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Chapter Four:  The Greeks 750-404
Between 750-404, a period when west Asia would yield to the Persian empire established by Cyrus the Great in the sixth century, the Greeks experimented with new approaches to understanding the human condition, including man’s role in political life.  While the Persians built an extensive empire based on time-tested principles of provincial administration backed by military power, the Greeks created an economic and cultural presence throughout the Mediterranean, fed by independent poleis whose prosperous citizens wanted a greater share of decision making.  However, Greek society could be morally exclusive in defining civic rights and competitive in almost all aspects of life.  At the heart were two Greek entities, the kingdom of Sparta and the city-state of Athens.  The evolution of Spartan and Athenian political philosophies and the interaction of Sparta and Athens in the fifth century would influence the entire Mediterranean.  The question to be asked then is why did the Greeks , especially the Athenian Greeks, rise to standards of intellectual, political and cultural achievement that are still held up as the model today?  How did the city-state and its definition of citizen arise?
At the heart of much of the discussion about this period is the rise of the polis, a political entity which defined Greek self-identity and relationships with other Greeks, not to mention the rest of the world.  What makes the Greek political model unique?  Traditionally, scholars have spoken of Greek exceptionalism:

_______________________________________________________________________


The origins of the polis are one of the great themes of early Greek history…The problem is best explored from two points of view.  The first concerns the origins and development of Greek political institutions, the continuing process of change and reform towards a form of political rationality which seems unique in world history.  A society with little or no previous history emerged from the Dark Age without social or religious constraints, and was able to create a sense of community based on justice and reason, perhaps because its institutions were primitive and its forms of leadership as yet insecure.  The chieftains or big-men of the Homeric world developed into an aristocracy only slowly and in competition with more egalitarian forms of communal life, which ultimately proved superior because they were based on the citizen army.  In this sense the polis is a conceptual entity, a specific type of political and social organization.


But the development of the polis is also a process of urbanization, which can be traced in the physical remains…


…walled cities must have been common by the eighth century.  The earliest evidence of civic institutions apart from walls must be temple building, for the Gathering Place (agora), being empty, is hard to find without total excavation, and virtually impossible to date…


The slow evolution of the Dark Age resulted in a world which might seem static and fixed in its aristocratic ideas.  But the differences between nobility and people were not great in economic terms; the distinction rested on birth and consequent style of life.  As the organs of the polis gained more significance, the tension between the noble’s world of honour and the people’s world of justice became increasingly apparent; and the structural dissonance already present reacted with new factors to produce a century of change as swift and as fundamental as any in history. (Oswyn Murray, Ancient Greece. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993   pp. 62-3, 64, 68)

The Question:  How does Murray explain the Greek ability to combine aristocratic and popular political needs into the polis model?
____________________________________________________________________
Liverani, on the other hand, suggests that the Greek political success was not so much singular rationalism as timing:

___________________________________________________________________________
 “In the Third Iron Period (from 750 BCE), the situation changed again, because of the growth of empires in Mesopotamia (Assyria, Babylonia), also in Egypt (though less successfully), and finally in Iran (Media and Persia).  Over the course of two centuries the Levantine countries were conquered, largely ruined in terms of demography, economy, and culture, and made into provinces of those Eastern empires.  Unlike Syria-Palestine and Anatolia, however, Greece was able and lucky enough to resist this annexation because of the great distance separating it from the cores of the empires…. In the meantime, urbanization and state structures spread towards Europe and the central Mediterranean, so that Greece became part (a preeminent part) of a western world, counterbalanced to the Oriental empires.  The budding of Greek civilization is strictly linked to the growth of eastern empires such as Persia’s and to the political collapse of the Levant.  At this point, empires and city-states became the counterpoised bases for cultural developments which went in different directions.  After ca. 550 B.C.E. this counterpoise did not erase Oriental influences from Greece, but it certainly diminished their importance….”  [Mario Liverani, “The Bathwater and the Baby” in Black Athena Revisited. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1996, p. 347]

The Question:  How does Liverani tie the rise of Greeks to affairs in the greater Mediterranean world?  How does this view compare with the explanation of Greek exceptionalism?

_____________________________________________________________________________________
The former view is closer to how the Greeks themselves felt concerning their unique political situation.  Aristotle is worth quoting in length for his definition of what makes the Greek political identity unique.

___________________________________________________________________________________
When several villages are united in a single complete community, large enough to be nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in the bare needs of life, and continuing in existence for the sake of a good life. And therefore, if the earlier forms of society are natural, so is the state, for it is the end of them, and the nature of a thing is its end. …Now, that man is more of a political animal than bees or any other gregarious animals is evident. Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man is the only animal whom she has endowed with the gift of speech. …And it is a characteristic of man that he alone has any sense of good and evil, of just and unjust, and the like, and the association of living beings who have this sense makes a family and a state. 

…The proof that the state is a creation of nature and prior to the individual is that the individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing; and therefore he is like a part in relation to the whole. But he who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god: he is no part of a state. A social instinct is implanted in all men by nature, and yet he who first founded the state was the greatest of benefactors. For man, when perfected, is the best of animals, but, when separated from law and justice, he is the worst of all; since armed injustice is the more dangerous, and he is equipped at birth with arms, meant to be used by intelligence and virtue, which he may use for the worst ends. Wherefore, if he have not virtue, he is the most unholy and the most savage of animals, and the most full of lust and gluttony. But justice is the bond of men in states, for the administration of justice, which is the determination of what is just, is the principle of order in political society. (Aristotle Politics 1.1252 a-b)

…Who is the citizen, and what is the meaning of the term? For here again there may be a difference of opinion. He who is a citizen in a democracy will often not be a citizen in an oligarchy. Leaving out of consideration those who have been made citizens, or who have obtained the name of citizen any other accidental manner, we may say, first, that a citizen is not a citizen because he lives in a certain place, for resident aliens and slaves share in the place; nor is he a citizen who has no legal right except that of suing and being sued; for this right may be enjoyed under the provisions of a treaty. Nay, resident aliens in many places do not possess even such rights completely, for they are obliged to have a patron, so that they do but imperfectly participate in citizenship, and we call them citizens only in a qualified sense, as we might apply the term to children who are too young to be on the register, or to old men who have been relieved from state duties. Of these we do not say quite simply that they are citizens, but add in the one case that they are not of age, and in the other, that they are past the age, or something of that sort; the precise expression is immaterial, for our meaning is clear. Similar difficulties to those which I have mentioned may be raised and answered about deprived citizens and about exiles. But the citizen whom we are seeking to define is a citizen in the strictest sense, against whom no such exception can be taken, and his special characteristic is that he shares in the administration of justice, and in offices. Now of offices some are discontinuous, and the same persons are not allowed to hold them twice, or can only hold them after a fixed interval; others have no limit of time…. It may, indeed, be argued that these are not magistrates at all, and that their functions give them no share in the government. But surely it is ridiculous to say that those who have the power do not govern….This is the most comprehensive definition of a citizen, and best suits all those who are generally so called. (Aristotle, Politics, 3.1274b)

The Question:  What do these passages suggest about how the Greeks defined citizenship and civic identity?  Who is left out?
____________________________________________________________________________
Aristotle’s classic definitions were fourth century observations of a process of self-identification of polis and citizen that had evolved over centuries.  To understand the Greek political identity we must begin in the period from about 750-478 BCE, titled ‘Archaic” by earlier classical scholars and art historians who saw the years before the dynamic fifth century as a rough and formative phase of Greek culture.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  During the Archaic period several assumptions about the relationship of ruler and ruled were tested, arts and science prospered, and the Greeks had expanded their economic influence well beyond the eastern Mediterranean.  However, during the so-called Classical period (ca. 478-323), the Greeks produced signature works of art, architecture, literature, and political prose that have created for that century an impression that the Greeks had reached their height in the fifth century. 

