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Lessons of Athenian Democracy: Editor’s Introduction

Bernard Grofman, University of California, Irvine

First, the good news: 1992-93 is the
2500th anniversary of the birth of
democracy. It was in 507-508 B.C.!
that the reforms of Cleisthenes took
place in Athens.? In a world seem-
ingly devoid of much to cheer about,
here’s an excuse to celebrate.’

Now, for the quibbles. If
Cleisthenes is so important, why have
I never heard of him?* Moreover,
why shouid I celebrate Athenian
democracy when I know from both
Madison and Hamilton in the Fed-
eralist Papers that it was really mob
rule, an example to be avoided at all
costs in shaping a constitution for
a republic in search of stability
and good government? Hasn’t
Thucydides taught us that the fickle-
ness of the Athenian populace led to
repeated Athenian military disasters
after the death of Pericles, the
Athenian “*first citizen’* whom
Thucydides sees as having ruled over
Athens while permitting the masses
the illusion that they were in control?
Wasn’t it an Athenian people’s jury
that forced the world’s greatest
philosopher to drink hemlock? Per-
haps even more importantly, isn’t it
(politically) incorrect to call Athens a
democracy? How can a militaristic
society built on the backs of slaves
and the revenues of imperialism, in
which women couldn’t own property
or participate in politics, ever be
something to celebrate?!

On the other hand, even if we did
choose to regard classical Athens as a
democracy, isn't its form of govern-
ment no more than a historical
curiosity? Could anyone seriously
propose that the membership of
Congress consist of whoever shows
up in Washington on a given day
who's willing to serve (2 la the
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Athenian assembly) or be replaced by
a group of citizens chosen by lot and
rotated vearly (2 la the Athenian
council)?

There has been an explosion of
writing about fifth- and fourth-
century Athens, mostly by classicists
and ancient historians, including at
least seven books about Athens pub-
lished in the past five years that have
democracy in their titles (Farrar
1988; Hansen 1991; Kagan 1991;
Ober 1989; Sinclair 1988; Starr 1990;
Stockton 1990; see also Davies 1978)
and a number of others published in
that same period that do not have -
democracy in the title but are still
largely or entirely about that topic
(Fornara and Samons 1991; Manville
1950; Meier 1990; Ostwald 1986;
Strauss 1988; see also Carter 1986).
With a handful of important excep-
tions, this writing has not yet had
much of an impact on political scien-
tists, whose views of Athenian
democracy remain, I suspect, primar-
ily influenced by the suspicions and
animadventures of Plato, Aristotle,
or Thucydides,® or-the very negative
image of Athenian democracy pur-
veyed in the Federalist papers.®

The view of Athenian democracy
offered by work building on this
recent scholarship is sophisticated
and nuanced.” It makes any portrait
of Athens as anarchic or ill-governed
appear simplistic and outmoded.
While there is no classic text in which
a theory of Athenian democracy is
laid out that is written by someone
truly sympathetic to that democracy,
this recent scholarship has done much
to recreate such a theory from a vari-
ety of fragmentary sources, including
speeches before Athenian juries
{Ober 1989), funeral orations (Wills

1992), dramatic and comedic texts
(Euben 1986, 1990), careful attention
to the writings of anti-Democratic
theorists such as the ““old oligarch”
(Wolin 1993, this volume),® and
painstaking reconstruction of the his-
torical evolution of Athenian institu-
tions of governance (see esp. Hansen
1991; Ostwald 1986)—including such
minutiae as a decades-long effort to
locate the boundary markers defining
the geographic districts used as sub-
units for electoral rolls and military
muster introduced as a key element
of the Cleisthenic reforms (see Eliot
1962; Traill 1975, 1986; Whitehead
1986).°

Looking to this scholarship we do
not see either direct mass rule or
concealed elite dominance; rather, it
is a complex system including not
just the assembly and the people’s
courts but also the council and pop-
ularly elected officials such as the
board of generals, with mechanisms
for accountability and checks and
balances such as a mode of constitu-
tional review, hearings on fitness fo
hold office, a charge of unconstitu-
tional conduct, strict scrutiny of
accounts, and ostracism. ' I would
argue that, once we recognize the
institutional richness of the Athenian
system, we ought to be suspicious of
overly romanticized notions of
Athenian democracy that render it
indistinguishable from modern
notions of pure participatory democ-
racy 4 la SDS, even as we recognize
that ““the Athenian demos was able
to exercise collective power in order
to prevent elite domination’ (Ober
1993, this volume). " Recent scholar--
ship has also cast doubt on claims
that Athenian democracy could
flourish only with the spoils of
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empire'? or required slavery to make
possible a leisured citizenry with suf-
ficient time to participate actively in
politics (see, e.g., Strauss 1988; Ober
1989, 20-35; cf. Finley 1980).

The five essays in this symposium
are all informed by recent scholar-
ship, but each draws somewhat dif-
ferent conclusions with respect to the
nature of Athenian democracy as
compared to our own and/or with
respect to the lessons that Athenian
practices and theories of politics pro-
vide to modern democracies. ©?

Sheldon Wolin sees Athenian
democracy and its practices as a
benchmark against which to judge
contemporary democracies (and find
them wanting). Wolin wishes to
rebut Robert Dahl’s (1989) charge
that, as paraphrased by Wolin (1993,
this volume of PS), ‘““the sheer size,
scale, and complexity of a modern

'society such as the United States
render Athenian democracy a curios-
ity rather than an inspiration.”” He
rejects a goal he attributes to both
ancient and modern constitutional

- theorists from Aristoile to Polybius
to Madison to Tocqueville of seeking
to “‘dampen, frustrate, sublimate and
defeat the demotic passions,”’
through devices such as removing
constitutional rules from the gusts of
popular passion, checks and bal-
ances, indirect elections, and suffrage
restrictions. His aim is to restore the
demos as “‘actor’’ and end its mar-
ginalization as ‘‘voter’*; he looks to
Athens for his inspiration. As he

" reminds us, in Athens *‘the principal

legislative body was the Assembly of
all citizens, the boards of lawmakers

{nomotherai} and the juries were

chosen by lot from the citizens; the

Council which prepared the agenda

for the Assembly was chosen annual-
ly by lot from the citizenry; the deci-
sions of the Assembly were subject
to review only by the people’s
courts.”

Peter Euben alerts us to the ways
that the ““lessons” of history are
shaped and reshaped for new audi-
ences in response to changed his-
torical circumstances and political cli-
mates and asks us to question the
ways in which classical political
theory has been used and is being
used to ““legitimate an anti-demo-
cratic political and educational
agenda.”” One of his concerns is a
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fear that liberal democracy will lose
sight of its democratic half. Euben’s
carfier work has emphasized what I
will call the political culture aspects
of democracy more than its formal
institutional mechanisms, but here
Huben’s response to the last of the
rhetorical questions in the first para-
graph above is to rejoinder that, in
the light of the ineptnesses and mal-
feasances of our rulers, ““it is at least
worth asking how much worse off
Americans would be if our poiitical
leaders were selected by lot with fre-
quent rotation of offices, or whether
justice would be less served by
expanding the responsibility of juries
or with having judicial review con-
ducted by common citizens rather
than lawyer-judges.”*

Josiah Ober emphasizes that, in
Athens, contemporary witnesses took
for granted that “‘the political power
(kratos) of the mass of ordinary
citizens (demos) was real,”’ and thus
we should be hesitant to dismiss
Athenian democracy as only a myth,
Ober then discusses why many liberal
theorists of democracy have been so
unwiiling to *“‘countenance the possi-
bility that the ordinary citizens really
did rule.”” Ober also offers his own
unique synthesis of the groundings of
Athenian democracy, with a focus on
the ability of the people of Athens to
maintain their rule ““through control
of public speech.”” Ober reminds us
that, in Athenian juries, there was no
judge—or rather, “‘each of the sev-
eral hundred citizens serving on a
jury as a judge (dikastes).”’ More-
over, there were no lawyers. Rather
citizens had to speak for themselves,
but with the wealthier able to afford
the help of rhetoricians in drafting
their remarks in advance. Rather
than deferring to elite expertise when
it came time to make important deci-
sions, “‘the citizenry believed itself
to be the best judge of important
matiers.”’

The last two essays, by Arlene
Saxonhouse and Michael T. Clark,
share an emphasis on the writings of
Thucydides.

Saxonhouse, while her primary
aim is to trace changes in the way
Athenian democracy has been por-
trayed, offers a reading of
Thucydides on democracy that takes
seriously the questions the ancients
themselves asked about the nature

and meaning of democracy, She is
skeptical of “‘myth-makers who give
us an amorphous vision of the per-
fection of ancient democracy where
freedom allowed the arts to flourish,
where men eagerly participated in a
public world, where care for the
community did not work in opposi-
tion to individual interest. . . .”
According to her, ‘““we need not
attribute to the ancients a Rousseau-
ian vision of participation (or) an
Arendtian world of men seeking
immortality through speech. . . .”’

While entering into a dialogue with
Saxonhouse about Thucydides® views
of democracy, the central focus of
Clark’s essay, addressed primarily
but certainly not exclusively to inter-
national relations theorists, is to
warn against Procrustean reading of
ancient texts such as Thucydides’
Peloponnesian War that forces us to
piace them in terms of references
derived from modern conceptual
frameworks. Here he echoes Saxon-
house’s concern about 2 too modern
reading of the ancients. He reminds
us that Thucydides is often cited but
rarely read; and if read, read more
to be chastised for his pre-modern
lack of causal clarity than cherished
for the power of his thought. He
also reminds us that Thucydides
poses questions about the linkage
between democracy and empire that
are worthy of contemporary con-
sideration and forcefully suggests
that contemporary international rela-
tions theorists have at least as much
to learn from Thucydides as
Thucydides from them.

These essays remind us that
ancient venues and ancient texts can
provide an ideal backdrop for
modern quarrels ™ as weli as for
timeless insights. In seeking to under-
stand Athens, almost inevitably we
are forced to try to better understand
ourselves.

Notes

1. The exact date of the reforms is in
some dispute {see Ostwald 1986, 16-17, n.
49). Cleisthenes is in power between the time
of Solon and the time of Pericles.

2. Many classicists take the Cleisthenic
reforms as marking the emergence of a
genuine democracy in Athens, although
recognizing that the Cleisthenic model builds
on the earlier structures created by Solon, on
the one hand, and that it would take later
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leaders such as Ephialtes and Pericles to con-
solidate that democracy, on the other. Some
~ prefer to delay giving Athens the epithet of
demnocracy until a later period (compare, for
example, Ostwald 1986, 15-28 and Kagan
1991). Cleisthenes is credited with giving the
common people “‘a voice in the management
of public affairs” on matters that had “‘pre-
viously been the exclusive province of the
upper classes’’ (Ostwald 1986, 23). According
to Ostwald (1986, 18), his was a careful
balancing act in which he broke the aristo-
cratic monopoly of wealth and power fyrith-
out eliminating from the political scene the
upper classes whose economic power, social
prestige, and military expertise made them
indispensable for the management of public
affairs” by creating a democratic counter-
weight in the form of popular Assembly and
a Council chosen by lot from among an
expanded class of citizens. Cleisthenes is also
credited with creating a juridical concept of
Athenian citizenship whose locus was in 2 set
of geographically defined communities
(demes). The subsequent use of deme-based
patronymics probably helped level social dif-
ferences. Moreover, the groupings of demes
into frittves and then into “‘tribes” helped
integrate elites tied to farming, coastal and
urban interests and prevent internecine power
struggles that had characterized earlier
periods. The new “tribal” groupings, with
components from all three areas, became the
principal basis for voting and tribal con-
scripts apparently fought together in the same
units in the military, Thus, the new tribal
structure became a basis for social solidarity.
However, differences among classes of
citizens persisted, with only the higher classes
permitted to hold certain offices.

3. A few years back, two U.S, classicists,
Josiah Ober (Princeton) and Charles Hedrick
(UUC Santa Cruz), over a couple of beers,
noted that the anniversary of the Cleisthenic
reforms was coming due and decided to spark
a commemoration of that anniversary that
would focus on the democratic legacy of
Athens. With a large grant from NEH fund-
ing, & six-week summer institute at UCSC in
1993 (attendance at which got me and
Michaet Clark as well as several other polit-
ical scientists into the act), conferences in
both Washington, D.C, and Greece, and a
Smithsonian display, they have succeeded
admirably.

4. For example, despite its relatively
extensive discussion of Athenian democracy,
Cleisthenes goes unmentioned in Dahi (1989).
His name is equally conspicuous by its
absence in virtually everything else ever writ-
ten about democracy by political scientists.

5. In the view of my colleague, A Wuffle
(personal communication, April 30, 1993),
this is roughly equivalent to looking to the
memoirs of George 111 for one’s understand-
ing of the political philosophy of the Ameri-
can Revolution. An even more vitriolic view
of the link between classical philosophy and
democratic theory is found in Wood and
Wood (1978). A less jaundiced and more
palanced view of what we can leam about
Athenian democracy from ancient writers
usually considered unfriendly to mass democ-
racy is found in Saxonhouse (this volume),
with respect to Thucydides, and in Euben
(this volume) with respect to Socrates.
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6. For a discussion of how American
views of Athenian democracy did a volte-face
between the late 18th and mid-19th centuries,
see Wills (1992). Roberts (n.d.) and Saxon-
house (this volume of PS) discuss the many
different ways in which Athenjan democracy
has been portrayed over the centuries. See
also the various essays in Claster (1967). With
only some slight exaggeration we may say -
that classical Athens {especially in the age of
Pericles) has been seen as both the best of
times and the worst of times. )

7. Much of this work skillfully and pains-
takingly reinterprets existing evidence rather
than offering new data. However, sometimes
relevant new information does become avail-
able. For example, recently discovered
archaeological information about the size of
the Pnyx {see Saxonhouse, this volume of PS,
and references therein) shows that only a

. . . ancient venues and
ancient texts can provide
an ideal backdrop for
modern quarrels as well as
for timeless insights. In
seeking to understand
Athens, almost inevitably
we are forced fo try to
better understand
ourselves.

fraction of the citizenry (albeit a non-trivial
one) could be present in the Athenian Assem-
bly at any given time.

