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THE TRADITION OF THE ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY
A.D. 1750-1990

By MOGENS HERMAN HANSEN

By 1994 no less than 2,500 years will have passed since Kleisthenes (in 507
B.C.)1 introduced democracy to Athens, and the anniversary will un-
doubtedly be celebrated by all nations that call themselves democracies, i.e.,
practically everywhere in the western world. But during the celebrations
sceptics will probably ask at least two fundamental questions: first, how
much do Athenian demokratia and modern democracy have in common
and second, to what extent were modern democratic ideas and institutions
shaped by looking back upon the ancient model? Was Athens the school
not only of Hellas - as Perikles claimed in his funeral speach2 - but also of
the political system and ideology that are universally accepted in the
western world of today? Or, alternatively, is the Athenian example just one
small piece in the great jigsaw puzzle that constitutes modern democracy
and even a fairly unimportant piece, one of those elusive pieces that has
nothing but sky or water on it and, accordingly, is almost impossible to
place correctly?

I will answer the first question fairly briefly by comparing a standard
definition of contemporary democracy with an ancient description of
Athenian demokratia. In the 15th edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica
the opening of the entry democracy runs as follows:3

Democracy is a form of government based upon self-rule of the people and in modern times
upon freely elected representative institutions and an executive responsible to the people,
and a way of life based upon the fundamental assumption of the equality of all individuals
and of their equal right to life, liberty (including the liberty of thought and expression) and
the pursuit of happiness.

In Perikles' funeral oration Thucydides offers the following well known
description of Athenian demokratia:4

[Our constitution] has the name democracy (demokratia) because government is in the
hands not of the few but of the majority.5 In private disputes all are equal before the law
(pasi to ison); and when it comes to esteem in public affairs, a man is preferred according to
his own reputation for something, not, as a whole, just turn and turn about,6 but for excel-
lence, and even in poverty no man is debarred by obscurity of reputation so long as he has it
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in him to do some good service to the state. Freedom (eleutheros) is a feature of our public
life; and as for suspicion of one another in our daily private pursuits, we do not frown on our
neighbour if he behaves to please himself or set our faces in those expressions of disapproval
that are so disagreeable, however harmless.

These two passages illustrate - in my opinion - a striking similarity
between ancient Athenian demokratia and modern liberal democracy: just
like demokratia democracy is both a political system and a political
ideology; as a political system it is rule by the people (though through
representatives and no longer direct rule by the citizens in assembly); as a
political ideology it is inextricably bound up with liberty and equality; and
it presupposes an essential distinction between a public sphere and a
private sphere.

For a detailed comparison of demokratia and democracy I refer to my
account Was Athens a Democracy}',7 and will here address the second of the
questions I stated above: why this striking similarity between contempor-
ary liberal democracy and ancient Athenian demokratia} The explanation
preferred by some classicists, and sometimes advocated by political
scientists and philosophers as well, is that the modern democratic ideals
were inspired and shaped by a strong classical tradition, and that modern
democracy would not have taken the form it has today if it had not been for
the classical tradition in general and the tradition of the Athenian
democratic ideals in particular. Furthermore, it is believed that this clas-
sical tradition had its strongest impact on political thought during the
Enlightenment in the second half of the 18th century. Accordingly,
students of the classical origins of modern democracy tend to focus on the
American and French revolutions as the two principal events through
which ancient demokratia left its mark on modern democracy.81 will refer
to the contemporary political philosopher Hanna Arendt as an exponent of
this view. In her book On Revolution she analyses the intellectual back-
ground of the American and French revolutions and writes that 'without
the classical example... none of the men of the revolution on either side of
the Atlantic would have possessed the courage for what then turned out to
be unprecedented action'.9 'The classical example' is a sweeping expres-
sion; it covers all aspects of the Greek and Roman world. To what extent
was the tradition of Athenian democracy an important element in the
classical tradition that - allegedly - inspired the revolutionaries on either
side of the Atlantic and paved the way for modern democracy?
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16 THE TRADITION OF THE ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY

Greek Democracy versus Athenian Democracy

In any discussion of the impact of ancient democracy on modern political
thought an important - but often disregarded - distinction is between the
tradition of Greek democracy in general and the tradition of Athenian
democracy in particular. In political philosophy from c. 1200 to c. 1800
references to ancient democracy are almost always derived from the
descriptions of democracy found in Aristotle's Politics, in Plato's dialogues
(especially the Statesman and the Republic Books 8-9), and in Polybios
Book 6.