We will begin with the rise of Archaic Athens and Sparta between 750-500 BCE.  Secondly,  we will examine the effect of the Athenian democratic experiment on the actions of the Greeks through the fifth century.  Finally we will ask how the Athenian ideology may have contributed to the Peloponnesian wars between Athens and Sparta.
Section One: Rise and Spread of the Polis
While the Greeks did not develop in isolation, they seem to have engendered ideas that were more individualistic, competitive and yet at the same time more community oriented than in contemporary societies.  What factors contributed to the competitive Greek political identity?  By the eighth century the Greeks already showed several of the competitive qualities that would mark their society.  Some of this can be understood in the continued debate about the way post Dark Age Greeks fought:
________________________________________________________________________________
How glorious fall the valiant, sword in hand, 

In front of battle for their native land! 

But oh! what ills await the wretch that yields, 

A recreant outcast from his country's fields! 

The mother whom he loves shall quit her home, 

An aged father at his side shall roam; 

His little ones shall weeping with him go, 

And a young wife participate his woe; 

While scorned and scowled upon by every face, 

They pine for food, and beg from place to place. ..

    

But we will combat for our fathers' land, 

And we will drain the lifeblood where we stand, 

To save our children: -- fight ye side by side, 

And serried close, ye men of youthful pride, 

Disdaining fear, and deeming light the cost 

Of life itself in glorious battle lost. ..

 (Tyrtaeus Martial Elegy tr. Thomas Campbell in Greek Poets in English Verse, ed. W.H. Appleton.  Cambridge Riverside Press, 1893

……….

My shield some Thracian now takes pride in — my blameless shield
that I left behind in a bush, having no use for it.
My self I saved. What concern that shield to me?
Let it go: I'll get another one, no worse.  (Archilochus Frag. 5, tr. John Porter)

The Question:  What do these poems suggest about Greek attitudes towards military obligations?

_______________________________________________________________________________
The poems represent two very different views about warfare.  Spartan Tyrtaeus and soldier-for-hire Archilochus lived in a period when military service was an expected part of citizenship.  By this time several poleis had begun to use hoplite combat to defend their borders.  Hoplites were so named after the large round shield (hoplon) that allowed protection for the compact battle unit (panoply) of armored men.  Opposing units would engage in a stabbing and shoving match.  A return home without one’s heavy hoplon was generally a sign that a hasty and less than honorable retreat was involved.  While casualties were light and battles quick, it still took courage and teamwork to win the contest.  In contrast, the elite Dark Age warrior had been cavalry, leading a mass of spearmen.   Now, hoplite farmers fought side by side with the aristoi. 

Did the new tactics appear gradually, slowly creating new relationships between the aristoi and the citizen soldiers (the gradualist school), or did the new weaponry and arms rapidly force new tactics and a new landed class that wanted a political say?  How much influence did this “hoplite revolution” have in the formation of the polis?   Snodgrass suggests:

___________________________________________________________________________________
But what incentive can have existed to bring these landowners out to war?  The ultimate answer is that it was one of the conditions of the survival of the state and one of the burdens of citizenship…Much more probably the ruling aristocracies, who had themselves…tried out the equipment, decided to broaden their military base by calling on the help of men who…could turn out on foot, sufficiently protected with armor, alongside the aristocrats…the word would go out that all men who were above a certain qualifying level were to find themselves a suit of armour.  Reluctance could be overcome in several ways:…by ruling that certain rights of citizenship…would in future be restricted to those who complied with the military requirements…Where development had been slower and there were fewer privileges to withdraw, then aristocratic disfavor might serve instead.


…It seems a reasonable conclusion that the new military class and the tyrants found interests in common: that the tyrants seized power with the acquiescence of the citizen soldiers and finding…that some support could be mustered among them, they accelerated the process of enlarging and training the citizen army.  The more positive inference, that the new armies actually precipitated the coups d’etat which brought the tyrants to power, seems less likely; not only would such a revolution be improbably precocious, but the whole episode of the rise of tyranny seems to have been conducted on the level of aristocratic power-politics..  (Anthony Snodgrass, Archaic Greece. London: J. M. Dent, 1980, pp. 101-2, 112)

The question:  In this interpretation, how does aristocratic control determine the direction of the Greek polis?

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Snodgrass believes the revolution in warfare came from the top, the aristoi.  A radically different “agrarian” interpretation comes from Hanson, who suggests that in the end, war was based on farmers’ needs and fought by those same farmers:

___________________________________________________________________________________
…the “hoplite reform” was not quite a reform in the tactical sense.  Call it instead a “hoplite reflection” or even a “hoplite acceleration” – military transformation as illustrative of ongoing changes in the economy of the Greek world…the appearance of standardized weaponry at the end of the eighth century was not a grab for agrarian power, but a shield to protect that power…With the same ingenuity by which they devised new approaches to traditional land use, the planters of trees and vines began to fabricate bronze weaponry to improve their performance in the traditional mêlée of Greek battle…

Farmers during the polis period were not to be fodder for aristocratic careerism…Instead, for one of the few occasions in the history of the West, rural folk, independent and autonomous citizens of more than a thousand Greek communities, set their own military agenda, and would not be conscripted from the farms to serve the big men of the city…

Agriculture emerges as the underlying basis, the entire foundation of Greek warfare during the life of the polis.  Hoplite armies…arose in the late eighth and seventh centuries in order to ensure the existence of the small plots of a growing class of agrarians…Excluding both the rich and the poor, phalanxes of farmers created a system in which their own mutual interests might transcend polis boundaries.  When natural disputes arose over poorly defined borderlands, farmers agreed to decide the matter themselves – but usually in a manner that would ensure to all parties a battle both brief and decisive.  In this way, the protocols of early hoplite conflict never endangered agrarian primacy in the respective Greek city-states, but rather enhanced it…

…So we should now reconceive the polis…the origins of individualism and Greek warfare itself as efforts to perpetuate independent landowners as exclusive citizens of the city-state, endeavors not so much to empower farmers as to create a larger and responsible community of equals.  All were institutions utterly unimaginable without the supporting infrastructure of an agrarian middle.  The continual erosion of hereditary aristocracy in the seventh and sixth centuries was thus, on a political level, followed by something entirely unprecedented in Greek history, the appearance of real constitutional government. (V. Hanson, The Other Greeks. New York: The Free Press, 1995: 229, 238, 261, 288, 406-7)

The Question: What does Hanson suggest about the power of the Greek farmer in the shaping of the polis?  What does this power suggest about the rise of the polis in general?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
For Hanson, the responsibility to fight supposes the right to vote on policy decisions.  Poleis encouraged upward economic mobility but political mobility was restricted in several cities to certain classes of wealth and birth.  Poleis, especially Athens and Sparta, continued to struggle with the concept of citizenship and the rights of the polis.
By 750, there is evidence that population was outpacing local agricultural resources.  By the early eighth century some poleis had begun to establish colonies in various places in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea.  While colonies often kept some sort of religious or kindred tie with the founding mother city (metropolis), it was understood that there were no political obligations.  The aristoi who founded these colonies became the ruling aristoi of new and independent poleis.  
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[Picture 4.1: Greek colonies in 550 BCE. Historycollaborative.com]
The Question: What does the location of Greek colonization suggest about aims and impact?
The colonies certainly increased Greek economic activity and the Greek presence in the Mediterranean, and allowed some Greeks to accrue large fortunes beyond land.  Aristoi or agathoi (‘the good’) had derived their power by their connection to the land and their birth into the landed families.  While land remained the standard for measuring wealth and civic power, kakoi (‘the bad’) merchants had needed a more portable representation of credit and had begun to use coinage in the seventh century.  Coinage allowed merchants to accumulate great amounts of representational wealth, but in most cases it still could not substitute for the land and birth needed to break the glass ceiling and possess political power. Increasingly these merchants wanted political influence, but had no way to break into the tightly controlled aristocratic or oligarchic rule in the poleis.  Moreover, as life stabilized even the aristocratic families grew, creating a lot of younger aristoi with little power or inheritance.   Another irritant may have been the increased friction between Dorian and non-Dorian populations in the Peloponnesus, especially as land resources began to tighten.
Sparta and Athens
These factors may have helped bring on over a century between 650-550 of political disruption in several poleis as ‘tyrants’ rose to challenge and overthrow the established powers.  At its core the word tyrannos referred to someone who gained power by unconstitutional means. In general, first-generation tyrants were aristoi who enjoyed some sort of popular support.  They were by no means interested in opening government to everybody, but did bring in kakoi whose wealth and merits could instill new blood into the government (and would be loyal to the tyrant).  More often than not tyrants did not survive the second generation, and several poleis went back to a modified government of elites after the episode.  Still, nearly every major polis seems to have had at least one tyrant in this century, suggesting that social and economic change created a great deal of tension.
The Laconian villages collectively called Sparta reacted differently to the resource crunch.  Instead of colonizing, Sparta had expanded over the Taygetus mountains into the territory of Messenia beginning in the mid-eighth century.  The Messenians became state-owned agricultural serfs (helots) for the great Spartan farms.  However the years spent in crushing Messenian rebellions seem to have turned Spartan society into a militarized and socially engineered state where the individual was completely bent to the needs of the polis.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
I recall the astonishment with which I first noted the unique position of Sparta among the states of Hellas, the relatively sparse population, and at the same time the extraordinary powers and prestige of the community…