£, In my own work {in progress), I am
hoping to reexamine Aristotelian justifica-
tions for collective wisdom in the light of the
judgmental models of the French mathemati-
cian and philesopher, the Marquis de Con-
dorcet (¢f. Grofman and Feld 1988), although
I am sensitive to Saxonhouse’s strictures (this
volume of PS5) about overmodernizing the
past.
9, Some classicists believe that friftyes
boundaries were gerrymandered for political
purposes. If so, it might seem only fair to
give credit where credit is due and rename the
gerrymander {named for the 18th-century
U.S. politician, Elbridge Gerry) the
“Cleisthemander.”

10. Not all these mechanisms were in place
at the same time. See esp. Ostwald 1986;
Hansen 1991.

11. I hope at some point to write an essay
comparing Athenian checks and balances
with the Madisonian systemt, since I believe
that the parallels between the two have been
missed in the comparative treatments of
Athenian and modern electoral democracy
that focus on the supposed sharp contrast
between direct/active versus indirect/passive
forms of democracy.

12. Albeit, as we are reminded by Clark
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(this volume of PS), it flourished along with
empire.

13, Of course, not only is the historical
record sketchy and inevitably to remain so,
but no amount of historical detail can force a
choice between competing hormative perspec-
tives. Thus, historical scholarship can never
fully resolve the debates about the true nature
of Athenian democracy or the lessons we
should draw from it.

14. Similarly, sparked in part by the writ-
ings of Foucault, Athens has been reexam-
ined recently through the lens of gender and
gay studies, with an ongoing dispute about
the nature of eros and the legal status of cer-
tain types of sexual behavior {see, e.8.,
Cohen 1991). Some of this debate scems
ineluctably tied to (and even subordinated to)
present-day political agendas, and it can be
conducted with remarkable vituperation (see,
e.g., Camille Paglia’s 1991 review of David
M. Halperin’s One Hundred Years of Homo-
sexudlity, reprinted in Paglia 1992, 170-87).
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Democracy: Electoral and Athenian

Sheldon S. Wolin, Princeton University

T he third-century Christian convert,
Tertullian, once asked, ‘“What has
Athens to do with Jerusalem?’ A
twentieth-century American political
scientist might ask, What has Athens
to do with Washington? In both
cases the answer is not as obvious as
the rhetorical question would imply.
Historically, revelation’s identity
depended on its contrast with reason
even as it sought reason’s discredit.
American democracy has always
been dogged by a so-called Founding
whose Fathers never intended a
democracy and were scathing in their
opinion of “‘the turbulent democra-
cies of ancient Greece” (Madison
1961, No. 14, 84). _

Tocqueville claimed to have dis-
covered in America a democracy
“more perfect than antiquity had
dared dream of”’ (T ocqueville 1961,
vol. 1(1), 34). His comparison was
between Periclean Athens of the fifth
century (BCE) and the New England
township of the Jacksonian era. His
intention was to show that American
democracy was superior to any of
the ancient democracies because it
was stabler, more law-abiding, and
respectful of property rights. Here
Tocqueville was simultaneously re-
affirming the virtually unanimous
judgment, from Plato to the authors
of The Federalist, about the innate
tendency of democracy toward anar-
chy and expropriation of the rich,
and attempting to present America as
the great exception.

The rupture with Athens secms
complete when Tocqueville remarks
elsewhere that upon considering the
numerous attempts made to judge
the “American republics” by ancient
Greek or Roman models, “I was
tempted to burn my books and to
apply only new ideas to such a novel
social condition” (Tocqueville 1961,
vol. 1(1), 316). Yet Tocgueville did
not bumn his books, and while he did
develop some new ideas he could not
avoid lapsing into the idiom of
Pericles’ Funeral Oration when eulo-
gizing American democracy:

It is difficult to say what place polit-
September 1993

ical concerns have in the fife of an
American. To involve himself in the
government of society and to discuss it
is his biggest concern and, so to
gpeak, the sole pleasure an American
knows. - . . [Ejven the women often
attend public assemblies to listen to
public discourse as 2 respite from
household routines. . . . If an Ameri-
can were reduced to being occupied
solely with his own affairs, he would
be deprived of half of his existence; he
would feel an immense emptiness in
his life and he would be unbearably
miserable (Tocqueville 1961, vol. 1(1),
254).

In Athenianizing America, espe-
ciaily New England, Tocqueville did
a disservice to ancient Athens and to
present-day America. For he makes
it easy for modern liberals and even
for self-styled radical democrats t0
argue that only fanatics would want
to spend their lives attending political
meetings. The implicit assumption,
which our contemporaries share with
Tocqueville, is that democracy is
essentially about ““participation” and
that fifth-century Athens is to be
understood as the extréme version.
Accordingly, most political scientists
—the Samuel Huntingtons excepted
—would probably not dismiss
Athenian democracy for the reason
that it was “‘an ungovernable mob™’
(Hamilton 1504, vol. 2, 22), but be
inclined instead to echo the opinion
of Robert Dahl that the sheer size,
scale, and complexity of a modern
society such as the United States
render Athenian democracy & curios-
ity rather than an inspiration. From
here the argument typically branches
out to claim that participatory
democracy is an impracticable
scheme of government. It is not
unusual to find that claim accom-
panied by another: that democracy is
too sophisticated a form for non-
Western peoples to operate. Thus,
democracy is at once too simple for
complex Western societies and 100
complex for simpie non-Western
ones.

The argument from practicality
Jeaves the impression that the dis-
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agreement is not about democracy
itself but how to realize it. That
impression is, I want to suggest,
wrong. The democracy begun by the
American political science, initiated
by The Federalist, and inherited by
its contemporary practitioners, is a
different project. I shall call it “‘elec-
toral democracy.” It requires a dif-
ferent kind of citizen, not simply a
distinction between representative
and participatory institutions. Repre-
sentative democracy is not about the
demos as an actor but as a vOter,
job-holder, taxpayer, and rule-
observer. The last thing it is about is
the power of the demos as reported
in Aristotle’s Constitution of Athens:

The people have made themselves
supreme in all fields; they run every-
thing by decree of the Ekklesia
(assembly) and by decisions of the
dikasteria (courts) in which the people
are supreme, . . (Moore 1975, 41.2).

When Dahl asserts that, if modern
democracy were to achieve the form
of representative government, “the
theory and practice of democracy
had to burst the narrow bounds of
the polis” (Dahl 1989, 23}, the impli-
cations are not just about scale and
complexity but about reducing the
reach of citizenly action and the
stature of the citizen. Thus the
modern paradox (which Dahi does
not formulate as such): before
democracy could be enlarged, it had
to be constricted. With one signifi-
cant omission, Dahl can fairly be
said to have restated the agenda set
out in Federalist #10 where Madison
contrasted direct democracy with
republican or representative goveran-
ment and recommended the latter.
The exception is that in contrast to
The Federalist, especially in the
pieces written by Hamilton, Dahl
feels no compulsion to reformulate
what was, after all, the main concern
of The Federalist, the creation of
a strong, centralized state.

One of Tocqueville’s most sug-
gestive remarks was that nothing had
surprised him more about American
democracy than the virtual absence
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of the state (Tocqueville 1957, 51,
£9.90, 258-59). In short, in Tocque-
ville’s America the verdict was still in
suspense regarding The Federalist
project of a strong state, a project
which, of course, would become
more problematical with the out-
break of the Civil War. T hat post-
poned the question of whether a
democratic politics, more Athenian
than Federalist, could survive the
establishment of a truly strong state.
But that question directs attention to
what the so-called Founders had in
mind for democracy.

Among the main reasons Madison
had recommended a republican con-
stitution based on representative gov-
ernment was that it would control
" democracy by making it difficult for
the majority to rule and that it
would establish a political system in
which there was a fair prospect that
most of the major institutions of the
national government—the Senate,
electoral college, the president,
and the Supreme Court—would be
staffed by republican aristoi. Con-
currently, Madison’s collaborator,
Hamilton, supplied the rationale for
the American version of the modern
state, complete with 2 chief execu-
tive, a national administration, &
military establishment, and an active
foreign poticy, all of which con-
tributed to pushing democracy still
further into a corner.’

I want first to retrieve a notion
that once figured prominently in the
rhetoric of anti-democratic theories
and whose suppression in Dahl’s
work might help to illuminate a sig-
nificant contrast. It is the notion of
“passion.” Ironically, it was ascribed
to Athenian democracy, thus revers-
ing Tertullian’s formula and enabling
reason to be claimed for the state
that governed the world’s oldest,
most continuous democracy.

Among ancient writers, such as
Thucydides and Plato, as well as
among moderns such as Madison
and Tocqueville, one of the common
charges against democracy was that
its dynathic or driving force was in
the “‘passions’” of the multitude. The
usual claim was that the democrat
had a passion for equality not merely
because he was envious of distine-
tions of wealth, social status, birth,
education, and virtue, but because he
hated them. Plato went further and
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refined the idea by saying that the
democrat loved freedom because he
had no use for the forms of def-
erence traditionally owed to various
authorities. The demos was, in other
words, disrespectful of social boun-
daries (Republic, 537b-d). Wherever
the demos was incorporated as sov-
ereign, the passions so to speak were
collectivized. The result, so it was
alleged, was “turbulence,”” **dis-
order,” frequent changes in the laws,
and erratic policies. In contrast, the
counsels of reason, elaborated by the
philosopher and attributed to the
Few, produced prudent judgments
and virtuous actions.

The usual claim was that
the democrat had a
passion for equality not
merely because he was
envious of distinctions of
wealth, social status,
birth, education, and
virtue, but because he
hated them.

Jt is no exaggeration to say that
one of the, if not the, main projects
of ancient constitutional theorists,
such as Plato (The Laws), Aristotle,
Polybius, and Cicero, as well as of
modern constitutionalists, such as the
authors of The Federalist and
Tocqueville, was to dampen, frus-
trate, sublimate, and defeat the
demotic passions. The main devices
were: the rule of law and especially
the idea of a sacrosanct “fundamen-
tal law’’ or constitution safeguarded
from the “gusts of popular pas-
sions”’: the idea of checks and
balances; separation of powers with
its attempt to quarantine the ‘‘peo-
ple”” by confining its direct repre-
sentation to one branch of the legis-
lature; the “‘refining’” process of
indirect elections; and suffrage
restrictions. The aim was not simply
1o check democracy but to discour-
age it by making it difficult for those
who, historically, had almost no
leisure time for politics, to achieve
political goals. (T wentieth-century

voter registration laws have a long
genealogy.) The strategy of delay
counted on this disadvantage because
those who had wealth or other
resources could hire surrogates to do
their political bidding. Constitutional-
ism and electoral democracy became
complementary. Together they signi-
fied the destruction of the demos as
actor, its marginalization as voter.

One measure of the success of that
project-in depoliticization is that
political scientists now study a
citizenry distinguished by passivity,
alienation, resentment, and, above
all, a growing despair about the
efficacy of the political system. This
comes at a time when, by most
accounts, class divisions are widening
and disparities in life chances and in
access to basic needs, such as breath-
able air, drinkable water, and pacific
schools, are becoming sharper.

The anti-democratic rhetoric of
political theorists about the passions
and the turbulent spirit of democracy
was really an attack upon the vitality
and energy displayed by a demos
that believed that it truly was the
political system and not as in modern
democracy, a sovereign who reigns
but does not rule. Thucydides has a
Syracusan leader portray the Atheni-
ans in terms that allow us to see that
what might appear as passions to
some were the energies of ordinary
beings whom democracy had trans-

formed into citizens, into the bearers -

of the political:

The Athenians are addicted to inno-
vation, and their designs are character-
ized by swiftness alike in conception
and execution. . . . [Tjhey are adven-
turous beyond their power, and daring
beyond their judgment, and in danger
they are sanguine. . . . [IThey are
never at home . . . for they hope by
their absence to extend their acquisi-
tions. Their bodies they sperd un-
grudgingly in their country’s cause;
their intellect they jealously husband
to be employed in her service. . . .
[T]hey were born into the world to
take no rest for themselves and to give
none to others (Thucydides 1951,
1.70).

In a democracy, according to a
speaker in the debate arranged by
Herodotus, “‘the state and the people
are synonymous terms’’ because “the
magistrate is appoinied by lot and is
held responsible for his conduct in

PS: Political Science & Politics

M




it

office and all questions are put up
for open debate’” (Herodotus 1972,
111.80). Historians have often
described the wide array of institu-
tions in which the Athenian demo-
crat took part and the intense civic
experience it produced.” By 400
BCE, property qualifications for
citizenship had been eliminated; the
principal legislative body was the
Assembly of all citizens; the boards
of lawmakers (nomothetai) and the
juries were chosen by lot from the
citizens; the Council, which prepared
the agenda for the Assembly was
chosen annually by lot from the
citizenry; the decisions of the Assem-
bly were subject to review only by
the people’s courts. Citizens not only
deliberated and took decisions in the
Assembly, Council, and the courts,
but they chose leaders, made deci-
sions about foreign policy and war,
judged the credentials of officehold-
ers, issued decrees, and much more.
To this should be added the flourish-
ing local political cultures centered in
the demes.?

