THE GROWTH OF ATHENS
AND THE PERSIAN WARS

During
the Archaic period, the Athenians struggled with the same problems
that beset other city-states of Greece--factional quarrels among the aristocratic
families, tension between the aristocrats and the people, and tyranny. By 500 Be,
these problems had been largely resolved. The last tyrant had been expelled,
Athens had a democratic government, and aristocratic stasis was largely confined to competition for office and persuading the democratic assembly. Because
of their relative harmony, wealth, and great numbers, the Athenians had become
the second most powerful Greek polis and were poised to playa major role in
the great war that was about to begin. For while the Greek city-states were evolving, the Persian empire was growing into an ambitious power that would threaten
to engulf the Hellenic world. A strong Athens would be vital to the defense of
Greece against the invasions mounted by the Persian kings Darius and Xerxes.

SOURCES FOR EARLY ATHENS
Written sources for early Athenian history are almost as meager as they are for
Sparta and the other Greek states. The first man to commit the history of Athens
to writing seems to have been Hellanicus of Lesbos, who was born around 500
Be and was the earliest in a series of chroniclers known as Atthidographers, that
is, people who wrote about Athens. (The other Atthidographers were Athenians,
and they wrote during the fourth and third centuries sc.) To the surviving fragments of the Atthidographers we can add the valuable treatise, The Athenian Constitution, written by Aristotle (384-322 Be) or by one of his students, as well as
Plutarch's lives of early figures such as Theseus and Solon, which made use of
sources that are now lost. Aristotle, Plutarch, and other later authors also preserve substantial fragments of the poetry of Solon, the great Athenian statesman
and lawgiver. Solon's poems, written around the beginning of the sixth century,
constitute our earliest direct evidence for Athenian society at a crucial time in its
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development. The histories of Herodotus and Thucydides, though dealing mainly
with fifth-century events, also contain some valuable information about early
Athens.

