior to the final vote being taken. The unpopularity contest concluded with the unusual custom of fencing off a large open area of

the agora, where the final vote was taken, in silence. Ten entrances to the enclosure were created: one for the members of each tribe, who filed through, one by one, clutching a potsherd on which the name of the citizen to be evicted was scratched. After

casting their vote, to prevent fraud the citizens had to remain within the enclosure until the votes were counted and the name of the sacrificed was announced. It was one man, one vote, one victim.
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FIGURE 8: Ostraka cast against Aristides, Themistocles, Cimon and Pericles, Athens, fifth century BCE.







Luckily for us, potsherds fill potholes. The piles of spent shards made good road-fill material, and so were preserved for posterity, passions and all (Figure 8). ‘Out with him!’ reads a vote against Themistocles, son of Neocles of

Phrearrioi, a citizen who soon afterwards became a hero in battles against the Persians, only to be expelled from the city for his pro-Persian sympathies. Poor citizen Themistocles managed to survive the vote to ostracise him in 483/482 BCE; that year, it was his chief opponent, the aristocrat Aristides (nicknamed ‘The Just’), whose notoriety won most votes – and ostracism. Another surviving fragment accuses citizen Kallixenos of being a

‘traitor’. Most fragments simply bear the names, or part-names, of those accused of excessive influence or undue popularity. Men like Cimon, son of Miltiades of Lakiadai, shunned in the late 460s BCE, most probably

because he opposed the more radical democrats, whose ranks Pericles had just joined. The young military commander, who doubled as the most famous citizen of Athens, himself came in for stick, and was made to sweat. But he managed, drawing on his

considerable political skills, to sidestep several attempts to fling him into the ditch of the disgraced.




Ultimately how attractive was ostracism to Athenian citizens? Did it do the job they expected? The verdict is straightforward, for during the course of the fifth century BCE it became obvious to many Athenians that the weapon

of ostracism could be misused, for instance, by rival political figures hellbent on shoving their opponents off the political stage. Many times it let the most popular and most dangerous politician off the hook by

encouraging his supporters to vote for removing the second most powerful individual, which of course was not its stated aim. Then there was the dirty business of vote rigging. In the successful plot to get rid of Themistocles (524–459 BCE), who was accused of arrogance and bribery, ostraka were mass-produced by a single hand, then distributed as ready-made ballots to the uncommitted, or the gullible, or to the illiterate; sometime between 476 and 471 BCE, he was ostracised and forced into exile, to Asia Minor, accused of treachery. There were moments when ostracism mingled with absurdity, or sometimes fed the mouths of whim, as happened during the public campaign to get rid of

Aristides. Approached by an illiterate farmer who did not recognise him, Aristides asked the voter if the man named Aristides had ever wronged him. ‘No’, came the reply, ‘and I do not even know him, but I am tired of hearing him

everywhere called, “The Just”.’ Upon hearing that reply, the self-effacing Aristides agreed to sign his own political death warrant by scratching his own name on the chunk of clay presented to him by the farmer. He was exiled from the

city for five years. There is definite evidence that ostracism also stirred up political vendettas. In the year 443 BCE, during a period marked by bitter controversies about a building programme on the Acropolis, Pericles managed

to convince others to remove his most outspoken critic, Thucydides the son of Melesias; in another round of political jostling, in the year 417 BCE, Alcibiades and Nicias, although sworn opponents, used ostracism to oust their

mutual enemy, Hyperbolus. It was abuses of this kind, not surprisingly, that led ostracism to be abandoned by the late fifth century.




Direct Democracy?




How are we to evaluate – more than two millennia later – the work of the assembly, widely considered as the sovereign body of the whole Athenian democracy? During the two and a half centuries that democracy survived

in Athens, did ‘the people’ manage to keep their governments under tight rein? What exactly did the words ‘equal sharing of power’ mean in practical terms? Did they mean anything at all?




There is a long history of praising Athens, often lavishly, as the first experiment in ‘direct democracy’ or ‘pure democracy’. Fine words. But do they amount to anything? Modern friends of the ancient world answer that when all

things are considered Athenian democracy puts to shame our so-called ‘representative’ democracies because in Athens democracy was genuinely a form of government not only of the people and for the people, but also by the people – and to

a far greater extent, and much more meaningfully, than is possible in today’s large states and non-governmental organisations. Such thinking is traceable to the eighteenth-century Geneva-born political thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78).

‘Among the Greeks,’ he claimed, ‘all that the people had to do, they did themselves. They met constantly in public assembly. They lived in a mild climate. They were not greedy. Slaves did all the necessary work. The people’s main

concern was with their own liberty.’17




Such praise (never mind the slavery, or subordination of women) and deep nostalgia for the good old days of pristine democracy should be treated with extreme caution. Fans of ‘direct’ or ‘participatory’ democracy usually

overlook a point, developed at length in this book, that a ‘people’ cannot govern itself unless it relies upon institutions that in turn have the effect of sundering ‘the people’. So despite the fact that they may try to imagine

themselves to be standing shoulder to shoulder, face to face, seeing eye to eye, a body that calls itself ‘the people’ always finds in practice that it is a fictional entity made up of different individuals and groups interacting through

institutions that materially shape not only how they make decisions and what they decide as a body, but also who they are as a ‘people’.




Athens well illustrates this fundamental point. For all the subsequent praise of its exemplary qualities as a ‘direct democracy’, several kinds of institutions stood against the fiction that this was a system based on the direct rule of

the sovereign d[image: img]mos. Consider the body known to Athenians as the Areopagus. The seat of the oldest and most august court in Athens, it had its roots in

pre-democratic Athens, but at various moments during the two hundred and fifty years that democracy lasted in the city its considerable powers cut like an axe through the assembly principle that the people always ruled.

Located immediately south of the agora, the court took its name from the Hill of Ares, a rocky outcrop where (we know from the tragedy Eumenides by Aeschylus) it had assembled from early times. It was something like a fifth-century House of Lords

– in the days when that hallowed institution comprised members who were predominantly older men of noble birth, appointed for life and claiming special powers to advise and revise in matters of legislation. Whether or to what extent the

‘judges’ of the Areopagus – some 300 members drawn from the ranks of the aristocracy – had the misfortune to occupy a lowly place in the affections of the poor is not known. There were times, for instance during the mayhem caused

by the Persian invasion of 480 BCE, when the court won much public praise for helping to evacuate the citizens of Athens to safety. There were other moments, for instance around 462 BCE, when the court

found itself under such intense pressure from the assembly that it was stripped of many of its prerogatives. Even after those reforms, the Areopagus still enjoyed important powers, especially in its role as a court that heard cases of homicide, arson and

political corruption. Serious threats to the democracy were its speciality, as when it investigated allegations of treason and bribery, usually in tandem with the assembly or the popular courts.




Self-government, the direct participation of the whole citizen body in making and applying their own laws, was further complicated by the need of the Athenian assembly to delegate many functions to particular citizens, who in effect became independent

‘representatives’ of the whole citizen body in everything but name. It is worth pointing out that Athenians could not think in terms of ‘representatives’ simply because they had no word for describing that process of substituting

or standing in for others and acting on their behalf. They sometimes spoke of an ‘appointed messenger’, such as an envoy or ambassador, whose job it was to report or convey decisions or requests, for instance those of the assembly gathered at

the Pnyx, to a foreign power outside of Attica; and they had as well a word for a ‘guardian’ or ‘steward’ who was entrusted with supervising arrangements already agreed by citizens. Yet only in the nineteenth century did Greeks

for the first time come to have a word (antiprosopos) for speaking directly about ‘representation’, which initially had the rather strange meaning of standing face to face before, or opposite, something

or someone, for instance an enemy or opponent on the battlefield. The question of language is important here, because it was as if Athenians could not say what they were doing. They were unable to put it this way, but the truth was that the

‘direct’ democracy of the assembly required ‘indirect’ paraphernalia – institutions of ‘representation’ that served to protect, nurture and redefine the will of its citizens.18




Athenian democrats agreed that a polity in which some men choose instead of others was either a monarchy or a tyranny. That is why they opted for the method of having citizens taking turns holding office – and why, at any moment,

virtually half of all citizens were engaged in some or other political or administrative duty. But that did not mean that their democracy was a ‘pure’ form of self-government, simply a face-to-face affair; or that it was a type of government

in which particular citizens stood in the sandals of those who were absent, acted merely as their agents, reproduced their opinions perfectly, such that discrepancies never arose between their will and the will of the rest of the people. In Athens,

despite what was said, there was no part-by-part correspondence with the whole polity. In the name of the d[image: img]mos, people were regularly compelled to

engage in the vicarious performance of duties that others could not personally perform. In this way, still in the name of the people, people placed themselves and their interests in the hands of others.




That was not all. For not only was the word and the modern meanings of ‘representation’ not known to Athenians, despite the fact that the assembly that gathered at the Pnyx was just one of a cluster of governing institutions with

considerable power to shape and reshape what was called the popular will. Paradoxically, the Athenian democracy also had no language for understanding what would later be called the separation of powers, despite the fact that the demarcation and

disbursement of different political offices were much in evidence. There are plenty of examples of this paradox. Although there was no civil service or bureaucracy in today’s sense, there were an estimated 700 officials employed annually in the

business of administration. There were market inspectors and inspectors of weights and measures, whose job was to protect buyers of goods in the marketplace. City magistrates, helped by slaves, tackled such tasks as

maintaining public buildings, policing the streets and removing rubbish; they supervised theatre performances and oversaw the organisation of torch races and festivals, including the Panathenaic procession. Ambassadors were despatched abroad, to defend

the interests of Athens. Jurors had to be assigned to courts and magistrates to offices. There were official messengers and magistrates of the armed forces. The point here is that we should not think of democracy in Athens as a simple, straightforward

affair. The business of administration was often extraordinarily detailed. Cavalry riders were annually assessed and their damages (a lost horse in battle, for instance) were reimbursed; military officers in charge of frontier garrisons and patrolling

borders were subject to inspections; according to official regulations, infantrymen were allocated state-owned armour, such as shields and spears. The field of taxation saw the same hands-on preoccupation with detail. Monies had to be collected from

mines, alien residents and those leasing public lands; at the port of Piraeus, duties amounting to one-fiftieth of the goods imported or exported were imposed; and taxes (and fines for late payment) were carefully gathered from the sale of the skins of

sacrificed animals.




Not only could citizens expect to be elected or allotted to service on a treasury committee or some other board dealing with some or other function. There was in addition a whole legal apparatus to service. Law making by debate and raised hands or

pebbles in a pot was one thing. Quite another was the fair and efficient execution of the laws approved by the assembly. Each and every citizen was eligible for service to the Council of Five Hundred, whose job it was to prepare legislation for the

assembly, and to help elect by lot the chief executive officers of the administration.19 The Council also performed such essential functions as the inspection of ships and cavalry. It checked the

qualifications of newly allotted officials and tried magistrates accused of wrongdoings. The Council also worked with public bodies responsible for such matters as the leasing of mines and the sale of property that had been confiscated.