The reason for the extraordinary
energy displayed by Athenians was, I
would argue, directly related to the
nature of power at that time.
Democracy was the political moment
when the demos recognized that the
power of the polis was their power,
not an illegal seizure of something
that belonged to the rich or well
born. Here is an account of that
democracy by an observer known
only as ““The Old Oligarch.”” He was
no friend of Athenian democracy
yet, unlike Plato or Aristotle, his
prejudices did not get in the way of

* his insights:

[T}t is right that the poor and ordinary
people fin Athiens] should have more )
power than the noble and rich, because it
is the ordinary people who man the fleet
and bring the city her power; they pro-
vide the helmsmen, the boatswains, the
junior officers, the lookouts and the ship-
wrights. It is these people who make the
city powerful much more than the hop-
lites and the noble and respectable
citizens (Moore 1975, 2).
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What the passage suggests is that
participation was instrumental, the
means by which social groups and
classes constituting the majority of
inhabitants gained access to forms of
power that enabled them to improve
their condition by contesting the
forms of power associated with
wealth, birth, and education. Elec-
toral democracy, in contrast, allows
the citizenry to ‘‘participate,’”’ not in
power but in the rituals and festivals
of power. The differences can be
crystallized by recalling the Athenian
practices of lot, rotation in office,
frequent elections, and close account-
ability of officials. Doubtless these
made for ““turmoil’’ and that impres-
sion offends the highly developed
modern sensibility which looks upon
“order’* as the sine gua non of poli-
tics and, more fundamentally, of a
(financial) market society. The
guardian of that order is not democ-
racy but the state. And no modern
society has yet managed to democra-
tize the state.

Notes

Special thanks to Peter Euben, John
Wallach, and Josiah Ober for comments and
arguments.

1. For further elaboration and textual ref-
erences in The Federalist see Wolin (1989).

3. For discussions of the practices of
Athenian democracy see Finley (1983, ‘70-96),
Sinclair (1988, esp. chaps. 1-5); Stockton
(1990, 57 and ff.) is heipful on the relations
of local and central governments; on the
early background of citizenship see Manville
¢1990); and for the legal development of
Athenian democracy see Ostwald’s (1986)
magisterial work, Euben (1990) has many
suggestive ideas on the political culture
surrounding Athenian democracy.

3. See Ober (1989} for emphasis upon the
effective relationships between citizens and
leaders. Ober uses forms of analysis familiar
to social scientists. Also Hansen (1987) and
Whitehead (1986) or local governments.
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‘The 2500th Anniversary of Democracy

Democracy Ancient and Modern

J. Peter Euben, University of California, Santa Cruzg

With the collapse of communism
and consequent disrepute of Marx-
jsm, there is a danger that liberalism
will overwhelm democracy and that
liberal political theory will become
hegemonic despite the efforts of
“communitarians’’ and postmodern-
ists. I want to suggest that, given
these developments, Athenian
democracy and classical political
theory read in its terms is a worthy
political and theoretical interlocutor
for both. (For a more detailed argu-
ment see the “Introduction’ to
Euben, Ober, and Wallach 1593.)
"This is not to engage in yet more
polis envy, indulge in yet more
Hellenic romanticism about ‘“The
Glory That Was Greece,”” or endorse
the uncritical worship of ““great
books.”” My aim, rather, s to avoid
the self-congratulation, complacency,
and presentism that too often attends
“our victory”’ in the Cold War and
to make a contribution to the ensu-
ing debate about American political
identity.

As this suggests, my concerns here
are partly political. I want to indicate
the strategies by which ‘“Athenian
democracy’’ is delegitimated as a
challenge to contemporary democ-
racy and question the way classical
political theory is used to legitimate
an antidemocratic political and edu-
cational agenda. That democratic.
Athens should be understood in
terms of contemporary political con-
troversies is nothing new, The Fed-
eralist Papers used it as an object
lesson by which to justify limiting
democracy in the name of repub-
licanism, and debates over reform of
the British Parliament and French
Revolution found conservatives criti-
cizing the politics of their own day in
terms of the putative excesses of
democratic Athens, much as Allan
Bloom has done in our own time
(Turner 1981, chaps. 1 and 5). Nor is
there anything new in claiming that
interpretations of classical texts are
influenced by extrascholarly con-
siderations. Plato as “‘totalitarian”
and Barker’s ““liberdl”’ translation of
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The Politics are clearly responses o
World War II, as is the recent read-
ing of a ““pessimistic” Thucydides to
Vietnam. Before that war, scholarly
consensus regarded Thucydides as a
realist offering rules of politics and
power which enabled analysts and
leaders alike to predict the course of
war and empire. But after the war,
interpreters argued that the History’s
Jesson was that one could not learn
from history, except perhaps of how

. . . conservative canonists
who lament the
politicizing of higher
education ignore the way
the texts they venerate
create an educational
atmosphere they deplore.

to be more brutal than one’s prede-
cessors had been. This Thucydides
owed more to the tragedians than to
Hippocratic science, The change was
not due to better translations or new
evidence about the events Thucydides
portrayed. It had to do with a
changed political climate of an inter-
pretive community in the aftermath
of a futile and divisive war.

This does not mean that everything
is political and subjective or that
scholarship is really ideology. It does
mean that political agendas and cul-
tural moods play a role in repre-
sentations of Athenian democracy
and classical politica} theory now
as they have in the past.

I am not sure this is a “bad”’
thing. For it seems to me that recent
feminist, Marxist, and post-
modernist critiques of Athenian
democracy and classical theory have
helped stimulate more subtle critical
appropriation of that ‘‘democracy”’
and more subtle interpretations of
those texts. It may even be that such
critics have provided dimension,

urgency, and liveliness to the discus-
sion of “canonical” texts precisely
by generating controversies about
them. If so, then conservative canon-
ists who lament the politicizing of
higher education ignore the way the
texts they venerate create an educa-
tional atmosphere they deplore.

11

Athenian democracy is often repre-
sented as radically unstable, illiberal,
intolerant, and prone to violence and
greed. Given this vision, liberals and
conservatives have found it easy to
argue or natural to assume that if
democracy is to flourish it must be
governed by what the Trilateral
Commission (1975) called “‘responsi-
ble elites” (by which they no doubt
have themselves in mind). Thus,
democracy is largely a matter of
choosing among elites in periodic
elections rather than what it literally
meant; the kratia (power, rule,
mastery) by the demos partly
reflected in Lincoln’s government of,
by, and for the people. Because the
demos was prone to excess, democ-
racy had to be liberal and constitu-
tional, relying on a system of rights
which, while it would protect in-
dividuals from government, would,
perhaps more importantly, protect
individuals from each other.

Athenian democracy is also repre-
sented as a myth and this in two
ways. The first (Dahl 1960; but see
Dahl’s more recent and nuanced
view, Dahl 1989, Introduction and
chap. 1) argues that the vision of a
participatory democracy that mes-
merizes contemporary democrats is
more political projection than his-
torical fact, and that it is “natural’’
that the majority of citizens in a
democracy ‘‘chose’” more efficient
ways of gratifying their desires and
achieving their goals than political
activity, (Thus there is nothing oxy-
moronic about chapters entitled
“Citizenship Without Politics.””) The
second simply asks, ‘“What democ-
racy?’’ Given the presence of slavery,
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the political marginalization of
women, and the denial of citizen
rights to foreigners, regarding Athens
as a democracy is a dangerous
mistake.

Yet a third way in which Athenian
democracy is represented is as an
ideal which, however fully realized
2500 years ago, is irrelevant to our
own society of infinitely greater scale
and complexity. The massive trans-
formation of economy and society
during the last 350 years means that
democracy must be representative
democracy, which relies on profes-
sional expertise rather than a direct
democracy of amateurs. Whereas the
Athenians chose almost all their
officials by lot, mandated frequent
rotation in office, and could expect
to spend much of their time govern-
ing themselves in the local demes and
in city institutions such as the Coun-
cil of 500 (the executive arm of the
Assembly)—Dby sitting on juries that
heard not only criminal and civil
cases but examined magistrates
before and after they assumed office,
and speaking or voting in the sov-
ereign Assembly of the people,' we
cannot.

There is something to be said for
each of these representations. But
there is also something to be said
against them and the insulation of
our democracy from the challenge of
Athenian democracy. ‘

One could make a strong case that
the vices attributed to democracy
have characterized democratic elites
rather than the demos. In Athens the
most violent revolutions came from
above, and our own ‘“crisis of gov-
ernance’’ has had more to do with
the ineptness of our rulers (think of
Watergate, Vietnam, Irangate, the
savings and loan scandal, for exam-
ple) than from the people. Given
this, it is at least worth asking how
much worse off Americans would be
if our political leaders were selected
by lot with frequent rotation of
offices, or whether justice would be
less served by expanding the respon-
sibilities of juries or with having
judicial review conducted by com-
mon citizens rather than lawyer-
judges.

Few would deny the need for
rights in a large and diverse nation-
state or—in the face of recent history
in Bastern Europe, the Soviet Union,
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China, South Africa, Chile, Argen-
tina, and Cambodia—would reject
the importance of constitutional
guarantees and libera! institutions.
Yet we need to be alert to the con-
servative if not anti-democratic
impulses of liberal constitutionalism
and the inadequacies of relying on
rights, not only because, as Marx
argued in On the Jewish Question,
actual social inequalities mock the
formal equalities, but because rights
may not work when we need them
most (as in the Dennis case). Thus
we may, even in the interests of
strengthening rights, require ideas
and practices of civic virtue and
political education, two ideas upon
which the Athenians relied in their
exercise of democracy. Such reliance
was one reason why their “solution”
to the problem of democratic excess
was more democracy, not less. They
assumed that expanding the oppor-
tunities for people to exercise power
taught them the responsibilities of
power and that maximizing the
places and ways people participate
(in courts, festivals, theater, demes,
etc.) provided muitiple points of view
about political controversies thereby
encouraging a less parochial under-
standing of them than would other-
wise be available. Continuous discus-
sion in these various forums among
citizens who recognized both the dif-
ferences that divided them and the
shared fate that confronted them,
constituted as it enhanced the capac-
ity for reasoned debate. Underlying
and justifying democratic participa-
tion was the wisdom available from
performances in the theater where
the entire citizenry? saw their cultural
and political dilemmas reenacted
before them in the form of myth and
Jegend (as with tragedy) or-in polit-
ical parody (as in comedy). In sum,
democratic excess was to be con-
tained by the political education in
civic virtue that came from living a
public life. .

The argument that participatory
democracy is a mythical projection
delegitimizes comparisons between it
and American democracy that might
“problematize” the latter’s claim o
be the preeminent democracy of our
time. If, as Robert Dahl argues, peo-
ple do not participate because they
choose not to do so, then insisting
that they should has the paradoxical

Lretiiucraly Ancienti ang Modern

result of proposing a *‘perfectionist’
standard that legitimates coercing
people to be democratic activists. Bul
in what sense have people ‘‘chosen”
not to participate when they do not
fully grasp the consequences of that
“choice’” or when there are strong
cultural inhibitions as well as direct
political costs to their doing so?
More than that, an Athenian might
argue that failing to consistently par-
ticipate in public life is analogous 1o
selling oneself into slavery since it is
to leave one subject to the will of
another. (See especially John
Gaventa’s application and elabora-
tion of Steven Lukes’ “third dimen-
sion of power” in Gaventa 1980.) He
might even make a moral argument
for the significance of continuous
participation like that made by
Aristotle (who is hardly an ardent
democrat). Aristotle suggests that the
polis is the highest community
because it is in the public arena that
citizens deliberate about what is high-
est and that political activity is intrin-
sically valuable because it changes
who you are by educating you to
think and speak as a citizen rather
than as a private person with private,
narrowly partisan interests. But if
politics is intrinsically rewarding,
then having someone represent you
makes no sense, and we ought, in
thinking about policies and institu-
tions, to seck ways to maximize the
opportunities for participation and
thus the impartiality of our com-
patriots (but cf. Carter 1986).

Penultimately, though it is true
and significant that Athenian democ-
racy was radically undemocratic in its
reliance on slavery, its marginaliza-
tion of women, exclusion of foreign-
ers from citizenship, and in its drive
for glory and empire, we need to
understand the differences between
their slavery and ours (it was almost
never racial), and the role women did
have in religious festivals and that,
given our own “underclass’ and the
continuing inequality of women, we
are in no position to be self-
righteous. But most crucially, we _
need to see how the Athenian justifi-
cation of democracy provides power-
ful grounds for us to criticize its own
inadequacies.

Finally, though the emphasis on
the disparity between our oW1 and
Athenian society and economy is well

479



ey et fer e vasany

taken, it is not clear that our political
conundrums about war and peace,
the organization of power, and the
relationship between young and old
and rich and poor, are that different
from theirs or that these conundrums
are primarily technical matters amen-
able to the decisions of experts rather
than to the judgment of citizens.
And it s worth remembering that the
state is not the same as politics,
which means that there may be
forums and places where the moral
and political rewards of direct
democracy can be realized.

I

The idea that classical political
theory might be a ““democratic™
interlocutor for comtemporary polit-
ical theory seems perverse given how
much of that theory is so critical
of so much of democracy. True,
Pericles presents an eloquent vision
of democracy, But Thucydides
regards Periclean Athens as the rule
of one man and preferred the *‘mod-
erate’’ democracy/oligarchy of the
5000. We can also find passages in
Aristotle favorable to democracy
{such as the superiority of collective
wisdom over that of one man), but
his ““ideal’’ democracy is one that
minimizes participation. And even
Plato in his Apology of Socrates has
his teacher claim that he does philos-

- ophy with anyone he meets as he
walks the streets of his city, insists
that philosophy is the gift of the
gods to Athens, and makes the truly
remarkable claim that everyone can
live the life of a thinking citizen. But
the bulk of the Platonic corpus finds
Socrates an unrelenting critic of
democracy which is why he was and
is castigated (most recently by I. F.
Stone) for being a teacher of traitors
and right-wing revolutionaries,

The dialogue most often cited as

~ evidence of Socrates’ anti-democratic

sentiments is the Gorgias. It is there
that he ridicules the revered demo-

cratic leaders of Athens; offers a

vision of political knowledge as avail-
able only to the few who possess the
art and science of politics and are
thereby immune to the seductions of
false speech; and criticizes specific
democratic institutions such as jury
pay.