ATHENS FROM THE BRONZE AGE
TO THE EARLY ARCHAIC AGE
Literary evidence and physical remains combine to show that during the Late
Bronze Age Athens was the largest and most important settlement on the Attic
peninsula and one of the major palace-centers of the Mycenaean world. It is probable that Athens was the premier power in Attica, exercising a loose control over
the other fortified palace-centers in the region, which remained, however, largely
independent of the wanax and his palace on the steep hill called the Acropolis.
The tradition that the invasions at the end of the thirteenth century BC bypassed
Athens is confirmed by archaeology. Perhaps the mountains that cut Attica off
from central Greece-Mount Cithaeron, Mount Parnes, and others-discouraged
the invaders who spread throughout the rest of southern Greece. As we saw in
Chapter I, the legends told that Attica served as the safe haven and point of departure to Ionia for refugees from southern Greece. If the story about the Achaean
refugees is true (modern opinion is divided), they would have found in Attica
the same collapse of the centralized ruling structure, drastic depopulation, and
dispersal into small village communities as in the regions from which they had
fled.
Recovery from the postinvasion slump is heralded by the appearance of Protogeometric pottery, apparently an Athenian invention, around 1050 Be. Athenian pottery would continue to set the style in Greece throughout the rest of the
Dark Age. Dark Age Athens, though reduced to a cluster of villages around the
Acropolis, continued without interruption as the central place of Attica. It is
likely that by 900 BC, if not earlier, the basileus of Athens was the paramount
basileus of the regional demos of Attica. The appearance of rich graves in the
ninth century reveals a significant growth in wealth and overseas trade during
the later Dark Age. The population around Athens rose sharply during the eighth
century, and new settlements appeared throughout the sparsely populated countryside of Attica, perhaps through "internal colonization" from the plain of
Athens.
Significantly, Athens did not take part in the overseas colonizing movement of
the late eighth century. The synoecism of the towns and villages of Attica into a
political unity under the leadership of Athens may have been a gradual process
given the extent of Attica (roughly 1000square miles)-beginning perhaps in the
late ninth century, and completed around the middle of the eighth. The Athenians ascribed the unification of Attica to their greatest hero, Theseus, whom myth
linked with his companion, the Dorian hero Heracles (later known to the Romans
as Hercules). Theseus' adventures with Heracles, and his solo exploits, such as
defeating the Minotaur in Crete and the Amazons (mythical women warriors
from Asia) in Athens, were enshrined in Athenian art and literature. In the Athen-
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ian account of synoecism, Theseus, the basileus of Athens and paramount chief
of Attica, created a political unity by proclamation, abolishing the governments
of the other towns and villages and making a single government in Athens. Later
on, the unification of Attica was celebrated in a festival called the Synoikia, believed to have been instituted by Theseus. Democratic propaganda also credited
him with establishing an early form of democracy in the newly unified polis of
the Athenians. In making Theseus the founder of the polis, the Athenians followed the common Greek practice of attributing important events of the preliterate period to some great figure from the legendary past. (The Spartans, as we
saw, credited their laws and military and political institutions to the semimythical early lawgiver Lycurgus.) Yet the tradition that the formal unification was
voluntary and cooperative was probably correct. For the inhabitants of Attica
cherished a belief that they were autochthonous (i.e., sprung from the land), and
thus had always lived in Attica, and shared a common kinship.
It is certain, at any rate, that by the end of the eighth century every town, village, and hamlet in Attica considered itself" Athenian," and there was never any
attempt by anyone of them to declare itself a separate polis, as happened in the
Argolis and other regions. Nor was there ever in Attica, as in the Doric states, a
subjugated population of helots, or communities with second-class citizenship,
such as the perioikoi. The exercise of citizenship in a region as large as Attica presented difficulties of time and travel that citizens of smaller regional city-states
did not encounter. For although any citizen of any Attic town could participate
in the government of Athens on the same footing as residents of Athens itself, in
reality people whose communities were closest to Athens would find it easier to
vote than those who lived farther away. A farmer who lived, say, 10 miles out of
town could expect to lose about three hours of his day walking into Athens and
another three walking back, while a man whose home was 15 or 20 miles away
would probably have to arrange to stay overnight. Although some people preferred the stimulation of living directly in Athens, most continued to live on the
land that had been in their family for generations. When the Peloponnesian War
began in 431 Be and Pericles urged the population of Attica to withdraw in its entirety within the walls of Athens, most people, Thucydides reports (2.16),were
still accustomed to their lives in the country and found the move intensely
painful.
The early government of the Athenian city-state was strictly aristocratic. Its beginnings, however, are very obscure. It was probably during the later eighth century that the chiefs of Attica replaced the position of paramount basileus with
three civic officials who divided the leadership roles among themselves and were
called collectively the archons, that is, "the leaders." In common with other citystates, the old title of basileus was retained; his official duties were to administer
the cults of the polis and to judge lawsuits pertaining to cult property and other
religious matters. The polemarch (polemarchos) commanded the Athenian army,
which was composed of units from all over Attica. The leading office, which carried the most prestige and power, was that of the archon, who had overall supervision of public affairs, including the duties of presiding over the council and
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the assembly and judging nonreligious cases. He was known as the eponymous
archon, because he gave his name to the year: Athenians identified a given year
as "the archonship of so-and-so." Subsequently (perhaps early in the seventh century), six judicial officials called thesmothetai ("layers down of the rules") were
added, making up the governing body of the "nine archons." The nine archons
were elected for a term of one year from candidates who came from the small circle of wealthy and well-known families known as the Eupatrids ("people with
good fathers").
The archons did not rule alone. Rather they worked in concert with the council that met on the hill (pagos) sacred to the war god Ares and was called for that
reason the Council of the Areopagus. Because former archons made up the membership of the council, sitting archons whose short terms in office would be followed by a lifetime of council membership would think twice before flouting its
wishes. In addition, citizen males participated in the public assembly, but the precise role of the assembly in the government and the part that the ordinary men
of the polis played in it are unknown; Aristotle in his Politics claimed that the assembly elected the archons (2.1274al-2 and 15-17). What is clear is that policy
was made primarily in the council by members of the aristocratic Eupatrid families.
Alongside these official state institutions were other forms of social organization that directed the lives of the citizens. In Attica, as in the rest of Greece, the
basic social units-the individual households (oikoi)-were
grouped into larger
kinlike associations: tribes, phratries, and clans. Unfortunately, very little is
known about them, especially in their early form. Our best evidence comes from
Athens. Every citizen family in Attica belonged to one of four phylai ("tribes")
and to another smaller group within their tribe, called a phratry ("brotherhood").
Since all the Ionian peoples had the same four tribes, it is assumed thatthese originated very early in the Dark Age. It is probable that in the early city-state they
served as political and military divisions-each tribe, for example, being responsible for furnishing a contingent to the army. The phratry may originally have
designated a ''brotherhood of warriors," another name for the warrior bands led
by Dark Age chieftains that we see in Homer. By the seventh century, however,
the phratries had become quasi-official social groups concerned with matters of
family and of descent. Membership in a phratry, for example, was the necessary
proof that a man was a citizen of Athens; in cases of unintentional homicide, the
members of the victim's phratry were obligated to support the family of the victim, or, if the victim had no family, to take the place of the family in pursuing the
case. The "clans" (gene), as we saw in Chapter 3, were associations of several noble households dominated by a top oikos and claiming descent from a common
ancestor. It is possible that some nonnoble families also belonged to a genos, as
subordinate members. These aristocratic clans were politically very powerful in
Archaic Athens. Many scholars believe that in the early city-state each of the
phratries was in fact controlled by one or more gene. It was within this framework of oligarchic control of the polis that the events of the seventh and sixth
.century unfolded.
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The Conspiracy of Cylon
Few specific events in early Athenian history leap out from the sparse records,
but two dramatic developments punctuated the latter half of the seventh century,
both plainly connected with unrest of some kind. In or around 632 Be, an Olympic
victor named Cylon took advantage of his connection with Theagenes, the tyrant
of nearby Megara (whose daughter he had married), to seize the Acropolis and
attempt to become tyrant of Athens. Cylon and his backers-both Megarian and
Athenian-soon found themselves besieged in the Acropolis by the determined
hoplite farmers of Attica, and they decided to take refuge at the altar of Athena.
Cylon and his brother escaped, but when his supporters saw that they were running out of food and water they surrendered to the nine archons on the promise
that their lives would be spared. Not entirely confident that the archons would
keep their promise, the conspirators tied a thread to the statue of Athena, so the
story goes, and descended while holding onto it; in this way they hoped to retain
the protection of the goddess. When the thread finally snapped, the archon Megacles and his supporters killed them. Many people believed that Megacles had
committed sacrilege, and before long all members of his family group had been·
exiled, including dead relatives whose bodies were exhumed and cast beyond the
Attic frontier.
Although Cylon's coup was unsuccessful and his political program remains
unknown, the episode was to play an interesting role in future Athenian history
because of the prominent family to which Megacles belonged. The AIcmaeonid
genos would contribute important politicians to Athens, including Pericles, the
most prominent Athenian statesman of the later fifth century. The demandsusually politically motivated-that surfaced periodically for the expulsion of all
who belonged to the "cursed" clan could be counted on to send shock waves
through the body politic. Plainly many people felt that the family shared responsibility for the action of one of its members-and that the state might be
called to account by the gods for the impious act of an individual. This belief in
group responsibility was characteristic of Greek thought, but although genuine
religious feeling and fear of pollution probably played a large role in the original
exile of the Alcmaeonids, subsequent attacks arose more from factional rivalries
among Athens' aristocratic families than from sincere bursts of piety.
Draco and Early Athenian Law
Much more is known about the next drama, the formulation of a complex of laws
by an otherwise unknown man named Draco around 620 Be. Because drakiin is
Greek for "snake" and the Athenians worshipped a sacred snake on the Acropolis.vit has periodically been suggested that the laws of "Draco" were in fact laws
formulated by the priests on the Acropolis and promulgated on the authority of
the local serpent. It seems more likely, however, that Draco was the name of a
real person; if Britain can accommodate politicians named Mr. Fox, why deny
Athens Mr. Snake?
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Most of what is known about Draco's laws concerns homicide. Their thrust
was to replace the family and kin with the state as the arbiter of justice in cases
of both intentional and unintentional killings. (Whereas previously many Athenians viewed intentional and unintentional killings as identical with respect to
the "blood guilt" they entailed, Draco distinguished between them.) Before Draco
was commissioned (we are not sure just how) to overhaul the laws, bereaved
family members customarily took it upon themselves to avenge the deaths of
their slain relatives. Attica contained sanctuaries to which those believed responsible for a death could take refuge while arranging.terms with the kinsmen
of the slain. Frequently these terms entailed monetary compensation. Draco
transferred the adjudication of these disagreements to the government; the next
of kin could still prosecute, backed by his phratry, but it would be bodies of magistrates that would determine the appropriate outcome.
Most cases that came before Athenian judges did not concern homicide, and
about Draco's other laws little is known except that they were severe, naming
death as the penalty even for minor offenses that today would be classed as misdemeanors. The fourth-century Athenian orator Demades quipped that Draco's
laws were written not in ink but in blood. What was significant about Draco's
laws was their role in the process of developing the authority of the state at the
expense of that of the family, a process that would continue for well over a century.
--ru:st as Draco's laws limited the authority of the family, they also curtailed the
opportunities of individual magistrates to shape their decisions in accord with
their social and professional ties to particular litigants. Altogether, Draco resembled other early lawgivers in his desire to establish fixed principles of justice that
would override the personal preferences of judges. Sincejudges all came from the
wealthy families, Draco's system had something of an equalizing. effect, although
the rich have never entirely lost the advantages wealth affords in matters of law.
The inequities that were causing unrest in Athens, however, were both economic
and political, and reforms that focused entirely on the justice system could not
soothe the tensions that seemed to be inviting tyranny. Besides, Draco's laws continued to permit enslavement for debt, a practice that by then had become a principal grievance of the poor.

