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Previous comprehensive studies of stasis have either reduced the internal struggles

of ancient Greek city-states to a single, linear cause (Ruschenbusch 1978, De Ste

Croix 1981) or provided diachronic narratives (Lintott 1982) and catalogs (Gehrke

1985, Berger 1992) with limited explanatory power. My dissertation takes a new

approach to the problem of Greek civil war that can help explain its most explosive

and unpredictable aspects. I use systems modeling to map the behavioral dynamics

of a war’s internal and external participants. A unique explanatory insight gained

by systems theory comes from its focus on feedback loops. When the output of an

element also functions as its own input, a nonlinear feedback loop forms that can induce

either exponential (reinforcing) or homeostatic (balancing) behaviors. The presence of

feedback mechanisms helps to explain why civil wars could cause such unanticipated

and devastating outcomes, yet prove so ineradicable for poleis infected with them.

In Chapter 2, I argue that population support was both a significant and dynamic

quantifiable variable. Factional support was not dictated by any single factor and could

change over the course of a conflict. Chapter 3 focuses on the informational channels

that connected groups of people during an internal war: messages, assemblies, and

public inscriptions. I argue that information was frequently disrupted and manipulated

by whichever group controlled the geographic territory through which it had to pass. In

Chapter 4, I create textual and visual models for the most commonly attested examples

9



of nonlinear, feedback-induced behaviors, such as the surprising outbreak of civil strife,

the intensity of non-military violence, and the decisive importance of pitched battles.

Chapter 5 is a case study of the Athenian civil war in 404/3 BCE. I explain how and

why Thrasybulus’ army achieved such dramatic and exponential growth. The complex

interaction between elements like territorial control, civilian massacres, the size of the

factions, and the Greek cultural importance of battles meant that the insurgency found

little support under its initial conditions, but as some variables activated feedback loops,

the entire system adapted and caused an explosion of popular support.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

For the poleis of the Classical Greek world, internal warfare – civil wars, insur-

gencies, and revolts – posed an omnipresent threat. Greek poets portrayed stasis as

a terrible natural force, a destructive disease or natural disaster, lying dormant inside

every polis. In Solon Fragment 4, stasis and polemos sleep among all the tribes, waiting

to be awoken and destroy the youth of many: ἣ στάσιν ἔμφυλον πόλεμόν θ᾽ εὕδοντ᾽

ἐπεγείρει, ὃς πολλῶν ἐρατὴν ὤλεσεν ἡλικίην (Fr. 4 W, 19-20). In Alcaeus’ allegorical

ship of state poem, staseis are the winds that stir up the sea and threaten to sink the

ship and its passengers (fr. 208). In his Ninth Paean, Pindar equates “deadly stasis”

with other types of destructive natural disasters portended by an eclipse: war, famines,

floods, blizzards, and storms (ἢ στάσιν οὐλομέναν, ant. A 4).1 When the ghost of Darius

hears of his people’s destruction in Aeschylus’ Persians, his first two guesses are that

they fell either to plague or stasis (τίνι τρόπῳ; λοιμοῦ τις ἦλθε σκηπτὸς ἢ στάσις πόλει;,

715).

The avoidance of stasis constituted one of the primary questions of Greek political

theory, if not the fundamental one.2 Xenophon introduces the Cyropaedia by discussing

how common it was for governments of all types—democracies, monarchies, and oli-

garchies—to be overthrown and how difficult it was for men to establish long-lasting rule

1 Text from Rutherford 2001, 189-90.
2 Berent 1998, for example, argues that the Greek invention of the concept of politics

was an ethical response to the problems that stasis and factions posed for the polis.
In his model, the polis was a stateless entity that lacked strong central authority, social
hierarchies, and kinship identities. Citizens relied upon political discourse as the pri-
mary public coercive apparatus to reinforce internal stability and avoid violent stasis.
Schofield 1999 examines how ancient political thinkers, especially Greek philosophers,
approached the problem of saving a political community from the destructive power of
stasis. Hansen and Nielsen 2004, 129, consider whether stasis was an essential as-
pect of the polis and conclude in the affirmative that it was “an inescapable effect of war
between poleis.”
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over one another.3 He considers Cyrus a suitable subject because of his unique ability

to keep such a large and diverse empire as Persia free from stasis and constitutional

change (Cyr. 1.2.3). A passage from his Memorabilia similarly reflects the importance of

homonoia and freedom from stasis for a stable polis (4.4.16):

Homonoia is the greatest good for cities. The gerousiai and aristoi andres in
them frequently encourage the citizens to live in homonoia. All throughout
Hellas there are laws that the citizens must swear to live in homonoia and
everywhere they swear this oath.4

Civil wars also dominated the history and historiography of the Greek polis. Stasis

loomed large in almost every major Classical Greek political event. During the Ionian

Revolt, Greek cities tried to break free from Persian imperial authority and at the same

time overthrow Persian-appointed tyrants at the local level. Herodotus reports that the

Athenian decision to engage the Persians at Marathon was based on a fear of stasis.

Miltiades persuaded the War Archon, Callimachus, that unless he broke the strategic

deadlock and voted in favor of attacking, the city would fall into civil war and some would

collaborate with the Persians.5 Stasis played a major role in Thucydides’ narrative

3 Xen. Cyr. 1.1.1: ἔννοιά ποθ᾽ ἡμῖν ἐγένετο ὅσαι δημοκρατίαι κατελύθησαν ὑπὸ τῶν
ἄλλως πως βουλομένων πολιτεύεσθαι μᾶλλον ἢ ἐν δημοκρατίᾳ, ὅσαι τ᾽ αὖ μοναρχίαι,
ὅσαι τε ὀλιγαρχίαι ἀνῄρηνται ἤδη ὑπὸ δήμων, καὶ ὅσοι τυραννεῖν ἐπιχειρήσαντες οἱ
μὲν αὐτῶν καὶ ταχὺ πάμπαν κατελύθησαν. 1.1.2: ἄνθρωποι δὲ ἐπ᾽ οὐδένας μᾶλλον
συνίστανται ἢ ἐπὶ τούτους οὓς ἂν αἴσθωνται ἄρχειν αὑτῶν ἐπιχειροῦντας.

4 Xen. Mem. 4.4.16: ἀλλὰ μὴν καὶ ὁμόνοιά γε μέγιστόν τε ἀγαθὸν δοκεῖ ταῖς πόλεσιν
εἶναι καὶ πλειστάκις ἐν αὐταῖς αἵ τε γερουσίαι καὶ οἱ ἄριστοι ἄνδρες παρακελεύονται
τοῖς πολίταις ὁμονοεῖν, καὶ πανταχοῦ ἐν τῇ Ἑλλάδι νόμος κεῖται τοὺς πολίτας ὀμνύναι
ὁμονοήσειν, καὶ πανταχοῦ ὀμνύουσι τὸν ὅρκον τοῦτον. The preservation of homonoia
is a pressing theme in Aeneas Tacticus’ Polioretica as well; cf. Whitehead 1990, 25-33.
For evidence of the Greek cult devoted to to homonoia see Thériault 1996.

5 Hdt. 6.109: ἢν μέν νυν μὴ συμβάλωμεν, ἔλπομαι τινὰ στάσιν μεγάλην διασείσειν
ἐμπεσοῦσαν τὰ Ἀθηναίων φρονήματα ὥστε μηδίσαι. How and Wells 1913 suggest
that Miltiades’ warning had some veracity to it, since Athenians later accused the Al-
cmaeonidae of betraying the city by signaling with a shield to the Persians to help co-
ordinate their invasion (Hdt. 6.155, 121, 124). Regardless of the historicity of Miltiades’
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of the Peloponnesian War. Hornblower asserts that his excursus on stasis during

the Corcyraean civil war of 427 “is the most substantial expression of direct personal

opinion in all Th.” and that its importance “for the student of Th.’s own opinions cannot

be exaggerated.”6 Throughout the text both the Spartans and Athenians induce stasis

and change the constitutions of those cities that were supporting the other side. Even

Athens’ decision to launch the Sicilian Expedition was influenced by the expectation

of stasis among the Sicilian cities, especially Syracuse. Alcibiades asserts that the

Sicilian cities are too weak to unite against an invasion because they are in a constant

state of stasis and internal disagreement. As soon as the Athenians arrive and present

an attractive proposition to certain factions, they will have no problem conquering

the island.7 Price has even argued that Thucydides uses his history to present the

Peloponnesian War not as a polemos between two external poleis, but as a stasis

internal to a nascent pan-Hellenic polity.8

In his description of the Corcyraean stasis, Thucydides concludes that civil war will

continue to occur in the future so long as human nature remains the same.9 Indeed,

the tradition of Greek stasis has had a significant impact on Western approaches to civil

war. In his Defence of the Constitutions of the United States, John Adams provides an

instructive example. He writes in the preface that “We shall learn to prize the checks

speech or the factions themselves, Herodotus’ use of stasis as an explanatory device
reflects its importance as a historical phenomenon in the minds of Greek historians.

6 Hornblower 1991, 478. For more on the Corcyraean excursus as a reflection of
Thucydides’ personal ethics see Edmunds 1975.

7 Th. 6.17.4: καὶ οὐκ εἰκὸς τὸν τοιοῦτον ὅμιλον οὔτε λόγου μιᾷ γνώμῃ ἀκροᾶσθαι
οὔτε ἐς τὰ ἔργα κοινῶς τρέπεσθαι: ταχὺ δ᾽ ἂν ὡς ἕκαστοι, εἴ τι καθ᾽ ἡδονὴν λέγοιτο,
προσχωροῖεν, ἄλλως τε καὶ εἰ στασιάζουσιν, ὥσπερ πυνθανόμεθα.

8 Price 2001, 76-78.
9 Th. 3.82.2: καὶ ἐπέπεσε πολλὰ καὶ χαλεπὰκατὰ στάσιν ταῖς πόλεσι, γιγνόμενα μὲν

καὶ αἰεὶ ἐσόμενα, ἕως ἂν ἡ αὐτὴ φύσις ἀνθρώπων ᾖ.

13



and balances of a free government, and even those of the modern aristocracies, if we

recollect the miseries of Greece which arose from their ignorance of them.” The cycles

of violence and instability caused by stasis provided Adams with a valuable rhetorical

exemplum for the superiority of the new American “balanced” system. He continues:

It is impossible to read in Thucydides, lib. iii. his account of the factions
and confusions throughout all Greece, which were introduced by this want
of an equilibrium, without horror… But if this nervous historian had known
a balance of three powers, he would not have pronounced the distemper
so incurable, but would have added — so long as parties in cities remain
unbalanced... In the name of human and divine benevolence, is such a
system as this to be recommended to Americans, in this age of the world?
Human nature is as incapable now of going through revolutions with temper
and sobriety, with patience and prudence, or without fury and madness, as it
was among the Greeks so long ago.