In these works Plato, Aristotle, and Polybios discuss democracy in
general and there are very few references to Athenian democracy. Admit-
tedly, Athens, and especially 5th-century Athens, had been the model of
many democracies all over classical Greece,10 but Athens was an oversized
polls with many political institutions not found in other Greek cities;11 and
we must not forget that, in the age of Plato and Aristotle, democracy was
the most common form of constitution probably to be found in one form or
another in hundreds of the Greek city states.12 Moreover, Plato and
Aristotle are rightly praised for their faculty of generalization. Plato refers
explicitly to Athenian democracy in his early dialogues, for example in the
Gorgias,n and has many more implicit discussions of Athenian institutions
in the Laws,14 but the discussions of democracy found in the Republic and
in the Statesman have hardly any mention of Athens, apart from a
concealed reference to the trial of Socrates.15 Next, of about 300 historical
examples adduced by Aristotle in the Politics no more than thirty concern
Athens, and a third of those are to the tyranny of the Peisistratids in the 6th
century or to the oligarchic revolutions of 411 and 404. What Aristotle has
to say about Athenian democracy is restricted to a fairly long account in
Book 2 of the mixed Solonian democracy16 and some scattered references
to ostracism, naturalization of foreigners by Kleisthenes, and a few other
institutions. When democracy is discussed, the mention of Athens is out-
numbered by references to Kyrene, Syrakusai, Rhodos, Kos, and other
cities. Thus, Plato and Aristotle's critical account of democracy is, in my
opinion, what it purports to be: an evaluation of democracy in general
combining elements from many different poleis and disregarding many of
the typical Athenian institutions. On the other hand, it is idiosyncratic in so
far as it reflects Plato's and Aristotle's hostile view of popular rule.
Democracy is invariably seen as the rule of the poor or the mob (demos in
its social sense) and not as the rule of the whole of the people, which was
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the Athenian democrats' understanding of demos and demokratia.17 So
much for Plato and Aristotle. Polybios took no interest in Athenian
democracy and dismissed it in one sentence.18

But it is the Plato-Aristotle-Polybios view of democracy as one of the
three basic types of constitution that is reflected in political philosophy and
in political thought from the recovery of Aristotle's Politics about 125 019 to
the rise of history in its modern sense in the beginning of the 19th century.
During this period of more than 500 years the standard description of
ancient Greek democracy includes the following seven elements:

1. Democracy is not described in its own right but only as one of the
three basic forms of government: monarchy, oligarchy, and democracy.

2. The description is theoretical rather than historical. Democracy, that
is government by the majority of the people, is mentioned in passing only
as a possible form of government which nobody needs to take much
notice of.

3. The view of democracy is mostly hostile, and when it is positive,
democracy is nevertheless regarded as impracticable.

4. It is commonly held that the best form of government is some kind of
mixed constitution, combining monarchic, aristocratic, and democratic
elements.

5. In so far as democracy can be accepted, it is one of the elements in a
mixed constitution not a pure constitution.

6. Occasional references to Athenian institutions are mostly to the
famous legislator Solon, who was believed to be the father of a moderate
mixed democracy.

7. The sources upon which this account of ancient democracy is based
are Plato, Aristotle, and, sometimes, Polybios. In so far as the Athenian
democracy is mentioned the main source is Plutarch's lives of Solon,
Perikles, Demosthenes, and Phokion, as well as his other lives of Athenian
statesmen.

Let me adduce an example to illustrate the seven points. In 1576, in the
second of his six books on commonwealth, Louis Bodin wrote:20

There are only three types of state, or commonwealth, monarchy, aristocracy, and
democracy. A state is called a monarchy when sovereignty is vested in one person, and the
rest have only one to obey. Democracy, or the popular state, is one in which all the people, or
a majority among them, exercise sovereign power collectively. A state is an aristocracy when
a minority collectively enjoy sovereign power and impose law on the rest, generally and
severally. All the ancients agree that there are at least three types of commonwealth. Some
have added a fourth, composed of a mixture of the other three. Plato added a fourth type, or
rule of the wise. But this, properly speaking, is only the purest form that aristocracy can
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take. He did not accept a mixed state as the fourth type. Aristotle accepted both Plato's
fourth type and the mixed state, making five in all. Polybios distinguished seven, three good,
three bad, and one composed of a mixture of the three good.

