




Ancient Democracy (cont.)

Background 
The idea of democracy was a radical concept
for Ancient Greece of 500 B.C.  For over 500
years the Greek city-states had been ruled by
oligarchies—small groups of aristocratic men
who made all major decisions for the city-state.
The Athenian democratic ideal developed
methodically, commencing with the great law-
giver, Solon, in 594 B.C. and continuing with a
civil official named Cleisthenes.  By the time
Pericles became a significant government
official in Athens (461 B.C.), all common male
citizens whose ancestors had been Athenian
citizens were able to direct the course of
government.

At the height of its power, Athens had a population of approximately 200,000 people of
whom about 50,000 constituted the male citizenry.  This citizenry met by tribe on a monthly
basis to decide issues handed to them by a more exclusive governing assembly.  Large
numbers of foreigners and slaves, as well as the women, had no voice whatsoever.  In effect,
Western man’s initial experiment with democracy was extremely limited, since a minority led
the majority.

Follow-Up 
Check with your local board of elections to see what percent of eligible adults are registered
to vote in that area.  Also, ask what percent of eligible voters actually cast ballots in the last
election.  In all likelihood, a self-chosen minority of citizens are making decisions for the
majority even to this day.

This could lead to further discussion or an essay for the students, “The Value of a Vote.”

The aforementioned Cleisthenes also introduced the concept of ostracism to the ecclesia.  The
citizenry of Athens could deem a particular person as dangerous to the state and, by a
majority vote, have that person exiled for 10 years.  If an instructor is open to some
controversy and has some advanced students, he or she may pose the question as to what
public figure in the United States should be ostracized if it were legal.  The debate could be
interesting even if the idea is unconstitutional.
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