Service as a juror within the various courts of law was also expected of all citizens. It was required by the democratic principle that all citizens were equal. In practice, service was confined to men aged thirty or

over. Athenian democrats supposed that time ripened wisdom. Although the age limit was the same as for all other office holders, it was ten years greater than that required for participation in the assembly, which gave the role of juror more credibility

and clout in the eyes of the agora than that of assemblyman. For men who had supposedly shaken off the rashness of youth, jury service was considered a privilege and a duty for which (by the late fifth century BCE) each of them

was daily paid half a drachma, a bit less than a day’s wage for a skilled workman. The pay was modest – hardly enough to warrant the claim of critics that the poor only messed around with politics to make money. The job demanded concentration

and, because it carried with it considerable power to rectify injustices and to determine the future lives of fellow citizens, each juror was required to take an oath. But note: Athenian democracy was not based on anything like ‘the rule of

law’, as we now call a type of government in which no power can be exercised except according to principles, procedures and constraints contained in laws that are designed to protect citizens, both from incursions by other citizens and from the

officers of the state itself.




Athens was different. It had a system of jury courts called dikasteria. The word from which it derived (dikastes) meant both juror and judge. The combination of opposites here is significant, because this was a democracy without

lawyers. No trained judges presided over its courts. Nobody gave legal direction to the jurors, or to the defendants. Even when they hired a speechwriter, litigants acted solely in their capacity as citizens. Each citizen was entitled to bring a public

suit in matters that he reckoned affected the whole democratic order (the plaintiff was allowed up to three hours to speak before a jury, in accordance with the rule of ho boulemenos). The magistrates in charge of the courts were amateurs. Their

one-year term of office, which they held once in a lifetime, involved only administrative functions, not matters of legal substance. Law was not seen as Law, as the special province of a privileged class of legal experts. Law was instead regarded simply

as positive law, as rules made and applied by juror citizens themselves. They could not be censured or impeached, not even when they roared with laughter or shouted out their disapproval or disbelief of things said by

litigants; and they were not held accountable to any other body for their decisions, which were final. Citizens decided for themselves what was right and wrong in each context. The ultimate expression of this rule was the introduction, in 416 BCE, of graphe paranomon (‘indictment against measures contrary to the laws’). It made possible a challenge to any law proposed or passed by the assembly. The matter could be brought before a jury, which had the power

to block or annul the law, and even to punish whoever had proposed the law in the first place. The whole procedure hinted at the supremacy of the courts, their outstripping of the powers of the assembly, as if they were destined to become an upper house,

or a supreme court. The courts were not so destined, but writing several centuries later the widely read Greek historian and biographer Plutarch (c. 46–127 CE) had a point when he remarked that the popular courts in Athens

had the ultimate say, the final word in many matters, such that they – and not the assembly – were in effect the final all-powerful voice of the d[image: img]mos.20




The preoccupation of the Athenian democracy with legal fairness should certainly be striking to our eyes. So, too, should its valiant efforts to avoid corruption and rigging of outcomes. The introduction of payment for public service – first for

jury service around 462 BCE, then later for attendance at meetings of the assembly – is an example. It was designed to have ‘purifying’ effects on the democracy, though it is worth noting the curious irony that

its champions – Pericles, following the advice of his teacher, Damon – derived their political scheme from a theory of music that supposed that changes of rhythm and tone directly affected the virtues of listeners, for instance by retuning

their sense of self-restraint, courage and justice.21 It was neither the first nor the last time in the history of democracy that an invention, in this case payment for public service, was valued

by its inventors and users in radically different ways. The preoccupation with ensuring that government was uncorrupted, that democracy involved a show of clean hands, forced it to experiment as well with new methods of cultivating citizen participation

in government, outside of the assembly. Juries, for instance, were unusually large and much rowdier by today’s standards. For smaller suits (dike), the minimum jury size was 201 members; that number was

increased to 401 if a sum of over 1000 drachmas was in dispute. For larger public suits (graphe), it was not uncommon to find courts of 1000, or 2000, even (on special occasions) 2500 jurors. On at least one occasion – the graphe

paranomon mentioned already – all 6000 members of the juror pool were summoned to court.




To avoid corruption, which would displease the deities, the selection process was intricate, even a bit tedious – and, for the sake of political equality, surprisingly mechanised. There was a nifty allotment machine called a kleroterion

that was used in Athens to allocate individual citizens immediately before a court sat, on a basis that was said to be fair both to them and the accused. This is how the clever device worked. Eligibility for jury service was open to all citizens who had

passed a test. It certified such points as who their parents and grandparents were, whether they had performed their military duties and paid their taxes, and if they showed respect towards the deities. Jury membership was decided only on the trial day

– in order to minimise blackmailing and corruption. Each and every citizen-juror was in possession of a wooden or bronze ticket, on which was inscribed both his name and the number of the jury section to which he

belonged (there were ten such sections: one for each tribe). At daybreak, he went to his tribe’s local kleroterion, a tall, rectangular slab of stone about the size of a grown man, and about half a foot thick. Chiselled into its front side

was a curious grid of deep, thin slots, into one of which the citizen deposited his own named and numbered ticket. After the tickets of all those wanting to do jury service that day had been so deposited, an official pulled a few of them out in random

order from the kleroterion.
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FIGURE 9: A pair of juror selection machines, known in Athens as kleroteria, fourth century BCE.







The selected sample of nametags was then ferried by officials to the two main law courts located in the south-western corner of the agora, the Heliaia (dating from the sixth century) and the Square Peristyle (originally built in the fifth century).

There, officials reloaded the bronze or wooden tags, one by one, into the vertical slots of the agora’s two principal kleroteria (Figure 9). The tags of each available juror were lined up from top to bottom, in ten vertical columns, each one

reserved for a particular tribe. The magistrate in charge of the day’s cases, after deciding how many jurors would be needed, then set the justice machine to work. He randomly filled the funnel on the left-hand side of the kleroterion with

as many little black and white balls as there were tickets in the shortest column. The magistrate automatically excluded tickets below that shortest column, then slowly turned a handle at the bottom of the funnel, letting drop one ball at a time. The

first ball to drop determined the fate of the first row, across all the columns: if it was a white ball then all the names in that first row became jurors for the day. A black ball resulted in their dismissal from service that day. The magistrate

repeated the ball-dropping exercise for each other row; and so the fate of each juror was randomly decided.




It is not known where or when or who invented this clever machine. It was a small symbol of the big preoccupation of the Athenians with what they called legal ‘equality’. That concern stood alongside the resolute conviction that all

citizens – as citizens – should be treated as indistinguishable, that in matters of law they had the same or similar qualities, so enjoying what Aristotle called ‘numerical equality’.22 The kleroterion was not just a microprocessor of individual fates. It embodied the hope that the equality of equals could become more than just a wish – that even-handed treatment or

fairness among citizens was an enforceable rule, and that a polity based on the self-government of equals was possible.




Behind that conviction stood a suspicion: that others might cheat and so tear the fabric of trust and interdependence that helped bind the democratic community together. There are lots of examples, from the small to the large, of how this suspicion

was mobilised. Consider the water clock used in courts of law. The principle of equal treatment was considered vital for a fair trial. Since litigants put their own case through an exchange of speeches, both plaintiffs and defendants were allocated the

same amounts of time to present their respective claims – helped along by an early form of clock called a klepsydra. It was a clay vessel that was filled to the brim with water by a slave, who then at the beginning of a speech removed a plug

from the tiny bronze tube in its base. When the vessel had drained into an adjacent pot, the time allotted ended – about six minutes per speech was allowed in cases involving minor offences or smaller claims (less than 5000 drachmas). All speech

making then ceased. Exceptions were allowed – the time spent tabling documents and the testimony of witnesses was not counted – but the point of time limits was to settle legal disputes within a single day, and to do so by means of a

fair-handed treatment of the disputants.




The opposition to cheating and the concern for fairness were also evident in the unusual secret balloting method employed by the public juries. Jurors used a one-man, one-vote arrangement to produce their collective verdict. After hearing the case,

each juror was handed two small ballots cast from bronze. Both were inscribed with the words ‘public vote’. One had a solid axle, and was used for acquittal; the axle of the other ballot, used for guilty, was pierced (Figure 10). When the

time came to declare his verdict, the juror, clasping in each hand a ballot, each gripped by his thumb and forefinger so as to conceal from others his voting intention, cast one ballot into a container for valid votes, the other into one for discards. So

the fate of the accused was decided – secretly, in public, by fair means.
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FIGURE 10: Jurors’ ballots and a sample ticket of a citizen named Demophanes, Athens, fourth century BCE.







D[image: img]mokratia ...




Among the juicy paradoxes of Athenian democracy is that its quest for machine-like precision through the use of bronze axles, water clocks, ballot machines and carefully executed lots, all under the watchful eyes of the deities,

had the combined effect of injecting a strong element of unpredictability into its political life. The use of special public investigations into alleged cases of treason and bribery and the reliance of the assembly upon open debate and quirkier rules

like ostracism had similar effects.




Although the democrats of Athens did not put things this way, their democracy resembled an experiment in puncturing common-sense perceptions of the world. Democracy skewered talk of stern necessity through the heart. It highlighted the contingency of

things, events, institutions, people and their beliefs. The originality of democracy lay in its direct challenge to habitual ways of seeing the world, to thoughtless regard for power and ways of governing people, to living life as if everything was

inevitable, or ‘natural’. Some matters, such as respect for the deities and belief in the necessity of slavery, largely escaped challenge, however much ambivalence they bred. It is also true, when seen in retrospect, that the democracy

ultimately clung to a picture of the world that supposed that it would always remain the same, subject to the power of deities and to what Athenians liked to call ‘nature’. So, for instance, the awareness that people and institutions are

creatures of time, and that hopes and expectations at odds with the present could be put into practice in the future, never won the day among Athenians. Even the oft-quoted remark in Sophocles’ Ajax about the

transience of things presupposed that everything in the world comes full circle, back to the beginning.23 And yet – the qualification is difficult to overstate – Athenian democracy

still managed to trigger a process of radical questioning of who gets what, when and how in the world. It pulled the rug from under the high and mighty. In doing this, democracy ensured that matters of justice were no longer seen as untouchable givens.

Monarchy, tyranny and oligarchy were rejected; those who tried to defend them as ‘natural’, as the way of the world, were greeted with puzzled disbelief, with strong counter-arguments, with satire and belly laughs. Democracy prepared the

ground for rejecting the so-called necessity of governing others. It was a brand-new form of open-ended government, one that fuelled public deliberation and rowdy controversy among equals, often to the point where political outcomes were surprises, or

nail-biting cliffhangers.