Even among modern political thinkers, Greek models remain valuable historical case

studies to illustrate the ubiquity and viciousness of internal warfare. In his comparative

study of civil war, Kalyvas traces the intellectual tradition back to Thucydides, Plato, and

Aristotle.10 Kilcullen cites the story from Herodotus (1.96-101) of Deiokes, the Mede

made king because of his reputation for just arbitrations, in order to demonstrate that by

fulfilling duties of law and order, nonstate actors can gain bottom-up political influence

significant enough to challenge state power.11

1.1 Previous Studies

Despite the unquestioned importance of the subject, it has been nearly thirty

years since the last comprehensive, book length study on Greek stasis.12 The last

explosion of publications occurred in the late seventies and early eighties. Some

of these books attempted to reduce stasis to its most important component parts

10 Kalyvas 2006, 8, 18.
11 Kilcullen 2010, 147-49.
12 Gehrke 1985. Berger 1992 focused only on the cities of Sicily and Magna Graecia.
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in order to determine its true cause. One of the earliest was Ruschenbusch’s 1978

monograph, Untersuchungen zu Staat und Politik in Griechenland vom 7.-4. Jh. v.

Chr. Ruschenbusch argued that Greek Bürgerkrieg was not driven by internal social

tensions, but by external factors, especially the foreign policy of hegemonic powers like

Athens and Sparta. He wrote that the Corcyraean civil war, for example, was caused

by the intervention of Athens and Corinth and by a foreign policy dispute among small

groups of aristocrats over whether Corcyra should participate in the Peloponnesian

War or remain neutral: “Anlaß war die Frage, ob Korkyra sich aurf der Seite Athens am

peloponnesischen Krieg beteiligen oder neutral sein sollte.”13 He explains that Aristotle

and other writers’ focus on internal politics as an explanation for stasis was misguided in

light of the foreign policy concerns expressed in the historical accounts of Thucydides,

the Oxyrhychus historian, Xenophon, and Diodorus:

Diese paar Beispiele aus einer ganzen Reihe mögen genügen, um zu
zeigen, daß Aristoteles die ganzen Wirren und Verfassungswechsel nur
innenpolitisch motiviert sieht…aber Konequenzen aus der außenpolitischen
Bedingtheit vieler Wirren zieht er nicht… Wenn man die inneren Wirren in
griechischen Staaten analysieren will, tut man gut, sich an die Geschichtss-
chreibung zu halten.14

While Ruschenbusch’s analysis rightly draws attention to the impact that the interests

of external powers had on the internal wars of other poleis, as we will see in Chapter 2,

he goes too far when he suggests that internal political motivations played no significant

role.

Conversely, de Ste Croix in his 1981 book, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek

World, attributed Greek stasis to internal forces alone. He saw stasis as class conflict,

13 Ruschenbusch 1978, 30. See Bruce 1971, 116-17, for a similar conclusion that the
stasis at Corcyra in 427 was not caused by any broadly-based struggle over political
constitutions, but rather by the general chaos from the foreign policies of the hegemonic
powers.
14 Ruschenbusch 1978, 29-30.
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in the Marxist sense of the term: internal social strife between the upper and lower

socio-economic classes, the exploiters and the exploited.15 He cites Corcyra as a

representative example:

At Corcyra in 427 (Thuc. III.70-81) we hear again and again of the dēmos on
one side, some of them burdened with debt (81.4), and on the other of the
ὀλίγοι (74.2), some of whom were ‘very rich’ (70.4); in 410 (Diod. XIII.48) we
have the dēmos against ‘the most influential people’ (48.5) – class conflict
again.16

Fuks similarly argued that Greek civil wars from the fourth century onwards were forms

of socio-revolutionary stasis, with the caveat that those of the fifth century merely

had “socio-economic concomitants.”17 Although de Ste Croix’s unapologetic Marxist

assumptions have been criticized, his book nevertheless provides a valuable focus on

the relational structure of stasis.18 He asks critical questions like: who participated in

internal warfare and what was their relationship to one another and their society?

Historians have found Ruschenbusch’s and de Ste Croix’s conclusions to be reduc-

tive, since both argue that stasis could be explained by a single cause. Ruschenbusch’s

conclusion that civil wars were caused solely by the interaction between the international

15 De Ste Croix 1981, 49, 57.
16 De Ste Croix 1981, 547 n.6.
17 Fuks 1971, 50. He argues that the stasis at Corcyra was not true social conflict

since both parties offered to free slaves only as a military tactic, Thucydides only men-
tions the indebtedness of some of the dēmos in passing, and the dēmos made no efforts
to redistribute the elite’s property after the war.
18 Figueira 1991b, 289-92, for example, criticized de Ste Croix and other Marxist stud-

ies for their assumption that Greek societies followed only one pattern of economic de-
velopment based on class exploitation and for their singular focus on potential ”crisis”
events.
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policies of large states and the small aristocratic hetaireiai, both oligarchic and demo-

cratic, has not been well received.19 Lintott provides a brief rebuttal of Ruschenbusch’s

thesis by pointing the methodological problems inherent in excluding the source material

about Athens and Sparta.20 He also cites examples of stasis, such as Megara in the

early 420s, where both groups had the same foreign policy (anti-Athenian), yet still

engaged in civil war. In response to the assertions of de Ste Croix that socio-economic

class conflicts always incited stasis, Austin argued that the Greeks did not make such

distinctions between political, social, and economic issues. The conflation of these

elements creates problems for a modern analysis that tries to distinguish between

them.21 Figueira summed up the problems with both kinds of deterministic models:

”Linear progression along a single channel of social evolution is both empirically false

and incomprehensible in its dynamics.”22

Subsequent scholars shied away from attempts to produce any kind of holistic or

systematic explanation for stasis. Instead, they either presented descriptive catalogues

of incidents of civil war complemented by a study of the common factors involved, or

they focused on the role that individual examples of these elements played. Lintott’s

1982 book, Violence, Civil Strife and Revolution in the Classical City, represents one

of the former. The book provides a diachronic narrative of Greek internal wars and

conflicts from the archaic period through the end of the classical. Lintott analyzes many

of the most historically significant internal wars and shows how prior civil conflicts and

19 For example, Fisher 2000, 85.
20 Lintott 1982, 272-73.
21 Austin 1994, 533-34.
22 Figueira 1991b, 290. Figueira argues that a clear analytic division between political

and social conflict is impossible and proposes that such conflict existed along a spec-
trum. He found that as the classical period progressed and political institutions became
more articulated, internal conflict became more political and less social (295).
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large-scale wars, like the Peloponnesian, could create the conditions under which the

next civil war might erupt. Finley, however, was quite critical of Lintott’s approach:

“The attempt by Lintott (1982) to provide a narrative of stasis between 750
and 350 B.C. is vitiated by his restriction of stasis to open violence (e.g. the
conflict that brought Solon into action was only ‘incipient civil strife’, p.43),
by his uncritical use of the sources, and by the obvious inadequacy of the
evidence for such an enterprise.”23

Another shortcoming of Lintott’s study is that he does not weigh the importance of

the various elements of internal war and concludes simply by summarizing the “chief

elements of stasis.”24 He does not explain how these elements were connected with

one another or why some elements played a large role in some conflicts but a small role

in others.

Gehrke also wrote a survey of Greek stasis that catalogued every instance of

“inneren Kämpfen” from the years 500-300 BCE in alphabetic order.25 In the second

half of the work, he analyzes the various constituent elements of internal warfare, the

connection between external actors and internal strife, and the importance of socio-

economic factors in the participation of citizens in stasis. Gehrke is careful to avoid

asserting the primacy of any single element of internal war. He sees the wars as caused

by a complex networks of contributory factors. While Gehrke is better at at weighing the

probable significance of various elements, he nevertheless ends up with what Fornara

calls “a body of highly qualified assertions” due to the complexity of their relationships.26

Another major limitation of Gehrke’s study is that he excludes evidence from Athens

and Sparta, states he deems too exceptionally hegemonic to provide a “typical” view of

23 Finley 1983, 111 n.24.
24 Lintott 1982, 252-53.
25 Gehrke 1985.
26 Fornara 1987, 167.

18



stasis for a Greek polis.27 As Lintott points out, “the excision of Athens means cutting

oneself off from the best evidence of what people did in stasis and the chief evidence

of what people thought about it in the classical period.”28 Gehrke also did not include

the Greek cities of Sicily and Magna Graecia in his catalog. Berger has since published

a catalog for the internal wars of these cities, similar to Gehrke’s in its format and

approach.29

1.2 Problems

Despite the scholarly attention paid to stasis, a number of critical questions remain

unresolved. Even a question as simple as who participated in internal wars is prob-

lematic. A large gulf exists between de Ste Croix’s model of class conflict, involving

large groups of poor citizens vs. the rich, and Ruschenbusch’s model of stasis driven

by foreign powers and small groups of elites, who only involved the rest of the city as

auxiliaries in extraordinary circumstances. As I show in Chapter 2, large quantities of

citizens could and often did participate in civil wars, even if their role was a tacit one.

Sometimes citizens who appeared to be neutral at the start of a war could later join

of the sides. Participation was a dynamic variable. Moreover, in almost every stasis

there was an attempt by the two factions to convince others of their legitimacy and win

over the support of the rest of the polis. If the majority of a polis’ population played an

insignificant role, the factions would have felt little need to make such arguments or

to take action to prevent collaboration with their opponents. So, if we dismiss de Ste

Croix’s model of class warfare, as most have done, the actions of non-elite citizens still

27 Gehrke 1985, 5.
28 Lintott 1987, 108. Fornara 1987, 168, makes a similar criticism: “If there is an in-

ternal logic governing the course of revolution our immeasurably greater knowledge of
Athens could have illuminated the universal subject.”
29 Berger 1992.

19



need to be explained. We must explain why they chose to participate when they did

and why in other circumstances they chose not to get involved. Even if the elite were

the prime instigators of civil war, we must still explain the passivity of the rest of the

citizenry.

Another major question concerns the impact of external factors. If Ruschenbusch’s

insistence that the foreign policies of hegemonic powers could explain Greek civil wars

does not hold ground, we need to explain the relationship between internal and external

participants. Internal factions readily called in external forces for help, sometimes

even at the cost of their polis’ autonomy. External parties risked their own lives in the

internal politics of another city. This problem is further muddled by the tendency of

internal factions to try to externalize their opponents. The distinction between what

was “internal” and what was “external” was commonly one of the unresolved issues

the two groups were fighting about. While previous studies have acknowledged the

importance of external participation, few have explored the dynamic relationship

between internal and external motivations. In my dissertation I consider how internal

politics affected external participation and how the foreign policies and politics of the

external participants themselves affected their participation.

A third methodological problem involves the categorization of different types of

internal wars. Civil war is a warfare defined by its lack of agreed upon definitions.