Then follow references to Dionysios of Halicarnassos and Cicero, and
later, when democracy is briefly discussed, Solon is the only Greek states-
man mentioned by Bodin.

Similar general descriptions of democracy as one of the three forms of
government can be found in the works of Thomas Aquinas,21 Marsilius of
Padua,22 Machiavelli,23 Thomas Hobbes,24 John Locke,25 Blackstone,26

James Mill,27 and many others. Thus, it would be misleading to say that the
tradition of Athenian democracy was an important part of the 18th-
century revolutionaries' intellectual background.

The classical example that inspired the American and French revolu-
tionaries as well as the English radicals was Rome rather than Greece.28

Thus, the Founding Fathers who met in Philadelphia in 1787 did not set up
a Council of the Areopagus but a Senate that, eventually, met on the
Capitol. And the French constitution of 1799, designed by Sieyes, had no
board of strategoi but a triumvirate of consuls.

When tradition focused on Greece, the model was Sparta rather than
Athens.29 Even as late as 1819, when Benjamin Constant published his
lucid pamphlet De la liberte des anciens cotnparee a celle des modemes he
took the Spartan concept of political liberty to be typical of ancient
Greece,30 whereas the Athenian concept of eleutheria (so strikingly similar
to the modern concept of liberty) was brushed aside as an exception.31

When, occasionally, the model was ancient Athens, the praise goes,
almost invariably, to the moderate, mixed Solonian democracy. John
Adams, the second president of the United States, wrote as early as 1787 a
long defence of the new constitutions of the liberated colonies and here he
devoted some 20 pages to a description of Athenian democracy.32 It is an
uncharacteristically long account of Athenian democracy; but it is, charac-
teristically, about Solonian democracy and not, as a modern reader would
expect, about the Athenian democracy from Kleisthenes to Demosthenes.
Similarly, on the other side of the Atlantic, Montesquieu, in De I'esprit des
bis," followed by de Joucourt in Diderot's Encycbpedie™ admired Solon
as the father of Athenian democracy, whereas Perikles is not mentioned,
not even once. On the contrary, Athenian democracy in the age of Perikles
- when discussed - was held up as a bugbear to warn modern champions of
popular rule against the excesses of democracy. Thus, according to J.J.
Rousseau, Periklean Athens was no longer a democracy, but a tyrannic
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aristocracy governed by 'savans et orateurs'.35 But Solonian democracy is a
historical myth known to the revolutionaries - directly or indirectly - from
one page in the second Book of Aristotle's Politics36 and from Plutarch's
Life of Solon. Aristotle's misleading and Plutarch's distorted picture of
Athenian democracy obscured the Enlightenment's understanding of clas-
sical Athens.

There is one important exception to this general picture, namely
Germany, where Greece was preferred to Rome and Athens attracted
more interest than Sparta. Moreover, the ideal was not archaic but classical
Athens with its liberty and democracy. This German tradition spans half a
century from Johann Winckelmann in the mid-18th century to Wilhelm
von Humboldt in the early 19th century. According to Winckelmann, it was
the Athenian liberal, democratic constitution that was responsible for the
unmatched quality of Athenian art,37 and inspired by reading Demosthenes
Humboldt planned, in 1807, to write the counterpart of Gibbon's Decline
and Fall called: Geschichte des Verfalls und Unterganges der griechischen
Freistaaten. As far as we can see from the preserved fragments, the Leit-
motif was to be the individual freedom, cherished above all in classical
Athens.38 But the German liberal humanism was quenched by the Prussian
reactionaries in the 1820s and, after a short revival in the wake of the 1848
revolutions, it was quenched once again by Bismarck and the conserva-
tives. Contrary to the development in all other countries the later classical
tradition in Germany turned from Athens to Sparta; and the praise of the
Dorian race, exemplified by Spartan law and order, eclipsed the earlier
admiration of Athenian liberty and equality.39

But in America, Britain, and France the focus of interest shifted in the
course of the 19th century from Sparta to Athens and from Solon to
Perikles and, finally, during World War One the British and the French
expressed their admiration for the classical Athenian democracy, whereas
the Germans with equal pride tended to identify themselves with the
Spartan alliance of land powers that fought against the naval confederacy
led by Periklean Athens or with Macedon under king Philip the Second
who fought against the Athenian democracy, led by the lawyer Demos-
thenes.