When Lycurgos first came to deal with the question, the Spartans, like the rest of the Hellenes, used to mess privately at home. Tracing more than half the current problems to this custom, he was determined to drag his people out of holes and corners into the broad daylight, and so he invented the public mess rooms. As to food, his ordinance allowed them only so much as should guard them from want.....So that from beginning to end, till the mess breaks up, the common board is never stinted for food nor yet extravagantly furnished. So also in the matter of drink. While putting a stop to all unnecessary drink, he left them free to quench thirst when nature dictated.....

 In other states the man who shows himself base and cowardly, wins to himself an evil reputation and the nickname of a coward, but that is all. For the rest he buys and sells in the same marketplace with a good man; he sits beside him at a play; he exercises with him in the same gymnasion, and all as suits his humor. But at Sparta there is not one man who would not feel ashamed to welcome the coward at the common mess-tables or to try conclusions with him in a wrestling bout;....during games he is left out as the odd man;....during the choric dance he is driven away. Nay, in the very streets it is he who must step aside for others to pass, or, being seated, he must rise and make room, even for a younger man....

Lycurgos also provided for the continual cultivation of virtues even to old age, by fixing the election to the council of elders as a last ordeal at the goal of life, thus making it impossible for a high standard of virtuous living to be disregarded even in old age....Provided they duly perform the injunctions of the law, the city belonged to them each and all, in absolute possession, and on an equal footing.... (Xenophon, “The Polity of the Spartans”, from A Source Book of Greek History. (Boston: D. C. Heath, 1907), pp. 66-75.)
The Question:  Compare this to Tyrtaeus at the beginning of this section.  What qualities did the Spartans value in a citizen?
____________________________________________________________________________________
Xenophon, a fourth century observer, gives us the ideal of the Spartan philosophy, supposedly founded by the reformer Lycurgos in the ninth century.  Sparta remained a monarchy, ruled by two kings advised by the Spartiates, the citizen body of Spartan men, five elected ephors to determine foreign policy, and the Gerousia, the council of elders.  The Spartans themselves constituted only about 5% of the population of their territory, but the free non-Spartans in Laconia, the perioiki, held limited citizenship.  The helots, who were on occasion terrorized to keep them in their place, continued to work the lands that supported the Spartiates.  It was a militaristic, rigid, austere and paranoid society but no Spartiate lived in poverty.   
Spartan boys were raised by the state and placed in “herds” at an early age, denied the comforts of life in the hope they would grow up tough and resourceful, but encouraged to bond sexually with their messmates.  For the Spartans, as with most Greeks, bisexuality allowed strong ties with virile companions or mentors without sacrificing reproductive obligations.  Spartan women had the reputation of being strong, beautiful, athletic and confident, but not particularly sentimental.  On the wedding night, the groom was expected with friends to abduct his prearranged teenage bride, shorn and dressed as a boy, from her home.  The boy’s clothing was probably meant to help him as he maneuvered through unfamiliar territory.
Although seemingly uninterested in innovation and very conservative, the Spartans were not isolationists in a strict sense, and forged the Peloponnesian League for mutual defense.  They often moved to eliminate tyrants in other states, in order to preserve the elite status quo.  The commitment to self-sacrifice and purity, held up by the ancients as the ideal system, is attractive as a philosophy.

Dynamic societies like that of Athens are much less tidy.  By the time Athens felt resource pressures in the seventh century, it was too late to colonize extensively.  Other poleis had claimed the Mediterranean.  Nor could Athens take a cue from Sparta and expand.  Athens’ neighbors, especially Megara and Thebes, were too powerful to allow that.  Rampant inflation and debt may have prompted an attempted coup in 631, stopped just in time by the powerful Alkmeonid clan.    Good land had become painfully scarce, possibly made worse by severe limits on what land could be sold.  There are accounts of hektemeroi –“sixth-parters”- who seem to be some sort of tenant farmer on their own land.  The good lands near Athens were still thriving, but they were in the hands of a few elite clans called collectively the Eupatrids, among whom there was tension and often blood vengeance.  
Around 594 the Eupatrids apparently took the drastic measure of selecting a tyrant, Solon, to do whatever was necessary to break the tension.
_________________________________________________________________________________
For to the demos I gave so much honor as is sufficient,
neither diminishing their timê [loosely “merit worth”] nor adding to it in profusion.
As for those who held power and were admired for their wealth,
I saw to it that they, also, had nothing shameful.
I took my stand, covering both in the protection of my mighty shield,
nor did I allow either side to win unjustly….
In undertakings of great import, it is difficult to please all….
Of all the purposes for which I gathered the demos together,
which of them had I not achieved when I quit?.... I achieved these things,
forcefully yoking force and justice together,
and I proceeded on the course that I had promised.
I composed ordinances for base and noble alike,
fitting straight justice for each. But another taking the goad of state in hand
as had I — particularly one who was thoughtless and greedy —
would not have restrained the demos. For if I then had been willing
to effect what was pleasing to one faction,
or, in turn, what their enemies counseled,
this city would have been bereaved of many men.
For this reason, fashioning a defense on all sides,
I wheeled about like a wolf among the hounds (Solon, frags, 5, 7, 36, tr. John Porter)

The Question:  What was Solon’s strategy in governing?  What were the challenges of such a strategy?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Solon managed to make pragmatic reforms in the representative assembly and in land distribution, but was centrist enough in his compromises that no one was completely satisfied.  Solon expected that all citizens able to contribute should have both political rights and responsibilities.  He alleviated debt burdens enough on farmers to allow them to grow as a voice in Athenian affairs, and reformed the assembly to reflect wealth as well as birth.  However, his reluctance to make dramatic changes in the power of the old clans contributed to a successful coup in 560 by Peisistratos,  who widened the base of representation still further and made it possible for Athens to become the most significant political entity in the region.
 In 508 rival aristoi called in the Spartans to stem the rise of the popular Alkmeaeonid Kleisthenes.  In a gamble, Kleisthenes called on the people to stand with him against the Spartans.  In return he and the Athenians would become the “tyrant” by overturning the constitution and taking on the responsibility of government.  Because in effect the power would now lie in the neighborhood voting units of the people, the demoi, this new structure was called the demos kratos (power), or “democracy”.  The system did not spring into being overnight, as the old clan control would have to be broken politically and replaced by entirely new voting tribes free of tradition and old feuds.  Ten tribes were formed, each with members from various parts of Attica.  Every year each tribe selected by lottery 50 members to serve on the 500-member governing body, the boule, with an inner cabinet – prytany – which changed monthly by lottery, and likewise a new chairman daily.  Although no one could serve more than once on the boule, there were so many offices that most citizens held at least one public office or sat on a court in their lifetime.