Kalyvas asserts, “analytically, the distinct character of irregular war is marked by the lack

of front lines.”30 Sometimes the very definition of what is internal and what is external

is at stake. As Price points out, “the outcome of an internal conflict may determine its

definition retroactively.”31 The terms themselves retroactively impose a teleology on

the actions. The heavy ideological dimension of internal warfare also contributes to its

30 Kalyvas 2006, 87.
31 Price 2001, 34
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typological difficulties. Since the legitimacy of competing political entities is at stake,

each side often attempts to delegitimize the other side by labeling their behavior with

derogatory terms. As Loraux observes, Greek cities had no problem labeling the civil

strife of their neighbors as stasis, but preferred to speak of their own internal problems

as diaphorai.32

The variation in definitions and labels for internal conflicts stems not only from the

problems in understanding the Greek terms, but also in the confusion surrounding the

modern English terminology for internal warfare in all fields of study.33 Historically,

English-speaking incumbent powers have used terms like rebels and insurgent to

delegitimize “nonstate” actors, but used terms like revolutionary to legitimate wars

of ”just” political change.34 During the American Civil War, for example, the North

32 Loraux 1991, 49.
33 Most people generally follow Arendts’ 1963 categories for distinguishing between

revolutions and rebellions/revolts. Movements that bring about some kind of new polit-
ical order, usually one judged favorably, are thought of as revolutions. Rebellion refers
to movements without such lofty political goals, especially premodern ones. Insurgency
also sometimes carries a negative connotation because of its association with terror-
ism, as is the case in the current American counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan.
In short, there exists no widely-used, neutral vocabulary for members of a resistance
group. I have, therefore, chosen to refer to them as insurgents in this work because the
term does not carry quite as much metaphorical baggage as the terms revolutionary or
rebel. Insurgent also contrasts nicely with the term incumbent, which I have chosen to
employ for the current government. The terms insurgent and incumbent avoid the pre-
fixes re- and counter- that could also potentially bias historical interpretation by suggest-
ing that one party was responsible for the violence and the other was simply responding
to it.
34 e.g. Grossman 1995, Grossman 1999, and Collier 2000 categorize rebellions and

insurrections as “loot-seeking” movements and contrast them with revolutions which
are “justice-seeking” movements. While this schema seems viable in theory, in prac-
tice the political motivations of insurgent groups are often difficult to determine and
frequently blur the lines between these typologies and contain both loot-seeking and
justice-seeking elements, as Kalyvas 2001 argues. Individual participants have their
own individual reasons for joining a resistance movement and the motivations of the
group might change as the war evolves over time.
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called it “The War of Rebellion,” whereas the South called it “The Second American

Revolution.”35

The corresponding ancient Greek terms for internal warfare were no less varied

and contain no fewer methodological problems than their English equivalents. In

fact, understanding and then accurately translating such words becomes even more

complicated because the reader has to account for the ideological biases present in

both the ancient and modern language. Consider, for example, the difference between

the terms ἀφίστημι and ἐπανίστημι as presented in the following two passages, one from

Herodotus and one from Thucydides:

Herodotus 1.130: Later, [the Medes] regretted what they had done and they
committed apostasis (ἀπέστησαν) from Darius. After committing apostasis
(ἀποστάντες), they were defeated in battle and subdued a second time. In
the time of Astyages, however, when the Persians and Cyrus committed
epanastasis (ἐπαναστάντες) against the Medes, they began to rule Asia from
that point forward.36
Thucydides 3.39.2: [Since the Mytilenians] acted in such a manner, what
else could we say than that they plotted against us and they committed
epanastasis (ἐπανέστησαν) rather than that they committed apostasis
(ἀπέστησαν) (for apostasis is characteristic of those who suffer some sort of
oppression).37

A cursory reading of the two passages reveals that authors use the two words in an

almost contradictory manner. Herodotus treats the two words as roughly synonymous.

In fact, he had earlier (1.125) described Cyrus’ plot as one to “persuade the Persians

to commit apostasis (ἀπίστασθαι).” While the two words no doubt had slightly different

35 McCardell 1979, McPherson 1988.
36 Hdt. 1.130: ὑστέρῳ μέντοι χρόνῳ μετεμέλησέ τέ σφι ταῦτα ποιήσασι καὶ ἀπέστησαν

ἀπὸ Δαρείου· ἀποστάντες δὲ ὀπίσω κατεστράφησαν μάχῃ νικηθέντες. τότε δὲ ἐπὶ
Ἀστυάγεος οἱ Πέρσαι τε καὶ ὁ Κῦρος ἐπαναστάντες τοῖσι Μήδοισι ἦρχον τὸ ἀπὸ τούτου
τῆς Ἀσίης.
37 Th. 3.39.2: τοιαῦτα εἰργάσαντο, τί ἄλλο οὗτοι ἢ ἐπεβούλευσάν τε καὶ ἐπανέστησαν

μᾶλλον ἢ ἀπέστησαν (ἀπόστασις μέν γε τῶν βίαιόν τι πασχόντων ἐστίν).
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meanings for Herodotus, he had no difficulty using either one to describe the same

set of actions taken by the same group of people. In the passage from Thucydides,

however, the entire force of Cleon’s rhetoric relies on the perception of a difference

between the two terms. Cleon began (3.39.1) by admitting he could make allowances

for those who committed apostasis (ἀπέστησαν) because they hated Athenian rule or

because of enemy pressure. His point rests on the idea that the Mytilenians did not fall

into such a category. They instead committed a different sort of action, one which he

calls “plotting” (ἐπεβούλευσάν) and committing epanastasis (ἐπανέστησαν) rather than

apostasis (ἀπέστησαν).

Modern scholarship has been no less contradictory about how to treat the two

Greek terms in this passage. The Liddell-Scott-Jones dictionary suggests translating

ἀφίστημι as “revolt” and ἐπανίστημι as “to rise in insurrection against.” Herodotus 1.130

serves as evidence for each translation. Under the ἐπανίστημι entry the dictionary

also cites Thucydides 3.39 as evidence that the word is opposed to ἀφίσταμαι. The

dictionary, however, cites passages from both Herodotus (3.84) and Thucydides (1.132)

that suggest one should translate the word συνεπανίσταμαι as: to “join in a revolt

or rebellion,” not “to join in an insurrection” as one would expect from the entry on

ἐπανίστημι. Thucydides 3.39, in particular, has attracted the most attention. Gomme

regards Cleon’s distinction between ἀφίστημι and ἐπανίστημι as “a somewhat frigid

conceit.”38 He seems to suggest that Cleon’s sentiment relies more on the sophistic

use of homeoteleuton than on any true lexical difference. He cites a German translation

of the respective words as “Abfall” and “Anfall” for illustration. Andrewes agrees that

the division is “highly artificial” and thinks Cleon’s goal is to liken Mytilene’s revolt to a

“domestic revolution” rather than a state forced into subjugation.39 Price disagrees with

38 Gomme 1956a, 307.
39 Gomme et al. 1981, 45.
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the HCT editors and reads substantive significance in the distinction. He translates the

passage as: “they have rebelled [in the sense of insubordination] rather than revolted,

for ‘revolution’ belongs to those who are oppressed.”40 Hornblower flatly disagrees and

claims the English “distinction between revolt and rebellion conveys nothing” and prefers

to translate the passage as: “they have not revolted…but they have betrayed us.”41

Finally, despite the ubiquity of stasis throughout the Greek world, its outbreak was

often an unexpected and explosive incident. As Hansen notes, stasis could happen in

even the most homogenous of the Greek poleis.42 Common, everyday actions could

suddenly spark instability throughout the city, as happened in Corcyra following the

trials Peithias and the five elite convicted of religious violations (Th. 3.70). What caused

these violent outcomes which were so incongruous with its beginnings grounded in the

legitimate political process? Even in cases where an internal conflict was foreseen, the

subsequent events often were not. Support for insurgent and incumbent factions could

rise or fall dramatically. Violence could escalate to unparalleled levels. Civil strife even

fractured traditional social ties. Thucydides famously observes that during the stasis ,

factional loyalty becomes more important than family. Fathers kill their own sons (Th.

3.81.5).

Does the complexity of internal warfare therefore preclude the development

of a comprehensive explanatory model? Ruschenbusch and de Ste Croix tried to

explain civil war by focusing on a what they thought were the most important causes

of civil strife. They, however, have been criticized for overlooking or downplaying

40 Price 2001, 35 n.63, emphasis in original.
41 Hornblower 1991, 428. Cf. the Mytilenians’ speech from Thucydides 3.9 in which

the perception of ”betrayal” (προδότας) is associated with those ”revolting” (τοὺς
ἀφισταμένους).
42 Hansen and Nielsen 2004, 128-29.
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the importance of elements which did not fit their model. While Lintott and Gehrke’s

approaches proved less reductive and more nuanced, they also lost much of their

explanatory power. Neither type of study could paint a complete structural picture of

the phenomenon. It appears that we are left with a choice between either a linear

explanatory model that ignores or relegates the importance of evidence that does not

fit or a nuanced, descriptive account that cannot explain the complexity of the elements

involved. The goal of this dissertation is therefore to develop a framework for modeling

the complex network of causes and effects of Greek internal warfare, so that we can

explain how stasis could be such a common aspect of Greek politics, yet exhibit such

unpredictability. I argue that a systems approach can provide the unique explanatory

insight necessary because it allows us to focus on the interconnected nature of the

elements in a civil war, rather than just the elements themselves.

1.3 Systems Theory

Generally, a system can be defined as “an interconnected set of elements that is

coherently organized in a way that achieves something.”43 One can break down this

general definition further into two different types: simple (linear) and complex (nonlinear)

systems. A simple (or linear) system is one in which the sum of its inputs are equal to

its outputs. One can derive the whole from the simple combination of its constituent

parts. The concept that the net response is equivalent to the sum of what each of the

responses would have been individually is called the supposition principle. Expressed in

functional notation the supposition principle is:

f (x + y) = f (x) + f (y)

43 Meadows 2008, 11.
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An analyst of a linear system could claim that cause and effect (i.e. the system’s inputs

and outputs) are directly related to one another, since they could be connected by a

straight line, i.e. one with a linear slope.

A complex (or nonlinear) system, in contrast, does not behave according to the

supposition principle. A complex system’s structure receives feedback outputs from its

constituent parts. This feedback then becomes part of the input of the system. These

interconnections produce dynamic results, which prove incongruous with the sum of

the initial inputs, if analyzed independently. So, an analyst cannot claim that cause and

an effect are directly related or connected by a straight line in a dynamic system. One

event cannot directly cause another. Meadows summarizes the difference between

linear and nonlinear thinking well:

The world often surprises our linear-thinking minds. If we’ve learned that
a small push produces a small response, we think that twice as big a push
will produce twice as big a response. But in a nonlinear system, twice the
push could produce one-sixth the response, or the response squared, or no
response at all.44

The consequence of complex behavior is that a system’s results cannot be predicted

solely based on an analysis of its elements. One must also understand how those

elements are connected to one another. Relationships and interconnections are more

important than the components themselves.