It is easy to see why. Athenian democracy lacked – and as a way of life actively opposed – a clearly defined dominant ideology or political Truth that could answer all its questions and solve each and every problem it encountered. The

democracy encouraged scepticism about power and authority. It stimulated the sense that life was open-ended, constantly shaped by the judgements of citizens. This was the fundamental point made forcefully by the movement of rhetoricians and teachers

known, from the middle of the fifth century, as Sophists (from sophos, ‘one who is wise’). Larger-than-life figures like Callicles and Gorgias and Protagoras encapsulated the new democratic spirit. They liked to insist on the

distinction between unchangeable ‘nature’ (what they called physis) and worldly things that are contingent, such as customs, institutions and ways of thinking. The distinction was encapsulated by Protagoras (c. 481–c. 411 BCE) in his famous remark that ‘human beings are the measure of all things: of things which are, that they are, and of things which are not, that they are not’.24

This distinction between nature and convention had a real bite. It fuelled the efforts of the Sophists to tease and mock the powerful, for instance by heckling them in the assembly, or by farting loudly when they made an appearance in the agora.




The same vital point about the contingency of human affairs springs from many of the thousand or so plays that were written and produced by Athenian playwrights and watched by citizens during the annual three-day

festivals held during the fifth century. These tragedies and comedies underscored how the institutions, customs and decisions of the political order seemed permanently adjustable, as if it were a malleable system of opposites that included truth and

deception, war and peace, chaos and order, life and death. Consider for a moment the way in which the otherwise untouchable subject of slavery was poked and prodded in the surviving bits and pieces and whole plays of Euripides. Individual slaves are

shown to have qualities, such as intelligence, loyalty and bravery, that are equal or superior to those displayed by free men. The institution of slavery is seen to degrade those who do not deserve such injustice. In the play Alexandros, a slave

named Paris manages to win his case for competing against free men in heroic games held at Troy. And in the Ion a loyal slave, who is willing to risk his life for his mistress, speaks for the view that all men originally had the same appearance,

and that the fluke of being born into the ranks of the nobility, or of the citizenry, or into slavery, does not in itself guarantee good moral qualities. ‘One thing alone brings shame to the slaves, the name,’ says the slave, expressing

democratic sentiments. ‘Apart from all of that, a slave is no worse than freemen in anything, if he is good.’25




The democracy mirrored these sentiments. It changed the shared mental infrastructure of Athenians. It reminded them of the frailty of human endeavours. Democracy stimulated public awareness of the difficulties of making political decisions, and of the

ubiquity of perplexity – what the locals called aporia. Not knowing today what tomorrow’s laws or legal judgements would be, citizens stood permanently on the edge. It was as if they lived their lives in the subjunctive tense: who

received what, when and how today, or the day after, depended very much upon what was decided by the assembly, or by the courts of law. Often enough, outcomes were the resultant of different judgements by competing institutions: as in the famous case of

Antiphon, the exile who was arrested for illegal entry at the port of Piraeus, let off by the assembly then charged again and subsequently convicted by the Areopagus; or as in several recorded cases where that august

court ruled that it could not decide, so handing down the case to a public jury that had to wrestle with the fates of a man charged with privately selling meat from a public sacrifice, a defendant accused of robbing the captain of a ferryboat, and a

citizen who had tried to make a fortune out of pocketing the five-drachma-per-citizen public subsidies for attending the theatre. In each case, despite whatever comforts the deities provided, democracy meant unpredictability. In contrast to tyrannies and

oligarchies, in which subjects knew minimally their place in the world, democracy nurtured the sense that the lives of its citizens dangled on ten thousand strings – that they were acting parts in a play whose script was always being written, and

rewritten, with an ending that was by definition unknown.




. . . and Her Enemies




The popularisation of the brand-new word d[image: img]mokratia reinforced this deep self-consciousness of the uncertainty of things. What

did this word mean to Athenians? From where did it come? Why did its enemies snarl whenever it passed their lips?




We do not know straightforwardly how to answer these questions, but it is safe to say that daily life in Athens was from the time of Cleisthenes peppered by references not only to the presumed bearer of sovereign power, the d[image: img]mos, but also to d[image: img]mokratia as a new method of government, as

a precious experiment in the art of empowering the powerless and treating all citizens as equals. Imagine for a moment that an inquisitive stranger, recently arrived in Athens, approaches a group of bronzed, wild-bearded citizens dressed in white robes

and rough-cut leather sandals, milling at the entrance to the Pnyx, waiting in the cool, pine-scented air for the day’s business to get under way. The visitor’s question reveals that he is a foreigner. ‘What is to take place here, on

this hill? Who is ruler [tyrannos] of this city?’ he asks. One of our band of citizens replies, softly: ‘Your question is wrong, stranger. Do not seek a tyrannos here. This city is free and ruled by no one man. The d[image: img]mos reigns, taking turns annually. We do not give supremacy to the rich; the poor man has an equal share in it.’




Sometime towards the end of the sixth century, speech of this kind became common currency, both inside and outside the assembly. Thanks to the work of Harmodius and Aristogeiton, the popular revolt against Spartan

troops and the reforms introduced by Cleisthenes, talk of the d[image: img]mos and democracy tingled the senses of Athenians, confirming that their new form of

government, the self-government of equals, was special. Prudence is advisable when piecing together the evidence, if only because among the many intriguing things about the whole subject of democracy is its puzzling origins as a political language. For

some time, the mystery has been cloaked in a scholarly consensus that the word d[image: img]mokratia was a belated invention of the mid-fifth century BCE; and that the new term wasn’t widely used until the end of that century. This orthodoxy supposes that the democracy was not initially called by its proper name – and was not so called for more than a half-century.26




The consensus is ill founded. It should be rejected. Well before the mid-fifth century BCE, d[image: img]mokratia – meaning,

literally, ‘a form of government or rule (kratos) by the people (d[image: img]mos)’ – was in fact the word used by the Athenian supporters

of their new polity. The archaeological records are telling. Among the tiny clues is the case of an Athenian citizen named D[image: img]mokrates (otherwise known as the father of

Lysis, the young boy described by the philosopher Plato) whose gravestone, unearthed only during the past generation, shows that he was born around 470 BCE. The name D[image: img]mokrates shared the same roots as d[image: img]mokratia and, literally translated, meant ‘a person who rules the d[image: img]mos’. The proper inference from this bit of evidence is that his naming (by his father, as was the custom, to please the deities) required that the term was already in

circulation, that it was a venerated name for newborn male citizens, and therefore had been so since at least the early sixth century.27




A spicier reason for giving up on the old orthodoxy, as new archaeological evidence shows, is that the word d[image: img]mos, from which the more abstract noun

d[image: img]mokratia derives, is much older than the sixth century BCE. Its earliest known meanings in ancient Greek – strange to

modern ears – are ‘country’ and ‘land’. The widespread reference to demes (a small geographic and political district) before and during the age of democracy carries that sense.28 Digging more deeply – histories of democracy have until now never attempted this – it is probable that the classical Greek word d[image: img]mos had its immediate roots in the ancient civilisation we call Mycenaean, after its principal city, Mycenae. It is unclear why the Mycenaean world that flourished for several centuries from

the middle of the second millennium BCE suddenly collapsed, leaving behind a rich store of archaeological treasures. The surviving fragments include traces of a strange pictographic language called Linear B, among whose several

hundred pictographs appears the little two-syllable word d[image: img]mos (or d[image: img]mo):
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What did this Linear B word mean? Nobody knew until the Linear B code was cracked in the early 1950s, enabling us to see for the first time that it was used as a (probably feminine) noun to denote a group of people who were landholders, a village

community that was entitled to allocate and protect holdings of land. In a feudal system of land tenure marked by a clutch of villages not yet centralised into towns, the Mycenaean d[image: img]mos was contrasted with both the temples and the palace administration and organised army of the monarch.29 The d[image: img]mos did not govern. Yet the word was personified and had deep political connotations. Especially in matters of land, she had the ability to speak for herself, as when inscriptions say:

‘but the d[image: img]mos says that she . . .’.30 Some members of the d[image: img]mos (in the settlement of Pylos, for instance) sat on a council that was responsible for allotting and subsequently administering the leases of ‘communal

plots’ of land paro d[image: img]m[image: img]i (‘from the

community’). These councillors were variously called d[image: img]mokoro (an overseer of a village) and opidamijo (accountable men of a village). The

councillors were entrusted with the job of defending the d[image: img]mos against the claims of outsiders, as when a priestess from a vegetation cult tried on

behalf of a goddess to claim land currently occupied by tenants.31 The d[image: img]mos (through its

council) protested loudly to the palace, which duly recorded the complaint; whether it reaffirmed, through the d[image: img]mos, the tenants’ vested entitlements to the land it occupied and worked is not known.




There is a point to this digression into the remote past, because although Mycenaean civilisation seems far distant from Athenian democracy, there is mounting evidence from inscriptions and other artefacts that reveals an exciting link: this ancient

civilisation, itself connected to peoples further to the east, bequeathed to the Athenians a family of terms that contained a vital word that both described and defended the powers of a potentially active group within the body politic. It is unknown how

the term d[image: img]mos was passed on, and to what extent it experienced mutations, but one fascinating change is clear. Around 1200 BCE,

the meaning of d[image: img]mos underwent an inversion that was itself bound up with the convulsions that marked the end of the Mycenaean period. Many of the

d[image: img]mos lost their property. Yet – don’t miss the deep irony – despite their political defeat by the rise of new kingship and property

patterns, they continued to be called the d[image: img]mos. The old word not only changed meaning. It changed political sides. As it underwent a transmutation from

a pictographic language to five little letters in the vernacular of Greek, it came to have the new connotations of ‘without land’, ‘the people of the countryside who are poor’. In other words, the word d[image: img]mos referred to a body of people who were without property and therefore not in the ranks of the superior class of wealthy landowners (the gaiadamos they

continued to be called at Sparta) that now exercised political power – over the d[image: img]mos.




This remarkable change smoothed the way for another: the replacement of the old word d[image: img]mos, with its negative meaning of a downtrodden people without

property or power, by the more positive-sounding word d[image: img]mos, which came to mean a body of people that was potentially fit to govern. The status of the

word d[image: img]mos changed from that of a lowly mob worthy only of being beaten with a stick – the image articulated by the warrior Odysseus in the

Iliad – to that of a potential ruling class. The upshot was that by the middle of the fifth century, in the city of Athens, the derivative word d[image: img]mos appeared in inscriptions (few of which otherwise survived before this period) and in literary prose (although such prose written between c. 460 and 430 has been completely lost). Antiphon used it

in his orations, where at one point in For the Choregus there is talk of the custom of making offerings to D[image: img]mokratia. The earliest historian Herodotus speaks of

her. So did the first Athenian political pamphleteer, Pseudo-Xenophon, who laid into democracy repeatedly. Although, for metrical reasons, the word d[image: img]mokratia doesn’t appear in the oldest surviving poetry and lyrics, it does appear in the oldest surviving comedy, the Acharnians by Aristophanes, a ribald diatribe against the miseries of war first performed in the year

425 BCE. There is also an important passage on the subject of democracy in The Suppliants, a tragedy by Aeschylus. First performed around 463 BCE, and a great favourite of Athenian audiences, it

reports a public meeting at which ‘the air bristled with hands, right hands held high, a full vote, democracy turning decision into law’. Set in a mythical time past, the tragedy tells of a group of sisters, cousins of an African ruler named

Aegyptus, who arrive with their father at the Greek city of Argos, claiming that they have escaped rape and forced marriage. Pelasgus, the King of Argos, is confronted with a choice: between satisfying the deities by honouring the sacred law of

hospitality (and ensuring protection of the suppliants) and exposing his polity to the wrath and military might of Aegyptus. The king chooses prudently. The suppliants are granted asylum.