-

---

----

THE REFORMS OF SOLON
The best evidence for the problems that were causing unrest in the seventh century is the legislation of Solon early in the sixth. Solon's reforms reveal his desire
to strengthen the fragile agricultural base of the Athenian economy, grafting onto
it a thriving commerce. The Athenians were predominantly farmers, but the
defining characteristics of the Attic peninsula called for innovative strategies. The
soil of Attica was simply too thin to raise enough grain to feed its increased population. The Athenians, consequently, grew what they could-olives, vines, figs,
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barley-and bartered it abroad for wheat. They also raised livestock for local consumption and for the production of milk and cheese. Olive oil was their most significant contribution to the market, and it was exported in beautiful vases made
from the excellent clay of Attica. Its chief destination was what is now southern
Russia around the Black Sea, the source of most of the wheat consumed in Attica.
Just as in Roman times, Italy would be dependent for its grain on Sicily and then
North Africa and Egypt, so the people of Attica depended on the Black Sea area.
Athens fought fiercely to defend the routes that led to the Black Sea. The capture
of Sigeum at the entrance to the Hellespont around 600 Be was Athens' first overseas venture, and it was by closing off that route that the Spartans finally ended
the long Peloponnesian War of the fifth century. Selling oil, wine, and pottery
was only one means of obtaining wheat. The Athenians also had at their disposal
the silver they had found in the mines at Laurium in southeast Attica. Mount
Pentelicum in the northeast provided an additional resource in the form of
marble.
The Athenian state of 600, therefore, contained enormous potential in addition
to a host of tensions: many poor sharecroppers were losing the struggle to survive, but there was much hope for the economy in a region with valuable natural
resources and inhabited by people with many gifts including a talent for pottery.
For a second time the Athenians staved off civil war by commissioning a respected individual to address the problems that threatened to spark violence.
Perhaps in 594--though some scholars would put it some twenty years laterthe Athenians empowered Solon, an aristocrat with a reputation for wisdom, to
draw up laws that would develop this potential by alleviating the sufferings of
the poor majority without entirely destroying the privileges of the rich minority.
In economic terms, what the poor wanted was the abolition of debt and the redistribution of land; what they got was the abolition of debt slavery. It is harder
to say what they wanted in the political arena. Probably Attica's poorer inhabitants were open to any number of strategies for loosening the stranglehold of the
rich. Solon did in fact devise numerous innovative and effective ways of undermining the division of Attica into haves and have-nots. His reforms created a
... sliding scale of privil~~.9~d
something ~~~and
ens~.t--his~wm:k.w..ould-RoIberejectedouj or haria:
salOIrcompas-e-~s
~verses that still survive today and reveal something of the rationale for his work. Decrying both the selfishness of the rich and
the leveling revolutionary inclinations of the poor, he frequently identified desire
for wealth as a problematic force in human affairs and was quick to remind listeners (for early poets had more listeners than readers) of the transience of riches:
"There are many bad rich men," he wrote, "while many good men are poor"; but,
he went on, he would not exchange his virtue iareie) for the riches of the wealthy,
"for virtue endures, while wealth belongs now to one man, now to another"
(cited in Plutarch, Solon 3). In his emphasis on the mutability of human affairs he
looked ahead to the writings of the fifth-century historian Herodotus, who would
use him as a mouthpiece for his own ideas. Although he urged justice for the peo-
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ple, he was also committed to defending the rights of the elite both to their land
and to the lion's share of input into government:
I gave the demos such privilege as is sufficient to them, neither adding nor taking
away; and as for those who had power and were admired for their wealth, I also
provided that they should not suffer undue wrong. I stood with a stout shield
thrown over both parties, not allowing either one to prevail unjustly over the
other.
(Cited in Plutarch, Solon 18.4; Scott-Kilvert 1960, and in The Athenian
Constitution, 12)