A well-known example of a nonlinear system is population growth.45 Total popula-

tion is determined by birth and death rates. The nonlinearity comes into play, however,

when you realize that the rates themselves are determined by the total population level.

In other words, the larger the population, the greater the number of people that can

be born, but also the more people that can die. Of course, more factors than just total

44 Meadows 2008, 91.
45 My argument here is adapted from Meadows 2008, 42-47.

26



population affect birth and death rates. The systems model in Figure 1-1, however,

demonstrates the interconnected relationships between birth rate, death rate, and the

quantitative value of the population. These patterns form classic examples of reinforcing

and balancing feedback loops.

Population

Birth

Rate

Death

Rate

+ -

Figure 1-1. Population growth

Systems theorists call the tendency of nonlinear systems to produce effects that

are qualitatively different from their inputs “emergence.” As part of his justification for

modeling insurgency as a complex (or nonlinear) social system, Kilcullen argues that

emergence is a characteristic of insurgent warfare.46 He blames the shortcomings of

Vietnam-era counterinsurgency approaches on their failure to account for this property.

Cartesian methodologies, like MacNamara’s for Vietnam, assumed that an analyst

could break down a complex problem like insurgency into its components and infer the

behavior of the whole from a combined analysis of each of the pieces.47 In essence,

they assumed that insurgencies were linear phenomena and behaved according to

46 Kilcullen 2010, 195-96. As a representative example of emergence, he points out
that one could not predict the taste of a sugar molecule based only on individual analy-
ses of each of its constituent elements, carbon, oxygen, and hydrogen without a knowl-
edge of its bonding structure. Similarly, even if one knows the interest rate, one could
not predict capital growth in an interest-bearing account without knowing the capital
amount currently in the account.
47 Kelly and Kilcullen 2004, 91.
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the supposition principle. They reasoned that a constraint on one of the constituent

elements would create an equal constraint on the insurgent movement as a whole.

Modern COIN theory emerged from the insight gained from these methodological

shortcomings. As a result, Kilcullen asserts that “the modern understanding of war is

underpinned by systems thinking.”48

In this work, I argue that civil wars, revolts, and insurgencies in the classical Greek

world also behaved as nonlinear, feedback-driven systems. Complex systems theory

involves identifying a number of mechanisms that can help explain dynamic behavior,

such as negative synergies, cascade effects, threshold events, and the role of fortune

or chance. One mechanism that proves especially helpful for my study of stasis is the

feedback loop. A feedback loop is created when the output of one part of the system

becomes the input for another part (or the same one). These loops trigger recursive

behaviors that can either produce ”snowballing” exponential growth (”reinforcing” or

”positive” loops) or restrain growth according to a certain rule (”balancing” or ”negative”

loops). The key to identifying feedback loops lies in finding areas where one part of the

system depends on either a physical or informational input from somewhere else inside

the same system. Greek internal wars contained a number of such feedback loops.

General examples include:

• The military strategies of the insurgent side become contingent upon resources
and actions of the incumbent side, which bases its strategies in turn on the
resources and actions of the insurgents. This dynamic results in constantly
evolving strategic conditions (Negative Loop).

• A hegemonic power might learn that a faction it supported was losing a civil war
and consequently might send military aid to improve its position (Negative Loop).

• Feelings of enmity towards the opposing faction increase after a violent conflict,
which increases its desire to engage in more violent conflict in vengeance (Positive
Loop).

48 Kilcullen 2010, 192.
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• A defeat in battle decreases the troop numbers of one side, making them more
likely to be defeated again in future conflict (Positive Loop).

• A victory in battle increases the perception that that side will ultimately win out,
which could convince local or foreign population to support them or withdraw
support from their opponents (Positive Loop).

Some scholars who have worked on stasis have noted the difficulties in developing

simple causalities for the phenomenon precisely because of such feedback mecha-

nisms. Barnard observes from Thucydides’ presentations of stasis in 3.83.1-4 that “the

chain of cause and effect becomes a circle, as stasis feeds not only on outside forces,

but also on itself.”49 Stasis not only contained feedback loops within each individual

outbreak, but, as Lintott points out in his review of Gehrke’s book, it exported feedback

into subsequent conflicts throughout the Greek world:

The absence of ’Diachronik’ except in the fragmented sections on individual
communities makes it hard to grasp the phenomenon of stasis as something
dynamic, where one civil struggle not only set an example to its successors
but often had a more direct causal connection with one or more of them.50

The presence of these positive feedback loops or ”vicious cycles” also help explain

why stasis could seemingly explode out of nowhere and escalate so quickly. A dynamic

systems model provides the best method to express these complex relationships.

What does a nonlinear, complex systems model for the process of internal war-

fare in the ancient Greek polis look like? My model, like all dynamic systems models,

consists of three dimensions: elements, interconnections, and functions.51 Elements

(also called variables) are either the physical or intangible aspects of any Greek insur-

gency. Examples of an insurgency’s elements include manpower, weapons, financial

49 Barnard 1980, 78-79.
50 Lintott 1987, 108.
51 I have adopted the basic aspects of dynamic systems modeling from Meadows

2008, 11-17.

29



resources, geographic positions, battle, deaths, or even ideas like legitimacy, support,

and fear. Quantifiable elements that can rise and fall dynamically during the process are

called stocks.52 Stocks usually attract the most attention in modern studies because

they are easily recognized and can be measured numerically.53 Interconnections are

the ways that elements relate to each other. These connections can be physical or

informational.54 An example of a physical flow is the loss of manpower because of

deaths in a battle. Physical flows that affect stock levels are marked on the model by

a solid line with a diamond shape, which represents the rate of flow between stocks.

Informational flows, on the other hand, include things like a report about the outcome of

a battle, kinship ties, or political ideologies.

The last dimension in a systems analysis is its function. The function is the system’s

overall output. It is the behavior that the combination of elements and interconnections

produces. Stasis’ output was conflict between two factions, usually in the form of mass

violence or battle, but sometimes only in the form of discourse or other non-violent

confrontations. I argue the function of an internal war, at least from a systems point of

view, was to gain victory over the enemy faction and not necessarily to gain control over

the governance of the city or its central institutions. This assertion runs contrary to the

52 In order to identify stocks on the visual systems models, I draw a rectangular box
around them. All other types of elements are not boxed.
53 The presence of quantitative stocks in the model does not mean that I am attempt-

ing a quantitative or computational analysis, or even that such an approach is possible
for the ancient Greek world. We lack sufficient quantitative data for most of the recorded
insurgencies and the data that come to us from Greek historians are notoriously un-
reliable. So, my analysis and its conclusions remain purely qualitative (this is not a
cliodynamic approach). The incorporation of quantitative stocks into the model simply
acknowledges the importance of actual population numbers for insurgent and incum-
bent groups in the histories of these wars. Just because we do not possess accurate
numbers does not mean we can ignore their significance.
54 I follow Coyle and Millar 1996, 364, by representing physical connections as solid

lines and informational connections as dashed lines.
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views of political scientists like Eisenstadt and classicists like Berger, who argue that all

revolutions are launched by people excluded from the decision-making organs of the

incumbent government with the goal of forcing their way inside.55 In systems theory,

however, the function of a complex system is not any rhetorically stated or intended

purpose, but its behavioral output. Although stasis frequently led to regime change

and its participants often espoused that goal, conflict between factional groups was the

consistent behavioral pattern exhibited by a Greek polis engaging in civil war.

Thucydides provides excellent support for this idea in his own analysis of stasis.

He signals the functional shift by observing that ”to match their actions with what was

thought just, factional members had to change the usual sense of words” (καὶ τὴν

εἰωθυῖαν ἀξίωσιν τῶν ὀνομάτων ἐς τὰ ἔργα ἀντήλλαξαν τῇ δικαιώσει, 3.82.4). The

terminological and cognitive shifts he describes in the subsequent sentences aimed

at justifying the behavior of one’s own party and harming the opposing party. Safety

became less important than obtaining revenge. As he sums up: ”the hostility of the two

sides towards each other and the distrust in each others’ opinions spread far across

Greece” (τὸ δὲ ἀντιτετάχθαι ἀλλήλοις τῇ γνώμῃ ἀπίστως ἐπὶ πολὺ διήνεγκεν, 3.83.1).

Consequently, stasis’ main product was a combative mentality between the factions,

which Thucydides encapsulates in the articular infinitive τὸ ἀντιτετάχθαι. The citizens of

a polis thus underwent a functional shift. They ceased thinking of themselves as politai

and became stasiotai.56 Staseis and other forms ancient Greek internal war were a new

55 Eisenstadt 1978, 36-39; Berger 1992, 57.
56 Loraux 1991, 34-35, argues that the Greeks thought of stasis as a “suspension of

political time.” She shows that Greek writers often conceptualized stasis as an exter-
nal malady, such as a disease or natural disaster, that was foreign to the civic body.
She also points out that only after the stasis of 403 had ended and the Athenians had
reestablished magistracies did Xenophon state that “they began to live as citizens” (καὶ
τότε μὲν ἀρχὰς καταστησάμενοι ἐπολιτεύοντο, Hell. 2.4.43).
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and different pattern of thought and behavior imposed on a pre-existing society.57 We

must think of it as a reorganization of loyalties, priorities, and goals within the confines of

Greek cultural traditions. In systems terms, the informational and behavioral systems of

a Greek polis had a new purpose – to externalize and eliminate an opposing faction.

1.4 Methodology

In order to provide a comprehensive look at the system of stasis and its nonlinear

population dynamics, I have divided the main body of the dissertation into three chapters

which focus on the critical components of a feedback-driven, complex systems model:

population stocks, informational interconnections, and feedback mechanisms. Chapter

2 examines the people that participated or could potentially participate in Greek internal

warfare. Because my systems model treats the number of participants as its primary

stock (or quantifiable element), it establishes that population support for insurgent and

incumbent factions was both a significant and dynamic variable in the outcomes of

Greek internal wars. First, In order to establish its importance, I look at the nature of

Greek land warfare, especially the role played by sub-hoplites. I focus on irregular and

urban combat, since rugged terrain and city centers were the most commonly contested

territory and battle zones of internal warfare. I also assess the attitudes of Greek writers

towards the number of people, especially members of the non-elite, involved in civil

wars. Despite the inherent pro-hoplite bias in our authors and contrary to some modern

studies, I conclude that a faction’s popular support with the entire community, not

just the elite or hoplite class, was critical to its success in civil war. Second, I argue

that despite the Greek conception of a faction as a stasis or “standing,” support was

actually dynamic. Factions worked hard to keep their own support static or growing,

but if conditions changed enough, community members could switch their loyalty from

57 As Finley 1963, 60 n.1, notes, “the dividing-line between politics and sedition...was a
thin one in classical Greece.”
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one side to another or change between active participation and passivity. Chapter 2

concludes that the support of all members of the community mattered and individuals

could change their support to adapt to their interests over the course of a conflict. In

order to secure long-term stability within a city, a faction therefore had to ensure they

had more support than their opponent over a protracted period. They could do so either

by increasing their own stock of collaborators or by reducing their rival’s stock. These

important insights set the foundation for the development of the rest of the systems

model.