All I can do in a few pages is com-
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plicate the conventional reading of
the dialogue and plant a few doubts
about the conservative political and
educational agenda and liberal polit-
ical theory that reading is thought to
authorize or to discredit (depending
upon one’s politics). In offering such
complications I do not deny that
Socrates criticizes democracy. But !
would insist that we recognize that
one thing that made the Athenian
political tradition distinctive was pre-
cisely its incorporation of institution-
alized self-critique. Moreover, if we
read the Gorgias (and other Platonic
dialogues) against the background of

But in what sense have
people “‘chosen’’ not to
participate when they do
not fully grasp the
consequences of that
“‘choice’ or when there
are strong cultural
inhibitions as well as
direct political costs to
their doing so?

drama, Socrates becomes a character
rather than a spokesman and the
argument of the dialogue lies as
much in the architecture of the work
as in its explicit argumentation.

Socrates accuses the leaders of
Athenian democracy (and Pericles in
particular} of corrupting the people
by gratifying rather than educating
their desires. Only the man who
possesses the political art or science
in the way a shoemaker possesses the
art of shoemaking, a horse trainer
the art of training horses, or the doc
tor possesses a body of knowledge
that enables him to cure people, has
the right and capacity to rule.

Yet Socrates fails with Callicles in
the dialogue even though he claims
to possess the political art that would
guarantee his success. More substan-
tially, his contemporaries accused
him of what he accuses Gorgias and
Pericles of doing: being unable to
control those in his care, most not-
ably Critias, the leader of a violent

oligarchic revolution, and the traitor
Alcibiades. Thus the criticism he
makes of others was made of him.
The whole matter becomes more
curious since Alcibiades was Pericles’
ward as well as Socrates’ student.

But what about the idea of a polit-
ical leader as a social engineer, who
possesses knowledge analogous to
that of other crafts and skills?
Socrates’ views emerge as a response
to Gorgias’ claim about the power of
rhetoric to enable someone to dom-
inate anyone anytime for any reason.
Gorgias’® ideal of power, happiness,
and freedom is that of the tyrant
who knows no limits and gets away
with everything. Indeed, all three
interlocutors—Gorgias, Polus, and
Callicles—assimilate the democratic
leaders of Athens to tyrants, thus
making the very idea of a democratic
leader who shares responsibility with
free and equal citizens unintelligible.
But if Pericles is a covert tyrant, then
which ‘“‘Pericles’” is Socrates criticiz-
ing? Perhaps his primary target is a
representation of Pericles that has
come to legitimate a corrupt under-
standing of democracy.

One might go further and suggest
that Socrates is arguing that Pericles
is a bad political leader because lead-
ership itself is a problematic idea in a
democracy, since relying on leaders
seduces people away from accepting
the political and moral responsibili-
ties that attend democratic citizen-
ship. If I am right, it gives a curious
twist to Socrates’ claim that he alone
possesses the political art.

There is another reason to be sus-
picious of Socrates’ arguments in
favor of a political art. While a shoe-
maker makes a good pair of shoes
and a doctor can ‘““make’’ a patient
well, it is not clear that a teacher can
““make’’ anyone think in the same
sense. And proveking people to
think is the point of dialectic and,
presumably, Socratic philosophy gen-
erally. In other words, dialectic and
dialogue may be incompatible with
the idea of a political science or art.

But doesn’t Socrates derive norms
epistemologically, leaving the philos-
opher to rule rather than deriving
them politically which would enable
citizens to rule? In the Republic
perhaps, but not here. Indeed, the
Gorgias is unigue among Plato’s dia-
logues for the degree to which it is a
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dialogue about dialogue and the
extent to which it shows how and
that the establishment of a dialogic
community (or ‘‘discourse’’) involves
power and manipuiation. Though
would not claim it is Plato’s “‘inten-
tion,”” the dialogue portrays moral

. debate as framed by politics, knowl-

edge as framed by power, and truth
by interest.

v

Is Socrates a ‘““democrat’’? He is,
at least in the sense of being a critic
of the critics of democracy as well as
its putative defenders (such as
Callicles) who would use democratic
rhetoric to dominate the demos. In
this he raises the questions of who is
a true friend of democracy and who
is an enemy and at what point being
a critic of democracy makes one
antidemocratic instead of recalling
democracy to its highest traditions
and most promising future.

But asking whether Socrates is a
democrat might not be the right
question. More significant perhaps is
the way this dialogue (and others and
classical thinkers generally) can pro-
vide a sensibility and range of argu-
ment to challenge some of our firm-
est assumptions, Wouldn’t it be

instructive, if not refreshing, to turn
Plato back on his critics so they
could examine the new dogmas of
anti-foundationalism and consequen-
tialism as well as on his purported
conservative defenders with their
reductionist polarities of universalism
and relativism, timeless truths and
historicism, democracy and order.

In the end the Gorgias does not
answer the questions it raises but
Jeaves us to do it. If I am right about
the democratic dimensions of the
dialogue, that is as it should be.

Notes

1. It is important not to exaggerate. T he
Payx could only accommeodate 7,000 people;
there were informal intequalities of access and
willingness to speak in the Assembly despite
formal equality; and there is evidence that
traditional forms of deference did not wholly
disappear. But it is also important not to
exaggerate the degree to which these inequali-
ties undermined the radicalness of Athenian
democracy {as Sinclair, Brook-Manville, Ober
and others have shown). Indeed, that rapidity
with which scholars use these inequalities to
domesticate the critical potential of Athenian
democracy is part of the phenomenon [ am
talking about.

2. In many ways the theater was a more
s¢democratic’” institution than others in the
sense of who was in the theater (women,
metics, perhaps slaves close to the entire male
citizen body), what could be talked about,
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in Democratic Athens*

Josiah Ober, Princeton University

I will defend three premises. (1) If
we take democracy to mean what
ancient Greeks took it to mean—
“political power wielded actively and
collectively by the demos™ {i.e., all
residents of the state who are cul-
turally defined as potential citizens,
regardless of their class or status)—
then Athens was a democracy. (2)
Even granted that Athens excluded
from regular political participation
persons Greeks did not regard as
potential citizens (slaves, women,
most foreigners, children), the his-
torical example of the Athenian
experience with democracy should be
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taken seriously by democratic theo-
rists interested in expanding ‘‘the
bounds of the possible’” (as well as
ssof the thinkable’”). (3) The Athen-
ian demos exercised its collective
power in order to prevent elite polit-
ical domination, and thus the
“power of the people’ was not a
cover for elite rule.

These premises do not mean that
the people’s power was in some
ontological sense “pure,”’ or ‘“‘undis-
torted”’—indeed it was arguably
through the tightly coiled and convo-
luted “distortions’’ of social and
political power that the Athenian
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and who was at stake (women, slaves, for-
eigners, all of whom, however, were por-
trayed by Athenian men).
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democratic order counterbalanced
elite social power. Nor can Athens,
with its acceptance of slavery, exclu-
sion of women and foreigners from
political participation, and jingoistic
“hlood and soil’” doctrine, be con-
sidered a readymade model for 2
just, modern political society, It can
be argued (incorrectly 1 believe:
Ober 1989a, 20-35), that democracy
in Athens was fundamentally depen-
dent upon slavery, or empire, or the
exclusion of women and foreigners.
More work is needed on the relation-
ship betwen the egalitarian, demo-
cratic political society of the citizens
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and the larger, hierarchical ‘““whole
society’’ of polis residents (see Ober
n.d.d). But whether Athens was,
overall, a just or even an attractive
society is not at issue here. The ques-
tion is whether classical Athens pro-
vides a genuine historical example of
direct, and relatively stable, mass
(vs. elite) political power and, if so,
whether that example should be
interesting to democratic theorists.
In writing what would become a
foundation text for historians and
political theorists alike, Thucydides
the Athenian (as he pointedly de-
scribes himself: 1.1.1) had as his cen-
tral concern the relationship between
public speech (logos), brute facts
(erga), and power (kratos, dunamis).
Thucydides was particularly con-
cerned with how this triad operated
within and was affected by the dem-
ocratic society of Athens (Ober
n.d.b, n.d.e). Although Thucydides
put his own original spin on the
problem of speech, action, and
power, his interest in the triad was
far from idiosyncratic: his younger
contemporary, Plato, examined
similar issues (notably in Apology,
Crito, Gorgias, and Republic), as did
Plato’s student, Aristotle (in Politics,
Rhetoric, and Constitution of
Athens). Bach of these writers lived
most of his adult life in Athens;
each was, from his own distinct per-
spective, profoundly critical of the
relationship between speech, fact,
and power in the Athenian democ-
racy (or, in Aristotle’s case, in
“extreme’’ democracies of the

‘Athenian sort (Strauss 1991). The

substance of that criticism is interest-
ing to any student of Athenian
democracy, but for my present pur-
poses the key point is that each of
these thoughtful contemporary wit-
nesses assumed that democracy—the
political power (krafos) of the mass
of ordinary citizens {demos) was real
and that the people of Athens main-
tained their rule through control of
public speech.

If we move from late classical
Athens fo the late twentieth century
of our era, we discover an odd rever-
sal. The classical theorists supposed
that the democracy they experienced
in Athens was real, but undesirable;
many modern democratic theorists
assume that a strong, vibrant, par-
ticipatory, directly democratic polit-
ical culture is desirable in principle,
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but that no such culture has ever
existed for long—and certainly not in
the Athens of Thucydides, Plato,
and Aristotle. This reversal is ironic
given the foundational status that the
three great theorists of classical
Athens enjoy in the modern politics
curriculum. They are taken very
seriously as abstract thinkers, but a
central premise from which their
abstractions proceeded—that democ-
racy, as “‘the power of the people”
really existed—is ignored. The
followers of Leo Strauss are a possi-
ble exception to the general rule of
dismissing the reality of classical
democracy; yet Straussians seem to
feel that the empowerment of ordi-
nary people was as disastrous then as
it is undesirable today.

Why are liberal theorists of
democracy unwilling to countenance
the possibility that the ordinary
citizens really did rule in Athens?
One possible reason is that when
theorists turn to the scholarly work
of classical historians, they discover
that the communis opinio (until quite
recently) has been that Athens was
not genuinely democratic: The real
political business of Athens was done
behind the scenes, by a few wealthy
aristocrats who formed themselves
into parties, factions, hetairiai, etc.
And thus, since the name ‘‘democ-
racy’” concealed a crypto-oligarchy,
the serious student of Athenian polit-
ical life must learn to ignore the
facade of popular rule and focus on
relationships (political alliances, mar-
riage connections, extended family
ties, inherited clan enmity, €tc.)
between the power-brokers. Many
Greek historians (e.g., Fornara and
Samons 1991), especially since the
Second World War, have tended to
be (for the most part unwittingly)
staunch adherents of Robert
Michels’s “Iron Law of Oligarchy”
(Michels {1915] 1962).

While it would be reductionist to
claim that this allegiance to Michels’s
dicturn had a single source, the work
of Ronald Syme, especially his vastly
influential Roman Revolution (1939),
must bear much of the tredit (or
blame). Whether or not he had him-
self read Michels (or other early
twentieth-century elitist theorists),
Syme was convinced that, “[ijn all
ages, whatever the form and name of
government, be it monarchy, repub-
lic, or democracy, an oligarchy lurks

behind the facade; and Roman his-
tory, Republican or Imperial, is the
history of the governing class™ (Syme
1939, 7). Since Syme felt called upon
to spell out this conviction, he pre-
sumably recognized it as something
not universally agreed upon and thus
potentially disputable—in short as a
theory (although one he regarded as
well established) rather than a fact.
Syme’s many students (direct and
indirect), however, took his theory
about politics as a given, a common-
sense fact of human nature that need
be neither asserted nor defended.
Thus the ““Iron Law of Oligarchy™
has become the unspoken, un-
acknowledged, even unrecognized
theoretical underpinning for a great
deal of historical scholarship that is
thought and proclaimed by its
authors to be staunchly “‘anti-
theoretical’’ (e.g., Fornara and
Samons 1991, Introduction).

The political theorist who delves
into the specialist literature on
Athenian politics is unlikely to know
the history of the establishment of
Michels’s theory into the founda-
tional assumptions used by ancient
historians. Thus, when informed by
well-regarded specialists that Athens
was a crypto-oligarchy, the theorist
may take this conclusion as an objec-
tive historical fact. And thus, con-
vinced by a specialist literature
founded on a theory derived from a
study of modern political parties,
that politics in the ancient world
works pretty much like politics in the
modern world, the theorist’s sus-
picion that true democracy is
impossible is confirmed. The circu-
larity of the argument gets lost in the
deference paid by the explorer across
disciplinary borders to the body of
established knowledge he or she feels
(rightly or wrongly} inadequately pre-
pared to challenge. And because of
this circular argurnent, the disruptive
potential of classical democracy to
challenge the assumptions of modern
democratic theory is lost. That
potential might, however, be re-
cuperated if classical historians were
able to show that the “‘Symian’’ view
of Athenian politics was in error and
that Athens was considerably more
democratic than a strict interpreta-
tion of the ““Iron Law of Oligarchy”
would allow.

If contemporary access to classical
Athenian democracy were exclusively
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through the literary output of intel-
lectual critics, we might suppose that
the assumption of Thucydides et al.
that democracy was real was simply
a theoretical premise, a straw man
that allowed the development of
interesting arguments about hypo-
thetical alternatives to politics as
usual, But, in fact, a substantial
body of primary evidence supports
the view that the ordinary citizens
ruled in classical Athens: ca. 150
speeches, mostly composed by skilled
orators for delivery in Athenian law-
courts and the citizen Assembly. This
body of material is extraordinarily .
important for students of Athenian
politics because it gives relatively
direct access to the language used by
elite speakers in Athenian courts and
Assemblies. According to the ancient
critics, the demos ruled through its
control of public speech. Because we
have a large sample of the sorts of
speeches made in public forums, it is
possible to analyze the ideological
underpinnings of the language used
by elites when communicating with
mass audiences. We can therefore
attempt to assess the balance of
power implied by the content of that
communication and decide whether
the oratorical corpus confirms or
contradicts the ancient conviction
that, in Athens, the people ruled.