Solon's view of the demos as in effect a lobby, a special interest group similar to
that of the rich, reflected the orientation of early Greek political thinking. Later
in Greek history champions of democracy would identify the demos as all the
voters; antidemocrats, however, continued to identify the demos as the poor.
"In large things," Solon wrote about his endeavors, "it is hard to please everybody." His rueful lament that in trying to please everyone he pleased no one is
ironic in view of the cult that developed after his death, when he would become
the beloved George Washington of Classical Athens. Because politicians of all
stripes sought to co-opt him into their camps, Solon came in time to be credited
with a wide variety of programs: democrats and antidemocrats alike claime
as their ideological ancestor. Altn6Ugh the earliest survrvm sources or Solon's
,re-£urmS'-=a:'stde1rom'lus
own poems-were written many' generations after his
death, it is possible to reconstruct the outlines of his thoughtful and original programs.
Solon's first act was designed to address the sufferings of the poorest people
of AttIca. These included sharecroppers-who-were-eal'led--hektemoroj
("sixthparters"), presumably because they owed a sixth of their produce to a wealthy
landowner to whom they were in debt, and also those who had fallen so deeply
in debt that they had become the slaves of their creditors. Solon not only made it
illegal for loans to be secured by anyone's property or person; he also freed those
who had already fallen into slavery through debt and canceled the debts of the
hektemoroi. This bold measure was known as the seisachtheia,the "shaking off of
burdens," and for many generations was commemorated by a festival of the same
name. To redress the evils perpetrated by debt slavery in the past, Solon tracked
down as many Athenians as he could who, because they could not pay their
debts, had been sold as slaves outside Attica. He then bought them back, setting
them up as free Athenians once more. None of this should be construed as an attack on slavery per se. Solon had no problem with Athenians enslaving ~~Athenians.
Solon's other economic measures were less dramatic but equally important.
Revising the weights and measures of Attica, he facilitated trade with other states
by switching from the Aeginetan standard to the Euboic. Thenceforth an Attic
coin would be worth half again as much. Seeing that the future of thin-soiled Attica would lie in oil and in crafts, he encouraged the cultivation of the olive and
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made it illegal to export grain, which was needed at home. To attract craftspeople from other regions, moreover, Solon offered them citizenship if they would
move to Attica and settle permanently there with their families. Since theCreek
view of citizenship was a narrow one closely bound up with religious associations and membership in phratries, this measure was a radical one. (Later on, in
the fifth century, when the state and the economy had undergone a long and successful process of development, the Athenians reversed Solon's liberal policy and
reverted to restricting citizenship.) Solon was also credited with demanding that
all sons be taught a trade; sons whose parents had neglected to instruct them in
this regard he freed from any obligation to look after their mothers and fathers
in old age. He was also said to have empowered the Council of the Areopagus
to inquire into every man's means of supporting himself and to punish those who
could show none. Solon's insistence that citizens earn their living makes a dramatic contrast with the Spartan ethos, which defined the citizen as a man whose
only work was soldiering.
Easing the sufferings of the poor addressed only one source of tension. Solon
had also to reckon with the outrage of the hop lite middle class, which resented
the Eupatrid monopoly on privilege. His solution to this difficulty was to establish a constitution in which input into the political process was allotted in accord
with income. Property classes that had been in being for some time were used to
divide the citizens into tiers, with the addition of a special class at the very top.
Classes were ranked according to agricultural wealth. The new class, the pentakosiomedimnoi, or "SOO-measuremen," consisted of those whose estates produced at least 500 medimnoi ("bushels") of produce; any combination of oil, wine,
or grain would do. Below them came the hippeis ("horsemen/, since they were the
men who could afford to keep a horse for the cavalry), whose income was between 300 and 499 medimnoi; followed by the zeugitai, men who could afford to
own a team of oxen, with 200 to 299, and finally the thetes, poor people-some
farmers and some landless workers-who produced fewer than 200 medimnoi.
Members of the first class were eligible to fill the office of tamias ("state treasurer"); archonships and the other higher magistracies were restricted to members of the two upper classes; zeugitai could compete with the two higher classes
to fill the lower offices; and the thetes could join the others in the assembly (the
ekklesia), which was to meet regularly. The zeugitai made enough of a living to
purchase hoplite arms and constituted the majority of the phalanx. Most of the
thetes served as light-armed troops or as sailors in the Athenian fleet. Three categories of persons were excluded from the system. Many residents of Attica were
slaves, and many were the resident aliens called metics. About a third of the citizens, moreover, were women, for women's life expectancy was about ten years
shorter than men's.
Citizen men from all classes could serve in the-heliaia, a body of prospective
jurors. These people would serve in courts set up to receive appeals from the judicial decisions of the archons and try the cases of magistrates whom someone
wished to accuse of misconduct in office. One of Solon's most revolutionary contributions to the Athenian justice system was his insistence that any male
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citizen-not just the victim or the victim's relatives-could bring an indictme0t
if he believed a crime had been committed. Once the concern of families, justice
was now the business of the community of male citizens as a whole.
Filled as it was with former archons, the Council of the Areopagus remained
an aristocratic body unsympathetic to the concerns of the poor, and although
magistrates were responsible to the people and could be prosecuted for malfeasance, members of the Areopagite Council could not. It seems likely that Solon
created a counterweight in the form of the Council of Four Hundred, composed
of one hundred men from each Athenian phyle. This body served a probouleutic
function, that is, it prepared business for the assembly. This Council is'evident in
Athens not long after Solon's time, and it probably dates from his reforms.
Solon left Draco's homicide laws more or less as he found them, but he reduced the penalties for other crimes and decreed an amnesty to everyone who
had been exiled for crimes other than homicide or attempted tyranny. It was
probably under this amnesty that members of the notorious Alcmaeonid family
returned to resume their involvement in factional politics. Like Draco, Solon was
concerned that too much power in the hands of families was antithetical to the
program of state building. It was probably for this reason that he made a law permitting men with no children (like himself) to bequeath their property as they
wished; previously the property of a childless decedent would automatically revert to his relatives. (Despite Solon's law, juries frequently awarded property to
families who contested wills.)
In general, Solon's numerous laws regarding sex and marriage reflect a strong
sense of the state as a conglomeration of properly regulated oikoi whose orderliness was very much the concern of the government Some of these laws seem
aimed at giving men in government power over women in private life, but since
Solon was concerned to undermine the power of the wealthiest aristocratic family groups, many of his more intrusive provisions such as the restrictions on
women's behavior can probably be put down to his apprehension about the prestige of rich families rather than to direct interest in monitoring women's activities. Solon, Plutarch reports,
made a law which regulated women's appearances in public, as well as their
mourning and their festivals, and put an end to wild and disorderly behavior.
When women went out of doors, they were not allowed to wear more than three
cloaks, or to carry more than an obol's worth of food or drink, or a basket more
than eighteen inches high, or to travel at night except in a wagon with a lamp in
front of it.
(Solon 21; Scott-Kilvert 1960)