To balance the lottery-selected everyday citizens, every year each tribe elected a strategos (general) to govern Athens and set policy.  As there were no term limits for this post, it was understood that such a system could be an invitation for a strategos to gain too much power and attempt a coup. If any official received 6000 votes against him, that person was exiled from Athens for 10 years.  These votes were originally registered on broken pottery pieces called ostraka (broken pottery being everywhere in a society that transported goods in ceramics), and the expulsion vote came to be called ostracism.  Eventually, lobbyists went so far as to make preprinted ceramic rounds, encouraging less literate voters to take a round and vote a politician out.
Thus by the beginning of the fifth century BCE the Greeks had begun to experiment with governments that set standards for civic responsibility, both in war and in participation.  But how would the Greek competitiveness measure against non-Greeks?
The historian Herodotus sets the stage early for seeing the Persian Wars as a conflict of two political philosophies.   The wealthy Ionian Greek poleis of Anatolia had thrived under Persian rule, but did not take well to limitations on their foreign ambitions.  In ca 500, the tyrant of Miletos, Aristagoras, incited a rebellion against the Persians to cover his own recent dealings with King Darius, and appealed to the Greeks for help in the so-called Ionian Rebellion. Athens, flushed with the recent success of its revolution and worried about Persian intentions in the Hellespont, agreed to provide assistance and helped raid Sardis, an inland Persian city.   Darius could not ignore a direct attack on Sardis, and assembled a punitive force to deal with Athens.  It did not help that Kleisthenes may have concluded a treaty of nominal Athenian subjugation to Persia back before he thought the Revolution could work.  The Persians broke Ionian defenses and moved forces by sea north of Athens.  In 490 the Athenians, using superb hoplite tactics, grouped to beat back the Persians at Marathon.
No doubt the Persians would have tried again had not Egypt and Babylon chosen this moment to rebel, reckoning that the Persians would be occupied in Greece for a long time.  All the same, many felt the Persians had no interest in attempting another occupation after they quashed the Ionians.  Others, like the strategos Themistocles, preferred continued preparedness through a citizen navy, funded by Athenian silver profits.  Although the traditional hoplite classes opposed the plan, Themistocles did not come from the aristoi, and applied a different perspective.
After harshly putting down the rebellions in Egypt and Babylon, Darius’ son Xerxes looked for revenge against the Greeks, and planned a massive pincer attack that would impact the entire peninsula.  While some poleis were conquered or chose to stay neutral, the Athenians and Spartans agreed to overlook their differences and parlay their allies into a Greek resistance.  At first the Persians prevailed, conquering north Greece and overwhelming Spartan defenders at the narrow pass of Thermopylae.   By tradition the Spartan force at Thermopylae, 300 Spartiates and 900 helots, died to a man.  The Persians then occupied and burned Athens, although the Athenians themselves had been evacuated to the island of Salamis.  A controversial inscription suggests that the Athenians had been long prepared for the possibility.
_________________________________________________________________________________
The city shall be entrusted to Athena, Athens’ protectress, and to the other gods, all of them, for protection and defense against the Barbarian on behalf of the country. 

The Athenians in their entirety and the aliens who live in Athens shall place their children and their women in Troezen…. The elderly and movable property shall for safety be deposited at Salamis.  The treasurers and the priestesses are to remain on the Acropolis and guard the possessions of the gods. 

The rest of the Athenians in their entirety and those aliens who have reached young manhood shall embark on the readied two hundred ships and they shall repulse the Barbarian for the sake of liberty, both their own and that of the other Greeks, in common with the Lacedaemonians, Corinthians, Aeginetans and the others who wish to have a share in the danger. ….

To ensure that in a spirit of concord all Athenians will ward off the Barbarian, those banished for the ten year span shall leave for Salamis and they are to remain there until the people decide about them. Those who have been deprived of citizen rights are to have their rights restored. (Decree of Themistocles at Troezen, tr. C. Fornara)

The Question:  If this document is authentic, what reasons might explain why Herodotus does not mention it?
_______________________________________________________________________________
The inscription above would have been issued before the battle of Thermopylae.  It suggests that the Athenian evacuation was not as desperate as Herodotus suggests, but had been planned as a contingency.  However, to advertise to the Spartans that there was a plan B if Thermopylae fell would probably not have strengthened Spartan confidence.

Through a massive naval rally (and possibly a bit of double-agent chicanery on the part of Themistocles), the Greeks broke the back of the Persian fleet in the Gulf of Salamis, stranding the Persian armies.  The tide turned at the battle of Plataea in 478, and the Persians were forced back to Asia.  Herodotus puts the praise for the victory squarely on Athens.
____________________________________________________________________________________
And here I feel constrained to deliver an opinion, which most men, I know, will mislike, but which, as it seems to me to be true, I am determined not to withhold. Had the Athenians, from fear of the approaching danger, quitted their country, or had they without quitting it submitted to the power of Xerxes, there would certainly have been no attempt to resist the Persians by sea; in which case the course of events by land would have been the following. Though the Peloponnesians might have carried ever so many breastworks across the Isthmus, yet their allies would have fallen off from the Lacedaemonians, not by voluntary desertion, but because town after town must have been taken by the fleet of the barbarians; and so the Lacedaemonians would at last have stood alone, and, standing alone, would have displayed prodigies of valour and died nobly. Either they would have done thus, or else, before it came to that extremity, seeing one Greek state after another embrace the cause of the Medes, they would have come to terms with King Xerxes - and thus, either way Greece would have been brought under Persia. For I cannot understand of what possible use the walls across the Isthmus could have been, if the king had had the mastery of the sea. If then a man should now say that the Athenians were the saviours of Greece, he would not exceed the truth. For they truly held the scales; and whichever side they espoused must have carried the day. They too it was who, when they had determined to maintain the freedom of Greece, roused up that portion of the Greek nation which had not gone over to the Medes; and so, next to the gods, they repulsed the invader. Even the terrible oracles which reached them from Delphi, and struck fear into their hearts, failed to persuade them to fly from Greece. They had the courage to remain faithful to their land, and await the coming of the foe. (Herodotus 7. 139)

The Question:  Given Greek competitiveness, how would the Spartans (Lacedaemonians), who provided the bulk of the army, view this opinion?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Although the Athenians had certainly sustained most of the damage, and had supplied the naval leadership, the Spartans had also sacrificed heavily at Thermoplyae and Plataea.  They became increasingly suspicious of Athens’ promotion of its part on the war and the permanency of any alliances.
The Greeks had demonstrated the ability to unify, but only in the face of unavoidable military crisis, and not without competitive rancor.  Moreover, there was a clear divide now between the landless Athenian citizens who had manned the successful fleets and the landowners and elites who comprised the hoplite armies and were accustomed to making decisions for the community.
Section Two: Classical Athens
Beginning with the struggles against the Persians, we say that the Greek world enters the Classical Period (ca 478-323 BCE).  Athenian politics continued to evolve, creating a democratic structure that asked all citizens to participate.  In 462 the last important powers held by the old aristocratic council, the Areopagus, were transferred to the Boule and other assemblies. Now, the hoplite class found itself challenged by a new view of citizenship.  How would the new democratic government resolve this class competition?   Forrest provides a traditional opinion:
____________________________________________________________________________________

…Modern historians have sometimes explained the changes of  462 as the result of the appearance of a new class in politics, the men of the newly established and now triumphant fleet, the thetes; they have gone on to see the changes as a great leap forward in the dark into a new type of constitution – the so-called ‘radical democracy’.  If I am right both of these views are unlikely to be true.  No doubt many thetes were now in a position to take part in politics, no doubt their arrival modified the look of the assembly and the courts, but… there is no good reason to see them as a class apart from the rest of the Athenian demos.  As they began to play a part, they joined and, of course, strengthened those who were already active, they did not stand against them, nor… is there any reason to think that that the rest of the demos was not itself beginning to… see the Areopagos as an absurd hangover from an earlier age.  Every Athenian, whatever his class, gained in political power; only Areopagites stood to lose, and, so long as we make some allowance (not very much) for the greater natural conservatism of the well-to-do, I cannot believe, Areopagites apart, that there was any noticeable division among Athenians on class lines on this issue…