Chapter 3 turns from quantifiable stocks to the informational dynamics that con-

nected the population groups. In order for participants to make decisions about whom

to support and how to behave, they relied on informational inputs before and during

the conflict. I map out the ways information flowed throughout a polis and examine

how it was manipulated and interpreted by community members. I first consider the

informational avenues that connected the various population stocks involved in internal

conflicts. I break down the dissemination of information into three main categories –

messages, assemblies, and inscriptions – and review examples of each type from the

works of Greek authors and extant inscriptions. In the second half of Chapter 3, I exam-

ine how factions manipulated the flow of information to attract support for themselves

or detract from their opponents. The manipulation of information ranged from the use

of political slogans, propaganda, or ideologies to outright misinformation and lies. I

conclude by reviewing the ways that Greeks perceived their political identities and show

how those perceptions could affect their willingness to join in or refrain from civil war.

In Chapter 4 I analyze the behavioral patterns created by the complex interactions

between population groups and their informational inputs. I focus specifically on

the feedback mechanisms that gave Greek stasis its explosive and unpredictable

character. I examine five common feedback-driven processes: the outbreak of civil

wars, calculations based on the quantitative sizes of groups, territorial control, violence
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against non-combatants, and military confrontations. An analysis of these system

dynamics helps to address a number of the major questions about internal warfare.

It explains why external actors participated so frequently in the internal wars of other

cities. It offers insight into why the majority of Greek citizens frequently remained

passive or supported the incumbent regime during stasis, even when their personal

interests laid with the opposition. It explores why violence against non-combatants

was endemic to stasis and why it escalated so quickly. Finally, it suggests why pitched

battles played such a crucial role in the growth or decay of factional support.

Finally, Chapter 5 is a case study of Thrasybulus’ democratic insurgency against

the Thirty oligarchs in Athens in 404/3. The case study uses the systems approach

developed in Chapters 2 through 4 to address the question of why Thrasybulus’ army

exhibited such a dramatic and exponential growth pattern. I split the stasis into three

temporal periods and examine the net population change from period to period and the

informational relationships that drove these changes. The complex interconnections

between elements like territorial control, fear-based massacres, quantities of people,

and the Greek cultural and strategic importance of military battles meant that under its

initial conditions the insurgency found little support, but as some variables changed,

they created a cascade by which the entire system adapted. These feedback loops

eventually led to an explosion of popular support and even caused the Spartan general

Pausanias to withdraw his own support from the oligarchic government.
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CHAPTER 2
POPULATION DYNAMICS

Chapter 2 establishes the importance of population groups and their behaviors

during internal conflicts. A complete understanding of Greek internal warfare requires

a model that accounts for the attitudes and behaviors of a city’s entire population and

how they changed over the course of the conflict. Popular support was a significant,

dynamic variable.1 It is the fundamental quantitative stock in my systems model.

My argument is based on two hypotheses. First, I assert that the sizes of different

population groups – insurgents, incumbents, external participants, neutral parties – had

a significant impact on the outcome of military engagements and on the internal stability

of the factions.2 All segments of the population could add much-needed support to

an insurgent or incumbent faction. Because of the nature of Greek land warfare, a

significantly outnumbered group, even if it possessed higher-tech weaponry, had limited

chances of winning a battle, especially in irregular and urban combat. The greater a

group’s base of support, the greater were its chances of ultimate success. There was

therefore always an incentive to maximize the size of one’s own faction and to diminish

1 “Population-centrism” is one of the fundamental premises of modern counterin-
surgency theory. Kilcullen 2009, 66-70, explains that the key to defeating the Afghan
insurgency is winning over the majority of the population who simply want peace and
security. He argues that these people will change their support to help whichever side
appears most likely to win, to meet their security needs, and to align with their primary
group identity. The U.S. Army-Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual simi-
larly asserts, “Each side aims to get the people to accept its governance or authority as
legitimate...Long-term success in COIN depends on the people taking charge of their
own affairs and consenting to the government’s rule” (U.S. Department of the Army
2007, 2). For other arguments asserting the importance and mutability of popular sup-
port during modern insurgencies see Galula 1964, 75-76, and Kilcullen 2010, 5-6.

2 Teegarden 2014, 1, similarly argues that the success of democratic insurgencies
relied on the number of participants: “Nevertheless, the deciding factor in an armed con-
frontation almost certainly would come down to numbers: the pro-democrats’ chances
for victory increasing in more or less direct proportion to the extent of their numerical
superiority over their anti-democrat opponents.”
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the size of the opponents’. Second, the composition of these population groups was

not static over the course of stasis. The number of people in support of a faction could

shift because of a variety of factors. Individuals within a group could add, withdraw, or

change their support to varying degrees. If the number of people supporting a group

mattered and could change, we consequently must treat manpower as a dynamic

variable and assess that dynamic across the entirety of a polis community.

2.1 The Significance of Popular Support

In the Poroi, Xenophon asks: “What possession is more useful in warfare (polemos)

than manpower?”3 The question forms part of his argument in favor of a measure to

purchase extra slaves for a state-owned mining venture. He suggests that the slaves

would also have military utility since they could fill “many ships” or serve as “many

footsoldiers.” He stresses that their value comes from their quantity – pollas naus, polloi

pezoi. The same sentiment, I argue, holds true for Greek civil warfare. The number

of participants had a significant impact on the outcomes of internal conflicts both in

reality and in the Greek imaginary. The nature of Greek land warfare meant that light-

armed troops with a manpower and geographic advantage often could defeat a more

heavily-armed opponent. Low-tech, low-status fighters proved especially effective in

urban or wilderness combat, which were two of the most common arenas for insurgent

combat. Consequently, every potential participant, if mobilized, could have a decisive

impact on the outcome of a civil war, regardless of status or equipment. Overall victory

in stasis depended on one faction maximizing its own numbers and minimizing that of its

opponents.

2.1.1 Was Stasis an Elite-Controlled Phenomenon?

Some scholars have argued that only elite groups, sometimes taking the form

of hetaireiai, could affect changes in Greek government. The involvement of other

3 Poroi 4.42: τί γὰρ δὴ εἰς πόλεμον κτῆμα χρησιμώτερον ἀνθρώπων;
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segments of a city’s population in civil wars were tangential to the main impetus, which

these small elite factions controlled. This conclusion is especially common in recent

studies of civil strife during the archaic period. Some scholars envision archaic stasis

as small-scale feuds between elite factions, which the general population watched

passively from the sidelines.4 But, others have drawn similar conclusions about stasis

in the fifth and fourth centuries. Van Wees argues that “as a rule, it would seem, political

regimes were created and destroyed by small factions,” and that “both autocratic

regimes and their opponents normally relied on the coercive force of groups comprised

of only a few hundred men or less.”5 As a result, he concludes that “political violence

was endemic” to Greek society because such small groups could easily change the

government whenever they felt like it. Ruschenbusch similarly points out how external

states were able to change regimes in a city solely by backing the bids for power by

4 e.g. Forsdyke 2005, 79-80, argues that despite the efforts of Solon to increase non-
elite participation, archaic stasis remained solely an intra-elite affair. Cawkwell 1995,
86, concludes that the seventh and sixth centuries were “the age of the dynasts” and
that later Greek writers anachronistically assumed popular participation in civil conflict
where none actually existed. Cawkwell’s conclusion is supported by Anderson 2005,
195-96. Van Wees 2008, 11, however, has challenged their dismissal of the role of the
masses and argued that “the community at large could and did play an active role in
archaic civil conflict on occasion.” Andrewes 1956, 36, famously suggested that some
Greek tyrants were “champions of the demos” and established their tyrannies because
they had the support of a broad segment of the hoplite community. Andrewes and oth-
ers supporting such a view find support from Aristotle Pol. 5.10.3, 1310b: “The tyrant,
on the other hand, arises from the dēmos and the masses against the elite, so that the
dēmos is not harmed by them at all.” (ὁ δὲ τύραννος ἐκ τοῦ δήμου καὶ τοῦ πλήθους ἐπὶ
τοὺς γνωρίμους, ὅπως ὁ δῆμος ἀδικῆται μηδὲν ὑπ᾽ αὐτῶν).

5 Van Wees 2002, 81-82. In a subsequent work on archaic stasis, Van Wees 2008,
11, n. 18, admits that the conclusion from his 2002 study went too far in downplaying the
role of the general population in political strife. He even seems to reverse his conclusion
entirely by claiming that coup d’etats by small groups or tyrants were confirmations of
pre-existing, broad-based political power. “When elite stasis escalated into open fight-
ing, in the form of an armed return of exiles or an internal coup, the whole community
would mobilise in resistance” (22).
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small groups of hetaireiai, either democratic or oligarchic.6 According to his model,

non-members of these groups became involved in the conflict only when forced by the

elites.

I suspect that there are two main reasons for the focus on elite actors: too narrow

a reading of the ancient texts and an underlying theoretical assumption about the

primary role of elite actors in society and politics. The first mistake stems from the

historical methodologies of the Greek historians themselves. Historians such as

Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon, because of elite bias or simply to streamline

their narratives, often ignore or relegate the roles that non-elite members of poleis

played in internal conflicts. They tend to focus on the behavior of elite actors, such as

named groups like “the Thirty,” and gloss over the actions of the rest of the city. Upon

closer examination I argue that these “small” groups actually depended on the support

of a broader base than just “a few hundred men or less.”

Even if the non-elites were not acknowledged as important members of a move-

ment, their participation or non-participation still had a decisive impact on the outcome

of civil wars. Van Wees’ analysis, for example, focuses on the sizes of three specific

coups: The Thousand of Argos in 418, the Four Hundred of Athens in 411, and the

Thirty of Athens in 404/3. In each of these examples, however, the groups in question

actually relied upon the support of more than their “named” size. The Thousand at

Argos (Th. 5.67, 72, 76, 81) clearly numbered more than a few hundred men, as their

name suggested. When they seized control of the Argive government, however, they

also had the help of 1,000 Spartans. Notably, once this extra Spartan manpower left,

the Argive democrats were able to drive out the oligarchs and reinstitute a democracy.

The Four Hundred in Athens likewise had support beyond the 400 named oligarchs.