These laws seem aimed at curbing the ostentation of the rich. Several of Solon's
policies, however, had a significant impact on women's lives over many generations. Though he.hadabolished debt slavery and ~d fo!:!:~g~athffs-as(nule
to sell their children intcrslaveiy~-he-made.an exception for3JIlall-wflcn:i1:srov=ered his unmarr-ied-daugh.l~was not a vir~- Ai-the same time he established
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state-owned brothels staffed by slaves, and his encouragement of immigration for
commercial purposes had the effect of significantly increasing the number of
prostitutes in Athens. The dichotomy between "respectable" women and sexually available ones would become an important building block of Athenian society.
Solon's work stands out across the ages as truly remarkable for its richness and
creativity. Like the Lycurgus of Spartan imagination, with whom he would be
compared throughout European history, Solon was given an unusual opportunity to think long and hard about what a community is. His laws established the' V
principle that the Athenian state would be guided by an citizens working to- "gether. Indeed, in many respects he established the notion of citizenship itself.
His law demanding that in a time of civil strife every man had to take a stand on
one side or another demone~his
determination to involve all male citizens
in affairs of state, in fact to define a citizen as someone who is involved in pub..=:-..
lie concerns. His laws also
plaill that!while the regulation of women's behaVIor wa:s essential to a well-ordered society, nonetheless their role was to be
confined to private life, thus excluding them effectively from the body politic.
Solon's laws were inscribed on wooden tablets called axiines and put up in the
agora where everyone could see them-though not everyone could read them,
since literacy was not widespread in early sixth-century Greece. When the Athenians had agreed to keep his laws in effect for a hundred years and each archon
had been compelled to swear that he would dedicate a gold statue at Delphi if
ever .he violated any of them, Solon left Attica and began traveling, partly from
a desire to see the world and partly to forestall any attempts to persuade him to
alter his legislation.
Solon was not a democrat nor did he intend that his reforms should alter the
relationship among the classes in Athens. There was some justice, however, in the
claims made in fifth- and fourth-century Athens that Solon was the father of the
democracy. For by abolishing the hectemorage (sixth-part) system and debt slavery, Solon not only helped create the free peasantry that formed the basis of the
democracy; he also established the distinction between freedom and slavery that
was to be central to the Athenian concept of citizenship.

PEISISTRATUS AND HIS SONS
Solon's reforms alleviated considerable suffering in Attica. By intensifying the
competition for political office, however, they probably played a role in fostering
the civil strife that led to the tyranny of Peisistratus, which must be placed in the
context of the tensions that survived Solon's labors-and of the spread of political thinking inevitable in an age of experiment. Theinhabitants of sixth-century
Attica were loosely divided into three factions known as the Men of the Plain, the
Men of the Coast, and the Men of the Hill. Historians are still puzzled about exactly who comprised each group. It may be that the men of the plain were primarily large landowners while the men of the coast were fishermen and crafts-
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men and the poorer inhabitants of the Attic highlands made up the men of the
hill; perhaps the city-dwellers were in this last group as well.