And here at last is the domestic issue – not an issue of public debate, but simply of public behaviour – on which the politicians of the period divide; there were some who would help to change the emphasis, others who would not…  the bulk of the Athenian aristocracy… accepted democracy, but they accepted it only because they had to – they continued to think and, so far as it was possible, to behave like aristocrats…


It is easy to go too far, to take Themistokles’ interest in the navy, for example, as a sign that he was deliberately encouraging the growth of that thetic class which has been seen as the active force behind ‘radical democracy’ but there is a limit to the foresight even of a genius and the threat from Persia is an adequate enough motive for a naval programme.  But that Themistokles and his friends accepted wholeheartedly and gladly the results of Kleisthenes’ constitution there can be no doubt…  (W. G. Forrest, The Emergence of Greek Democracy 800-400 BC.  New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966  pp. 216, 218-9)

The Question:  In Forrest’s view, was there any sort of ‘class warfare’ in the creation of full democracy?

____________________________________________________________________________________
Hansen, on the other hand, makes the suggestion that the evolving democracy went further than the landed class ever desired.
___________________________________________________________________________________
…[farmers] were no friends of those who never acquired the skills, desire, or the opportunity to become successful independent farmers; the ranks of free or perpetually landless poor or those Greeks born into dire circumstances without political or social recourse…Incorporation of the Greek free landless into the body politic was the (revolutionary) achievement of Athenian democracy – and in that narrow sense it was ostensibly opposed by all landed interests…In some sense agrarianism was antidemocratic…the Greek farmer saw little reason to extend social or political privilege to those who could not aid themselves…

Agrarianism was not merely an ethos confined to the country chauvinism of the polis, but the ethos from which most other Greek values can be traced…As long as a large segment of the population worked and owned their own farms, agrarianism, the polis, and Greek culture itself, were all in good hands.  Patience, frugality, practicality, and communality among the citizenry were the natural harvests of the rural creed.  This explains why the philosophers saw that anything that undermined agrarianism – large farms, city life, hired labor, mercenary service, sea power, and participation of all citizens in politics regardless of property ownership – soon eroded the original concept of a polis.  Such anti-agrarianism may have led to capital formation, greater democratization, and rapid urban growth, but it also changed the Greek character in ways we moderns might uniquely appreciate…

…Greek naval mobilization was…a dramatic shift from public to private armament, from inexpensive mustering to capital-intensive production….[Plato] saw  the importance of Salamis…But he advanced the feeble argument in his Laws that the land victories at Marathon…and Plataea…had really saved Greece.  The victorious sea-battles were not merely less significant, in his view, but actually “had made the Greeks worse as a people….Plato, Aristotle, and later right-wing thinkers saw Salamis as a turning point.  The victory there…marked not merely the rise of Athenian naval power, but a critical change of direction in the entire culture of the Greek city-state.  In this philosophical view, victory at sea could only give prestige to the landless rowers, and thus power to radical democracy, not to a property-based oligarchy or timocracy.  People who are paid to fight prefer to fight…(V. Hanson, The Other Greeks. New York: The Free Press, 1995: 288, 334-5)

The Question:  Why does Hanson suggest that the new democracy created a town/country divide?
___________________________________________________________________________________
Hansen suggests that the hoplites saw a diminishment of responsible citizenship and Greek values when the democracy was opened to the landless voter.  He makes the argument that agrarianism is the underestimated backbone of Greek political philosophy, and that true citizenship, not to mention the cohesiveness of the polis, was sacrificed to mob opinion.
 Increasingly policy was dominated by the voice of Pericles the Alkmeonid, who won annual re-election from 461-29 and helped shape Athenian democracy into an active institution.  Under Pericles’ philosophy of aggressive democratic responsibility the Athenians sought to establish democratic systems in other parts of the Greek world, sending out advisors and military to help those seeking to overthrow aristocratic governments.  One controversial modern theory is that democracies do not go to war against democracies.  If so, it would have been to Pericles’ advantage to set up and nurture new democracies around Athens and in the Aegean.  However, he also got involved in wars on the mainland, which turned several of Athens’ neighbors into opponents and further antagonized Sparta.
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[Picture 4.2: Map of Athenian and Spartan alliances. library.thinkquest.org]
The Question: What geopolitics (the politics influenced by geographical factors) do you see in the position of Athenian and Spartan alliances?
Athens was already an economic leader because of its status in the Delian League.  Mindful that the Persians might return, the Athenians had proposed and established a league of allies who would contribute annual dues or ships to a permanent war chest administered by Athens as guardian, and established on the sacred island of Delos, located halfway between Anatolia and the Greek mainland.  Suspicious of Athens’ actual aims, Sparta and the rest of the Peloponnesian League withdrew men and materials to the Peloponnesus.  Athens and Sparta now became ideological poles to which the political and military affairs of the Greeks now centered.  Increasingly contemporaries viewed Athens as behaving like an empire:
____________________________________________________________________________________
 [16] Also in another point the Athenian people are thought to act ill-advisedly: they force the allies to sail to Athens for judicial proceedings. But they reason in reply that the Athenian people benefit from this. First, from the deposits at law they receive their dicastic pay through the year. Then, sitting at home without going out in ships, they manage the affairs of the allied cities; in the courts they protect the democrats and ruin their opponents…. [17] In addition, the people at Athens profit in the following ways when trials involving allies are held in Athens: first, the one per-cent tax in the Piraeus brings in more for the city ; secondly, if anyone has lodgings to rent, he does better, and so does anyone who lets out on hire a team of animals or a slave; further, the heralds of the assembly do better when the allies are in town. [18]…  As it is now, each one of the allies is compelled to flatter the Athenian populace from the realization that judicial action for anyone who comes to Athens is in the hands of none other than the populace (this indeed is the law at Athens); in the courts he is obliged to entreat whoever comes in and to grasp him by the hand. In this way the allies have become instead the slaves of the Athenian people…

If it is possible for islanders to combine unnoticed on a single island, they will die of starvation. [3] Of the Athenians’' subject cities on the mainland, some which are large are ruled because of fear, and some small are ruled because of actual need; for there is no city which does not have to import or export, and these activities will be impossible for a city unless it is subject to the rulers of the sea.  [4] Moreover, the rulers of the sea can do just what rulers of the land sometimes can do, -- ravage the territory of the stronger.  For wherever there is no enemy (or wherever enemies are few), it is possible to put in along the coast and -- if there is an attack, -- to go on board one's ship and sail away; one who does this is less badly off than one who comes to help with infantry. [5] Further, the rulers of the sea can sail away from their own land to anywhere at all, whereas a land power can take a journey of only a few days from its own territory.  Progress is slow, and going on foot one cannot carry provisions sufficient for a long time. One who goes on foot must pass through friendly country or else fight and win, whereas it is possible for the seafarer to go on shore wherever he has the stronger power...this land, but to sail along the coast until he comes to a friendly region or to those weaker than himself.   (“Old Oligarch” 1.16-18;  2. 3-5, tr. E. C. Marchant).
The Question:  What does the author suggest about Athens’ use of naval power?  What does it suggest about how the Athenians saw the rights of their allies?
____________________________________________________________________________________
The passage above suggests that Athens may have been a powerful democracy but this did not mean that it could not behave like an empire.  After a decade of Persian quiet, some poleis of the Delian League began to question the need for such an expensive entity, especially one which kept Athens so influential, but found it difficult to secede.  Athenian literature suggests an increasing bitterness towards League members, who seemed ungrateful for Athens’ sacrifices against the Persians.  Eventually, under the argument that the Delian treasury was not safe so close to Persia, Athens moved the monies and the League functions to Athens, where it used a great deal of the treasury to rebuild Athens and the Acropolis, on the justification that Athens had contributed and suffered more than any other polis against the Persians.
Periclean Democracy
 While there is some evidence for a poorly publicized treaty with Persia called the Peace of Kallias (ca 449), the Athenians did not talk much about it.  Such a treaty, after all, would eliminate the need for a Delian League, an action certainly not in Athenian interests, especially as the Persians may have moved to better relations with the Spartans.  Within Athens itself the period from 478-431 was prosperous and vigorous.  Under Pericles, democracy flourished, with all town citizens strongly encouraged to take part.  His most famous speech, recorded by Thucydides at the start of the Peloponnesian Wars, is considered the best summary of the Athenian democratic ideal:
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighboring states; we are rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves. Its administration favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a democracy.  If we look to the laws, they afford equal justice to all in their private differences; if no social standing, advancement in public life falls to reputation for capacity, class considerations not being allowed to interfere with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way, if a man is able to serve the state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition. The freedom which we enjoy in our government extends also to our ordinary life. There, far from exercising a jealous surveillance over each other, we do not feel called upon to be angry with our neighbor for doing what he likes, or even to indulge in those injurious looks which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inflict no positive penalty. But all this ease in our private relations does not make us lawless as citizens. Against this fear is our chief safeguard, teaching us to obey the magistrates and the laws, particularly such as regard the protection of the injured, whether they are actually on the statute book, or belong to that code which, although unwritten, yet cannot be broken without acknowledged disgrace. 