So with the help of the past, the Athenian d[image: img]mos took over an old descriptor and breathed new life into its body. It might be too slick to say that

Athens democratised the old Mycenaean word d[image: img]mos, but its act of reinterpretation towards the end of the sixth century was bold and imaginative. It

demonstrated just how much Athens was robustly aware of its own contours, its foibles and successes – its utter originality when compared to other ways of governing the world of human affairs, past and present. The invention and use of the word

d[image: img]mokratia to express this originality naturally caused a grand stir. Yet its growing popularity in Athens during the years marked by tyrannicide,

popular revolt and political reform also produced an almighty backlash, as might have been expected. This was after all a time when politics was still dominated by aristocrats locked in competition with themselves, and with their opponents. What this

self-styled class of aristocrats had in common was their deep disgust for democracy. Volumes of vituperation against it poured from their quills. They hated the word. They despised everything for which it stood. Whenever

they heard talk of d[image: img]mokratia, it confirmed to them that the whole of Athens had taken a wrong turn, foolishly placed itself in the hands of a

self-interested sectional group. This so-called d[image: img]mos was to be loathed and feared. It was poor and property-less, ignorant and excitable. Worst of all,

it was driven by a wolfish hunger for political power.




The depth of this frontal attack on democracy should not be missed. For many Athenian aristocrats, democracy was not just an unhinged polity, a type of government racked and ruined by the exercise of selfish sectional power over others. They pointed

out that the word d[image: img]mokratia had negative connotations buried deep within it – connotations of manipulation, trickery and violence. That was why

they were sure that much was at stake whenever it was used – and why it had to be given a bad name.




To understand their train of thinking, consider for a moment the verb kratein. Nowadays it is usually translated (through the Latin regulare: to control, to exercise sway over somebody or something) as ‘to rule’ or ‘to

govern’, but its original connotations are in fact much harsher, tougher, even brutal. Strange it may seem to us, but when Athenians used the verb they spoke the language of military manoeuvring and military conquest. Kratein means to be

master of, to conquer, to lord over, to possess (in modern Greek the same verb means to keep, or to hold), to be the stronger, to prevail or get the upper hand over somebody, or something. The story of the origins of the world and the birth of the

deities told by the Greek poet Hesiod in his Theogony uses the word in this way: the personified figure of Kratos is seen as the no-nonsense, loyal agent of the much-feared Zeus. The noun kratos, from which the compound d[image: img]mokratia was formed, referred to might, strength, triumphant power and victory over others, especially through the application of force. The now obsolete verb

d[image: img]mokrateo brimmed with all of these connotations: it meant to grasp power, or to exercise control over others.




Seen from a twenty-first-century vantage point, these are indeed strange connotations, exactly because for many Athenians, and most certainly for its enemies, the word d[image: img]mokratia had the opposite meaning it has today. When we employ the word, we use it positively, to mean non-violent inclusiveness, power-sharing based on compromise and fairness, equality based

upon the legally guaranteed respect for others’ dignity. For its Athenian critics, in striking contrast, d[image: img]mokratia was a menace. They agreed that

it was a unique form of rule – a calamitous form of rule in which the d[image: img]mos acts foolishly in pursuit of its own selfish interests. That is why

they hated it. When the enemies of democracy spoke of d[image: img]mokratia, they wanted to point out that the d[image: img]mos was a particular group whose particular interests were not identical with everyone’s interests. The fact that democracy was a woman reinforced the point. For in a d[image: img]mokratia, the d[image: img]mos holds kratos, which was their way

of saying that, just like a woman, it is prone to act forcefully, to get its own particular way by using cunning and violence, against itself, but especially against others.




The opponents of democracy saw proof of the semantics in the world around them. They had long memories for incidents of the kind that had shocked Athenians when they heard news of the fate of the sixth-century city of Miletus (located on what is today

the coast of Turkey). There, a disaffected d[image: img]mos hounded the local wealthy families from power, seized their cattle and used them to trample their

children to death. Some of the ruling class managed to fight their way back into the city, rounded up the ringleaders, including their children, smothered them with tar, then set them on fire. Violent shenanigans triggered by appetites for power were

very much on the mind of the Athenian philosopher Plato (c. 427–c. 347 BCE) when he remarked that democracy was a two-faced form of government, ‘according to whether the masses rule over the owners of property by force

or by consent’.32 He considered democracy to be a gimcrack invention that corroded good government by pandering to the ignorant poor. He likened democracy to a ship manned by sapheads who

refuse to believe that there is any such craft as navigation – sailors who treat helmsmen as useless stargazers. Switching metaphors, Plato even called it theatrocracy: comparing the assembly to rowdy theatregoers, he insisted that the

presumption of democrats, that commoners are qualified to talk about everything, in defiance of immutable laws, leads to the reign of posturing, the rhetorical seduction of the powerless, and lawlessness among the powerful. The unknown Old Oligarch had much the same thing in mind when dressing down d[image: img]mokratia as the rule of the lowest and most

misguided section of the population, the d[image: img]mos, who sometimes strive to govern by making common cause with sections of the aristocracy.33 When this happens, he said, the people are ruled in their own name. Used in this way, d[image: img]mokratia

still referred to a form of sectional rule based on force. But its emphasis underwent a subtle shift, towards something like empowerment through the people. In other words, d[image: img]mokratia is a form of government in which the people are ruled while seeming to rule.




Faced with such spirited attacks, the democrats of Athens chose to button their sun-dried lips and keep their bearded heads down – or so it has often been said. ‘The philosophers attacked democracy’, wrote one of the great

twentieth-century experts on Athens, ‘the committed democrats responded by ignoring them, by going about the business of government and politics in a democratic way, without writing treatises on the subject.’34 That is a valuable way of seeing things, if only because it reminds us that, from the time of its birth, Athenian philosophy was largely an anti-democratic affair, something like an allergic reaction against the feelings for

equality nurtured by democracy. Yet to see the missing reflections on democracy by Athenian democrats as due largely to their tactical silence is to squander a more fundamental point. It is this: the silence of Athenian democrats about their democracy

enabled black ink to be squirted into its face by its octopoid enemies. Their efforts to silence democrats by polluting their reputation was the first recorded example in the history of democracy of how its enemies tried to take everything – by

robbing their opponents of their own precious language.




Since the friends of Athenian democracy either mistrusted or never used writing as an instrument of public expression, the field of recorded history was left wide open to its opponents. That is why Athens produced no great theorist of democracy. It is

also why virtually all the written commentaries on Athenian democracy were hostile to its novelty, especially to the way it stirred up public resistance by the poor to the rule of the rich. The attacks on democracy sprang from the minds of intellectuals

who found the d[image: img]mos disgusting; these were men who indulged aristocratic sympathies, and who wanted to turn back the

water clocks. In a city that both valued participation in public life and condemned aristocratic leisure, these were men, from the viewpoint of democrats, who not only clenched a fist in their minds whenever they spoke and wrote about democracy. These

were quite literally men who were ‘inactive’, even ‘useless’.




The democrats had a point. Writing in philosophical ways about democracy required wealth, leisure and distance from political life. That is why democrats were so opposed to the aristoi – and to their writing and thinking about democracy.

The democrats’ reaction was credible, but they were to pay heavily for their unwritten opposition. Firm believers in their own originality, convinced that they had a goddess on their side, the democrats underestimated the risk of their own

obliteration, which is what nearly happened. In matters of memory, they put themselves at the mercy of a class that not merely dreamed of crushing underfoot the ugly beetle of Athenian democracy. The nobles were a class of amnesiacs that had something

far more sinister in mind: they wanted nobody to record for posterity what democrats themselves had to say.




Hubris




The dirty tactics used against the language of Athenian democracy by its opponents were twice rewarded towards the end of the fifth century. During the Peloponnesian War, two coups briefly interrupted democratic government. Both

interludes were named after the number of conspirators that had grabbed the reins of power: the Four Hundred in 411 BCE, and the Thirty, in 404 BCE. The limited numbers revealed the principal motive behind

each of them: to reduce the size of the electorate by linking citizenship to property qualifications. Rearguard actions by men of property were to be repeated many times in the history of democracy, but in these two cases the attempt by Athenian

oligarchs to overturn rule by the people produced rogue governments. Even Plato, the arch-opponent of democracy, writing in his Seventh Epistle, conceded that the government of the Thirty was such a disgrace that it made the democracy that came

before it look rather appealing. We could say that there was a bigger point here, since the whole attack on democracy confirmed the rule that when it comes to politics – the inescapable process of determining who

gets what, when and how – everybody should watch their backs. Politics produces losers, especially when some grow greedy for power over others – or so many Athenians thought. They were convinced that the gods and goddesses would heap

destruction or ‘nemesis’ on kings, tyrants and great lords who chased after the world, blindly gambled with their power, sometimes risking everything for the sake of gain. Hubris (hybris) was their name for such gluttony. Ruin was said

to be its penalty. Cupidity – the lust after money, fame, possessions or power – was stupidity.




This prompted some troubling questions: would the deities turn a blind eye to the meteoric rise to power of a city like Athens? Was there possibly a link between hubris and democracy?




The first Athenians to reflect upon the subject did so with a boldness that still resonates today. For these orators, poets, playwrights and thinkers, the ambitious striving for more than one’s fair share of power, such that it seriously

assaults the honour of others – hubris – is a chronic feature of political life. There are times and places when mortals forget their own mortality. When that happens, they so succumb to high spirits and misuses of their energy that they

extract pleasure from causing harm to others, not for the sake of revenge but essentially because the harm that is inflicted seems to prove the inferiority of the victim. Hubris – a word possibly imported from the east, from the Hittite

huwap, said to mean ‘harm’, ‘maltreat’ or ‘outrage’ – is cause and effect of a superiority complex. Acting as if they were gods, or bent on competing with the gods, those hungry for power over others

typically violate the dignity of their foes. It turns them into victims of the desire for superiority. It causes them shame. That sense of hurt in the presence of others fans the coals of individual and collective anger, which burst easily into the

flames of revenge. And so the misadventures of unbridled power invariably bring bad outcomes to ruler and ruled alike. The young and rich tend to fall into the trap of hubris, noted Aristotle: when they ill-treat others, they feel as though their own

superiority is the greater. Hubris is the progeny of high position, the playwright Euripedes (480–406 BCE) explained in a famous passage in The Suppliant Women, where it is also said

that the conqueror ‘is like a poor man who has just become rich: he commits hubris, and his hubris causes him to be ruined in his turn’. Along similar lines, citizen Pericles was prompted to say that he feared before everything else that the

proud democracy of Athens would make arrogant mistakes, such as acting cruelly against enemy cities, just for the hell of it.