It may be helpful at this point to
sketch out the conditions under
which the speeches in question were
delivered. By the later fourth cen-
tury, the citizen assembly (ekklesia)
met 40 times each year. Meetings,
which were usually announced sev-
eral days in advance, ordinarily
lasted about half a day, and were
open to all citizens {adult, free,
native-born males: a body of perhaps
30,000 persons). Some 6,000-8,000
men typically attended; those who
arrived early enough were paid
(about an average day’s wage) by the
state. The agenda of each meeting
was established in advance by a
Coungil of 500 citizens selected by lot
for an annual term of service; the
Council also made recommendations
on some agenda items. There is no
reason to suppose that any class of
Athenian citizens was systematically
underrepresented at the Assembly,
and—given the voluntary nature of

‘attendance—there was no way for a

speaker to know in advance the
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social configuration of any given
Assemnbly. While representing only a
fraction (perhaps a fifth or a fourth)
of the citizen body, each Assembly
was taken by the Athenians as synec-
dochy for the whole of the citizenry.
The meeting was called to order by a
lotteried “‘president-for-a-day”’; who
announced (through a herald) the
first item on the agenda. After read-
ing the Council’s recommendation (if
any), the president asked, ‘“Who of
the Athenians has advice to give?”
At this point any citizen in atten-
dance could get up to speak to the
issue—advocating a negative vote,
revisions to the Council’s proposal,
or a completely new proposal—for as
long as his fellow citizens were will-

Why are liberal theorists
of democracy unwilling to
countenance the
possibility that the
ordinary citizens really did
rule in Athens?

ing to listen to him. When the
Assemblymen tired of listening to a
speaker, they would shout him down.
After everyone willing to undergo
this gauntlet had had his say, the
president conducted a vote, usually
by show of hands. A simple majority
determined the issue, and the presi-
dent turned to the next item. In this
manner, the Athenians conducted all
important business, including foreign
policy and taxation. The language of
many preserved decrees demonstrates
that the debate in the Assembly had
substantial effect; frequently the
actual decree had been proposed at

the Assembly by a voluntary speaker

(Hansen 1987; with review by Ober
1989b).

The people’s courts (dikasteria)
met most days of the year. Most
cases, both private suits (dikai} and
public suits {(graphai, eisangeliai,
etc.), were brought by a private
citizen (ho boulomenos), on his own
initiative, against another citizen.
The prosecutor brought his charges
before a lotteried magistrate, who
then assigned the case to a court (in
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some instances after mandatory arbi-
tration—every citizen who reached
age 60 was required to serve for a
year as public arbitrator), The liti-
gants faced a jury of (usually} 200 or
500 citizens over age 30, who had
been assigned to the court through a
random drawing and were paid for
their service. There was no presiding
judge-or rather each of the several
hundred citizens on the jury was a
judge (dikastes). With the exception
of the exclusion of citizens from age
18-29, there was little difference
between the sociological profile of
typical Assembly and typical jury.
Prosecutor and defendant were each
given a fixed period (measured by
water-clock) to present his case (extra
time was allowed for the reading of
laws, witnesses, etc.). Within his
allotted time, each speaker could say
pretty much what he wished and
often digressed to attack the charac-
ter and past life of his opponent and
to defend his own reputation. The
Athenian standard of relevance seems
very broad by American standards,
but it was not infinitely flexible; as in
the case of the Assembly, a litigant
who irritated his listeners could
expect to be shouted down by them
(Bers 1985). Moreover, many Athen-
ian laws were remarkably vague
(e.g., the law on hubris, which for-
bade the commission of hubris but
failed to define it), leaving the judges
with considerable leeway in determin-
ing whether a wrong had been
inflicted. Immediately after the two
speeches, the dikastai voted, without
formal consultation, by secret ballot;
a simple majority determined inno-
cence or guilt. In some instances the
punishment of a guilty man was
mandated by law; in other cases the
jury voted again on rival punish-
ments advocated by prosecutor and
defendant. The whole affair was
done in a day (Hansen 1991,
178-224).

In both Assembly and court the
speaker faced a mass audience of
“judges’ ready and willing to shout
him down if they did not like what
they heard. The Assemblyman who
hoped to get his decree passed and
the litigant hoping to win his case
were constrained to construct their
speeches very carefully, since a single
rhetorical misstep could be fatal. The
speaker was often (although certainly
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not invariably) a member of a rela-
tively small elite by virtue of his
wealth and education. Although in
principle any Athenian could address
the Assembly, in practice much of
the debate was carried out by a cadre
of skilled ““politicians’’ who were
well known to their andiences and
referred to variously as rhetors,
demagogues, or the “‘accustomed
speakers.” These same men took up
a good deal of court time by prose-
cuting one another for misdeeds
ranging from dirty talk in the pres-
ence of female relatives, to hubris, to
sacrilege, to financial misconduct, to-
high treason. The classical Athenian
democracy thus featured a politically
active and litigious elite (Ober 1989a,
104-27). Was this a dominating elite?
The answer, I think, is no.
Classical Athens was a large (by polis
standards: total population of ca.
150,000-250,000) and complex {not
“face-to-face’’) society, which con-
fronted serious external threats, The
Athenian democracy could nof have
functioned without intelligent,
thoughtful, and articulate persons
who had the leisure to devote them-
selves to the complexities of foreign
policy and finance. That indispensa-
ble elite of competence might accu-
rately be defined as a politically
dominant elite within a nominal
democracy if the men in question
furthered their own interests by
cooperating among themselves to
manipulate public institutions.
Manipulation might take various
forms. (1) Elites might dominate the
Assembly and/or courts numerically.

(2) Elites might manipulate ostensibly -

open voting by exerting patronal
authority over the votes of dependent
citizen-clients. (3) Elites might con-
trol the political agenda and so pre-
vent certain issues from being
debated. (4) The mass-dominated
institutions of Assembly and courts
might be covers for a decision-
making bureaucracy dominated by
the elite, {5) Elite discourse and
values might define the ideological
underpinnings of “‘democratic” cul-
ture itself and thus exercise a hege-
monic prior restraint upon the evolu-
tion of a genuinely democratic
politics.

Most of these possibilities can be
readily discounted. (1) Recent
research has refuted the notion that
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the Assembly and courts were dont-
inated by the upper social strata of
Athens (Markle 1985; Todd 1990).
Numerical elite domination is inher-
ently uniikely, given the relatively
huge numbers involved and ordinary
citizens were encouraged to partici-
pate by the practice of pay-for-
participation. (2) While clientage is
widely recognized as a vital compo-
nent of Roman political life, recent
research has pointed out the absence
of any similar structures {(institutional
or social) in classical Athens (Millett
1989). (3) The agenda for the Assem-
bly was set by the Council of 500,
whose (paid) members were chosen
by lot and who were forbidden to
serve more than two annual terms.
The Council’s large and rotating
membership was an environment
inhospitable to the development of
the institutional identity conducive to
the domination of an elite. An
attempt to show that the Council was
the ‘‘senior partner’’ in the govern-
ment {dé Laix 1973) has not gained
adherents among historians. Further-
more, although the ““accustomed
speakers”’ were no doubt frequently
heard in Assembly, there is consider-
able evidence for more casual and
occasional participation by a much
wider group of speakers (Hansen
1991, 145-46). {(4) Although, in the
fifth century, annually elected (rather
than lotteried) generals and, in the
fourth century, elected financial
magistrates were indeed important
players in the government, they had
limited decision-making power. Mag-
istrates were forced to undergo a
rigorous public scrutiny before enter-
ing office and a public audit upon
leaving office. Magistrates suspected
of conspiring against the people
could always be (and frequently
were) indicted and punished in the
people’s courts. There is no evidence
to suggest that boards of magistrates
ever constituted anything like a hid-
den government. Until the Mace-
donian overthrow of the democracy
in 322 B.C., the most important
political work of the polis was done
in the open, in the Assembly and the
courts {Ober 1989a, 327-36).

It is the fifth issue—the presumed
ideological hegemony of the elite—
that particularly concerns me here,
especially because it has been
asserted recently by scholars whose

work is not particularly influenced by
Syme {e.g., Loraux 1986; Wilson
1991). With ideological hegemony,
we move from the ‘““gravitational
field”’ of Robert Michels to that

of Antonio Gramsci and Louis
Althusser, who attempted to explain
in cultural terms the problematically
stubborn “false consciousness’’ and
lack of revolutionary energy of
exploited masses. It is this ideological
argument for elite domination that
the oratorical corpus is particularly
useful in answering. Athenian mass
audiences responded vigorously and
readily to any comment with which
they took issue. Their decisions
{votes) had profound consequences
for the speaker. Thus the themes and
topoi that appear frequently in the
oratorical corpus should point quite
accurately to what skilled speakers
took to be the operative political and
social values and opinions {collective-
ly, the “ideology”’) of the Athenian
citizenry. For ideological analysis the
captatio benevolentiae is more impor-
tant than the substantial case that the
orator is attempting to make; the lat-
ter may contradict what the audience
believes; the former must necessarily
conform as closely as possible to that
same set of beliefs.

My studies of rhetorical topoi
{Ober 1989a; n.d.c) suggests that, far
from being subverted or preempted
by elite values, the ideology of the
Athenian demos was highly demo-
cratic. The Athenians had considera-
ble faith in the potential and actual
wisdom of mass audiences. Rather
than deferring to elite expertise when
it came time to make important deci-
sions, the citizenry believed itself to
be collectively the best possible judge
of important matters. Moreover, the
Athenians did not suppose that any
special education was necessary for a
citizen to participate fruitfully in col-
lective decision making, as growing
up in the democratic polis was itself
an education. According to popular
thinking, citizens were educated by
the decisions of the Assembiy and
courts through being reminded of the
ultimate source of political power in
Athens and through the inherent wis-
dom of the particular decisions. The
people were, by contrast, very sus-
picious of individual ciaims to special
political knowledge or education;
public speakers often attacked their
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opponents specifically on these
grounds, characterizing themselves as
ordinary citizens, their opponents as
over-clever, highly trained speakers
whose rhetorical facility threatened
to pervert collective decision making
(Ober 1989a, 156-91).

Similarly, the Athenians believed
themselves to be a collective nobility.
All Athenians could trace their ances-
try back to the earliest “‘earth-born”
inhabitants of Attica, and so all
Athenians were “‘autochthonous’’
and shared a connection to the soil
of their homeland. In Athenian
ideology, autochthony ensured a firm
loyalty to the good of the polis and
to the political regime that sustained
it. As a result, it was difficult for an
individual Athenian to claim special
status on the basis of his ““high
birth.”” A logical corollary to the
autochthony ideology was a tendency
for litigants to attack the legitimacy
of one another’s birth—*‘foreign
blood’’ was grounds for suspicion
regarding one’s loyalty to Athens and
its democracy (Ober 1989a, 248-92).

Popular ideology also dealt with
wealth and the power brought by its
possession. Athenian society was cer-
tainly stratified along the lines of
economic class. Moreover, despite
the fears of certain members of
Athens’s wealth elite, no serious
attempt was ever made to redistribute
property systematically among the
citizens—the power of the people
was not used to equalize access to
the goods that wealth could and did
provide its possessors. Yet, on the
other hand, democratic ideology both
encouraged voluntary redistribution
and limited the political effects of
wealth inequality. The ordinary
Athenian juror harbored a deep sus-
picion of the wealthy as a class; he
tended to view rich men as arrogant,
willful, and potential (at best)
enemies of the democratic political
regime that prevented them from
translating their economic position
directly into power over others. The
rich Athenian litigant, well aware
that his fate hung on the opinions of
resentful jurymen, was at pains to
dispel their distrust by demonstrating
himself to be a man of the people.
Well-to-do speakers sought the sym-
pathy of jurors by assuming the role
of poor men, beset by richer, more
powerful opponents. Other speakers
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~ pointed out that their private wealth

had frequently been put to public
uses, in the form of liturgies, special
taxes, and voluntary contributions to
the state and to impoverished neigh-
bors. By contrast, one’s opponent
could be characterized as notoriously
ungenerous. Historically generous
litigants felt entitled to ask jurors to
give them the benefit of the doubt
when they contended with selfish
opponents. Since every rich Athenian
had a good chance of finding himself
in court, this ““market”’ relationship
encouraged private generosity. Yet
since the individual litigant was put
in the position of the suppliant, the
terms of the bargain were controlled

Rather than deferring to
elite expertise when it
came time to make
important decisions, the
citizenry believed itself to
be collectively the best
possible judge of
important matters.

by the ordinary citizens (Ober 198%a,
192-247).

The system of mass judgment of
individual speech-acts also tended to
inhibit the tendency of the elite to act
cohesively in their own class interest.
The procedures of Athenian Assem-
bly debate and litigation placed elite
speakers in contention with one
another for scarce resources: In the
Assembly there could be only one
decree passed on a given measure,
and in court only one successful liti-
gant. Moreover, Athenian jurors
were well aware of the dangers that
could attend intra-elite cooperation
and were highly suspicious of any
aspiring politician who did not
engage in fierce and public litigation

~ with other politicians (Ober 1989a,

328). Some legal processes seem
designed to encourage inter-elite
competition and litigation, notably
the antidosis (exchange) procedure.
Rich citizen A, who found himself
saddled with a non-voluntary liturgy
and who thought rich man B had

- done less than his share of liturgical
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service, could formally challenge B to
assume the liturgy. If B refused, A
could then sue in court for an ex-
change of property so that A could
pay off the liturgy from B’s (former)
estate. Antidosis procedure encour-
aged rich Athenians to spy out cne
another’s hidden resources and pitted
fellow members of the wealth elite
against one another in courtroom
contests for the sympathy of the
masses (Christ 1990).