Further, we provide plenty of means for the mind to refresh itself from business. We celebrate games and sacrifices all the year round, and the elegance of our private establishments forms a daily source of pleasure and helps to banish the spleen; while the magnitude of our city draws the produce of the world into our harbor, so that to the Athenian the fruits of other countries are as familiar a luxury as those of his own. 


If we turn to our military policy, there also we differ from our antagonists. We throw open our city to the world, and never by alien acts exclude foreigners from any opportunity of learning or observing, although the eyes of an enemy may occasionally profit by our liberality; trusting less in system and policy than to the native spirit of our citizens; while in education, where our rivals from their very cradles by a painful discipline seek after manliness, at Athens we live exactly as we please, and yet are just as ready to encounter every legitimate danger... 


Nor are these the only points in which our city is worthy of admiration. We cultivate refinement without extravagance and knowledge without effeminacy; wealth we employ more for use than for show, and place the real disgrace of poverty not in owning to the fact but in declining the struggle against it…….In generosity we are equally singular, acquiring our friends by conferring, not by receiving, favors. Yet, of course, the doer of the favor is the firmer friend of the two, in order by continued kindness to keep the recipient in his debt; while the debtor feels less keenly from the very consciousness that the return he makes will be a payment, not a free gift. And it is only the Athenians, who, fearless of consequences, confer their benefits not from calculations of expediency, but in the confidence of liberality. 


In short, I say that as a city we are the school of Hellas, while I doubt if the world can produce a man who, where he has only himself to depend upon, is equal to so many emergencies, and graced by so happy a versatility, as the Athenian. And that this is no mere boast thrown out for the occasion, but plain matter of fact, the power of the state acquired by these habits proves. For Athens alone of her contemporaries is found when tested to be greater than her reputation, and alone gives no occasion to her assailants to blush at the antagonist by whom they have been worsted, or to her subjects to question her title by merit to rule. (Thuc. 2. 37-41)

The Question: In Pericles’ view, what does it mean to be a citizen in a democracy?
____________________________________________________________________________________
Pericles’ ideal of democracy is one of open dialogue, civic responsibility and economic prosperity, without sacrificing strength. Compare this opinion with the wonderfully cranky treatise by someone now called the ‘Old Oligarch’ complaining of the chaos and poor decisions that come about when those born to rule have to be heard on equal footing with the raucous multitude.  
__________________________________________________________________________________
[4] Then there is a point which some find extraordinary, that they everywhere assign more to the worst persons, to the poor, and to the popular types than to the good men: in this very point they will be found manifestly preserving their democracy. For the poor, the popular, and the base, inasmuch as they are well off and the likes of them are numerous, will increase the democracy; but if the wealthy, good men are well off, the men of the people create a strong opposition to themselves. [5] And everywhere on earth the best element is opposed to democracy. For among the best people there is minimal wantonness and injustice but a maximum of scrupulous care for what is good, whereas among the people there is a maximum of ignorance, disorder, and wickedness; for poverty draws them rather to disgraceful actions, and because of a lack of money some men are uneducated and ignorant. 

[6] Someone might say that they ought not to let everyone speak on equal terms and serve on the council, but rather just the cleverest and finest. Yet their policy is also excellent in this very point of allowing even the worst people to speak. For if the good men were to speak and make policy, it would be splendid for the likes of themselves but not so for the men of the people. But, as things are, any wretch who wants to can stand up and obtain what is good for him and the likes of himself. [7] Someone might say, “What good would such a man propose for himself and the people?” But they know that this man's ignorance, baseness, and favor are more profitable than the good man's virtue, wisdom, and ill will. [8] A city would not be the best on the basis of such a way of life, but the democracy would be best preserved that way. For the people do not want a good government under which they themselves are slaves; they want to be free and to rule. Bad government is of little concern to them. What you consider bad government is the very source of the people's strength and freedom. [9] If it is good government you seek, you will first observe the cleverest men establishing the laws in their own interest. Then the good men will punish the bad; they will make policy for the city and not allow madmen to participate or to speak their minds or to meet in assembly. As a result of these excellent measures the people would swiftly fall into slavery. 

[10] Now among the slaves and metics at Athens there is the greatest uncontrolled wantonness; you can't hit them there, and a slave will not stand aside for you. I shall point out why this is their native practice: if it were customary for a slave (or metic or freedman) to be struck by one who is free, you would often hit an Athenian citizen by mistake on the assumption that he was a slave. For the people there are no better dressed than the slaves and metics, nor are they any more handsome. [11] If anyone is also startled by the fact that they let the slaves live luxuriously there and some of them sumptuously, it would be clear that even this they do for a reason. For where there is a naval power, it is necessary from financial considerations to be slaves to the slaves in order to take a portion of their earnings, and it is then necessary to let them go free. And where there are rich slaves, it is no longer profitable in such a place for my slave to fear you. In Sparta my slave would fear you; but if your slave fears me, there will be the chance that he will give over his money so as not to have to worry anymore. [12] For this reason we have set up equality between slaves and free men, and between metics and citizens. The city needs metics in view of the many different trades and the fleet. Accordingly, then, we have reasonably set up a similar equality also for the metics.  (Old Oligarch 1.4-12)
The Question:  What are the differences between this opinion of democracy and that of Pericles?
____________________________________________________________________________________
The “Old Oligarch” was a conservative, like many farmers and aristoi.  They disapproved of government influenced by the easily-swayed masses (in Greek hoi polloi) who listened to the debates.  It became desirable in Athens to become a good public speaker if one was ambitious and young, with the wealth and education to back that ambition.  Philosophy filled the need for higher education, as men explored the nature of the physical universe, human reason and perception, and human relationships.  Sophism, one of the philosophies that found a home in Athens, derived from the teachings of Protagoras, who argued that human perception of an idea was the standard by which that idea’s validity is measured – “Each man is the measure of all things”.  “Truth” changed, and could not simply be accepted from elders, authority or tradition.  However, in politics truth was more in how well an idea was argued than in actual “trueness”.  In other words, it was not so much what was said as how one said it!

