Primary Source Assignment: How Democratic Were the Ancient Greeks?
Lest you think we’ve ignored a major part of Greek history, let’s dive into the Democracy of Ancient Greece.  Using this handout, you will examine primary sources from Athens to determine, in your opinion, just how “democratic” the ancient Athenians were.
Instructions:

1. Read the background information provided here regarding Ancient Greece.
2. Look at the primary sources provided here for clues on Greek democracy.
3. Answer the questions in 3-4 sentences.
4. Submit your answers when finished.
Background Information:
The Ancient Greeks got their start a little differently than the ancient river valley civilizations we studied in the first unit of this course. Rather than start at one central location and build a civilization from there, the ancient Greeks built city-states scattered throughout the area we know now as modern-day Greece.  Also, they got their starts a bit after the previous civilizations, so they were able to build their communities on the lessons learned from the earlier civilizations. Ancient Greece- and in particular, ancient Athens- was known for the ideas that they developed during the “Age of the Axial Thinkers.” Athens became the strongest and most known of the city-states due, in part, to their “thinkers.”  One of the ideas to come out of Athens was the concept of a democracy during the 5th Century BCE.  The Athenian leader Cleisthenes introduced a political system that he called demokratia, or “rule by the people.”  For two centuries, his system provided the basis of Athenian democracy. This system included the Ekklesia, the Boule, and the Dikasteria. 

The Ekklesia served as Athens’s Assembly where people gathered to make the laws, decide foreign policy and decide the fates of public officials.  Any member of the demos could participate in the Assembly.  The demos consisted only of adult male citizens of Athens (women, slaves, and resident foreigners were not considered demos.)  Therefore, the demos actually made up a minority of the Athens population at any given time.  The Ekklesia met roughly 40 times a year to hold public debates where any member of the demos could speak freely and then vote on issues.  As the demos were voting on the issues themselves, this form of democracy is called a direct democracy- a type of democracy whereby the people vote or decide on the issues themselves rather than electing representatives to vote on the issues.
The Boule, or Council of Five Hundred, on the other hand, met on a daily basis and served as the enforcement body of the government- managing the day-to-day government affairs. They usually also set the agenda of topics to be discussed and voted on by the Ekklesia.  To serve on the Boule, one’s name was drawn from a lottery system rather than from an election. 

The Dikasteria served as the judicial body for Athens’s government.  As there was not a police force in Athens, the people would recommend cases to be brought before the Dikasteria (500 jurors pulled from a lottery of demos over the age of 30.)

Here’s a quick graphic organizer to help you visualize how the democracy in Athens was set-up:
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As stated earlier, this form of government ran Athens for approximately 200 years.  With the rise of Pericles, though, the government converted to an autocracy with democratic ideals being more of an influence than a practice.  Following the Peloponnesian Wars, democracy returned to Athens briefly before being conquered and absorbed into Alexander the Great’s Macedonian Empire.
Primary Sources:  Primary sources are those documents or objects created during the actual time being studied in history. 
Source #1
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The Granger Collection, New York

This is a picture of an ostracon used in the Ekklesia as a ballot. An ostracon was a piece of pottery used to vote on whether or not a person could be ostracized (kicked out) of Athens society for a number of reasons.  The demos used this vote to exile or punish any person they felt was a danger to the city-state.