The conviction that hubris harboured disaster, the effects of which are felt whenever power is exercised arrogantly, seemed obvious to Athenian democrats who raised their hands in protest against tyranny and oligarchy. But the point potentially

applied to military campaigns conducted in the name of democracy. The case of Athens serves, in this history of democracy, as the opening example of the general rule that no democracy is an island unto itself. From its sixth-century beginnings, the whole

experiment with democracy took place in a geopolitical laboratory of rivalry among states and empires set on using violence against their neighbours. Throughout most of the sixth-century BCE, before the age of democracy, Athens

had been lucky. Involved in less than a dozen military campaigns, all of them for limited goals, it had been just one among many of the region’s mountainous island micro-polities, without a substantial army or navy. But just two years after the

constitutional reforms instituted by Cleisthenes had begun to whittle down the power of the old aristocracy, setting Athens on a course towards democratic rule, trouble began. The states of Boeotia and Chalcis, the traditional enemies of Athens, launched

a simultaneous attack. Both suffered defeat in a single day. Many observers were impressed. Athens was to win yet more admiration for its support for Ionian Greeks in their ill-fated revolt against Persia – whose army commanded by Darius was

roundly defeated in 490 BCE, on the plain of Marathon, by nine thousand Athenian troops, helped by a small contingent from Plataia.




Democracy’s stunning victory against the great empire of the East fuelled many Athenians’ mistrust of barbarians (barbaroi: a word which to them meant simply ‘foreigners’, non-Greeks who spoke incomprehensible

languages). The triumph of the Athenian David over the Persian Goliath was consolidated (in 480/479 BCE) by further successes, notably in the sea battle of Salamis. Such military gains began to tip

the balance of power throughout the whole region, in favour of Athens. But that in turn raised the stakes. By piling up victories, the democracy was steadily drawn into a protracted struggle, mainly against Sparta, for hegemony over the Greek world. In

the wake of the triumph over the Persians, there began, during the 480s, thanks to a windfall of silver, a vigorous expansion of the navy. Two hundred warships were constructed. Resources were poured into building vast fortifications to protect the city,

including its port of Piraeus. Then came the first efforts to assume leadership of a confederacy of several hundred Greek states, called the Delian League. Vowing ‘to have the same friends and enemies’, its military aim was the liberation

from Persian control of the Greek island states and cities of Asia Minor (modern Turkey). Step by step, state by state, battle by battle, Athens turned herself into an imperial power – into what the Athenians called an arkh[image: img].




By 450 BCE, Athens had no fewer than 160 subject states around its imperial fingers. How did it happen? The growth of empire was, of course, nurtured by the geographical fact that she found herself almost at exactly the centre

of a vast region stretching from the southern Balkan peninsula across the entire Aegean. But the feeling that Athens was the centre of the universe of Greek-speaking peoples was rooted in more than geography. There was a strong sense among Athenians that

they were greatly superior to the tough, but politically disorganised Thracian and Scythian peoples living to the north-east of the Greek world. Athenians also thought of themselves as several cuts above Asiatic peoples, who were mostly ruled by the

Persian empire. These ‘barbarian’ peoples to the east were widely supposed to be uncourageous and less bellicose, partly due to their climatic conditions, whose seasons were more uniform and equable, without the sudden changes in temperature

that the Athenians supposed toughened their own wills and stirred up their own passions. The flaccidity of the Asians was also traced to their peculiar customs, laws and political institutions – especially to the fact that these peoples were mostly

ruled by monarchs, who had managed through time to ruin their subjects by turning them into creatures too weak-willed to put up a fight for their own good.




These dogmas sprouted wings after the stunning Athenian victories in the great Persian Wars (490–480 BCE); the subsequent extension of Athenian sea power to the Aegean and the coast of

Asia Minor, areas once ruled by Persia, had the same effect. The upshot was immense pride among the Athenians. They regarded their democracy as a source of strength to act on the wide world around them. By the middle of the fifth century BCE, ‘power’ and the striving for its accumulation stood at the centre of the experiences and expectations of the Athenians. Power politics and imperialism were seen as typically Athenian, and as typically democratic. The

reputation of Athens as a ‘busybody’ constantly striving for power over others became synonymous with democracy itself. Democracy encouraged citizens to think of themselves as lords paramount, as rulers of the world as they knew it. Strong

traces of pride in their democratic achievements are much in evidence, for instance in Thucydides’ famous account of the funeral oration delivered by Pericles at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War. ‘For this land of ours, in which the

same people have never ceased to dwell in an unbroken line of successive generations, they by their valour transmitted to our times a free state [and] the empire we now possess’, Pericles reportedly said. ‘We live under a form of government

which does not emulate the institutions of our neighbours; on the contrary, we are ourselves a model which some follow, rather than the imitators of other peoples . . . [O]ur government is called a democracy, because its administration is in the hands,

not of the few, but of the many . . . And our city is so great that all the products of all the earth flow in upon us . . . We are also superior to our opponents in our system of training for warfare . . . Wealth we employ rather as an opportunity for

action than as a subject for boasting . . . For we alone regard the man who takes no part in public affairs, not as one who minds his own business, but as good for nothing; and we Athenians decide public questions for ourselves or at least endeavour to

arrive at a sound understanding of them, in the belief that it is not debate that is a hindrance to action, but rather not to be instructed by debate before the time comes for action . . . In short’, concluded Pericles, ‘I say that our city

as a whole is the School of Hellas.’35




Talk of Athens as teacher and master of the whole Greek world burned as dried dung in the fires of empire. It did so by fostering belief in the citizenly virtue of military prowess – and by twinning d[image: img]mokratia and military success. It was a simple but lethal concoction. Imperial power necessitated the mobilisation of troops, who in return expected a share of

government. At the beginning, the backbone of the Athenian army had been self-funded. The wealthier citizens served in the cavalry, mounted in their own saddles, on their own horses. The subsequent reliance on the hoplite battle as a principal method of

waging war kick-started a new dynamic. Backed up by horsemen and archers, usually on a flat field, infantry marched against infantry; the winner on the field took all and, as a rule, the entire war came to an end. This new form of tournament fighting had

democratic consequences, for the growth of a light-armed infantry made up of poorer hoplites made their case for inclusion in the polity irrefutable. But as the Athenian navy grew in power and influence democracy’s logic of inclusion meant as well

that the poorest citizens, the thetes who formed the bulk of navy crews, pressed for full equality with their fellow citizens. The sea and democracy seemed to be twins too. ‘The steersman, the boatswain, the lieutenant, the look-out man at

the prow, the shipwright – these are the people who confer power on the city far rather than her heavy infantry and men of birth and quality’, noted one observer.36




Among the ironies of the bungled murder of Hipparchus was the way it triggered political reforms that required the free males of the whole of Attica to register as citizens in their demes and tribes, thus effectively putting in place the

city’s first ever, standardised system of mass mobilisation. Given the size and population of Attica – twenty times larger than the average Greek polity – organised call-up, initially of hoplites, gave democratic Athens a huge military

edge on its potential rivals. But the deadly connection between democracy and empire ran deeper. Despite mounting death tolls, battle success provided good cheer for some Athenians. The spirit of war seemed to fill a vacuum; it shielded them against the

chronic uncertainty for which democracy itself was partly responsible. Its citizens, of course, toughened their resolve, and generally succoured their lives, by many different means: poetry and singing, theatre and sports, cult feasts and politics at the

Pnyx, brothels and symposia with plenty of drink and penetration of guests. But compared with all these life-giving rituals, the near-permanent mobilisation for war had a special potency. War and rumours of war put a

spring into the steps of the d[image: img]mos, as the comic dramatist Aristophanes (c. 446–388 BCE) pointed out forcefully when

joking that his fellow citizens would launch a fleet of 300 warships if their Spartan enemies dared to steal even a puppy.37 War made everyone equal in the struggle to escape the clutches of

death. It encouraged painful toil that produced honour. It confirmed men’s sense of manly excellence (the Athenians spoke of aret[image: img]). War blessed life

with unshakeable meaning. It parenthesised the pessimistic thought that men were like leaves in the wind, the mere shadows of shadows, meant only for the moment, like a passing day.




Fighting against enemies made men feel that they were valuable citizens. It also brought wealth to their pockets. Democracy profited from empire. The consolidation of imperial power tempted the Athenians to centralise their control over key legal

cases, in effect to bring them from the periphery to Athens. That move created more work for the citizens of Athens, more opportunities for them to earn income and to participate in its legal machinery, which consequently grew in size and importance

within the overall structures of the democracy. The physical size of the principal civil court of Athens (it was located in the south-west corner of the agora) reflected this; a large, square structure whose roof was partly open to the sky, it was

certainly big enough to serve as a meeting place for between one and two thousand jurors. Empire also brought wealth and revenues to the democracy, partly to pay for its machinery of government and to employ vast numbers of ordinary Athenian males as

soldiers. Save for a small number of states that chose to keep their nominal independence by providing ships that sailed in the Athenian fleets, all cities of the empire were required (by the early 440s) to pay an annual tribute; they were required as

well to fork out duties on exports and imports that passed through the hub port of Piraeus.




The extent to which the wealth generated by empire was vital for the survival of democracy remains disputed. But there is little doubt that one of the most potent effects of empire – before it began to slip away

during the fourth century – was to expand the power of military forces in the day-to-day functioning of the polity. More money from the public budget was spent on war and preparations for war than on any other activity. Imperial revenues were used

to revolutionise the standard methods of war. The Athenians were good democrats. They were also good fighters. They experimented with siege warfare and tactical retreat. They trained their hoplites and naval crews for weeks and sometimes months, and

perfected the art of using their ships as high-speed, offensive weapons. Huge numbers of ships and fighters were moved around the whole of the eastern Mediterranean for campaigns that sometimes lasted months or, when sieges were employed, up to a few

years; even during peacetime, dozens of ships on practice and guard missions spent several months a year cruising the seas.




The democracy, already enjoying among friends and enemies alike a reputation for restlessness, hatched and executed new plans for fighting simultaneously on several fronts. During the fifth century, Athens found itself at war on average two out of

every three years; never once did it enjoy more than a decade of peace. Especially with the introduction of pay for military service in the 450s, war came to dominate the everyday lives of Athenians, their visual arts, the proceedings of their assembly.