It is important to remember that this remained a man’s world.  Women were citizens, but only in the sense that their status bestowed rights on their sons.  The few women whose voices have reached us in this period were in general non-citizen mistresses, hetaerae, whose broader knowledge of the world seems to have been refreshing to the Athenian married to a younger bride.  Aristotle sums up the model domestic situation:

___________________________________________________________________________________
A good wife should be the mistress of her home, having under her care all that is within it, according to the rules we have laid down. She should allow none to enter without her husband's knowledge, dreading above all things the gossip of gadding women, which tends to poison the soul. She alone should have knowledge of what happens within. She must exercise control of the money spent on such festivities as her husband has approved---keeping, moreover, within the limit set by law upon expenditure, dress, and ornament---and remembering that beauty depends not on costliness of raiment. Nor does abundance of gold so conduce to the praise of a woman as self-control in all that she does. This, then, is the province over which a woman should be minded to bear an orderly rule; for it seems not fitting that a man should know all that passes within the house. But in all other matters, let it be her aim to obey her husband; giving no heed to public affairs, nor having any part in arranging the marriages of her children. Rather, when the time shall come to give or receive in marriage sons or daughters, let her then hearken to her husband in all respects, and agreeing with him obey his wishes. It is fitting that a woman of a well-ordered life should consider that her husband's wishes are as laws appointed for her by divine will, along with the marriage state and the fortune she shares. If she endures them with patience and gentleness, she will rule her home with ease; otherwise, not so easily. Therefore not only when her husband is in prosperity and good report must she be in agreement with him, and to render him the service he wills, but also in times of adversity. If, through sickness or fault of judgement, his good fortune fails, then must she show her quality, encouraging him ever with words of cheer and yielding him obedience in all fitting ways---only let her do nothing base or unworthy. Let her refrain from all complaint, nor charge him with the wrong, but rather attribute everything of this kind to sickness or ignorance or accidental errors. Therefore, she will serve him more assiduously than if she had been a slave bought and taken home. For he has indeed bought her with a great price--with partnership in his life and in the procreation of children.... To find partners in prosperity is easy enough; but only the best women are ready to share in adversity. Such then is the pattern of the rules and ways of living which a good wife will observe. And the rules which a good husband will follow in treatment of his wife will be similar; seeing that she has entered his home like a suppliant from without, and is pledged to be the partner of his life and parenthood; and that the offspring she leaves behind her will bear the names of their parents, her name as well as his… Therefore his wife's training should be the object of a man's unstinting care; that so far as is possible their children may spring from the noblest of stock. For it is only by this means that each mortal, successively produced, participates in immortality; and that petitions and prayers continue to be offered to ancestral gods…Aristotle, The Politics & Economics of Aristotle. Edward English Walford & John Gillies, trans., (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1908.  Text modernized by J. S. Arkenberg)

The Question: What is the role of the wife in Athenian society, in the ideal situation envisioned by men?
_________________________________________________________________________

Aristotle’s ‘good wife’ may be a partner, but only if she is trained properly to know her role.  Compare this to the lament of Medea, the title character in Euripedes’ classic study of “the woman scorned’:

_________________________________________________________________________________

My life is gone, dear friends. I've lost all joy. I want to die.
The man who was everything to me, my own husband, has turned out to be
the worst of men. This I know is true.
 

Of all things with life and understanding, we women are the most unfortunate.
 First, we need a husband, someone we get for an excessive price. He then becomes
 the ruler of our bodies. And this misfortune adds still more troubles to the grief we have.
 Then comes the crucial struggle: this husband we've selected, is he good or bad?            
 For a divorce loses women all respect, yet we can't refuse to take a husband.
 Then, when she goes into her husband's home, with its new rules and different customs,
 she needs a prophet's skill to sort out the man whose bed she shares. She can't learn that at home. 


Once we've worked hard at this, and with success, our husband accepts the marriage yoke and lives in peace—an enviable life.
 But if the marriage doesn't work, then death is much to be preferred. When the man tires
 of the company he keeps at home, he leaves, seeking relief for his distress elsewhere,
 outside the home. He gets his satisfaction with some male friend or someone his own age.
 We women have to look at just one man.
  

Men tell us we live safe and secure at home, while they must go to battle with their spears.
How stupid they are! I'd rather stand there three times in battle holding up my shield
 than give birth once. (Euripedes, Medea 259-92 tr. Ian Johnston  http://records.viu.ca/~johnstoi/euripides/medea.htm)
The Question:  Remembering that this play was penned by a man, how does this view of marriage compare with that of Aristotle?  What do you think was the actuality?
_______________________________________________________________________________
Greek dramatists recognized the imbalance in gender roles, and painted strong portraits of women in literature.  However, these women were fictional or lost in legend.  In their case, it was safe for a woman to take a stand.  For the opinions of actual Greek women of the classical period we come close to silence.

Democracies at peace encourage innovation and divergent opinions.  If there was class competition, there was also room for disagreement. Sophists found paying students among the young and ambitious elites who needed a public persona and the power of words to advance in a democratic state.  It did not matter whether the argument was good – it simply had to appear to be the stronger argument.   And then….peace broke down.

Section Three: The Peloponnesian Wars

One of the most difficult challenges in dealing with this time period is the danger of imposing Athenian viewpoints and modern hindsight upon the events that shaped the Greek city-states.  There is also the habit of interpreting Athenian and Spartan actions and words by how we view democracy, imperialism and totalitarianism today. When we approach the beginning of the Peloponnesian Wars (431-404), westerners tend to look up to Athens, despite the great gulf between modern and Athenian democracy.  But can we address the ideological confrontation that led to full war without confronting our historicisms?  Powell offers a caution:

__________________________________________________________________________________
How was the Athenian Empire viewed by the citizens of the subject states?...Greek reactions to the Empire of Athens varied greatly, as we shall see, from one period to another.  They also differed as between democrats and oligarchs, since Athens tended to promote demokratia.  Modern scholars may themselves have been influenced by their own political preferences when analyzing and presenting evidence on this topic.  When we try to assess the popularity, or otherwise, of the Athenian Empire, considerable effort may be needed, not merely to compensate for the bias of other modern analysts, but also to identify and restrain our own.  Political opinions and tastes derived from our own times may produce serious anachronisms when applied to classical Greece…there is a danger…in sympathizing warmly with the poor of Athens and their leaders.  It may be tempting to play down evidence that many Greeks, and not merely oligarchs, found aspects of Athenian rule repellent.  (Anton Powell, Athens and Sparta. London: Routledge, 1988.  pp. 76-8)

The Question:  Is it possible that we vindicate Athens because it was the democracy and thus “the good guy”?
____________________________________________________________________________________
De Ste. Croix argued the opposite, that if anything the sources were too harsh on the Athenians, to compensate for being Athenian themselves.  He suggests that, as far as the term could possibly go in antiquity, the Athenians were indeed the ‘good guys’: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Although Athens certainly exploited her allies to some extent, I see no evidence that she did so in any extensive way.  Although the total amount of tribute she received was very large, by Greek standards, few individual allies paid too much…The evidence is insufficient to enable us to decide how much exploitation and oppression took place in the Athenian empire.  No doubt there was a good deal – imperialism is not a pleasant thing.  But I suggest that many humble men among the allies had good reason to fear their own oligarchs…far more than the Athenians, whose deeply rooted belief in democracy and equality before the law made them concerned in principle to protect the mass of the people, however much they might on occasion sacrifice their principles to their own greed or desire for power or security. ..