Again a few examples will suffice: in 1915 all London buses had stuck up
a bill with an English translation of Perikles' praise of liberty in the funeral
oration.40 And in 1920 when Georges Clemenceau withdrew from politics
he devoted his remaining years to literary work, including a biography of
Demosthenes who defended Athenian liberty against the Macedonian
imperialism.41 In Germany, on the other hand, Hermann Diels predicted, in
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1916, that once again Spartan nomos (Germany) would prevail against
Athenian physis (Britain and France); and even after the defeat the
German admiration for Sparta is reflected in the frequent quotation, in
schoolbooks for example, of Simonides' famous epitaph on Leonidas and
his men in Fr. Schiller's equally famous translation of it: Wanderer,
kommst du nach Sparta .. .42 As to the Macedonian example, I can refer to
Engelbrecht Drerup who in 1916 saw Kaiser Wilhelm as a second Philip
defeating the lawyer Demosthenes (Lloyd George).43

The re-appraisal of Athenian democracy during the 19th century is con-
nected with the rise of history as a separate scholarly discipline with its own
method. During the Enlightenment of the 18th century philosophy over-
shadowed history, but the roles were reversed when critical history emerged
in the wake of the romantic movement of the early 19th century. The change
from the philosophical to the historical analysis of ancient democracy and
from the critical view of the general type to the more positive account of the
Athenian form took place gradually during the first half of the 19th century.
The principal sources referred to were no longer Plato and Aristotle, but
rather Herodotus, Thucydides, Demosthenes, and, after 1890, the Aris-
totelian Constitution of Athens. Solon was eclipsed by Perikles as the central
figure and the negative view of Greek democracy was supplanted by a more
favourable description of the classical Athenian democracy.

The new understanding of Athenian democracy can be traced back to
three major historians one English, one French, and one German. The
most important was George Grote who in the decade 1846-56 published
his monumental History of Greece in 12 volumes.44 In 1851 appeared in
France the Histoire de la Grece ancienne by Victor Duruy,45 and in
Germany Ernst Curtius wrote a Griechische Gechichte in 3 volumes,
published in the decade 1857-67.46 It is worth noting that these three men
were not just great scholars, they were also prominent persons. Grote was
the leader of the radicals in the House of Commons, Duruy was minister of
education under Napoleon III and Curtius was private tutor to the
Prussian crown prince, Frederick Wilhelm I, who for a short period in 1888
was emperor of Germany. The three leading historians were all liberals,
and they all took a favourable view of Athenian democracy, especially the
democracy in the age of Perikles. George Grote was undoubtedly the most
influential of the three, but as a historian he was inspired by the German
critical school, especially by Bockh and Niebuhr,47 and the early German
admiration for Periklean democracy and Athenian liberty, though on
retreat in Germany itself after 1820, survived and was - via Grote -
transplanted to the Anglo-American sphere.
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Because of the historians' new approach the description of ancient
democracy in political thought and philosophy has changed considerably
during the last century and a half. It is no longer confined to a few
theoretical remarks in connection with the enumeration of the three
Aristotelian forms of government. Ancient democracy is now often
described in more detail sometimes in a separate section that deals with the
history of the concept of democracy.48 The reference is no longer to ancient
democracy in general but rather to the Athenian democracy, especially the
democracy in the age of Perikles.

I conclude that Athenian democracy may have inspired modern cham-
pions of democracy, but the tradition is later than usually believed. The
focus of interest must be moved from the 18th century to the 19th and
20th centuries.

Democracy as a Political System

Democracy is both a set of political institutions and a set of political ideals.
The two different aspects of democracy are - of course - closely connected
(democrats believe that the democratic ideals are furthered by the demo-
cratic institutions more than by any other form of government). But, in an
analysis of democracy, it is advisable to treat institutions and ideals separ-
ately. And this methodological principle applies not only to the study of
contemporary democracy but also to the study of the history of democracy.
Thus, - beginning with democracy as a political system - I will ask two
questions: does any of the typical Athenian political institutions turn up later
in world history and second - whenever a parallel is attested - did Athens
serve as a model for those who introduced the institution in question? In this
brief survey I will discuss two possible parallels. One concerns the people's
assembly and the other voting procedure and sortition of magistrates.