I

~~
,

Peisistratus' Seizure of Power
Around 560, a successful coup was carried out by Peisistratus, a distant relative
of Solon from northern Attica who had made a name for himself by capturing the
port of Nisaea in nearby Megara earlier in the century. Peisistratus' backers included not only the Men of the Hill but also some of the poorer city-dwellers.
Herodotus tells how Peisistratus wounded himself and his mules and then appeared in the agora demanding a bodyguard to protect himself from his madeup enemies. Back from his travels, so the story goes, Solon tried to warn the Athenians against being duped by his kinsman, but to no avail: packed with his
supporters, the assembly voted Peisistratus his bodyguard, whereupon Peisistratus seized the Acropolis and with it the reins of government.
After about five years, the parties of the plain and the coast united against Peisistratus and drove him out, but when Megacles, the leader of the coastal party,
quarreled not only with the party of the plain but also with his own faction, he
decided to ally with Peisistratus and agreed to reestablish him in Athens provided he consent to marry his daughter. Herodotus marveled at the tale that was
circulating in his day about how Peisistratus' return to Athens was accomplished.
Peisistratus and Megacles, he reported,
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came up with what is far and away the most Simpleminded plot to put him back
in power that I have ever heard of, considering that from the very earliest times
the Greeks have been distinguished from the barbarians by their intelligence and
freedom from Simpleminded foolishness-if, that is, these two actually did play
this trick on the Athenians, who are said to be the foremost of the Greeks when
it comes to brains.
There was a woman in the village of Paeania whose name was Phya. She was
tall-about five ten-and good-looking in other ways also. They decked this
woman out in full battle gear, and after showing her how she should pose to
seem the most beautiful, they put her in a chariot and drove toward the city with
heralds sent running on ahead. As they approached the city, the criers, as ordered, shouted, "Athenians! Give a warm welcome to Peisistratus! Athena has
honored him above all other men and is herself bringing him back to her own
acropolis!" The heralds went from place to place saying this. Word immediately
spread from village to village that Athena was bringing Peisistratus back, and
even the city dwellers, in the belief that this woman was the goddess herself, worshiped a human being and welcomed Peisistratus.
(The Histories 1.61: Blanco 1992)
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Whatever the truth of the tale, Peisistratus' alliance with his new father-in-law
did not endure. Bya previous marriage, Peisistratus had two grown sons. Not
wishing to undermine their position by fathering any children with Megacles'
daughter (whom in accord with Greek custom Herodotus declines to name), he
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had intercourse with his wife au kata nomon-"not
according to the accepted
norm." (Herodotus is hard put to explain just how Megacles found out; he suggests that perhaps the bride's mother had asked her some pointed questions.)
Outraged, Megacles made common cause with Peisistratus' enemies, and together they succeeded in driving him out a second time.
Peisistratus' next return to Athens was not as picturesque as his first. During
the exile that lasted from about 555 to 546 Be, he put together a force of mercenary soldiers with wealth drawn from the gold and silver mines of Mount Pangaeus in northern Greece. Supported by the wealthy Lygdamis of Naxos and the
cavalry of Eretria, he landed at Marathon and defeated the opposition in a battle
at Pallene. He then governed Athens for over ten years until he died of natural
causes in 527.Although Solon had not succeeded in sparing Athens from tyranny,
his reforms played a large role in determining what form that tyranny would
take. Solon's system continued to function while Peisistratus guided the city
through a period of enormous growth and development. Though Peisistratus'
regime has sometimes been described as a "law-abiding tyranny," it should be
remembered that Peisistratus packed the archonships with his friends and relations, kept a standing force of mercenaries for his personal use, and held the children of potential opponents hostage. When the last of Peisistratus' sons was expelled in 510, the way lay open for the development of the democratic institutions
that are still associated with the city of Athens. Although it might seem at first
that the creation of a governing dynasty would roll back all the work Draco and
Solon had done to undermine the power of families, in reality when the ascendancy of thePeisistratids had passed into history the development of democracy
was served by the tyranny's equalizing effect: under the rule of a single family,
all non-Peisistratids, rich and poor, found themselves in surprisingly similar circumstances.
Peisistratus'

Policies

Strengthening the economy was a major focus of Peisistratus' program, and in
this regard too he carried forward much of Solon's work, though this may not
have been his intention. Like Solon, he was concerned about both agriculture and
commerce. He offered land and loans to the needy. He encouraged the cultivation of the olive, and the growth of Athenian trade sparked by Solon's policies
became yet more conspicuous under his regime. Already during the seventh century some Athenian pottery had found its way to the Black Sea and even to Italy
and France, but quantities were quite small. During the first half of the sixth century, however, Athenian exports begin to show up in force throughout the
Mediterranean and Aegean, and it is difficult to believe that this explosion was
not due at least in part to Solon. Under Peisistratus fine Attic pottery traveled
even farther than it had in Solon's day-to Ionia, Cyprus, and Syria in the east
and as far west as Spain. Black-figure painting reached its apogee shortly after
the middle of the century, and around 530 potters began to experiment with the
more versatile red-figure style.
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The growth of commerce went hand in hand with an ambitious foreign policy.
Building a network of alliances in the central Aegean, Peisistratus installed his
friend Lygdamis as tyrant at Naxos; Lygdamis in turn installed Polycrates in
Samos. Sigeum, which at some point after its foundation had slipped from Athenian hands, was recaptured, and one of Peisistratus' sons was sent to govern it. Peisistratus also established a foothold in the Thracian Chersonese (the Gallipoli
peninsula in western Turkey), sending Miltiades, who belonged to the rival Philaid clan, to establish Athenian power there. Under either Peisistratus or his sons,
Athens issued the first of its silver coins, known as owls from the bird with whose
image they were stamped. The owl symbolized the goddess of wisdom, Athena,
and the Athenian owl immediately became the soundest currency in the Aegean.
In Athens, Peisistratus' public building projects served several ends at once. They
provided jobs to people who badly needed them while at the same time focusing
energy on the city as a cultural center. Replacing the private wells guarded by aristocrats with public fountain houses not only meant construction jobs for the short
term but also signaled a long-term shift from private to public patronage. With expanded opportunities for jobs and housing in the city, more people could live in the
city center; and those who lived in the urban area found it easier to vote. Under Peisistratus' regime the Athenians rebuilt the temple of Athena on the Acropolis and
began a huge temple to Olympian Zeus which was left unfinished at his death and
completed only seven centuries later by the Roman emperor Hadrian.
Peisistratus' support of the gods and the arts enhanced both his own reputation and that of the city of Athens. He commissioned a definitive edition of
Homer's Iliad and Odyssey and made Homeric recitations a regular part of the
Panathenaic festival, which was celebrated at Athens every four years in great
pomp and annually on a smaller scale. Peisistratus also instituted new festivals,
the greater and lesser Dionysia. State festivals such as the Dionysia and the Panathenaea were lavishly celebrated, and around 534 Be competition in tragic drama
became part of the Dionysia. The worship of Dionysus flourished in Peisistratid
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Figure 5.1. This silver coin worth four drachmas and thus known as the tetra drachm was
minted at Athens shortly after Peisistratus' death. As if the image of Athena and her symbol the owl did not make the coin's origin plain, the first three letters of the word "Athens"
also appear.