The Athenian democracy chan-
neled the activity of an aristocratic
elite characterized by a highly com-
petitive, agonal ethos into competi-
tions that benefitted the demos and
were judged exclusively by mass
audiences. Paradoxically, the endur-
ing strength of a competitive aristo-
cratic ideology among the Athenian
elite supported the democratic order
by providing a number of competent
advisors {not authoritative leaders),
each dedicated to explaining to the
demos, in word and deed, the depth
of his allegiance to democratic ideals
and practice, and eager to expose his
fellow elites’ failures of allegiance.

Classical Athens provides & partic-
ularly well-documented historical
example of a dynamically stable
democratic culture in which a large
and socially diverse citizenry directly
ruled a complex society that was
much too large for a politics of
“‘face-to-face”’ personal interaction.
Those who would reject the reality of
democracy in ancient Athens need to
explain a body of contemporary evi-
dence that consistently asserts that
reality. At least until an example of a
more directly democratic complex
society can be found, the Athenian
example deserves to be taken very
seriously by political theorists willing
to resist the authority of “‘iron laws”
of politics and those interested in the
possible as well as the conceivable.

Note

*This essay was written in the aftermath of
a conference, organized by mysetf and
Charles Hedrick {*‘Democracy Ancient and
Modern,”* Washington, D.C., April 1618,
1993), that featured papers and commentary
by both classical historians and political
theorists. I have taken this oppottunity to
develop some arguments } sketched out in the
course of several conference discussions.
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Given the informal nature of much of the
debate, 1 have not aiways attributed positions
to specific authors, but I have tried to catch
the general tenor of the conversation and to
avoid attacking straw men.
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the seating capacity of the Pnyx, the
site where the Athenians held their
assemblies. By figuring out how
much space a seated adult Athenian
male would occupy, he has ¢con-
chuded that the assembly in the
fourth century B.C. could have held
at most 6,000 people. That is 2 third
or fourth of the potential partici-
pants (Hansen 1983, 18). Another
classical scholar argues that atten-
dance was considerably below this
and concludes: ““The Athenians had
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seém to have been a perfectly
designed machine for expressing and
putting into effect the will of the
people’” (Jones [1957] 1964, 3).
Hansen, with his calculations of the
seating capacity of the Pnyx, and
scholars questioning the degree to
which and how citizens really en-
gaged in the political life of Athens,
are motivated by this perspective on
ancient democracy. Such historical
analyses and such questions, impor-
tant in their own right, bring to the
study of Athens our notion of
democracy as it emerged in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. These
scholars are asking how sovereign
were the people, did they participate,
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were they informed, were the voters
representative, as if these were the

questions that the Athenians asked

about their own regime. We living in
twentieth-century democracies too
often begin our analyses of Athenian
democracy with the assumptions of
‘“‘a people” and “‘a will’’ that must
be transformed through participation
into public policy. For this view of
democracy we must thank Rousseau
who, in order to preserve equality
and freedom, gave us the language
of the general will, The ancients lived
in a period before the concept of
“the will”’ and of “popular sov-
ereignty”’ became the coin of polit-
ical discourse.

To approach ancient democracy as
addressing our own concerns is not
upusual, In this brief essay I will
relate some of the different ways in
which it has been used and (I would
say) abused by writers and politicians
and then turn briefly at the end to
how Thucydides thought about a
democratic regime, The ancients take
us beyond the practice of Athenian
democracy and beyond a simplistic
view of democracy as power in the
hands of the whole people to a
deeper sense of what democracy
entails, its benefits, and especially its
internal contradictions. Space permits
only a brief discussion of '
Thucydides, but Herodotus, Plato,
and Aristotle deserve similar
readings.

In 1627 Hobbes’ translation of
Thucydides appeared. According to
Hobbes, Thucydides least of all liked
democracy and praised Athens’ polit-
ical regime most when ‘‘it was demo-
¢ratical in name but in effect mon-
archical under Pericles”* (Hobbes
11627] 1975, 14). In the translation of
Pericles’ funeral oration, Hobbes
uses the following words to turn the
Greek into English: ““We have a
form of government . . . which,
because in the administration it hath
respect not to a few, but to the
multitude is called a democracy”™
(Hobbes [1627] 1975, 131-32). Many
have been the transiations into-
English since Hobbes. The one used
most frequently now is the Penguin
edition with the translation by Rex
Warner; he translates the same
passage: ““Our constitution is called a
democracy because power is in the
hands not of a minority but of the
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whole people’” (Thucydides 1954,
117, italics added). Generations of
contemporary students have been
brought up on Warner’s translation,
but note the difference when one
translator opposes democracy and
the other is sympathetic to it.
Hobbes is more accurate. Nothing in
Pericles’ speech suggests that demo-
cratia entails power in the hands of
“the whole people.”’ It is, rather,
“*administration [with] respect not to
a few, but to the multitude.”
Warner’s mistranslation suggests the
confusion that surrounds our under-
standing of democracy in ancient
Athens. This is not at all surprising
since the term, for all its emotive and
normative power, hardly enjoys a
precise and universally accepted def-
inition today. Consent, participation,
rights, liberties, self-determination,
and autonomy all mingle unclearly in
our understandings of democracy.
Warner’s mistranslation illustrates
the problems of imposing expecta-
tions of democratic systems as par-
ticipatory on the ancient Athenians.
To do so may give us false expecta-
tions about the possibilities of a dem-
ocratic life and polity. The romantic
view of ancient democracy that has
taken hold since the 1820s or so has
hindered our ability to grasp the sig-
nificance of that regime,

This romantic view is captured
well by the history of Ypsilanti,
Michigan. The city was founded
originally by Benjamin Woodruff
and settlers from Ohio and was
called Woodruff's Grove. In 1833
the inhabitants changed the name to
Ypsilanti to honor Demetrius Ypsi-

"lanti, the general who had led the

Greeks to victory against the Turks
during the Greek war of liberation.
The inhabitants had no particular ties
to Greece; immigrants from Greece
were not fondly recalling their home-
land. They had all recently moved
from Ohio. The city was, however,
filled with citizens eager to memorial-
ize the Greek spirit that overthrew
tyrants and founded the political
model of self-rule. Ypsilanti is hardly
the only city in the 1800s to be
named or renamed with a view to the
democratic spirit of ancient Athens.
For the same reason, we find Doric
columns on many a front porch and
a bank facade.

The Roman Republic with its aris-

Athenian Democracy

tocratic model of virtuous leaders
and anti-monarchical principles held
sway over much of the thinking of
the early years of the American
Republic. As is evident through the
Federalist Papers democracies such
as those found in Athens are the
source of chaos, not the much
desired order. The more positive
democratic, participatory vision of
ancient Athens began weaving itself
into the American consciousness in
the 1820s. Listen, for example, to
Daniel Webster, speaking to Con-
gress in 1923 requesting a2 commis-
sion to support the Greek rebels:

An occasion which calls attention to a
spot so distinguished, so connected
with interesting recollections as
Greece, may naturally cause something
of warmth and enthusiasm. . . . We
must, indeed, fly beyond the civilized
world; we must pass the dominion of
law and the boundaries of knowledge

. . . if we would separate ourselves
entirely from the influence of those
memorials of herself which ancient
Greece has transmitted. . . . This free
form of government, this popular
assernbly, the common council held
for the common good—where have we
contemplated its earliest models. This
practice of free debate and pubilic dis-
cussion, the control of mind with
mind, and that popular elogquence
which . . . would move the stones of
the Capitol--whose was the language
in which all these were first exhibited?
Even the edifice in which we assemble,
these proportioned columns, .

remind us that Greece has existed, and
that we, like the rest of mankind are
preatly her debtors (Webster 1903,
5:61).

No longer is Athens intended to con-
jure up images of chaos and disorder
as in The Federalists or Hobbes. It
has become the marvelous model of
popular government and of the
reasoned exchange of ideas. Garry
Wills in his recent book on Lincoln
at Getiysburg points out how
Pericles’ funeral oration with its
evocation of ancient Athens formed
the thematic basis for the speeches of
the phil-Hellene Edward Everett and
Lincoln as they commemorated the
war dead at Gettysburg (1992,

chap. 1}).

In England, around the same time,
the Philosophical Radicals, arguing
for the expansion of the franchise,
tried to use Athenian democracy to
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spur the English to a more demo-
cratic regime; this would enable
England to recapture the cultural
brilliance to which Athenian democ-
racy had given birth. In the eigh-
teenth century, Sparta with its harsh
discipline had provided the appropri-
ate model for Englishmen, while
Athens illustrated the horrors of a
democratic regime. ‘‘In Athens the
power of the people was too exces-
sive,’" says one historian after
another (e.g., Stanyan 1751, 1.94).
The most widely read of these his-
torians was William Mitford (1838)
who wrote in the late eighteenth cen-
tury to warn of ‘“‘the evils arising
from the forms of government
adopted in the different states of
Greece”’ (p. 1.xvii). Athenian de¢moc-
racy was an ‘‘Ochlocracy, Mob rule”
(p. 253), “‘a turbulent form of rule”
(p. 365), ““a tyranny in the hands of
the people” (p. 365), which shows
(the last straw) ‘‘marks of kindred
[with] Turkish despotism” (p. 2.20).
The freedom of English institutions
does not come from Athenian
democracy, but ““from the German
forests”’ (p. 1.364).

In the nineteenth century, George
Grote, a friend of the Mills and a
Philosophical Radical, wrote a
12-volume History of Greece that
replaced Mitford’s. In contrast to
Mitford, Grote (1851} portrayed
Athenian democracy in the most
glowing terms. First he talked about
how the *‘fresh planted democracy
brought the growth of Athenian
power, and the still more miraculous
development of Athenian energy”
and that “[tJhe grand and new idea
of the sovereign People, composed
of free and equal citizens” {p. 4:237)
transformed Athens. He continues
noting that it created ‘‘in the mass of
the citizens an intensive positive
attachment and disposied] them to
voluntary action and suffering on its
behalf, such as no coercion on the
part of other governments could
extort’’ (p. 869},

John Stuart Mill wrote a series of
reviews of Grote's History. In one he
comments:

The superior nobleness and superior
gentleness combined, in which Athens
shone preeminent among all states
Greek or barbarian . . . Mr, Grote
unhesitatingly ascribes to the superior-
ity of her institutions: First, to her
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unlimited Democracy; and secondly,
to the wise precautions, by which the
capacity of Solon and Cleisthenes had
guarded the workings of Athenian
institutions (Mill {1846] 1986, 24,
1088).

So successful was Grote’s re-fashion-
ing of the vision of ancient democ-
racy, that one scholar has argued
that the Britons of the nineteenth
century envisioned themselves as.
closer to the Athenians of the fifth
century B.C. than to the British of
the eighteenth (Turner 1981), a senti-
ment that is captured in Mills’s
absurd claim: ‘“The batile of Mara-
thon, even as an event in English his-
tory, is more important than the bat-

The more positive
democratic, participatory
vision of ancient Athens

.began weaving itself

into the American
consciousness in the
1820s.

tle of Hastings. If the issue of that
day had been different, the Britons
and the Saxons might still have been
wandering in the woods” (quoted in
Momigliano 1952, 7).

In a similar vein, the English his-
torian Alfred Zitnmern, preparing
the second edition of The Greek
Commonweaith just at the brink of
World War I, wrote in his Preface:

[Wlar has broken out, bringing Great
Britain face to face, for the first time
since she has become a democracy,
with the ultimate meaning of civic
responsibilities, both of thought and
action. . . . Greek ideas and Greek
inspirations can help us today—in the
work of deepening and extending the
range and the meaning of democracy
and citizenship, liberty and law (Zim-
mern 1914},

During the war itself Pericles’ funeral
oration was displayed on placards to
arouse modern democrats of Britain,
identifying with the Athenian demo-
crats of the fifth century, to fight the
Germans (Turner 1981, 187).

In both America and England,

Athenian democracy was trans-
formed in the political imagination.
From a regime that turned the mob
into a tyrant, it became the glorious
vision of nobility, freedom, and
equality to which poiiticians, theo-
rists, and journalists could turn. The
role of Athens in the political
thought of England and America, of
course, differs in focus and emphasis
but in both countries the transforma-
tion is radical and accompanies the
drive towards greater democratiza-
tion of the respective political
regimes.

If one turns to the political
thought of the mid-twentieth century,
democratic Athens helps to identify
weaknesses in regimes that consider
themselves democratic. Hannah
Arendt is perhaps the most powerful
example here. For her Athenian
democracy illustrates how democra-
cies ought to work in contrast to
what we find today. According to
Arendt, ancient democracy provided
the realm in which, *‘[Mjen could
show who they really and inex-
changeably were’’ (1958, 4). A recent
study of Arendt begins, appropriately
I believe, with quotes from Pericles’
funeral oration and then argues:
“Periclean Athens and its celebration
of the public life of the polis—its
democratic temper, the virile virtuos-
ity of its citizens— . . . is the power-
ful image at the heart of Hannah
Arendt’s political theory”” (Dozza
1989, vii). The modern world where
humans labor in the economic and
social sphere onky for the sake of life
has lost the authentic ancient concern
with immortality. Arendt’s return to
the ancient polity differs from those
discussed above: she finds there not a
political system that draws its author-
ity from ‘‘the sovereign people’’;
rather, the polis offered an arena for
action among equals in a realm of
freedom, transforming man from a
laboring animal to a human being
giving expression to his individuality.
The Greeks are used by Arendt to
inveigh against a world that ignores
““action’’ in favor of “‘labor,” that
has focused human energy on fab-
rication with unpredictable ends
rather than the immortality gained by
potitical speech.