In democratic Athens the most characteristic political institution was
undoubtedly the ekklesia, in which every adult male citizen had the right to
speak and the right to vote. Several thousand citizens did in fact turn up regu-
larly to debate political issues which were presented to the people after a
prior consideration by the Council of Five Hundred. Then, after a debate in
the ekklesia, the issue was decided by a majority vote taken by a show of
hands.49

The most striking parallel to the Athenian ekklesia is the Swiss Lands-
gemeinde. It was introduced in the 13 th century and still exists in one
canton and four half-cantons. Several thousand citizens attend a major
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open-air political meeting. Every participant has the right to speak and the
right to vote. All important matters must be laid before the people, but only
after they have been considered by the Council, the Kantonsrat; then
follows an open debate in the Landsgemeinde itself, whereafter the people
decide the issue by a majority vote taken by a show of hands.50

The Athenian ekklesia and the Swiss Landsgemeinde are strikingly
similar institutions51 but they cannot be connected. The freeholders of the
small forest cantons, who created the medieval Swiss Landsgemeinde in
opposition to the Habsburg princes, had no idea that their institution - in
many respects - was an exact parallel to the Athenian ekklesia.

Another historical example of a popular political decision-making
assembly is the Town Meeting in the New England states in North
America. They go back to the early colonial period, and the first attested
provision that regular town meetings be held was made in Cambridge,
Mass, in December 1632.52 The Town Meeting, however, sprang from the
puritan congregation,53 the ekklesia in the Christian meaning of the term,
and there is no indication that the New England colonists had the Athenian
ekklesia in mind when they created their town meetings.

My second example concerns election and sortition of officials. The
elaborate Athenian procedures54 are matched by the sometimes even more l

complicated procedures for election and selection by lot of magistrates prac- j
ticed in most Italian city states in the Middle Ages. The election in Venice of
the Doge55 and in Florence of the priors and the Gonfaloniere56 are the two
best known examples but there are scores of others in other cities. The way
the ballot and sortition were practised in the Italian cities is often strikingly
similar to the Athenian way of voting by ballot and selecting by lot.57 But, •
once again, the parallel is not due to any tradition; there is no unbroken line
from the Greek city states to the medieval Italian cities. If there is a tradition,
it is Roman and not Greek, but the Roman way of voting was very different
from the Athenian,58 and the lot was used mainly for establishing a sequence |
or for the distribution of tasks among, e.g., the praetores.59 The Romans did
not approve of, and never adopted, the Greek democratic method of select- 1
ing magistrates by lot. Furthermore, the complicated voting procedure and |
sortition of magistrates were developed in the Italian cities in the 13th t
century, long before the rediscovery of Greek literature. Thus, for chrono-
logical reasons alone, we can reject all attempts to connect the Italian use of
the lot and the ballot with the Renaissance and the revived knowledge of ,
ancient Athenian political institutions. »

To sum up, the two examples I have discussed show that strikingly
similar institutions have existed without any sign of tradition to explain the
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similarity. Not a single Athenian institution seems to have left its mark on
posterity and all the similarities between Athenian and later political
institutions are fortuitous or rather they are not due to any tradition.

In a much broader and vaguer sense, however, it is possible to establish a
connection between Athenian democracy as a political system and modern
democracies. Until about 1790 democracy was invariably taken to mean
government by the people, over the people, through a popular assembly.
The concept of representative democracy made its first appearance in a
letter from Alexander Hamilton60 written in 1777. But apart from a short
bloom in the 1790s the concept developed only slowly,61 and it took several
decades for the concept of representation to be ingrafted upon the concept
of democracy (to use a metaphor coined by Thomas Paine in Rights of
Man).62 The first really important political movement launched under the
banner of democracy - that is representative democracy - was Andrew
Jackson's democratic party set up in 1828 and centred in the south and
west of the United States.63 And on the other side of the Atlantic, it was
Alexis de Tocqueville's De la democratic enAmerique more than any other
work that led to a general acceptance of the idea of representative
democracy. But as late as 1848 the new Swiss federal constitution treated
democracy and representation as direct opposites.64

From the middle of the 19th century the concept of representative
democracy prevailed. Pure democracy was now called direct democracy,
and the simple term democracy was taken to denote the indirect or
representative form of popular government.65 From now on an account of
democracy was regularly opened by explaining the opposition between
indirect and direct democracy, which was now a purely historical concept;
and in this context it became common both to refer to the ancient Greek
demokratia in general and, specifically, to adduce classical Athens as the
obvious historical example.66

But in addition to this purely historical perspective Athenian democracy,
or perhaps the modern myth about Athenian democracy, has appeared in
contemporary discussions about what democracy ought to be. Until about
1850 democracy was viewed very critically and mostly rejected.67 It
fostered demogogues and led to factions and, in its pure form, it was
impractical in modern nations.