Citizenship and military service grew indistinguishable; the spirit and institutions of democracy felt deeply ‘martial’. At the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, for instance, nearly a third of Athenian citizens were hoplites. When young men

turned eighteen, they had to register as a citizen within their deme. Following the approval of their registration by the Council, some of them were inducted into military service, along with other conscripts from their tribe. These young

servicemen learned how to fight in full armour; they became skilled in the use of the bow, the javelin and catapult. They were taught such arts by older men (usually over forty) who had been elected by their tribe to act as trainers, or mentors, of the

young recruits. The young conscripts were in service for two years, after which they were entitled to have their names inscribed on stone columns that were prominently displayed within the agora. That rite of passage prepared them for a lifetime of

vigilance. They remained on call for the next forty years; in a trice, in a military emergency, they could be instructed to report for active service with several days’ provisions in hand.




The End of Democracy




When looking back on these times, it seems obvious that the dalliance of democracy and armed force proved fatal for Athens. During the zenith of empire in the fifth century, it led to restrictions upon political freedoms at

home. Empire bred demagoguery. It gave undue prominence to elected military leaders like Cimon and Pericles, who (unusually) were entitled to hold office for several successive terms. These men of the battlefield were entitled by custom to interrupt

assembly proceedings, to introduce their own business. That meant that their enormous power to determine the city’s fate, unchecked by parties, laws or customs, depended mainly on their skilful rhetorical massaging of the body of citizens gathered

in the assembly. Surrounded by advisers, Pericles carefully cultivated his charisma by likening himself to Athens’ courier ship, the Salaminia: enjoying office for a quarter of a century (from 454 to 429 BCE), he

appeared before the assembly only when pressing public matters required urgent treatment. Thucydides and others understandably complained that when he did appear in public, before the assembly for instance, he spoke and acted like an arrogant monarch.

‘Hatred and unpopularity have become the lot of all who have aspired to rule others’, Pericles said to mourners gathered to honour dead soldiers. But he added, defiantly: ‘Remember, too, that if your country has the greatest name in all

the world, it is because she has never bent before disaster; because she has expended more life and effort in war than any other city, and has won for herself a power greater than any hitherto known . . . it will be remembered that we held rule over more

Hellenes than any other Hellenic state, that we carried out the greatest wars against their united or separate powers, and inhabited a city unrivalled by any other in its resources or magnitude.’




The great leader’s words dripped with the poison of hubris. They spelled out not just the death of soldiers and civilians. They pointed to the beginning of the end of the Athenian experiment with democracy. Its

decline was protracted, certainly. Setbacks were camouflaged by victories. Whether it could or should have behaved differently, for instance abandoning the quest for empire by forming partnership alliances based upon give-and-take compromise, remains a

moot point. Yet there is no doubt that the growing militarisation of political life in support of empire began to turn Athens into its own worst enemy – into a source of envy and jealousy among the states within and beyond its empire. At home, it

unleashed a malignant force that the Athenians called delusion (ate was their word for it). The stench of death bred political hallucinations, of the kind manifested in their declining interest in compromise, and in their habit of seeing glory in

the fall of cities, and in the misfortune of other peoples. Especially during the fifth century, appeals to a fictive common ancestry also grew ever louder. Such appeals took their cue from a restrictive law of citizenship (passed in 451 BCE) that tried to make it impossible for resident aliens (metics) and foreigners to become Athenian citizens. The city had previously allowed a citizen to marry and father children with either an Athenian or a foreign-born woman. After

the passage of the law, foreign women were ineligible for marriage, while children born illegitimately from foreign women were ineligible for citizenship.




The effect of limiting citizenship to those born from two native Athenians was to clamp down on women, who, after all, had within them the power to grant both sexual pleasure and children to men, hence the power to violate distinctions between

insiders and outsiders, Athenians and barbarians, free persons and slaves, legitimate citizens and bastards. The limitation of citizenship was also a warning to free men to pay attention to their city by strengthening their feelings for descent,

bloodline and nativity. All this was not yet racism or nationalism, as we have known it in modern times. Athenians did not think of themselves as either a ‘race’ or as a ‘nation’. But, thanks to the constant pressures of war, they

found themselves caught up in a drive towards internal ‘purification’ that was fuelled by fear of enemies. Suspicion was directed against those suspected of being born of impure eggs and careless sperm. The first outlines of what in modern

times would be called witch-hunting became evident, for instance in the abuse hurled publicly at the bad boy of fifth-century Athenian democracy, Alcibiades, who was said to have fathered a son with a Melian slave woman,

so breeding an enemy of democracy. On several occasions, along the same lines, every available citizen was compulsorily drafted into the navy or army to fight against a neighbouring city; and laws were passed by the assembly to enable citizenship to be

stripped from those found guilty of desertion or draft-dodging.




That was not the end of the story. The deadly dalliance of democracy and armed force had wider, geopolitical implications. The democracy obviously carried within it the seeds of expansion by anti-democratic means. ‘Wherever you go, there will

you be a polis’ was the old watchword of Greek colonisation from the time of the westwards expansion, during the eighth century BCE, towards Sicily and southern Italy. At first, Athenians refused the impulse to

expand. Temptation soon ruled. Democracy became synonymous with the continuous emigration and interaction of Athenian settlers, from far distant Marseilles and down the Spanish coast in the west, to the Crimea and the eastern end of the Black Sea, in the

north-east. The spread of Athenian power, especially during the first half of the fifth century, usually went hand in hand with the creation and nurturing of democratic ways of life. New architectural forms and public space sprang up. A new form of

government, run by citizens for citizens, was installed. So, too, were legal systems that followed the rule that nobody was to be above the laws, and that laws must apply equally to everybody.




These inventions undoubtedly proved attractive to others; in various parts of the burgeoning empire, citizens downtrodden by their local nobility or suffering from stasis sometimes welcomed Athenian intervention in their local affairs. A model

example was the rebuilding in 444/443 BCE of the ancient city of Sybaris, which received an influx of settlers, a new layout and a brand-new democratic constitution. The trouble was that democracy did not spring naturally from the

depths of the Aegean, or the region’s soil, or from the souls of its peoples. Athens discovered that democracy promotion was difficult. Democratic lawgivers found that their subjects were sometimes far from law-abiding. Democratic laws might therefore have to be imposed, perhaps by cunning or, if necessary, by means of violence. But if that were to happen, Athenian democracy would then find it hard to ‘place things in the middle’, as their

citizens liked to put it. Athens would come face to face with an ugly possibility: in the name of democracy, and for the sake of holding or expanding its own position, it might be forced to set up garrison colonies, to plunder whole cities, even to heap

cruelty on those who tried to stand in its way.




Precisely this happened, in 416/415 BCE, during the expedition launched by Athens against the Aegean island of Melos. A prosperous Spartan colony located directly to the south of Athens, Melos had claimed that it was militarily

neutral in the region’s conflicts. A decade earlier, the island had successfully repelled an invasion by the Athenians, whose generals this time tried diplomacy, rather than force. Their envoys were received within the city, but their request to

address the full body of assembled citizens was refused. So negotiations with the Melian authorities were held in private. Trained in the rough and tumble of assembly life, the Athenians were tough bargainers. They insisted there could be no discussion

of the rights and wrongs of the situation. They said the sole matter to be analysed was the imbalance of power between the two states. Melos was told that it had to submit – or suffer disaster – but the Melians stood their ground, mainly by

trying to persuade the Athenians that it would serve their interests better if they allowed Melos to remain neutral. The Athenian negotiators firmly rejected that argument. Then they burst into laughter. A quarrel about the importance of honour followed.

The Athenians then withdrew.




After returning home, the Athenian negotiators were informed that the Melians refused to budge. No surrender under any circumstances was their position. So the Athenian generals declared war. For several months, Melos was cordoned off from the outside

world. The siege had terrible effects. Starvation followed by discord and treachery resulted in the unconditional surrender of the Melians. The Athenian democrats wasted no time in pulling apart the local polity. They executed all captured men of

military age and sold the women and children into slavery, leaving infants and the elderly to the mercy of wolves. Five hundred citizen-settlers were soon shipped to Melos. The island became a colony of Athens. The rule

of democracy was sealed, in cruelty and blood.




What were the lessons of the campaign against Melos? For a start, it showed that democracy could be good at war, and could inflict terrible violence upon its neighbours. The campaign proved as well that violence was a double-edged sword for the

Athenian democracy. It could be charged with double standards – and with acts of military reprisal. The heroic survival of the Athenian democracy against its Spartan and Persian enemies had a flip side: by arming to protect itself, by stirring up

trouble (as Athens did in Macedonia from the early 360s BCE) and acting as if it had been born into the world to give no rest either to itself or to others, it encouraged its rivals to seek, and to win, the ultimate prize: forcing

Athens on to its knees, and drowning it in its own deep pools of blood.




During the last quarter of the fourth century BCE, exactly that came to pass. Pressured by hubris at home and military defeats abroad, Athens was forced to give way to the well-armed kingdom of Macedon. The spectacular rise to

power of Philip II in 359 BCE signalled the beginning of the end for democracy. If Harmodius and Aristogeiton were the first heroes of democracy, Philip II of Macedon was its ultimate villain. Within his recently discovered

vaulted tomb at Aegeae is a spotted marble fresco depicting a bearded king hunting on horseback. Fixing one eye on his prey – Philip lost the sight of his right eye in battle – he bears down on a lion, poised for the kill. Philip indeed

enjoyed a wide reputation as a brilliant soldier of aristocratic descent; it was convenient that he happened as well to be an absolute ruler of a large population. None of his smaller or less bellicose neighbours managed to stand up to him. Striking

first in one direction, then in the other, making peace with one enemy as a prelude to annihilating the next, between 359 and 339 BCE he ruthlessly extended Macedonian control south to central Greece and eastwards, towards the Sea

of Marmara.




The Athenians went on high alert. So terrified were they that at one point political business at the Pnyx was paralysed by morbid silence.38 The Athenian troops meanwhile tried several times to

stop the one-eyed king in his cavalry tracks. But when they despatched troops to protect Byzantium (Istanbul), Philip out-manoeuvred them by suddenly marching down on to the Greek lands, towards Athens.




For nearly two centuries, several times the Athenian democracy had escaped mortal wounding, but now its time was up. It is true that its defeat was to take nearly eighty years. There was plenty of high-spirited resistance from the Athenians, for

instance through the themes, rhetorical conventions and plot devices of popular comedies written and staged by poets and playwrights like Menander (342–291 BCE); and, of course, the archaeological ruins and political vision

of Athens were to live on, as a little dream. Helped by posterity, the city would be remembered, in all four corners of the earth, as an experiment that had defied prevailing political customs. It had cultivated institutions – public juries, free

public discussion, voting by lot, or through a show of hands, or pebbles in a pot – that enabled not just men of good blood and wealth, but humble carpenters, farmers, sailors and shoemakers to make their own laws. It had shown how the powerless

could win the power to reprimand their leaders, and to govern themselves, as political equals. But whatever else the city of Athens had stood for was about to be damaged badly, by a string of events that are now landmarks of a great but tragic

history.