When they initiated their coup, “some” Andrians and Tenians, 300 Carystians, “some”

6 Ruschenbusch 1978.
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of the colonists from Aegina, and 120 “Hellenic youths” were all ready to grab arms in

support of the 400 (Th. 8.69). They also presented their new government to the dēmos

from the beginning as one of 5,000 (Th. 8.65), which instilled a belief among the Athe-

nian citizenry that the conspiracy involved more people than it actually did (Th. 8.66).

Finally, the Thirty, in addition to the implied and actual support of the entire Spartan

army, also had their own 300 whip-bearers, a Spartan garrison of 700, and eventually

the support of 3,000 Athenian hoplites.7 Brock notes that the actual numerical size of

these oligarchic groups had more flexibility than their names suggest. Their “numerical

names” were chosen primarily for ideological reasons.8

In addition to their focus on oligarchic groups with simple numerical names, Greek

historians also had a tendency to condense their accounts of sieges, battles, or the

capitulations of cities – actions that took several days or months – to single sentences

which omitted many of the specific details. For example, Thucydides claims that during

the Peloponnesian War democratic and oligarchic factions in every polis tried to bring in

the Athenian and Spartans respectively:

In peace they would have had no excuse, nor were they ready to call them
in, but during war when each side wanted to change their government, they
easily found opportunities for bringing in allies in order to cause harm to their
enemies and acquire power for themselves.9

Ruschenbusch points out that this passage and the historical narratives from Thucy-

dides and other Greek historians suggest that cities underwent constitutional changes

7 See Chapter 5 for an in depth discussion of the Thirty’s support system.
8 Brock 1989, 162-63. He claims, for example, that the Five Thousand was a figure

“plucked out of the air” because the Four Hundred thought it would be a figure accept-
able to both oligarchs and moderate democrats.

9 Th. 3.82.1: καὶ ἐν μὲν εἰρήνῃ οὐκ ἂν ἐχόντων πρόφασιν οὐδ᾽ ἑτοίμων παρακαλεῖν
αὐτούς, πολεμουμένων δὲ καὶ ξυμμαχίας ἅμα ἑκατέροις τῇ τῶν ἐναντίων κακώσει
καὶ σφίσιν αὐτοῖς ἐκ τοῦ αὐτοῦ προσποιήσει ῥᾳδίως αἱ ἐπαγωγαὶ τοῖς νεωτερίζειν τι
βουλομένοις ἐπορίζοντο.
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simply because a small faction was able to admit a foreign army during a coup. For in-

stance, Diodorus describes how Philip was able to subjugate Olynthus in 348 as follows:

“Finally, after bribing two Olynthian officials, Euthycrates and Lasthenes, he captured

the city because of their betrayal.”10 On the surface, Diodorus presents a straightfor-

ward account of what happened. Two conspirators let the Macedonians in through the

gates, the city surrendered, following the lead of these two members of the local elite,

and then Philip destroyed it. Lee, however, challenges Diodorus’ simplistic account

through a study of the archaeological remains of the city. He argues that the remains

of numerous missile weapons and slinger bullets from both Macedonian and Olyn-

thian combatants inside individual houses suggests there was more to the story than

Diodorus reported.11 Even though the Macedonians were granted entry into the city

by a small elite group, they still faced fierce resistance from resident Olynthians. They

had to make a house-by-house sweep before their control over the city was assured.12

Lee also observes that the archers and slingers on both sides apparently had no trouble

fighting with their weapons inside the buildings, a fact that increases the importance of

light-armed troops for urban and especially internal warfare.13 Some of the arrowheads

and slingers’ bullets found inside the city even had Philip’s name inscribed on them in

the genitive case, indicating he was their target.14

10 Diod. 16.53.2: τὸ δὲ τελευταῖον φθείρας χρήμασι τοὺς προεστηκότας τῶν Ὀλυνθίων,
Εὐθυκράτην τε καὶ Λασθένην, διὰ τούτων προδοθεῖσαν τὴν Ὄλυνθον εἷλεν.

11 Lee 2001, 19.
12 This unattested evidence for mass resistance might also help explain why Philip

decided to destroy the city completely following its capture.
13 Lee 2001, 20-21.
14 Robinson 1931, 55, Plate II.
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Consequently, there was likely more participation and resistance among non-elite

members of local populations than Greek historians generally describe. They either did

not consider the details of such resistance significant to their overall narrative goals or

followed the historiographic tradition for such regime change narratives established by

earlier historians like Thucydides. After all, even Thucydides himself in the criticism of

the specious arguments made by factional leaders suggests a larger role for the polis

community as a whole than his historical narratives imply. He states that the political

programs of both factions were just propaganda designed to win the “prizes” (athla) for

themselves, even though rhetorically they claimed to benefit the public good (3.82.8).15

If stasis could be explained solely by intra-elite quarreling and foreign military powers,

then such proclamations and public platforms were unnecessary. Each side could call in

whichever foreign power suited their interests and skip the rhetoric about isonomia and

aristokratia, saving themselves valuable time and energy that could be used on more

effective methods.

2.1.2 The Military Role of Non-Elites

We therefore have good reasons to be skeptical of claims by historians, both an-

cient and modern, that only the elite played a significant role in regime change and that

non-elites were at best pawns in such conflicts. I contend that the importance of popular

support in internal conflicts stemmed from two factors: 1) the nature of Greek land

warfare, which potentially allowed an organized group with a manpower or geographic

advantage to overcome technological, social, political, and other kinds of resource

inferiorities, and 2) a belief among Greek citizens that when they organized into a large

enough armed group they were capable of determining their own political regime, if they

so desired. Case studies of battles of the fifth and fourth centuries suggest that unless

hoplite units had proper support from their own light-armed auxiliaries, even a group

15 I study this passage in further detail in Chapter 3.
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of only light-armed troops could defeat them. Light-armed troops proved especially

valuable for urban warfare, where the rooftops and city walls provided a geographic

advantage for ranged, low tech units. Some of the works of Greek authors, especially

political and military thinkers like Aristotle, Aeneas Tacticus, Thucydides, and Xenophon

also support the ideas found in these historical battle narratives. They argue that man-

power was the most significant determinant of military success in both traditional and

civil wars. They posit a correlation between a group’s size and its military capability,

even if the group was comprised solely of non-elite troops.

The narratives of Greek historians provide numerous examples of conflicts in

which lighter-armed, and often inexperienced, troops were able to defeat regular hoplite

armies.16 Even during a pitched battle, light-armed troops had the ability to engage

and defeat heavily armed hoplites, especially if the hoplites lacked their own peltast or

archer support.17 For example, at Spartolus in 429, Chalcidian and Olynthian peltasts

and cavalry were able to defeat a contingent of Athenian hoplites, even though the

Athenians had just routed their own hoplites (Th. 2.79). The peltasts used hit and run

tactics to exploit their advantages in quickness and range:

Every time the Athenians attacked, the Chalcidian peltasts yielded, but
once the Athenians retreated, the peltasts surrounded them and threw
their javelins. The Chalcidian cavalry also charged whenever it seemed an

16 A notable exception, which perhaps proves the rule, is the Battle of Marathon. Al-
though the Athenian hoplites were significantly outnumbered by a Persian force contain-
ing a large contingent of light-armed troops and archers, they defeated them in battle.
Yet, their victory was unexpected and surprising to both the Greeks and Persians. The
Athenians had to use an unconventional hoplite charge in order to counter the advan-
tage of the Persian archers and cavalry. Moreover, as Krentz 2010, 151, points out, the
Athenian infantry who made the charge were probably not entirely composed of hoplites.
Archers, light-armed troops, and cavalry members all joined with the hoplites and fought
as infantry together to provide a wider front line.
17 For a summary of the equipment and importance of light-armed troops, see Hunt

2007, 119-24.
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opportune time to attack. These charges caused a great fear among the
Athenians and when they routed, the cavalry pursued them quite far.18

This type of hit and run maneuver was a common tactic to use against improperly

supported hoplites. Lighter-armed enemies could turn a hoplite army’s technological

advantage, their heavier armor, against them by exploiting their decreased mobility.

In other words, “inferior” units could use strategy or geography to overcome their

technological disadvantage.

Although the Chalcidians had a cavalry contingent supporting the peltasts at

Spartolus, other cases exist in which light armed troops defeated hoplite armies on

their own. One example is the so-called “Aetolian disaster” during the summer of 426

(Th. 3.96-98). Even though he was leading a large hoplite army, the Athenian general

Demosthenes was unable to defeat the lightly-armed Aetolians, who possessed no

heavy weapons or cavalry (3.94). The Aetolians allowed Demosthenes to march inland

and capture a few towns unhindered, but once he reached Aegitium, they ambushed

him from the wooded hills outside the town. Thucydides blames Demosthenes’ defeat

on two main factors. First, he claims the Athenians’ lack of light-armed javelin throwers

was their main deficiency.19 The Athenians were able to hold off the hit and run tactics

of the Aetolians so long as they still had arrows and an organized archer corps (3.98.1).

But, when the Aetolians killed the captain of the archers and the archers scrambled, the

Aetolians were able to press and rout the Athenian infantry. Second, the Aetolians were

aided by their forest.20 The wilderness not only provided cover for the ambush and high

18 Th. 2.79.6: καὶ ὁπότε μὲν ἐπίοιεν οἱ Ἀθηναῖοι, ἐνεδίδοσαν, ἀναχωροῦσι δ᾽ ἐνέκειντο
καὶ ἐσηκόντιζον. οἵ τε ἱππῆς τῶν Χαλκιδέων προσιππεύοντες ᾗ δοκοίη προσέβαλλον, καὶ
οὐχ ἥκιστα φοβήσαντες ἔτρεψαν τοὺς Ἀθηναίους καὶ ἐπεδίωξαν ἐπὶ πολύ.
19 Th. 3.97.2: ψιλῶν γὰρ ἀκοντιστῶν ἐνδεὴς ἦν μάλιστα.
20 Th. 4.30.1: ἀπὸ δὲ τοῦ Αἰτωλικοῦ πάθους, ὃ διὰ τὴν ὕλην μέρος τι ἐγένετο, οὐχ

ἥκιστα αὐτὸν ταῦτα ἐσῄει.
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ground for them to rain down their missile weapons, but it hindered the escape of the

defeated Athenians. Their unfamiliarity with the terrain caused them to flee down the

wrong path and become trapped inside the forest (3.98.2). The Aetolians then set the

woods on fire and burned everything around them.