During the period from the mid-19th century to World War One the
concept of representative democracy became increasingly palatable and
even popular. And from c. 1915 democracy had become universally
accepted; we may remember President Wilson's slogan: 'to make the World
safe for democracy.' Democracy is invariably a positive term, sometimes
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even a mere 'hurrah-word',68 and it goes without saying that the most
democratic form of government is the best form of government.

There can be no denying, however, that direct democracy is more
democratic than representative democracy, and for many contemporary
champions of democracy it is a little disquieting that the prevailing form of
representative democracy is not as democratic as direct government by the
whole of the people. Representative democracy presents a major problem:
the problem of participation. It was not felt in the 19th century when
democrats everywhere fought for universal suffrage, but after 1918 when
universal suffrage became universally accepted the democrats had to face
the problem that the people did not use the democracy they had got.
Especially since the 1950s a growing ignorance and apathy among the
voters are felt to be a major threat to democracy in the real sense of the
word.69 In this context it has become common to look back to ancient
Athens and to envy the Athenians their degree of political participation.70

The most amazing aspect of Athenian democracy is indeed the degree of
participation by the 30,000 adult male citizens. Every year the Athenians
convened 40 ekklesiai which were regularly attended by no less than 6,000
citizens. On about 200 court days thousands of jurors were appointed by lot
from a panel of 6,000 citizens aged 30 or more. Most Athenians served at
least one year in the Council of 500. And every year at least 700 other
magistrates were elected or selected by lot.71 This massive participation is
unparalleled in world history. It has elicited admiration in some,72 but aver-
sion in others who prefer to point out, correctly, that political participation
was restricted to adult male citizens who constituted only a minority of the
population of Attica73 and, furthermore, that even in democratic Athens
power was in the hands of a small elite of politically active citizens who
dominated the democratic institutions. On the other hand Athens is held up
as a model by those who advocate more participation as an essential ele-
ment in democracy. What could be achieved in ancient Greece must be
achieved again, either by reforming the representative democracy or by
reintroducing some kind of direct democracy. The latest development is
the new television democracy - teledemocracy as it is called - by which
technology will permit all citizens to become directly involved in public
policy making.74 When electronic voting via cable TV and similar futurist
devices are discussed the two models most often referred to are the New
England town meeting75 and the Athenian ekklesia.76

In conclusion, the tradition of Athenian democracy as a political system
has become prominent only during the last century and mostly in connec-
tion with the general discussion of political participation. It was not the
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philosophers of the Enlightenment but the historians in the wake of
Romanticism who were responsible for the reconstruction and reassess-
ment of the Athenian classical political institutions; and, apart from Tom
Paine,77 Camille Desmoulins,78 and a few others, the Athenian example
was of little importance to the revolutionaries on both sides of the Atlantic.

Democracy as an Ideology

I will now turn from democracy as a political system to democracy as an
ideology and discuss the relation between democracy, liberty, and equality.
Let me illustrate the contemporary connection between the three concepts
by quoting a recent account of liberal democracy:

Democracy, equality and liberty form, as it were, the three points or angles of a triangle so
that lines of relationship go not only from equality and liberty to connect with each other at
the third point, democracy, but one also forms the final side of the triangle connecting
equality directly with liberty.79

Similarly, in classical Greece the concepts of demokratia, eleutheria, and
iso(nomia) were closely connected.80 The three concepts were interpreted
approvingly by Perikles in his funeral oration which I quoted before but
disapprovingly by, for example, Isokrates whom I will quote here: the
ancestors did not introduce a constitution 'which trained the citizens in
such a fashion that they looked upon insolence as democracy, lawlessness
as liberty, impudence of speech as equality, and licence to do what they
pleased as happiness'.81

Who in Europe since the Enlightenment combined democracy with
liberty and equality so that the three concepts formed a unified political
ideology, and when the triangle was formed, was classical Athens con-
ceived as the model of modern democratic ideology?