Figure 5.2. DetailofAtticredfigure psykter ("wine cooler")
attributed to Oltos, Armed
WarriorsRidingon Dolphins,
c. 520-510 Be. This vessel
probably represents the chorus of an early theatricalproduction. It was made for use
at the drinking party known
as a symposionand,therefore,
also depicts other wine vases
as devices on the warriors'
shields.

Athens, and dionysiac scenes of drinking and unrestrained merrymaking were
popular subjects of vase painting. At the Dionysia, the god was honored by a
choir of "satyrs" wearing goat skins and holding conversation with their leader
in the form of a "goat song" or trag-odia that evolved into the great Attic
"tragedies" of the fifth century. An expanded Panathenaic festival was celebrated
with great fanfare, culminating in the great procession carrying to Athena's temple the robe woven for her by young Athenian women. Ironically the procession
up the Acropolis at the Panathenaea would serve as the occasion for the murder
of Peisistratus' son Hipparchus in 514.

The Collapse of the Tyranny
Patronage of the arts became still more conspicuous after Peisistratus' death in
527.The historian Thucydides believed that Peisistratus' son Hippias ruled alone,
but he complains of many others who claimed that Hippias' brother Hipparchus
was an equal partner in the government. In any event, Hippias and Hipparchus
adorned their court with celebrated writers-Simonides of Ceos. whose choral
odes were famous; the love poet Anacreon of Teos; and Lasus of Hermione,
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known for composing novel "hissless hymns," that is, poems in which the sound
s was never heard. But the prestige of their glittering court did not keep the hereditary tyrants secure in their position. In 514, Hipparchus, so it seems, finding himself rejected in his romantic attentions to a young man by the name of Harmodius,
slighted Harmodius' sister by forbidding her to carry a basket in the Panathenaic
procession. Harmodius and his lover Aristogiton then formed a plot to murder
both Hippias and Hipparchus on the day of the procession. When one of the conspirators was observed chatting with Hippias, the others, wrongly believing the
plot had been betrayed, panicked and immediately killed Hipparchus. The results
were devastating for Athens: a fundamentally benign government of two aristocrats now gave way to the overbearing and paranoid autocracy of Hippias.
What motivated Harmodius and Aristogiton's fellow conspirators we will
never know, but we do know that the fall of Hippias four years later in 510 was
in large measure the work of the exiled Alcmaeonids. Determined to return to
Athens, they did everything in their power to foster good relations with Delphi,
where the old sanctuary of Apollo had recently burned to the ground. The Alemaeonids underwrote the contract to rebuild the temple, and in addition to honoring its terms also threw in a frontage of first-class Parian marble where the
terms had called only for ordinary stone. After this, whenever the Spartans went
to Delphi for advice about future projects they always received the response:
"First free Athens." As the Spartans enjoyed their reputation as the enemy of
tyranny, they were receptive to this suggestion, and in 510 King Cleomenes
blockaded Hippias on the Acropolis. When Hippias' children were captured, the
tyrant capitulated in order to get them back and departed with his family to
Sigeum. A pillar was set up in the Acropolis recording the condemnation of the
Peisistratids to atimia ("loss of civic rights").
The Athenians chose to remember the heroism of Harmodius and Aristogiton
more vividly than the Spartan intervention. Drinking songs began making the
rounds in aristocratic circles like the one that went

'.

I will carry my sword in a bough of myrtle
The way Harmodius and Aristogiton did
When they killed the tyrants
And restored equal laws to Athens.
But the Spartan intervention of 510 had a price: Athens was compelled to join the
Peloponnesian League, a development that would have important consequences
for the future.