In 338 BCE, backed by a gigantic army of 32,000 men, Philip II crushed the democrats and their allies at the Battle of Chaeronea, in Boeotia, to the north-west of Athens. The battle was reportedly protracted and vicious. More

than a thousand Athenians fell in battle; at least two thousand were taken prisoner. The rout by slaughter allowed Philip militarily to subjugate the whole of the Peloponnese, and to establish Macedonian garrisons at many key points. The hundreds of

polities of the Greek lands were reorganised into a league under his control – the so-called League of Corinth – after which a general peace was proclaimed, in preparation for an all-out attack on Persia. Despite the assassination of Philip

by one of his trusted bodyguards, at the annual Macedonian sunrise festival in 336 BCE, the Athenian empire was forced to get down on its knees. But despite the setback at Chaeronea, its assembly struck back. It passed several

emergency measures, including one championed by the orator Hyperides, to provide for the call-up of every able-bodied man, to defend the city against the Macedonian invasion that now seemed imminent. That political move

caused eyebrows to be raised, since by including up to 150,000 slaves and alien residents it effectively extended citizenship to all adult males. Decisions were taken as well to stockpile armour, weapons and gold, and to fortify the city and the navy.

Many democrats compared the coming contest with the Macedonians to the famed Persian Wars of the previous century – and hoped that the city would taste ultimate victory.




The Macedonians reacted cautiously, as if they knew how to lull the democracy into complacency, in order better to kill its spirit. The tactic worked. When the expected Macedonian invasion didn’t materialise, Hyperides was put on trial, and

convicted, for proposing an illegal measure. The Macedonians, meanwhile, tightened the foreign-policy noose around the neck of the Athenians, who in 322 BCE suffered another catastrophic military defeat during the Greek-led

rebellion against Macedonian rule, known as the Lamian War. Athens was forced this time to pay a much higher price. As part of the peace settlement that followed, Macedonian troops led by Antipater stormed the agora and promptly replaced the democratic

government with an oligarchy. Somewhere between 12,000 and 22,000 Athenian citizens were disfranchised. Some were packed off to remote Thrace. Quite a few democratic leaders, among them Hyperides and Demosthenes, either suicided or were executed.




The remaining supporters of democracy licked their wounds, hoping against hope that their democracy would survive the seesaw of sordid fortunes. When Antipater fell ill and died in 319 BCE, democracy did indeed return briefly

to the city, but only until Antipater’s scheming eldest son, Cassander, installed Demetrius of Phaleron as direct governor of Athens. He ruled the city for a decade, after which local democrats fought back, did deals with the Macedonians, played

along with their boasts about liberating other Greek cities from oligarchy, only to suffer once again the imposition of oligarchy. Such was the power of their lingering spirit of resistance that in 287 BCE, against tremendous

odds, the Athenians managed yet again to claw back their structures of self-government, this time for some twenty-five years. But the Macedonians would have nothing of it. In the year 260 BCE,

Antigonus Gonatas, the son of Demetrius, ordered his troops to recapture the city. Its democrats were crushed, this time for good.




Gradually, painfully, a democracy had suffered its first death.








 





WEST BY EAST








‘Where shall I begin, please your Majesty?’ he asked. ‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said, very gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end; then stop.’




Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865)










The step-by-step pillaging of Athenian democracy, the scattering of its remains in the cities and countryside by the marauding troops of the Macedonian empire, had the effect among writers of deadening interest in the whole subject

of d[image: img]mokratia. It slid slowly into obscurity. Democracy became little more than a fribble, an odd fossil in the curiosity shop of Greek antiquity.




The job of forgetting Athens started during the Roman republic that lasted nearly five centuries. Historians and political writers either dismissed it as a legally disordered state undeserving of serious examination, or (as with Cicero) condemned the

ingratitude of its d[image: img]mos towards their leaders. During the early years of the Roman Empire, which is customarily thought to have begun during the first

century CE, figures like the historian Pompeius Trogus and the writer and rhetorician Valerius Maximus (whose father had served as secretary and interpreter for Julius Caesar) remained unimpressed by Athens; conscious that Rome

had slipped and degenerated since the glorious days of its republic, they nevertheless comforted themselves with the thought that Romans still towered above the world, that they were morally and politically superior to the Greeks. The proof of

Rome’s superiority was the decline and death of democracy.




By the time the Roman Empire had mutated into the Byzantine world that mixed together Roman legal traditions with elements of Greek and Christian culture and prepared the way for what is now called the Middle Ages

– a term that we shall soon see makes no sense in the history of democracy – most people seemed to have forgotten the subject entirely. Among those who still thought about matters of power and the sharing of power, the overthrow of Greek

democracy by military conquest and monarchy nurtured an interest in the need for written, mixed constitutions. Constitutions were seen as devices for countering what a statesman and historian from Megalopolis called Polybius (201–120 BCE) called ‘hubris and arrogance’. When political men fall prey to their charms, so the thinking ran, the constitution comes to the rescue. It does so by stopping one part of the polity, an army or a faction of the

landowning aristocracy for instance, from seizing power by enabling another part to stand in its way. Rarely did this kind of defence of written constitutions cross-refer to the old Greek ideal of democracy, though at least one commentator, a publicist

and travelling scholar from a wealthy, Greek-speaking Jewish family named Philo of Alexandria (c. 15 BCE–50 CE), explicitly did so. Philo’s work and life – he was no cloistered bookworm

– were part of the great cultural scene in Alexandria, at this time the largest and easily the most vibrant city in the Mediterranean world. The system of self-government called democracy is about equality under the law (isot[image: img]s), Philo liked to say. But he stressed as well that that did not mean democracy is rule of the people, something he viewed with disapproval. Democracy meant

– note the parallels here with what the word democracy has come to mean today – legally sanctioned alternation in the exercise of power, such that one group temporarily rules others, so that through time each group or person receives in turn

their fair share of power.




Philo’s meditations on democracy, including his rejection of popular rule, were born of conditions of post-democracy: although in his part of the world the language of d[image: img]mokratia was practically extinct, many surviving reports show just how often, in the region’s city plazas, amphitheatres and racetracks, a lively d[image: img]mos continued to shout, bargain or riot its way to success, often in opposition to top-down rule. There were sometimes bizarre moments of great consequence, as

in Jerusalem (Mark 15: 8ff; Matthew 27: 15ff), where during Passover a ‘crowd began their demands as they usually did’ for the release of a prisoner, a man accused of murder. The local governor named Pilate at first refused the

assembly’s demand; he proposed instead to release a man named Jesus, but the people grew upset. ‘They shouted back, “Crucify him!”’ The governor, ‘in his desire to satisfy them’, caved in. Lung power prevailed.

The man accused of murder was released; Jesus was led away by soldiers, flogged and crucified. Such outcomes confirmed Philo’s suspicion that rule by the people always suffered from agonising contradictions, but the truth was that his view did not

much matter. As the Romans and then Byzantines tightened their grip on the whole region that is today the eastern Mediterranean, the flesh-and-blood power of the d[image: img]mos lost contact with the ideals of d[image: img]mokratia. Memories of Athens by and large disappeared. It would be more accurate to say that

Athens was disappeared. It fell prey to the forces of amnesia, a pawn in the hands of opponents who were sometimes so convinced of its obsolescence that they thought it expedient to forget even what they knew about it. At best – the thought is

sobering when measured against the global popularity of democracy in our times – tiny memories of its grand achievements were kept alive in the parchment manuscripts of scholars who read the works of figures such as Polybius and Philo, but who were

mainly preoccupied with larger matters of law and philosophy, and later Christianity.




Little changed with the fourteenth-century Renaissance rediscovery of ancient Greek and Roman culture and political institutions. Many who took an interest in the classical world, political commentators like Giannotti and Guicciardini for instance,

preferred armed republics because they thought them to be better than democracy at maintaining law and order, and promoting good government. The rest, fearing outbreaks of popular rebellion, urged the taming of the plebs through ‘mixed

constitutions’, such as those of Sparta or Rome. For all of these observers, the little dream of democracy was more like a nightmare, as was explained by the most famous and influential contemporary political writer, Niccolò Machiavelli

(1469–1527) (Figure 11). This is how he put it: for one reason or another, the rule of princes (monarchy) sooner or later degenerates into tyranny. Tyranny is then replaced by the rule of an aristocracy that tends

towards oligarchy. Popular struggles bent on overthrowing rule by the few clear the path to democracy, but any polity founded on the rule of the sovereign people quickly degenerates into anarchy – into licence that fuels the fires of political

decadence. This favours the rise of monarchy, government by a prince, so triggering the infernal cycle of monarchy, tyranny, oligarchy and licentious disorder.1




Machiavelli captured the anti-democratic tempo of the times. Well into the sixteenth century, all writers were lukewarm about or downright hostile towards the Athenian experiment. They presumed that the origins of democracy could be forgotten with

impunity, and they did so by parroting the classical critiques, especially by branding Athenian democracy a misguided political formula for disorder, contempt for law and foolish injustice to wise figures like Socrates.

Exactly that negative message leaped from the pages of Jean Bodin’s Six Bookes of a Commonwealth (1576), a work that was translated into many languages and enjoyed much popularity throughout Europe. ‘If we shall believe Plato,’

ran the first English translation of 1606, ‘wee shall find that he hath blamed a Popular estate, tearming it, A Faire where every thing is to bee sold. We have the like opinion of Aristotle, saying, That neither Popular nor Aristocraticall estate

is good, using the authorities of Homer . . . And the Orator Maximus Tirius holds, That a democraty is pernicious, blaming for this cause the estate of the Athenians, Syracusians, Carthagineans and Ephesians: for it is impossible (saith Seneca) that he

shall please the people, that honours virtue.’ Such testimonies, selectively drawn from the past, convinced Bodin that democracy was worth forgetting, that the very idea of self-governing assemblies deserved nothing more than contempt. ‘How

can a multitude, that is to say, a Beast with many heads, without iugement, or reason, give any good councel?’ he asked. The answer was easy: ‘To ask councel of a Multitude (as they did in oldtimes in Popular Commonweals) is to seek for

wisdome of a mad man.’2






[image: img]




FIGURE 11: Terracotta bust of Niccolò Machiavelli, by an unknown sixteenth-century master.