The appraisal of liberty and equality as the two basic political values has
sprung from three different sources: the American revolution, the French
revolution, and the English utilitarians. But only the British radicals and
utilitarians were prone to connect liberty and equality with democracy.
The three leading figures were Jeremy Bentham, Tom Paine, and James
Mill. Tom Paine does praise classical Athens,82 and his work testifies to a
classical tradition of some importance. In James Mill's essay on govern-
ment, however, the only reference to classical democracy is rather criti-
cal.83 And if Bentham was inspired by ancient Greek democracy he
concealed it remarkably well.84 Furthermore, the early utilitarians were
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isolated in their praise of democracy, as Bentham admits.85 Apart from a
few years just before 1800 the negative evaluation of democracy prevailed
in the United States until the new Jacksonian democracy in the 1820s86 and
in Europe until the revolutions of 1848, and on both sides of the Atlantic it
is hard to connect the reappraisal of democracy with the Athenian example.
The leading Jacksonian democrats were middle-class business men with
little education in general and none in classics, whereas the strong classical
tradition lived on among the planters of the southern Atlantic States, and
they preferred an Aristotelian type of state with 'natural slaves' as a
prominent feature and were less concerned with the Athenian example.87

In Europe, the first important attestation of the triangle democracy-
liberty-equality is in de Tocqueville's De la democratic en Ameriquef* but
de Tocqueville had hardly anything to say about the classical tradition. One
short chapter on the educational effect of reading classical literature, that
is all.89 Furthermore, de Tocqueville had mixed feelings about democracy
and tended to believe that democracy might be conducive to equality but
could easily become a threat to liberty.90 The picture changed only slowly.
In the course of the 19th century democracy became gradually a positive
concept compatible with both liberty and equality. An early unquestionable
attestation in French political thought of a positive view of the triangle
democracy-liberty-equality can be found in E. Vacherot's book he demo-
cratie from 1860 in which he writes: 'Democratic, en bon langage, a
toujours signifie le peuple se gouvernant lui-meme; c'est l'egalite dans la
liberte.'91 The book was published under Napoleon III and cost its author a
short term of imprisonment.

In Germany the revolutions of 1848 brought back in a glimpse of the
political ideals from the turn of the century Demokratie-Gleichheit-
Freiheit. But reaction came soon92 and in so far as the democrats looked
back for a model, they praised democratic aspects of the Reformation in
Germany,93 or even 'Die germanische Urdemokratie', briefly described by
Tacitus94 and again by Montesquieu,95 whereas the classical Athenian
democracy was less important.

In Britain the concepts of democracy-liberty-equality were juxtaposed
first by George Grote in his History of Greece96 and then by John Stuart
Mill in his essays on liberty and on representative government; but, deeply
influenced by Plato, Mill believed, like most of his contemporaries, that
ancient political liberty was fundamentally different from modern indi-
vidual liberty.97 Thus, George Grote's appraisal of individual liberty as a
principal feature of Periklean democracy was far from generally accepted
even in his own circles, and his work was soon eclipsed by Fustel de
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Coulanges' who, in La cite antique, successfully advocated the erroneous
view that individual liberty was unknown in the ancient world.98

Conclusion

In the 18th century, when the classical tradition was a strong element in
the creation of public opinion, the tradition of Athenian democracy did not
count for much. The ancient democracy referred to was the general type
critically described by Plato and Aristotle. If the Athenian example was
referred to specifically, it was the ancestral Solonian mixed democracy, a
historical phantasy known from Aristotle and from Plutarch's life of Solon.
In the nineteenth century, when the critical account of Greek democracy
was replaced by a more favourable view of Athenian democracy in the age
of Perikles, the classical tradition did not matter as much as it did in the age
of the revolutions. No direct tradition connects the Athenian triad demo-
cratia-eleutheria-isonimia with its modern counterpart: democracy-
liberty-equality. And I will end with a warning. Tradition must not be
overrated, and, conversely, we must not underrate man's capacity in
similar circumstances to develop strikingly similar - but basically un-
related - institutions and ideals. A study of the institutions of direct
democracy, principally the people's assembly convoked by a probouleutic
council reveals a striking similarity between the ancient Athenian ekklesia
and the medieval Swiss Landsgemeinde; but there is no trace of any Greek
impact on the medieval institution. Again, a study of the democratic
political ideals shows a striking similarity between Athenian democratic
values and the liberal democratic values of the 19th and 20th centuries.
Here there was a classical tradition of some importance but I think it came
later than often believed and that the direct Athenian impact on modern
political ideology was negligible compared with other forces.
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