Demosthenes apparently learned a lesson from the Aetolian disaster, as only a

year later in 425 he turned the tables and employed his own light-armed troops in his

successful assault on the forested island of Sphacteria (Th. 4.29-38).21 Demosthenes

was initially apprehensive about an attack because the Spartans were hidden in the

dense woods of the island, where “a small force which knew the land would be able to

defeat a large force which did not.”22 Fortunately for the Athenians, a Spartan soldier

accidentally burned down most of the forest while cooking a meal (4.30.2). Once

Demosthenes could accurately assess the number of the Spartans on the island, he

developed a plan that utilized the crews of his triremes (all except the thalamioi) as

infantry members (4.32.2). Armed as archers and peltasts, he divided these light-armed

troops into contingents of around 200 and spread them around the island so they

could encircle the Spartan hoplites (4.32.3). The missile troops refused to engage the

Spartans directly and fled whenever the Spartans pursued (4.32.4-33.2). The Athenians

eventually surrounded the Spartans and forced them to retreat to a fort where they

eventually surrendered (4.34-37).

Perhaps the most famous display of the power of light-armed troops was at the

Battle of Lechaion in 390 where Athenian peltasts with no hoplite support defeated

21 Thucydides (4.30.1) tells us that Demosthenes used his experience from the Ae-
tolian disaster in his calculations of how to attack the Spartans on Sphacteria. Kagan
1974, 208, suggests that before the Aetolian incident, Demosthenes was unfamiliar ”with
the tactics of light-armed warfare.”
22 Th. 4.29: τοὺς ἐλάσσους, ἐμπείρους δὲ τῆς χώρας, κρείσσους ἐνόμιζε τῶν πλεόνων

ἀπείρων.
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a Spartan hoplite force of 600. The Spartan contingent was returning from escorting

the Amyclaeans to their festival of the Hyacinthia and was split off from Agesilaus’

main force in the Peiraion. The Athenian generals Callias and Iphicrates saw from the

Corinthian city walls that these Spartan hoplites were marching through the country

towards Corinth unaccompanied by peltasts or cavalry. They were therefore a safe

target for their peltasts to attack (Xen. Hell. 4.5.13). So, Iphicrates’ peltasts attacked

the hoplites’ weak sides. The Spartan hoplites tried to pursue them, but were unable to

close within attack range. As a result, the hoplites scattered and became even easier

for the peltasts to pick off (4.5.14-15). Even when the Spartans regained their cavalry

support, they still were unable to fend off the peltasts. Xenophon attributes the cavalry’s

failure to the fact that they kept even pace with the hoplites in order to try to protect

them rather than chase the peltasts entirely away from the field of battle (4.5.16). The

Spartans eventually decided to retreat to a small seaside hill near Lechaion (4.5.17).

The Athenians, however, at this point began marching their own hoplites out to attack

the remaining Spartans. The Spartans finally routed and jumped into the sea or fled

to Lechaion with the cavalry. Xenophon reports that 250 Spartans in total died in the

battle. Lechaion proves that even at the zenith of their military power, in a flat plain

and supported by cavalry, a Spartan hoplite regiment was vulnerable to defeat by

lighter-armed troops.

If light-armed units could overcome heavier-armed troops in traditional infantry

battles set in the wilderness or plain, then they proved even more effective in urban

warfare. An urban setting provided a number of military advantages for light or unarmed

people.23 As shown above, light-armed troops proved most effective when the enemy

hoplite were unsupported by cavalry or their own light-armed troops. The narrow

confines of city streets rendered cavalry and the traditional support tactics of pitched

23 For a good introduction to urban combat in the classical Greek polis see Lee 2010.
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hoplite battle less useful. Lee points out that “a regular street grid also provided missile

troops better fields of fire.”24 A battle inside the polis allowed either side of an internal

conflict to mobilize additional support quickly, as people could arm and form up ad

hoc without the necessity of abandoning their farms, businesses, or families for an

extended campaign. A city’s walls and buildings provided another advantage for low-

tech participants by offering a protected, elevated position spread throughout the whole

city. Even unarmed participants, like slaves and women, became a decisive force when

they could hurl stones or tiles safely from walls and rooftops. Consequently, we have

several examples in which groups engaging in warfare in and around a polis defeated

their enemies because of the role played by light armed or even unarmed groups.

The first case study to examine is the Athenian armed resistance against Isagoras,

Cleomenes, and his Spartan garrison when they attempted to change the Athenian

government in 508/7. The “Athenian Revolution,” as Ober calls it, demonstrates how

Greeks imagined the general citizen body might be able to resist governmental changes

they collectively deemed illegitimate.25 Both Herodotus and the Athēnaiōn Politeia

describe the incident as a collective, impromptu mobilization of the general Athenian

population against Isagoras and his Spartan allies. Herodotus tells us that Isagoras and

Cleomenes had already expelled the elite leaders of the dēmos from the city. They first

24 Lee 2010, 147.
25 Ober 1998a. Raaflaub 1998 and Eder 1998 argue that Herodotus presents a biased

version of the event that overemphasized the role of the dēmos. He believes it was im-
possible for archaic sub-hoplites to have organized an effective leaderless revolt. The
response by Ober 1998b, 71-74, however, is quite convincing. As outlined above, both
the Athēnaiōn Politeia and Herodotus are in agreement that the events of 508/7 involved
a sustained siege by the general population against the advice of the bouletai and with-
out any elite leadership. Moreover, Ober believes that only such an unprecedented,
collective expression of demotic agency can explain the subsequent Athenian demo-
cratic developments, such as the expansion of the fleet and democratic institutions. See
also Ober 2007 and Farrar 2007, 172-73.

46



drove out Cleisthenes and then 700 Athenian families under the presumption that they

might have offered the most resistance to Isagoras’ reforms (Hdt. 5.72.1). Isagoras then

tried to dissolve the boule and entrust the government to 300 of his faction members.

The boule, however, resisted him and refused to obey. This prompted Isagoras and his

supporters to seize the acropolis (Hdt. 5.72.2) or, as the Athēnaiōn Politeia suggests,

to flee to the acropolis in response to a gathering mob (συναθροισθέντος τοῦ πλήθους,

20.3). The rest of the Athenians, becoming like minded (τὰ αὐτὰ φρονήσαντες, Hdt.

5.72.2), besieged them for two days. They surrendered on the third day.

Herodotus and the Athēnaiōn Politeia are both explicit that it was the general Athe-

nian citizen body that performed the siege and achieved victory over the Spartans and

Isagoras’ faction. Herodotus (5.72.2) calls the participants “the rest of the Athenians”

(Ἀθηναίων δὲ οἱ λοιποὶ), presumably meaning all those not exiled by Isagoras, in Is-

agoras’ faction, or a member of the boule. The Athēnaiōn Politeia (20.3) refers to them

as the dēmos and the plethos.26 Additionally, it must have been a large quantity of

Athenians to prevent a well-trained Spartan military commander and units of heavily

armed hoplites from escaping. The chorus of old men from Aristophanes’ Lysistrata,

for example, recalls that the Athenians drew up a defensive formation seventeen ranks

deep.27 The point being, as Thomas suggests, that the oral tradition of Aristophanes’

time remembered the siege as involving a large portion of the citizen body.28 One final

26 In response to the assertion of Raaflaub 1998 that elite hoplites must have formed
the bulk of the resistance against the Spartans, Ober 1998b, 73, asserts that these
terms, dēmos and plethos, in the mid-fifth and late fourth centuries “cannot exclude
sub-hoplites.”
27 Lys. 281-82: Οὕτως ἐπολιόρκησ’ ἐγὼ τὸν ἄνδρ’ ἐκεῖνον ὠμῶς ἐφ’ ἑπτακαίδεκ’

ἀσπίδων πρὸς ταῖς πύλαις καθεύδων.
28 Thomas 1989, 245-47.
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point should be made: even if one supposes that Herodotus’ description did not de-

scribe the exact historical circumstances of 508/7, as Raaflaub does, his rendering still

testifies that by the mid-to-late fifth century, at least, such an episode was a plausible

scenario. In other words, a dēmos mobilizing ad hoc to defeat an organized hoplite force

inside their city was the sort of thing that could happen in classical Greece, even if it did

not necessarily happen in 508/7.

The Plataean resistance against Thebes’ attempt to occupy their city in 431

offers a second case study for urban combat. This incident further demonstrates how

models that focus only on elite feuding or foreign intervention are inherently flawed and

incomplete. The episode started out as an apparent textbook example of a small elite

faction enacting a coup by inviting in a foreign military force. A group of Plataeans,

led by Nauclides, allowed 300 Thebans into the city at night because they wanted to

kill members of their opposite party and secure power for themselves.29 Since the

Peloponnesian War had not yet officially broken out, the city had been left unguarded

and the Thebans easily entered the city (2.2.3). If the narrative ended there, it would

appear to align with the elite feuding and foreign intervention models. But, the story did

not end there because a large segment of the Plataean people decided they did not

approve of this regime change and did not want to abandon their alliance with Athens

(2.3.2). This episode proves that an ad hoc insurgent group on friendly ground could

defeat a well-organized and well-armed occupying force of only a few hundred men. It

also suggests that Thucydides and his audience expected Greek citizens to be able to

do so.

29 Th. 2.2.3: ἐπηγάγοντο δὲ καὶ ἀνέῳξαν τὰς πύλας Πλαταιῶν ἄνδρες, Ναυκλείδης τε
καὶ οἱ μετ’ αὐτοῦ, βουλόμενοι ἰδίας ἕνεκα δυνάμεως ἄνδρας τε τῶν πολιτῶν τοὺς σφίσιν
ὑπεναντίους διαφθεῖραι καὶ τὴν πόλιν Θηβαίοις προσποιῆσαι. Hornblower 1991, 240,
points out that if Thucydides has correctly identified their motivations in the passage, the
Plataeans’ desire for “personal power” (ἰδίας ἕνεκα δυνάμεως) refutes Ruschenbusch’s
thesis that foreign policy concerns caused Greek civil wars.
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First, Thucydides imputes to the Plataeans the idea that 300 was too scanty a

number to control their city when the majority of the people disapproved of the change

in government (2.3.2). Second, the actions of the Thebans themselves betray their

expectation that the Plataeans could overwhelm them if allowed to organize. When the

Thebans first entered the city, they occupied the agora (2.2.4) probably to prevent the

other Plataeans from being able to organize resistance. Large, open spaces like agorai

or theaters were the most common places for an urban insurgent group to organize.30

The Thebans and their Plataean allies next plotted further ways to prevent a potential

uprising by the rest of the city. The Plataeans wanted to invade their enemies’ houses

and kill them. The Thebans instead decided to make an announcement offering the

Plataeans a chance to rejoin the Boeotian federation so that they could befriend the city.

The Plataeans initially were prepared to come to an agreement with the Thebans, but

only because they feared the number of invaders was actually greater than 300 (2.3.1).