It is important to realize too that Thucydides is not making any kind of moral judgement, on the Spartans or the Athenians.  Modern scholars sometimes speak as if Thucydides were here declaring Athens to be the ‘real aggressor’; but to draw such a conclusion would be to read into Thucydides conceptions that were quite alien to his habit of thought .  We ourselves may ask who was the ‘real aggressor’, but this is not the sort of question Thucydides set himself…What Thucydides is saying…is in effect that the growth of Athenian power had placed Sparta in such a position that it was only natural…that being what she was…she would act as she did.(G. E. M. de Ste. Croix The Origins of the Peloponnesian War. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1972 pp.43-44, 61-2)

The Question: By fifth century standards, was Athens the champion of freedom?
____________________________________________________________________________________
De Ste. Croix reminds us that even today historians may try to overcompensate for an assumed bias to the point of tilting in the opposite direction.   Our sources do not help in this regard. Thucydides is frustrating because he uses speeches and dialogues which at best are memories of the actual occasions and at worst his own interpretation of the gist of the speech.  He also chooses which elements of the story to analyze (a weakness of historians), and was influenced by his elite Athenian background.  Earlier he states unequivocally that he believed the cause of the war was: 

 …to be the one which was formally most kept out of sight. The growth of the power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedaemon, made war inevitable.”  (Thuc. 1.23)
While Athens and Sparta had nearly come to blows several times before 432, total war had always been avoided.  However, Athens’ intervention in two of Corinth’s colonies led to Corinth taking Athens to court in front of the Peloponnesian League, and forcing the beginning of open war.  While there were episodes of furious fighting, siege and devastation, there were few sustained campaigns over the next three decades of war.  Allies were dragged into the war, although Mytilene and other cities on Lesbos tried to secede from Delian League obligations in 428.  The debate of how to deal with the situation produced an interesting reaction from Cleon, the leading politician of the times.

__________________________________________________________________________________

I have often before now been convinced that a democracy is incapable of empire, and never more so than by your present change of mind in the matter of Mytilene….[Do not forget]… your empire is a despotism and your subjects disaffected conspirators, whose obedience is ensured not by your suicidal concessions, but by the superiority given you by your own strength and not their loyalty.  The most alarming feature in the case is the constant change of measures with which we appear to be threatened, and our seeming ignorance of the fact that bad laws which are never changed are better for a city than good ones that have no authority; that unlearned loyalty is more serviceable than quick-witted insubordination; and that ordinary men usually manage public affairs better than their more gifted fellows.  …..


In order to keep you from this, I proceed to show that no one state has ever injured you as much as Mytilene…. Our mistake has been to distinguish the Mytilenians as we have done: had they been long ago treated like the rest, they never would have so far forgotten themselves, human nature being as surely made arrogant by consideration as it is awed by firmness. Let them now therefore be punished as their crime requires, and do not, while you condemn the aristocracy, absolve the people…For if they were right in rebelling, you must be wrong in ruling. However, if, right or wrong, you determine to rule, you must carry out your principle and punish the Mytilenians as your interest requires; or else you must give up your empire and cultivate honesty without danger…. Punish them as they deserve, and teach your other allies by a striking example that the penalty of rebellion is death. Let them once understand this and you will not have so often to neglect your enemies while you are fighting with your own confederates." (Thucydides 3.37-40)

The Question: In Cleon’s opinion why must Athens, a democracy, behave as an empire when it comes to the freedom of its allies?  Do you agree?

____________________________________________________________________________________
The debate in Athens pointed out how very fragile the ideals of democracy can be in a wartime situation.  The view of Cleon is that Athens must make hard choices in war.  Others disagreed.  Democracies have a difficult time defining the fine line of what constitutes necessary violence in wartime.  While Mytilene was spared, ideals may have begun to be replaced by wartime expediency in the case of the Melians, who claimed neutrality, and were eventually destroyed by Athens.  There were no bystanders in Greek warfare.  Greek competitiveness required a commitment.  While probably more a morality story, the Melian episode argues that those with power will use it.  Melds suffered the fate that had been planned for Mytilene.

____________________________________________________________________________________

And if both sides nourished the boldest hopes and put forth their utmost strength for the war, this was only natural. Zeal is always at its height at the commencement of an undertaking; and on this particular occasion Peloponnese and Athens were both full of young men whose inexperience made them eager to take up arms, while the rest of Hellas stood straining with excitement at the conflict of its leading cities. Everywhere predictions were being recited and oracles being chanted by such persons as collect them, and this not only in the contending cities…


In peace and prosperity, states and individuals have better sentiments, because they do not…find themselves suddenly confronted with imperious necessities; but war takes away the easy supply of daily wants, and so proves a rough master, that brings most men's characters to a level with their fortunes…Words had to change their ordinary meaning and to take that which was now given them. Reckless audacity came to be considered the courage of a loyal ally; prudent hesitation, specious cowardice; moderation was held to be a cloak for unmanliness; ability to see all sides of a question, inaptness to act on any. Frantic violence became the attribute of manliness; cautious plotting, a justifiable means of self-defense. The advocate of extreme measures was always trustworthy; his opponent a man to be suspected… Revenge also was held of more account than self-preservation…The leaders in the cities, each provided with the fairest professions, on the one side with the cry of political equality of the people, on the other of a moderate aristocracy, sought prizes for themselves in those public interests which they pretended to cherish, and, recoiling from no means in their struggles for ascendancy engaged in the direst excesses; in their acts of vengeance they went to even greater lengths, not stopping at what justice or the good of the state demanded, but making the party caprice of the moment their only standard, and invoking with equal readiness the condemnation of an unjust verdict or the authority of the strong arm to glut the animosities of the hour. …Meanwhile the moderate part of the citizens perished between the two, either for not joining in the quarrel, or because envy would not suffer them to escape.  (Thuc 2.8; 3.82)

The Question:  How does war change an open democratic society, in Thucydides’ opinion?

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Thucydides leaves us with a difficult question about the impact of a sustained war on the right to disagree.  In such a situation he argues that the first casualties are moderates, while the extremes side against each other in shows of true patriotism to the cause of the polis.  While scholars have argued whether the Peloponnesian War was a “total war” as opposed to the older hoplite campaigns, there is no doubt that it changed the direction of Greek political thought and damaged the independent polis.

In 416 Pericles’ nephew Alcibiades supported a campaign against powerful Syracuse, a neutral Greek city on Sicily that favored Sparta.  Whether or not Alcibiades was aware of the military resources on which Syracuse could call, he managed to get approval for a campaign.  However, he had political enemies, who managed to blame him for a series of omens and problems that followed.  Ever resourceful, Alcibiades defected to Sparta shortly after the fleet reached Sicily.  The Athenian expedition fleet was destroyed and 40,000 Athenian soldiers massacred in a series of poor military decisions from home and on the field.

Athens now found itself fighting its battles on home grounds.  The situation got so bad that the aristoi staged a coup in 411.  Alcibiades, by this time unwelcome in Sparta because of an affair with the wife of one of the kings, was invited back to Athens.  That this short-lived coup, attempted while the fleet was away, even had a chance suggests that there were several among the middle and upper classes who wearied of the influence that the lower classes had in government as voting citizens.

For the next seven years Athens would fight for its very existence, falling in 404 to the Spartans after they destroyed the Athenian fleet at Aegospotami, blockaded the Black Sea grain ships and starved the polis into surrender.  The Spartans abolished democracy, put conservative Athenian aristoi into power, and claimed supremacy in the Greek world, but drew the line at decimating the Athenians themselves.  In effect, the divided Athenian democratic polis fell to a united and conservative military state.

Conclusion: The Failure of the Athenian Polis
We began this chapter with the question of why the Greeks rose to standards of achievement that are admired to this day.  The underpinnings seem to have been a strong need to compete, which kept the stakes high, in war and politics, as well as a fierce attachment to the polis and a concept of freedom, although whether that applied to the needs of the individual or the state varied from the remarkably open and aggressively competitive democracy of Athens to the xenophobic and anti-individualist Spartiate state.  The interaction of these and other poleis in sports, war and politics, as well as philosophical arguments within the Greek world advanced the questions concerning the rights of individuals and states.

While democracy would become reestablished within the year as the Spartan forces retreated back into the Peloponnesus, Athens would never again be a major military power.  The great experiment in democracy had opened decision making to the people, giving Athens the volunteers to build a strong navy and the personal investment to oppose Persia and Sparta.  However, it had also raised Athenian confidence and belief in the moral superiority of radical democracy, encouraging the active promotion of popular participation abroad to a point where interference brought two very different political systems into conflict.  The repercussions impacted the entire Greek peninsula.  The political vacuum that appeared would put into motion the power struggles that eventually produced Alexander the Great.