Source #2
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The Granger Collection, New York
This is a picture of the location where the Ekklesia met- you can see the platform where speakers took turns to address the demos gathered to vote on issues. Beside the picture is a 19th century drawing depicting Demosthenes during a speech at the Ekklesia. While these are not necessarily primary sources, they are included to help you visualize what happened in the locations of the Ekklesia.
Source #3
This is an excerpt of a funeral speech given by Pericles for a ceremony honoring those that died during the beginning of the Peloponnesian War. This excerpt is taken from the retelling of the event by the Greek historian Thucydides and may not be an exact quote, but is credited as being the foremost public statement made about Athens’s democracy during its existence and given by an eye witness.
Source #4
In 399 BCE, the Athenian government executed Socrates for “corrupting the youth of Athens.” His student, Plato, wrote The Republic in 380 BCE as an attempt to explain the characteristics of a just city-state (perhaps, also, as a reflection to what happened to his teacher and mentor.)  The below excerpt comes from The Republic.
Questions:
1. How does seeing a picture of a ballot used in Athens and pictures of the locations used in Athens to practice democracy improve your understanding of Athens’s history?  (It’s okay to argue that it doesn’t.)
2. What one sentence from Pericles’s funeral speech do you think sums up Athenian democracy the best?  Why?

3. Do you think it is acceptable for historians to use Thucydides’s account of Pericles’s speech as evidence of what was said by Pericles?  Why or why not?

4. What point was Plato making about the characteristics of leadership in his analogy to a ship’s crew? Explain why you believe this.

5. Was Athens a democracy? And what would they find strange about ours if they time travelled to today?
Our form of government does not enter into rivalry with the institutions of others. Our government does not copy our neighbors’, but is an example to them. It is true that we are called a democracy, for the administration is in the hands of the many and not of the few. But while there exists equal justice to all and alike in their private disputes, the claim of excellence is also recognized; and when a citizen is in any way distinguished, he is preferred to the public service, not as a matter of privilege, but as the reward of merit. Neither is poverty an obstacle, but a man may benefit his country whatever the obscurity of his condition. There is no exclusiveness in our public life, and in our private business we are not suspicious of one another, nor angry with our neighbor if he does what he likes; we do not put on sour looks at him which, though harmless, are not pleasant. While we are thus unconstrained in our private business, a spirit of reverence pervades our public acts; we are prevented from doing wrong by respect for the authorities and for the laws.… Then, again, our military training is in many respects superior to that of our adversaries. Our city is thrown open to the world, though and we never expel a foreigner and prevent him from seeing or learning anything of which the secret if revealed to an enemy might profit him. We rely not upon management or trickery, but upon our own hearts and hands. And in the matter of education, whereas they from early youth are always undergoing laborious exercises which are to make them brave, we live at ease, and yet are equally ready to face the perils which they face…. 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. Our public men have, besides politics, their private affairs to attend to, and our ordinary citizens, though occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public matters; for, unlike any other nation, regarding him who takes no part in these duties not as unambitious but as useless, we Athenians are able to judge at all events if we cannot originate, and instead of looking on discussion as a stumbling-block in the way of action, we think it an indispensable preliminary to any wise action at all. . . . In short, I say that as a city we are the School of Hellas.





Imagine something like this occurring on a ship or a fleet of ships. The owner of the vessel is bigger and stronger than anyone else on board, but he is hard of hearing, can’t see well, and he doesn’t know how to navigate a ship. The sailors all fight over who should be at the helm, and every one of them thinks he ought to be the skipper—even though they have never learned the navigator’s craft, cannot name any instructor who has taught them, nor indicate any time when they underwent training. They insist, in fact, that there is no craft of navigation that could be taught, and they are ready to rip to shreds anyone who maintains that there is. They’re always all over the owner of the vessel, begging, and doing everything to get him to turn the helm over to them. Sometimes, when others are at the helm, they kill them or throw them overboard. Then they run the ship, having dulled the owner with wine or drugs or in some other way. They use up the vessel’s supplies and sail along in a way that can be expected from such people. Anyone capable of talking the owner into letting him steer the boat is called by him a ‘navigator’ or ‘expert of ships.’ Anybody else is dismissed as of no use. They haven’t got a clue that a real captain must know about the seasons, the sky, the stars, the winds, and everything else about ships if he is to be in genuine command of the vessel. And they don’t think that there is an art that empowers the captain to decide where to direct the ship, regardless of whether the others feel like going there or not. And they do not believe that one can master that art.