THE REFORMS OF CLEISTHENES
The Athenians did not have long to wait for the Spartans to intervene in their domestic affairs again. Predictably, the departure of the Peisistratids from Athens
was followed by a resurgence of factional strife. The aristocrat Isagoras first
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gained the upper hand when he was elected archon in 508 Be. His popularity was
due in part to his platform of revoking the citizenship of those whose ancestors
had received it under Solon and Peisistratus. His rival Cleisthenes prudently opposed the plan, thus bringing the masses over to his side. Because Cleisthenes belonged to the A1cmaeonid clan, Isagoras, who had the backing of Sparta, dredged
up the ancestral curse that had originated at the time of Cylon's conspiracy, and
Cleisthenes withdrew from Athens. In his efforts to aid Isagoras, however,

Figure 5.3. The tyrannicides
Harmodius and Aristogiton
were commemorated in this
statue of about 500 Be. It survives in this Roman copy.
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Cleomenes was not able to repeat the success he had achieved on his last Athenian campaign, when he had helped to drive out Hippias. This time he overplayed
his hand. Returning to Attica, he expelled seven hundred families pointed out to
him by Isagoras and tried to establish an oligarchy. Now it was his turn to be
blockaded in the Acropolis. The indignant Athenians rose up en masse, forced
the capitulation of Cleomenes and Isagoras, and welcomed Cleisthenes and his
supporters back to Athens. This would not be the last time that Athenian oligarchs allied themselves with Sparta.
Seeing clearly that the rivalries of the wealthy families could not continue
without peril to the state, Cleisthenes resolved to overhaul the Athenian constitution in such a way as to break the power of rich families (other than his
own) once and for all. His methods were ingenious. Abolishing for all practical'
purposes the four ancient Ionian phylai-they remained in existence for ceremonial purposes only-he established ten new tribes on an extraordinary basis.
First he divided Attica into three geographical areas-the city, the shore, and
the inland (overlapping only partially with the old divisions of the hill, the
coast, and the plain.) He then subdivided each area into ten trittyes, or "thirds"
(though actually they were thirtieths), composed of a number of the existing
units known as demes-villages or townships of Attica. Since the demes were
of unequal size-there were over a hundred in all-the number of demes in
each trittys varied. He then took one trittys from each geographical area and
put the three together to make a tribe: one tribe, in other words, would contain
three trittyes, one from each of the three areas, made up of an irregular number of demes. To signal the weakening of family loyalties in favor of political
ones, men were to begin identifying themselves by their demotic, that is, the
name of their deme, rather than by their patronymic, the name of their father.
It may be that Cleisthenes designed this shift in part to conceal the non-Athenian origins of some of his supporters, but its long-term purpose was to weaken
the force of prestigious lineage in politics. Generations of tradition were not so
easily cast aside, however, and the custom was employed only intermittently:
we still think of Pericles as the son of Xanthippus and the historian Thucydides
as the son of Olorus.
The new base 'of ten tribes sparked the creation of a new body, the Council
(boule) of Five Hundred, with fifty members chosen annually by lot from each of
the ten tribes. Recognizing the principle of proportional representation, the fifty
slots for the boule were distributed among the demes in accordance with the population of each. The use of the lot in determining the composition of each year's
boule was a key democratic feature of the Cleisthenic system. The boule replaced
the old Council of Four Hundred, taking over its "probouleutic" functions of
preparing business for the ekklesia (the assembly) and also managing financial
and foreign affairs. Because five hundred was an unwieldy number, each tribe
would be in charge for a tenth of the year. During its period of service the fifty
presiding members of the council were called prytaneis, and the prytany came to
be used as a measure of time, rather like a "month." The chair and secretary each
changed every day.
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Figure 5.4. Attica.

The archons retained their administrative duties, but a new board of executives
was created which-though Cleisthenes may not have anticipated it-would eventually surpass them in importance. The army was reorganized on the basis of the
ten tribes, each tribe electing a taxiarchos (infantry commander), hipparchos (cavalry
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commander), and, most important, a strategas, or chief general. Unlike archons,
strafegai could serve as many consecutive terms as they liked. In time the board of
ten strategoi became the most prestigious executive body in Athens.
.
Because Cleisthenes was not granted extraordinary powers such as those with
which Solon had been invested, his measures needed to be passed in the assembly. His reforms, consequently, were in themselves the product of democratic action. Around 500 Be a meeting place for the ekklesia was carved out of the rock
on the hill called the Pnyx, and from then on the assembly met there on a regular basis and framed policy for the state.
The new Cleisthenic tribes were constituted on eminently artificial lines. It was
their very artificiality that made them work for tampering with the old ties of
sentiment and obligation opened the door to framing a new network of alliances.
Some noble families, however, remained in control of important (and profitable)
cults such as that of Demeter and Persephone at Eleusis. Whether Cleisthenes actually steeled himself to break the power of his own family along with that of the
other families is unclear; it should occasion no surprise that the Alcmaeonid
power base seems to have survived his elaborate redistricting of Attica whereas
those of other families were undermined.

THE RISE OF PERSIA
While the Greeks were struggling to create workable governments in their numerous small city-states, a rich and powerful state of a different character was
taking shape to the east, where the Persians united the largest empire known to
that time.
Sources for Persian History
The sources for Persian history are principally Persian and Greek, though there
are some records in Elamitic, Akkadian, Aramaic, Egyptian, Hebrew, and
Babylonian. The Persian sources include inscriptions written in Old Persian
found in major archaeological sites such as Persepolis and Susa. In addition,
scholars have been able to detect a Persian oral tradition glorifying the kings.
Archaeological evidence includes monumental buildings with relief sculpture
depicting historical events and seals picturing a wide range of activities yielding information on military, athletic, agricultural, and religious practices and
often showing the flora and fauna of the empire. The historical sources emanating from Persia are, of course, biased in favor of the kings and their government. Inscriptions written in Old Persian are all official documents, and
give a picture of prosperity, fertility, and security. The Greek sources include
the historical writings of Herodotus and Xenophon. The works of the former,
in particular, tend to stress differences between Greeks and Persians, between
East and West. The Greek word for the Persians, and for all peoples who did
not speak Greek, was barbarai, for they seemed to be talking gibberish, saying