One of the most esteemed classical
scholars, M. 1. Finley, similarly uses
ancient democracy. His compact and
wonderfully readable, Democracy.
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Ancient and Modern ([1973] 1985)
has perhaps done the most to articu-
late for the present generation the
~model of ancient as distinct from
modern democracy. To present the
popular view of modern democracy
Finley turned to the social scientists
of the 1960s who applauded apathy
as a source of stability. In a world
still recoiling from the horrors of
fascism, a lead article in Political
Studies by Morris Jones could be
titted, ““In Defense of Apathy,” and
could argue that ““many of the ideas
connected with the general theme of
a duty to vote belong properly to the
totalitarian camp and are out of
place in the vocabulary of liberal
democracy”’ (Finley [1973] 1985, 4).
Against Jones and other “demo-
cratic’’ theorists such as Berelson and
Schumpeter, Finley brings the model
of participatory Athens where ‘‘poli-
tics, the art of reaching decisions by
public discussion and then obeying
those decisions’” was discovered. He
writes of Athens as the ““‘case-study
of how political leadership and pop-
ular participation succeeded in co-
existing . . . without either the
apathy and ignorance exposed by

" public opinion experts’” ([1973] 1985,
13-14). He avoids claims that we
should try to recapture ancient
democracy, but asks that we consider
whether “‘new forms of popular par-
ticipation, in the Athenian spirit
though not in the Athenian substance
. . . need to be invented’” (j1973]
1985, 36).

Cynthia Farrar in a recent work is

not quite so restrained. She writes:

It is democracy, as conceived and lived
by Athenians in the fifth century
B.C., that offers at least the possibility
of healing this spiritual and social
fragmentation. . . . All citizens were
thought to be capable of appreciating
and feeling the connection between
their interests and those of the com-
munity because they were constantly,
as active political participants, asked
to assess and interpret that connection.
. . . The challenge is o turn toward
the example of a living democracy,
ancient Athens {1988, 274-76).

And Donald Kagan introduces his
book on Pericles with a call for
newly developing democracies to
learn from Athens:

In their rational and secular approach,
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in their commitment to political free-
dom and individual autonomy in a
constitutional, republican and demo-
cratic public life, the Athenians of
Pericles’ day are closer 1o the values
of our era than any culture that has
appeared since antiguity (1991, 10).

These are the mythmakers who
give us an amorphous vision of the
perfection of ancient democracy
where freedom allowed the arts to
flourish, where men eagerly partici-
pated in a public world, where care
for the community did not work in
opposition to individual interest,
where, in Finley’s terms, ‘‘they
decided on policy in open discussion

Ancient democracy serves
as a nice model for
rhetorical purposes, but
the failure to take
seriously the complexity
of ancient democracy
means that any theoretical
significance is lost.

by counting heads” (1981, 22), and
where Socrates’ execution happened
only because of Socrates’ foolish
anti-democratic fervor and not
because of any faults in the democ-
racy itself (Stone 1988).

Ancient democracy serves as a nice
model for rhetorical purposes, but
the failure to take seriously the com-
plexity of ancient democracy means
that any theoretical significance is
lost. As an amorphous concept in-
adequately situated in the world of
ancient Athens, it can only provide
meaningless prescriptions based on
visions that may be no more than
romantic longings. One of John
Stuart Mill’s more silly statements is
his claim that the battle of Marathon
was more important for Englishmen
than the Battle of Hastings. These
mythmakers do not let us see the
issues and questions about democ-
racy raised by the historians and the
philosophers of Athens. Unfortunate-
ly, no writings of an author whom
we might seriously call a democratic
theorist from that period remain.

Athenian Democracy

Occasional passages in the plays
praise democracy, but there are no
developed arguments or justifications
for democracy.' Rather than look
for a democratic theorist as such, the
ancient philosophers and historians
help us address issues that any analy-
sis of democracy must confront, but
embedded traditions of scholarship
may hinder our ability to learn from
these authors. We must get beyond
the view of Plato as anti-democrat
and see him exploring the very diffi-
cult questions surrounding demo-
cratic claims to equality, beyond
Aristotle as an Arendtian proponent
of participation and see him as
recognizing the disruptive conse-
quences of the participation he at
first praises. I will illustrate briefly
here how a reading of Thucydides’
commentary on Athenian democracy
reveals quite a different understand-
ing of democracy’s benefits and con-
tradictions than mythological images
of sovereign wills and participatory
citizenry do.

Everyone who has read Thucydides
recalls Pericles’ funeral oration and
Thucydides” apparently favorable
conclusion that under Pericles Athens
was a democracy in name, but in
deed a monarchy. The funeral ora-
tion, though, is a very strange
speech., The citizens and dead war-
riors to whom and of whom Pericles
speaks have no bodies; bodies are
replaced by mind. The description of
the plague which follows the funeral
oration, though, reminds us that we
do have bodies that get sick and die
painful, ugly deaths. Pericles,
because of his focus on mind, how-
ever, has the capacity to always stay
the same. His speeches are filled with
reminders that he perseveres in his
previous decisions, unlike the varia-
ble embodied Athenians who suffer
from the ravages of the war and
want to revoke previous decisions.

In Book 3 of Peloponnesian War,
Thucydides records the Mytilenian
Debate as the Athenians deliberate
whether to revoke an earlier decision
to kill all the men of Mytilene and to
sell their women and children into
slavery as punishment for the city’s
rebellion. The first speaker, Cleon, in
Thucydides’ language a most viclent
man, repeats many of Pericles’
phrases about remaining the same
and argues for maintaining the pre-
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vious decree. Against Cleon speaks
Diodotus who argues for change; he
notes the benefits that come from
debate in the assembly where dif-
ferent people present different views
because of different ways of looking
at problems; he forces us to think
about democracy as a regime, not of
sovereign people, but as one that can
change its mind and acknowiedge
bad decisions. Diodotus prevails and
Thucydides, in one of his very few
openly evaluative statements,
remarks that this was good.
Thucydides here is not the denigrator
of democracy as a volatile regime
subject to mob rule; rather, he recog-
nizes the benefits of an assembly pre-
cisely because it brings together a
variety of different men who debate
as they engage in communal decision
making. Debate allows for change
and a forward-looking policy, rather
than the backward-looking policies
of a disembodied Pericles who insists
on remaining the same.

Weighing this debate against
Pericles’ role as a monarchical ruler,
we find Thucydides justifying democ-
racy with principles that have
nothing to do with the sovereign will
of the people, but rather with a
regime’s capacity to deal with a vari-
able world and to see the human
being as embodied in the particular-
ity essential for there to be debate.
Pericles in the funeral oration had
tried to abstract from bodies. The
romantic tradition about the funeral
oration and Athenian democracy
makes us overlook the critique of
Pericles which Thucydides may be
offering as well as the justifications
for democratic discourse in other sec-
tions of his history.

The historians of today are look-
ing at Athenian democracy trying to
assess how democratic it was in our
terms, by asking questions of
modern theorists and being guided
by modern mythmakers. They are
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not asking the questions that the
ancients asked about the benefits of
communal decision making, the
sources of evaluation, the conse-
quences of equality, where the
humanity of the human being comes
from, and the consequences of large
attendance at the assembly. These
are the questions that plagued
Thucydides, Plato, and Aristotle as
they observed the democratic regime
in which they lived. We need not
attribute to the ancients a Rousseau-
jan vision of participation, an
Arendtian world of men seeking
immortality through speech, or an

1. F. Stone view of freedom, so that
we are awed by the first attempt to
institutionalize principles of equality.
What the ancient theorists do is sug-
gest that we should not only admire,
or try to emulate, but recognize the
complexities of democracy that lead
to contradictions in the very attempts
to institutionalize it.

Notes

*This article is based on the Frank M.
Covey lectures delivered at Loyola University
in Chicago in February 1992, to be published
by the University of Notre Dame Press.

1. The most articulate defense probably
appears in Plato’s Protagoras where
Protagoras tells a myth to explain how ail
citizens share in the qualities of shame and
a sense of justice and thus are ail equally
part of the political community, but since
Protagoras appears as a foil to Socrates he
is made to look like a pompous fool and his
whole argument is undercut by theend of a
dialogue.
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Realism Ancient and Modern:
Thucydides and International Relations

Michael T. Clark, College of William and Mary

When you're stymied on the measure-
ment of one of your critical variables,
put that project aside and write
another essay on what Thucydides
really meant (Singer 1975).

The trouble with Classical Realism is
that it is difficult to distinguish . . .
dialectical insight from a refusal to
define concepts clearly and consistent-
ly, or to develop a systematic set of
propositions that could be subjected to
empirical tests (Keohane 1983).

In the study of ancient Greek
democracy, Thucydides’ account of
the war between the Peloponnesians
and the Athenians surely deserves a
privileged place. As a cardinal
instance of the genre Hegel (1975,
14) called original history,
Thucydides’ work provides a unique-
ly direct point of contact with Athen-
ian democracy in its most radical—
and imperial—phase: the chief
figures of that work ‘“express the
maxims of their nation and of their
own personality, their consciousness
of their political position and of their
moral and spiritual nature, and the
principles that underlie their designs
and conduct.”” Thus, from
Thucydides we get much more than a
reconstruction of events, We also get
access to the ancient Greeks’ own
understanding of the worid they
made and destroyed.

Now here is the rub, If we are to
learn from the Athenian experience,
we must go some distance toward
understanding that experience as it
was lived (even if, in the end, we
decide to reject that very mode of
consciousness, of intellectually com-
prehending and ordering the world).
The task of reconstructing that
experience is very far from straight-
forward, however. There are enor-
mous distances of language and time
to be overcome. And there is the
almost intractable problem that the
range of possible meanings of
Thucydides’ text is rooted in a world
that is almost lost to us now. Yet, if
the experience of ancient democracy
is to vield insight into our own, the
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differences must be recognized.

In her contribution to this sym-
posium, Arlene Saxonhouse has
warned against assuming a rather
facile correspondence between the
categories and questions of ancient
democracy and those of our own
political world. My own contribution
will follow a similar line, seeking to
understand why, despite the homage
routinely paid to Thucydides, most
of his essential concerns have been
dropped from the agenda of modern
international relations (IR) research.

There is, if I may say so, a kind of
symmetry in our essays: for both of
us, ancient Greek democracy is a
puzzle that neither confirms nor con-
tradicts contemporary postulates but
that raises a rather distinct set of
issues largely excluded from contem-
porary reflection and research. The

. . . ancient Greek
democracy is a puzzle that
neither confirms nor
contradicts contemporary
postulates but that raises a
rather distinct set of issues
largely excluded from
contemporary reflection
and research.

issues exciuded, moreover, are
important, though space constrains
us from saying why. It would be
most un-Thucydidean, however, for
me to leave matters quite so dis-
connected., And so in my conclusion
I will say just a word or two about
-what IR theorists really do under-
stand well about Thucydides and his
experience, and why that insight
deserves to be taken more seriously
by political scientists in every sub-
discipline.

Rualdsiii ARCIZIE dBU viodern

On a rather superficial reading of
conternporary IR literature, the influ-
ence of the cashiered Athenian
colonel looms large, In the first
instance, Thucydides “‘effectively .
defined a paradigm of realist
thought’’ (Smith 1986, 4) and, it
hardly needs to be added, realism is
hegemonic in the subdiscipline, if not
in practice at least as an aspiration.
For nearly everyone ‘‘a source of
interpretive insights’’ (Keohane 1983,
162), Thucydides® untitled history of
the war fought between the Pelo-
ponnesians and the Athenians is de
rigueur for every graduate student
preparing for comprehensive exam-
inations. Thucydides’ intellectual
ambitions, moreover, are seen as co-
extensive with those of modern in-
quiry: “Thucydides, assuming that
the behavior and phenomena that he
observed would repeat themselves
throughout human history, intended
to reveal the underlying and unalter-
able nature of what is today called
international relations’’ (Gilpin 1988,
15). Finally, the heritage is one in
which a fairly broad array of con-
temporary political scientists take
comfort. Diplomatic and military his-
tory found in Thucydides (among
other “‘classics’”) is said to ““indicate
that good foundations have been laid
and give hope that progress can be
made’ (Bueno de Mesquita 1988,
53).

On the strength of such affidavits,
which can be multiplied endiessly
(Lebow and Strauss 1991, 1-2), one
might suppose that the relationship
of Thucydides to contemporary IR is
what George Kennan reportedly
ascribed to Reinhold Niebuhr and
the postwar generation of realists:
“he was the father of us all.”

But this is scarcely the case. The
influence of Thucydides on contem-
porary scholarship is at best remote,
a putative source of inspiration per-
haps, but rarely a cause for extended
reflection. There has not been pub-
lished in English during the past
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quarter-ceniury a single book-length
analysis of Thucydides’ political
ideas written by a scholar of inter-
national relations. The number of
refereed journal articles focused cen-
trally on Thucydides’ contribution to
international relations published dur-
ing the same period barely exceeds a
handful. In 1988, 13 classicists and
political scientists joined to compare
notes and reassess the status and util-
ity of Thucydides’ work in light of
evolving U.S.-Soviet relations. The
fruits of that (most welcome)
endeavor are modestly described by
the editors as “‘a first step toward
such a reexamination” (Lebow and
Strauss 1991, 3). But even this may
go too far, since the point of the
exercise on the part of the IR special-
ists seems to have been to decide
whether Thucydides was a good
political scientist, as that term

has come to be defined.
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With respect to the practical influ-
ence of Thucydides’ work on con-
temporary IR, the sarcastic
aphorisms that head this essay neatly
epitomize, with only slight exaggera-
tion, the attitude of most working
students of international relations.
Whatever salutary diversion it might
offer from the serious pursuits of
contemporary political science,
Thucydides’ work remains just that,
a diversion. As suggestive as
Thucydides’ reflections might be,
professional standards of knowledge
and of valid inference require going
beyond his work, not merely in focus
but most decisively in method. Given
the self-understandings and conse-
quent expectations of modern IR
research protocols, it could hardly
be otherwise,

In essence, the problem is that
“Thucydides did not think of causes
in the modern or scientific sense of
the term” (Gilpin 1988, 21} and that
the premises underlying Thucydides’
history do not in themselves “‘con-
stitute the basis for a science’’
(Keohane 1986, 7). To qualify as
modern or scientific, any minimally
acceptable theory must satisfy at
Jeast four essential epistemic criteria:
(1) it must consist fundamentally of
singular propositions, or laws, assert-
ing relations of cause and effect; (2)

492

it must be susceptible of abstract
representation or idealization, where
numbers or symbols are understood
to signify not just specific features of
a situation at hand but a (potentially}
large class of instances of like
features; (3) it must be systematic, in
the sense that propositions are linked
and ordered by logical principles;
and (4) it must be universal, in the
sense that, other things being equal,
actions proceeding from the same
initial conditions will produce the
same outcomes,

Does Thucydides present anything
like such a theory or theoretical
system? An honest answer must be &
simple no. Although Thucydides is
not at all shy about revealing his
own opinions about the causes of
neatly every event in the Pelopon-
nesian war—indeed, the extent to
which he seems to force his views on
the reader is notorious in some cir-
cles—there are few statements in the
entire opus that qualify as the kind
of proposition that might form the
building block of & respectable theo-
retical system. Thucydides’ famous
claim (at 1.23) that the Athenians
“hecoming great’’ and the fear
inspired in the Lacedaemonians
“pecessitated”’ the war is certainly
not framed as a general statement of
the causes of all wars. This despite
Thucydides’ admitted ambition to
“provide a clear view both of the
events which have happened and of
those which will some day, in all
human probability, happen again in
the same or in a similar way”’ (1.22).
The causal claim is introduced, as the
author explicitly stresses, 10 explain
the origins of this war.