This kind of prejudice against Athens persisted well into modern times. There were a few charitable figures, but mostly contempt or indifference condemned Athenian democracy to the prisons of mental and political life. Far into the eighteenth century,

on the subject of democracy, political figures and thinkers within the Atlantic region found more to condemn than to praise. The first dictionaries in France and England treated democracy with a cool hand; like an epitaph, the word referred to a dead

form of polity that had flourished for a brief time in Athens, only to succumb to its inherent flaws. ‘It would be a happy thing if popular government could conserve the love of virtue, the execution of laws, morals and frugality,’ commented

Monsieur de Jaucourt in his entry on ‘Democracy’ in the greatest French encyclopaedia of the eighteenth century. Pointing to the experience of Athens, he went on to conclude that ‘it is the fate of this government to become almost

infallibly the prey of the ambition of certain citizens or of strangers and so to exchange precious liberty for the greatest servitude’.3 Dr Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English

Language (1755) handed over the task of defining the word ‘democratical’ to the well-fed English Anglican author Sir Thomas Browne (1605–82). He had not a kind word for the ‘Democratical

enemies of truth’. They played on the instincts of ‘the People’, a body of halfwits who ‘live and die in their absurdities; passing their days in perverted apprehensions, and conceptions of the World, derogatory unto God, and the

wisdom of the Creation’.4




Amen. During the same generation, on the far shores of the Atlantic, virtually all of the American revolutionaries adopted a similar standpoint, with passion and purpose. All the evidence goes against the popular view that they were the

‘founding fathers’ of democracy in their country, or that they were the founders of modern liberal democracy, as has been claimed by Francis Fukuyama.5 The American revolutionaries were

in fact Romans rather than Athenians. Favouring a mixed republican constitution modelled on republican Rome, they consistently saw themselves as avoiding the folly and trickery bound up with the spent ideal of democracy. At the convention that assembled

behind locked doors and closed windows in the red-brick Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia for four exhaustive months of constitution making, from mid-May to mid-September 1787, speaker after speaker, day after day, distanced himself from the whole

idea of democracy.




Let us eavesdrop on the morning and afternoon sessions of Thursday 31 May.6 After agreeing the need for a new national legislature made up of two chambers, the delegates fell openly into

disagreement about whether or not the ‘lower’ house, later to be called the House of Representatives, should be based on popular election. Mr Roger Sherman from New Haven, Connecticut, said he favoured a scheme based on the appointment of

members by the existing state legislatures. He was opposed to ‘election by the people’ because they always ‘want [lack] information and are constantly liable to be misled’. In full agreement, Mr Elbridge Thomas Gerry from

Massachusetts – famously remembered for later voting against the constitution because it did not contain a Bill of Rights, and for his part in introducing the word gerrymandering into the language of democracy – sprang to his feet. ‘The

evils we experience flow from the excess of democracy’, he said. ‘The people do not want virtue, but are the dupes of pretended patriots.’ He went on to express his concerns about the grave dangers of

‘the levelling spirit’.




Forced on to the back foot, the advocates of some or other form of popular election bounced back. What is striking is that not one of them defended democracy by name. Mr George Mason from Virginia said that the country needed a ‘grand depositary

of the democratic principle of Government’, like the House of Commons in Britain, but he quickly confessed to his fellow delegates that recent events in the newly independent country had shown it to be ‘too democratic’. Mr James Wilson

from Pennsylvania backed him up. ‘No government could long subsist without the confidence of the people’, he said, quickly adding that that was why ‘republican Government’, and not democracy, was now required. Choosing his moment

carefully, Mr James Madison from Virginia then took the floor. The man who elsewhere famously remarked that democracy was ‘a vile form of government’ told the convention that day that he agreed that ‘popular election of one branch of

the National Legislature’ was essential in a scheme of ‘free Government’. He cleverly went on to say that he thought the second chamber of the legislature, plus the executive and the judiciary, should be set up on an appointed basis. He

described himself as a friend of ‘the policy of refining the popular appointments by successive filtrations’, only then to conclude that the new form of government under discussion ‘should rest on the solid foundation of the

people’. Talk of ‘filtering’ and ‘refining’ popular pressures seemed to settle the matter. The motion to establish a popularly elected first branch of a new national legislature was carried. Delaware and Connecticut

delegates were divided, and those from New Jersey and South Carolina raised their voices for ‘no’. But the delegates from Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, North Carolina and Georgia voted in favour. The Roman

‘ayes’ had it. Dinner was then served.




The Banker




By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, things looked bleak for democracy. Its rejection and disappearance as an ideal provide a salutary warning that the spirit, language and institutions of democracy enjoy no privileged historical status – that in matters of democracy the dead are never safe in the hands of the living. The resuscitation of democracy, as we are about to see, happened with difficulty and against

tremendous odds, but by the early nineteenth century there were signs that the victim was still breathing. The Athenian revival was a hands-on work of political and intellectual labour, above all by several European historians.7 Jean Victor Duruy (1811–94), who helped Napoleon III prepare his biography of Julius Caesar and went on to become minister of education in France, published a three-volume illustrated history of ancient Greece.

The Lübeck-born German historian Ernst Curtius (1814–96), who had conducted archaeological fieldwork in Greece and later became court tutor to Prince Frederick William (afterwards Emperor Frederick III), published an earlier multi-volume

history of Greece. But of greatest importance was the sympathetic account of ancient Greece by a middle-class Englishman, a banker, utilitarian thinker, university governor, parliamentarian, husband and self-styled democrat named George Grote

(1794–1871).




His hugely influential History of Greece, published in a dozen volumes between 1846 and 1856, passionately defended Athenian democracy against the heavy weight of neglect and criticism that had nearly buried it alive.8 It is curious that Grote (Figure 12), a no-nonsense man of facts who was the son of a Puritan mother and a Bremen merchant and banker, never visited Athens. His father had prevented him from attending university,

instead grooming him for the banking trade. That left Grote with no alternative, in his spare time, but to morph into a model honnête homme, a self-educated, middle-class man of letters. No nineteenth-century playboy, Grote was a hardworking

chap who resembled a figure from a novel by Charles Dickens: perhaps Charles Darnay in A Tale of Two Cities, an honest man of good breeding who was staunchly opposed to the snobbishness and cruelty of the aristocracy. Grote was gripped by a desire

for self-improvement. He had a considerable appetite for reading, and at one point during the 1820s he helped convene a discussion circle that met twice weekly before business hours, in a back room of the bank co-owned by his father and later inherited

by him, in Threadneedle Street, in the heart of London’s financial district.
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FIGURE 12: George Grote, a pen-and-ink sketch by Sir George Scharf, 1861.







Figures like Grote convinced nineteenth-century critics such as Karl Marx that democracy was just a bourgeois plot – in this case, one to ensure that bankers could protect their assets from wolfish governments. Grote did not see things this way.

He thought of himself as a barrister caught up in a lengthy trial in defence of the Greeks, and especially the Athenians, against the injustice they had suffered for nearly two millennia. Helped along by a great deal of patient reading, and by his use of

the method of ‘cautious conjectures, founded upon the earliest verifiable facts’, he managed to defend Athens as nobody before had done. Grote pleaded not guilty to the charges levelled at his client, the city of Athens. For him, its whole

experience with democracy was a rich and vibrant example of how to prevent the misery produced by concentrations of power. Athens was not just an object of antiquarian interest. It was a precious ally from the past, an inspiring example of a system that,

‘while ensuring to the mass of freemen a degree of protection elsewhere unknown, acted as a stimulus to the creative impulses of genius, and left the superior minds sufficiently unshackled to soar above religious and political routine, to overshoot

their own age, and to become the teachers of posterity’.




Grote’s views rested on the presumption – shared with his friends Jeremy Bentham and James and John Stuart Mill – that oligarchies always behave badly. Men are selfish, Grote thought, but this was no

cause for despair. There is a remedy for their egoism: granting the franchise and education to the many, so as to ensure the maximum happiness of the greatest number. Grote’s train of reasoning was crafted to remind his readers of just how much

Athenian democrats hated the tyrant who ‘subverts the customs of the country: violates women: puts men to death without trial’ (Grote here repeated the words given to Otanes by Herodotus). The emphasis placed by Grote on the merits of

ostracism as a check upon political ambition was also consistent with this view. So was its corollary: that compared with all other forms of government, including the aristocracy that ruled Britain in his day, responsible democratic government was easily

superior. The same thought backed his rejection of Plato’s critique of democracy. Grote admired Plato’s use of inquisitive dialogue to sharpen the critical faculties and to criticise received ideas, including theological beliefs. But he

disliked Plato’s dogmatic attacks on the Sophists. Grote found in the conversational techniques of figures like Protagoras a defence of such principles as toleration of diversity, the autonomy of mind of individuals, and the public entitlement to

express dissent in the company of King Nomos. All these principles had been born and nurtured in the Athenian polis, Grote insisted. They now needed to be revived; the nineteenth-century European struggles for democracy against oligarchy had to be

encouraged, by way of a return to the birthplace of democracy.




Grote’s work was monumental. It changed everything. Despite some ups and downs, thanks to his bold efforts the belief that Athenian democracy is an indispensable ally of modern times came alive, and has remained very much alive ever since. The

hand of Grote seems to be everywhere. Read any short work or watch any television programme on the subject, in any language. Athens is the original home of Western civilisation, it is said, or quietly presumed. To that great city can be traced not only

the origins of what we now call the modern world – like the development of coinage and the market economy – but the very principles of what it means to be human. Athens gave us the philosophies of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle: the Great Generation at Athens, as the great Anglo-Austrian philosopher Karl Popper called them.9 It blessed us with figures like Aeschylus, Thucydides and

Demosthenes. It gave us history, the theatre, classical sculpture and other arts. It also gave us politics in its most special form: democratic government.




Slowly, but surely, the belief that it all started in Athens became an intellectual orthodoxy, a political mantra that nowadays usefully doubles as a marketing ploy. The Greek government’s campaign to host the 2004 Olympics in Athens

successfully relied upon this point. Travel agencies around the world also tirelessly promote the city in this way. The brochures usually contain a pithy paragraph that runs something like this: ‘Capital of Greece, cradle of democracy, birthplace

of Western Civilisation – Athens is a vibrant city where old and new join hands. The majestic Parthenon rises above the city, its ancient glory still visible in the timeworn stone, and the National Archaeological Museum holds countless treasures

from Athens’ Golden Age.’ Pity the pithiness, one might add, for in various circles such commercialisation of democracy has yielded spoonfuls of disbelief and pinches of cynicism. Athenian democracy has understandably become easy prey for

word-jugglers and jesters. Hence the old jokes with a new twist. ‘This is now the finest country in the world,’ said an employee to his colleague in an office cafeteria in downtown Athens, on the eve of the Olympic Games. ‘Much less

corruption in government, no puppet dictators, none of your soldiers in the streets; palace revolutions and street violence are a thing of the past. This is a democracy. Equal chances for everyone. We Athenians gave it to the world . . .’

‘Democracy?’ snaps his workmate. ‘Everyone talks about it, but what the hell does it mean?’ ‘I’ll tell you,’ replies the first man confidently. ‘It’s like this. You’re going home late at night

after a hard day at the office. You’ve missed your bus, it’s pouring with rain, and you’re soaked to the skin. The boss pulls up in his Mercedes. He offers to take you to his house, where he lets you dry your clothes in front of a big

log fire. He gives you a big meal and even offers you a glass of his special brandy. Since it’s still raining he invites you to stay the night. That’s democracy!’ ‘But did that ever happen to you?’ came the scoffing reply.

‘No . . .,’ stammered the first man, ‘but it once happened to my sister.’
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