Perhaps the best candidate for a
general law-like statement is the one
put in the mouths of the unnamed
Athenian interlocufors at Melos who
declare: ‘‘For of the gods we hold
the opinion, and of men we se¢
clearly, that, by necessity of nature,
wherever they have the power, they
rule’” (V.105.2). But there is first of
all the problem that this remark ex-
presses a view whose relationship to
Thucydides’ personal outlook is
problematic to say the least. Bven if
one believes, as I do (very contro-
versially), that the views expressed by
the Athenians at Melos are on the
whole thoroughly consistent with
those of the author, there would be

room to doubt whether this particu-
lar statement were intended t0 be a
proposition of the kind expected in
modern theory.

The rule asserted is actually
described as a law, but the Greek
word employed, nomos, is much
closer to our idea of norm, with
additional meanings of custom or
practice. To be sure, the nomos is
said to predate the Athenians, who
aeither enacted or were the first to
use it, and is expected to remain in
existence for “all time.” Yet the
undeniable human institution of the
jaw, even buttressed with the
pressure of natural necessity, dis-
tinguishes it from the laws of
modern theory.

Finally, the law is infroduced not
with an epistemic interest in mind,
but as a very pragmatic response to
an especially unconvincing appeal to
metaphysics by the Melians who
declared, “we trust that .. . We shall
be at no disadvantage because we are
god-fearing men standing our ground
against men who are unjust”’
(V.104), To assert this law outside
the context of the Meljan dialogue is
not to exploit a general principle, but
to initiate an open-ended exercise in
question-begging.

There being no set of single propo-
sitions to build from, there can hard-
ly be a theory {in the modern SENSE)
at work here. Indeed, Thucydides’
disposition at every point seems to be
very nearly the opposite of what
good theory requires. Beyond his .
refusal to express his views in the
form of empirical laws, there is a
complementary and systematic
refusal to appeal to any level of
abstraction; a palpable absence of
system, though not of structure; and
an ascetic and steadfast disinterest in
(except to depreciate) any paraliel
events outside of his chosen case.

Nor is this all. There is, in fact, @
rather inescapable, if endlessly inter-
esting, irresolution to the work as a
whole. The work is riven with
impasses (between structural and
decisional explanation, for exam-
ple), omissions (most potoriously, of
almost anything having to do with
finance or tribute), narrative breaks
and stylistic unevenness (especially in
Books V and VIID), profound am-
bivalence {toward Alcibiades, and
toward democracy), and personal
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prejudice {especialiy toward Cleon)
and partiality (toward Pericles and
Nicias). And it is incomplete. The
narrative of Book VIII ends abrupt-
ly, at a semicolon, about seven years
before the end of the war, If logical
coherence and formal rigor are what
we are to judge by, Thucydides can-
not but disappoint.

11

Formal requirements aside, there
are other important areas where
Thucydides fails to abide by the sub-
stantive methodological canons of
contemporary IR. IR presupposes for
its justification as a distinct sub-
discipline of political science a dis-
crete domain of social phenomena
(most strenuously, Waltz 1979), The
aim of IR is to identify, assess, and
explain the relatively independent
causal forces emanating from the
international system itself, Yet
Thucydides fails to limit his focus,
and he refuses to distinguish between
domestic and international processes
as categorically distinct phenomena.
The parallel between domestic and
*‘international” processes is drawn
most famously in Thucydides’ de-
scription of the stasis at Corcyra
(111.82): *“For in peace and prosper-
ity both states {poleis) and individu-
als (idiotal) have gentler feelings,
because men are not then forced to
face conditions of dire necessity; but
war, which robs men of the easy sup-
ply of their daily wants, is a violent
teacher and creates in most peopie a
temper that matches their condition.”

The central contrast here between
poleis and idiotai is especially muted
in Thucydides; indeed they must be
understood as two moments of the
same phenomena. There were no
“‘states’’ in the ancient Greek world
as we would understand that term
(i.e., as entities operating apart from,
and often in opposition to ““civil
society”’); nor were there “individu-
als’” as we conceive them (i.e., as
autonomous moral subjects for
whom the poiitical world, no matter
how important, is essentially an
external phenomenon). Rather, as
Castoriadis (1991} has reminded us,
polis membership and the experience
of personal identity were mutually
defining terms of experience for the
ancient Greeks.
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Similarly, when Thucydides makes
the famous distinction introduced at
1.23 between the “differences and
grievances® that were the immediate
occasion for the war and the war’s
““truest’’ cause, he does not assert an
absolute distinction. Neither type of
“cause’ works independently of the
other: without the separate conflicts
over Corcyra and Potidaea, the
structural cause would have had no
effect; without the Athenians
““becoming great’ and their fear of
the Peloponnesians, the conflicts of
the mid- and late 430s would have
been inconsequential, In sorting out
“unit-** and ‘‘system-level’’ causes
thus, it is not for Thucydides just a
matter of interlocking but discrete
forces, but of the two being equally
essential, parallel, and mutually con-
ditioning dimensions of an embracing
phenomenon that can be understood
in its parts only through its totality.

In Thucydides’ history there is, as
well, an unavoidable preoccupation
with the kinds of causal explanation
that Waltz labels (disapprovingly)
“reductionist.”” Throughout his
work, Thucydides is concerned espe-
cially with the effects of speeches,
with the grounds of deliberation and
choice, with fundamental human
motives—to wit, honor, interest, fear
—and with the accidental or culti-
vated variables of human intelli-
gence. These all matter to
Thucydides because in the polis-
world, as we just saw, it was
impossible to confuse states with
things. The modern habit of doing
just this is but one of the many
deformations introduced by the
impersonality, or rather the specific
form of legal personality, of the
modern nation-state, For Thucydides
as for his contemporaries, “‘states’
were first and last communities of
human beings; no one could have
conceived of states in the abstract or
thought to reduce them to a number
of material attributes. Correlates of
power and resource were understood
to be important, but unreliable, indi-
cators of political strength. It would
be quite misleading to judge the rela-
tive power of Athens and of Sparta
by the monuments that have sur-
vived, or the power of each relative
to their allies by sheer numbers
alone. The decisive measure of public
power was not strictly quantifiable;
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in the words of Pericles, “for those
in the face of calamities show least
distress of spirit and in action make
most vigorous resistance, these are
the strongest, whether they be states
or persons” (I1.64.3).

In particular, Thucydides presents
moral choice as a central (if prob-
lematic and quite variable) dimension
of causal narrative. The set-piece
debates over Mytilene and at Melos,
the stasis at Corcyra, Spartan
motives and bad faith, the Athenians
defending the justice of the empire at
Sparta, or even on the numerous
occasions where moral considerations
seem to be shoved aside (including
the death of Nicias and Hermocrates’
inversion of the Iaw of the stronger)
all hinge upon the recognition or
denial of moral attitudes that not
only help to determine structural out-
comes, but also deserve themselves to
be viewed as essential elements of
structure (Ashiey 1981). _

Nor does Thucydides succeed in
bracketing his own moral prefer-
ences, as we think any good social
scientist should. His reputation for
reserve notwithstanding, he cannot
help allowing his moral judgments to
color his political analysis, His judg-
ments of Cleon are invariably skewed
by his moral appraisal, as is his kid-
glove treatment of Nicias, Alcibiades
appears to have been bedeviling for
Thucydides precisely because of the
incongruence between his strategic
genius and his apparent moral indif-
ference. The entire account of the
Sicilian expedition is inspired by
moral considerations; and, if  may
venture another controversial asser-
tion, so are the work as a whole and
Thucydides’ final (ambivalently
admiring) view of Athens.

v

If Thucydides is not really one of
us (IR theorists) as we have come to
define ourselves, then the question
posed at the outset returns with
renewed urgency: How can we learn
from him? And, any reader who has
come this far will also want to know,
What can we learn from Thucydides’
work? A full answer to these ques-
tions is beyond the scope of this
essay. I will take a stab at them,
however, with three concluding
observations.
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First, having stressed the impor-
tance of recognizing and taking into
account just how different were
Thucydides’ own ideals of knowledge
as well as practical concerns, let me
now come around to stress that I
consider it wholly appropriate,
indeed indispensable, to approach his
work from the perspective of our
time. To believe that we can proceed
in any other way, as Gadamer has
observed, is a “‘naive illusion’’: *“To
interpret means precisely to use one’s
own preconceptions so that the
meaning of the text can really be
made to speak to us’’ (1975, 358).

Second, and even more important,
I want to stress that IR specialists do
have an important contribution to
make to understanding Thucydides.
One point that IR specialists general-
ly take as axiomatic, but which is
usually ignored as a central problem
elsewhere, is the idea that the chal-
lenges of preserving a democratic
polity cannot be effectively addressed
or even conceived apart from the
external milieu, And we find it quite
natural that the greatest surviving
contemporary analysis of the golden
age of democratic Athens focuses not
on constitutional theory but on war.

Third, this insight, when applied
not only to Thucydides’ work, but to
the entire experience of democratic
Athens, places that experience in
an important new light. What
Thucydides’ account of the Pelo-
ponnesian War ultimately reveals for
all of us, political scientists of every
stripe, is that the probiems of
democracy, however understood,
cannot be resolved unless the prob-
tems of foreign policy are also
resolved. We all know that no polity
exists isolated in space; yet we persist
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in studying politics as essentially
driven by domestic forces, with the
external world impinging as an ufi-
systematic and “‘exogenous” varia-
ble. By the same token, the exclusion
of domestic policy, or rather the dis-
tinctive approach to domestic policy
formation, in IR theory is in many
ways simply the mirror image of the
tendency to isolate domestic from
internationa} forces in public

policy.

For American political scientists in
particular, it is uncomfortable to
acknowledge that, for us no less than
for the Athenians, democracy flour-
ished with empire. Even more dis-
turbing is the following thought:
Most of what is best of the Athenian
heritage—the classical drama, the
histories of Herodotus and
Thucydides, the preserved achieve-
ments in architecture and art, the
flourishing of democracy itself, and
even the moral outlook of Socrates—
al} developed with the empire. The
rest—chiefly, the very real philo-
sophic achievements of Plato and
Aristotle, the less edifying quarrels
of Demosthenes and Aeschines, the
second-rate history of Xenophon,
and the late comedies of Aristopha-
nes—is all, as Hegel famously
observed, essentially afterthought
(Clark 1993},

References

Ashley, Richard K. 1981. ““Political Realism
and Human Interests.” International
Studies Quarterly 25.

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce. 1988, “The Con-
tribution of Expected Utility Theory to
the Study of International Conflict.” in
The Control.and Prevention of Major
Wars, ed. Robert L. Rotberg and

Theodore K. Rabb. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Castoriadis, Cornelius, 1991, “Power, Poti-
tics, Autonomy.’” Philosophy, Politics,
Autonomy. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Clark, Michael T. 1993, **Apotogy for
Athens: Thucydides on Tyranny, Democ-
racy and Empire.”’ Paper presented at the
annual meeting of the American Political
Science Association, Washington, DC.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg. 1973, Truth and
Method. New York: Crossroad.

Gilpin, Robert. 1988, “The Theory of
Hegemonic War,”" In The Control and
Prevention of Major Wars, ed. Robert I,
Rotberg and Theodore K, Rabb. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. 1975, Lec-
tures on the Philosophy of World History,
Introduction. Trans. H. B, Nisbet. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Keohane, Robert O. 1983, ““Theory of Worid
Politics: Structural Realism and Beyond.”
In Political Science: The State of the
Discipline, ed. Ada Finifter. Reprinted in
idem, ed., Neorealism and lts Critics.
New York: Columbia University Press.

Keohane, Robert O, 1986, *‘Realism, Neo-
realism and the Study of World Politics.”
Idem, ed. Neorealism and Its Critics. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Lebow, Richard Ned, and Barry S. Strauss,
eds. 1991. Hegemonic Rivairy: From
Thucydides to the Nuclear Age. Boulder:
Westview Press.

Singer, J. David. 1975. “Cumulativeness in
the Soctal Sciences: Some Counter-
Prescriptions.” Political Science (Winter).

Smith, Michael Joseph. 1986, Realisf
Thought from Weber to Kissinger. Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press.

Thucydides, 4 Vols. 1980, 1975, 1973, 1986.
Trans. C. F. Smith. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press. Note: I have
liberaily amended Smith’s translations.

Waltz, Kenneth, 1979. Theory of Inter-
national Politics. Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley.

About the Author

Michael T. Clark is assistant professor of
government, College of William and Mary,
and assistant director of the university’s
Wendy & Emery Reves Center for Interna-
tionai Studies.

PS: Political Science & Politics