Once they found out that the Thebans were “not many,” however, they concluded that

they could “easily defeat them if they attacked.”31 Here we have a case in which a mass

of citizens defeated a superiorly organized and fully-armed group of at least 300 soldiers

led by a Boeotarch. According to Thucydides they were able to do so by exploiting their

superior numbers, using their knowledge of the city’s layout, and attacking during the

30 Andocides (1.38), for example, recalls Diocleides’ testimony that the group of 300
men responsible for mutilating the herms and plotting to overthrow the democracy in 415
met in the Odeon of Pericles at night. Aeneas Tacticus also asserts four times (3.6; 4.2-
4; 22.3; 29.6) that the agora was the congregating spot for revolutionary groups during
a siege. In fact, he suggests (2.1) just blocking it off to hinder any attempts at insurgent
mobilization.
31 Th. 2.3.2: ἐπιθέμενοι ῥᾳδίως κρατήσειν. Hornblower 1991, 241, points out that

“people in Thucydides who think things can be done ‘easily’ tend to be wrong.” While
the Plataeans’ plan took much effort and the Thebans repelled their initial two or three
attacks, in this case they eventually did win as they expected (2.4.2).
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confusion of a rainy night (2.3.3-2.4.2). The Plataean resistance even included women

and slaves, who threw stones and tiles from the roofs (2.4.2).

Another example comes from the Corcyraean civil war of 427. After suffering

an initial defeat by the oligarchic faction, the democratic faction took refuge on the

acropolis and other high parts of city (Th. 3.72.2-3). Both sides at this point attempted

to augment their forces by offering freedom to the city’s slaves if they would join their

side. The slaves decided to join the dēmos, so the oligarchs responded by hiring 800

mercenaries (3.73). The next day they fought another battle, but this time the democrats

won. Thucydides attributes their victory to the strength of their geographic position and

their manpower advantage (3.74.1). Women and slaves, untrained and lightly-armed,

provided critical support just as at Plataea. The slaves contributed to the democrats’

decisive numerical superiority, while the women threw clay tiles from their roofs. The

decisiveness of the dēmos’ victory is all the more striking when one considers that most

of the democratic leadership had already been murdered. Some of the oligarchs had

initiated the violence in Corcyra by bursting into the Council and killing Peithias and

sixty others of pro-Athenian persuasion, with only a few of those sympathetic to Peithias

escaping (3.70.6). Corcyra proves not only that average citizens and non-citizens

could fight effectively in an urban setting, but that they could do so even without elite

leadership.

Xenophon’s description of Epaminondas’ assault on Sparta in 362 offers one final

example of the power of non-elite combatants in urban warfare (Xen. Hell. 7.5.11-

13). Although Greek military writers did not usually consider non-citizens, like slaves

and women, to be military combatants, nevertheless they recognized their tactical

strength in urban warfare. Xenophon writes that when considering how to attack Sparta,

Epaminondas decided not to enter the city in a place where he might get pelted from

the roofs of houses. Xenophon (7.5.11) claims that if the Thebans did enter there,

“though superior in numbers, they would find themselves with no advantage against
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their opponents, who were few.”32 He implies that slaves, women, and other unarmed

participants would be able to gain a decisive advantage over Epaminondas’ force

because of their ability to hurl projectiles from the rooftops. Yet, when Xenophon

assesses the defensive capabilities of the Spartans, he only counts the men with

Archidamus, who numbered less than 100.33 Here we have the historiographic problem

nicely illustrated. As non-hoplites and non-citizens, Xenophon (and likely Archidamus

himself) would never have considered the non-Spartiate residents as military agents.

Yet, at the same time the generals could not ignore them. The conflicts at Athens,

Plataea, Corcyra, and Sparta all testify to the impact that the entire population was

thought to and did make in Greek urban warfare.

The political philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, also discuss the relationship between

the size of a group and its capability to use military force to determine a city’s political

organization.34 Plato constructs an argument in the Republic that no single citizen, no

matter how high their social position, could rule over an unwilling group of subordinates

unless supported by his own group of allies. He illustrates this point in a section where

Socrates questions Glaucon about why large estate owners do not fear slave uprisings,

though vastly outnumbered by them (578d-e):

“You are aware that they are unafraid and do not fear their slaves?”
“What should they fear?”
“Nothing,” I said; “but do you understand the reason why?”
“Yes, because the entire polis is ready to defend each citizen.”
“You are right,” I said. “But now suppose some god should snatch up a
man who has fifty or more slaves, carry him with his wife and children away

32 Hell. 7.5.11: οὐδ’ ὅπου γε μηδὲν †πλέονες μαχεῖσθαι τῶν ὀλίγων πολλοὶ ὄντες.
33 Hell. 7.5.12: ἐπεὶ γὰρ ἡγεῖτο Ἀρχίδαμος οὐδὲ ἑκατὸν ἔχων ἄνδρας.
34 Although they were not writing historical texts, the philosophers nevertheless pro-

vide us with valuable evidence for Greek assumptions about the connections between
social status, numbers of people, and military power to support that found in the histori-
ans.
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from the city, and set him down with his other possessions and his slaves in
solitude, where no free man could come to his rescue. How greatly, do you
think, he would fear that he, his wife, and his children would be destroyed by
the slaves?”
“The greatest in the world,” he said, “if you ask me.”35

The slave owner’s dominance over those he rules comes not from any innate martial

advantage that a citizen has over a slave, but rather from the systemic social support

he receives from his fellow polis members. If the master is removed from this network,

then the numerically superior slaves could easily defeat him and free themselves. In the

context of a work titled Politeia, the reader can easily extrapolate Socrates’ point beyond

the individual man described or even the immediate narrative context of the tyrannical

man’s soul. The ultimate determinant of political freedom or slavery lies in the ability to

gather a system of support around oneself to enforce the desired political order either

through social or militarily means.

Aristotle makes a similar argument connecting regime size and power in the

Politics. He argues that there was a direct relationship between faction size and political

or military power. He compares the polis to a human body (5.3.6; 1302b34-1303a13).

Regime change occurs when the number of citizens in one segment of the city becomes

disproportionately larger than the others. He cites Taurentum as an example. There,

the government changed from a politeia to a democracy because some of the richest

citizens had been killed in a war. The deaths of the elite meant that the lower classes

now comprised a greater proportion of the overall citizen population than they had

35 Rep. 578d-e: “οἶσθ᾽ οὖν ὅτι οὗτοι ἀδεῶς ἔχουσιν καὶ οὐ φοβοῦνται τοὺς οἰκέτας;” “τί
γὰρ ἂν φοβοῖντο;” “οὐδέν,” εἶπον: “ἀλλὰ τὸ αἴτιον ἐννοεῖς;” “ναί, ὅτι γε πᾶσα ἡ πόλις ἑνὶ
ἑκάστῳ βοηθεῖ τῶν ἰδιωτῶν.” “καλῶς,” ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, “λέγεις. τί δέ; εἴ τις θεῶν ἄνδρα ἕνα,
ὅτῳ ἔστιν ἀνδράποδα πεντήκοντα ἢ καὶ πλείω, ἄρας ἐκ τῆς πόλεως αὐτόν τε καὶ γυναῖκα
καὶ παῖδας θείη εἰς ἐρημίαν μετὰ τῆς ἄλλης οὐσίας τε καὶ τῶν οἰκετῶν, ὅπου αὐτῷ μηδεὶς
τῶν ἐλευθέρων μέλλοι βοηθήσειν, ἐν ποίῳ ἄν τινι καὶ ὁπόσῳ φόβῳ οἴει γενέσθαι αὐτὸν
περί τε αὑτοῦ καὶ παίδων καὶ γυναικός, μὴ ἀπόλοιντο ὑπὸ τῶν οἰκετῶν;” “ἐν παντί, ἦ δ᾽
ὅς, ἔγωγε.”
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before. This more-favorable ratio enabled them to change the mixed constitution to

a democratic one. Aristotle summarizes this line of thinking earlier in his work and

proscribes the following for an ideal politeia:

A polity should be made up only of those possessing [heavy] arms. But it
is not possible to define the amount of assessment in simple fashion and
say that so much must be available; rather, one should investigate what
sort of amount is the largest that would let those sharing in the regime be
more numerous than those not sharing, and arrange for it to be this. For
the poor are willing to remain tranquil even when they have no share in the
prerogatives, provided no one acts arrogantly toward them nor deprives them
of any of their property.36

On the other hand, if the group with the most members always controlled the

political constitution, then every Greek city would necessarily have a democratic

constitution. Oligarchies and monarchies could not exist, since they are by definition

governments by a minority. Aristotle develops two other lines of argument that explain

how cities established oligarchies and other limited-participation governments despite

the power of numbers. First, he posits the existence of a third group of people in

between the rich and poor classes – the middling element (to meson).37 In Book Four,

he construes a linear relationship between regime stability and the quantity of “middling

36 Translation by Lord 1984, 138. Pol. 4.13.7-9, 1297b: δεῖ δὲ τὴν πολιτείαν εἶναι μὲν
ἐκ τῶν τὰ ὅπλα ἐχόντων μόνον: τοῦ δὲ τιμήματος τὸ πλῆθος ἁπλῶς μὲν ὁρισαμένους
οὐκ ἔστιν εἰπεῖν τοσοῦτον δεῖν ὑπάρχειν, ἀλλὰ σκεψαμένους τὸ ποῖον ἐπιβάλλει
μακρότατον ὥστε τοὺς μετέχοντας τῆς πολιτείας εἶναι πλείους τῶν μὴ μετεχόντων, τοῦτο
τάττειν. ἐθέλουσι γὰρ οἱ πένητες καὶ μὴ μετέχοντες τῶν τιμῶν ἡσυχίαν ἔχειν, ἐὰν μήτε
ὑβρίζῃ τις αὐτοὺς μήτε ἀφαιρῆται μηθὲν τῆς οὐσίας. ἀλλὰ τοῦτο οὐ ῥᾴδιον: οὐ γὰρ
ἀεὶ συμβαίνει χαρίεντας εἶναι τοὺς μετέχοντας τοῦ πολιτεύματος. καὶ εἰώθασι δέ, ὅταν
πόλεμος ᾖ, ὀκνεῖν, ἂν μὴ λαμβάνωσι τροφήν, ἄποροι δὲ ὦσιν: ἐὰν δὲ πορίζῃ τις τροφήν,
βούλονται πολεμεῖν.
37 Morris 2000, 118-19, notes the difficulty in identifying who these mesoi are and sug-

gests Aristotle may have left the category vaguely defined on purpose. De Ste Croix
1981, 71-76, envisions a large group of people. Ober 1991, 119-20, sees them as the
bottom end of the leisure class, perhaps only five-percent of the citizenry.
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citizens” (to meson, 4.11; 1296a7-17).38 The middle is the only subsection of a polis

free from stasis (astasiastos). When those citizens are numerically superior, the whole

city is less likely to undergo civil war. Large cities consequently undergo fewer civil wars

than smaller ones because they have the largest stock of middling citizens. Similarly,

democracies tend to be more stable and longer-lasting than oligarchies because the

middle has a greater share of political offices than they do under oligarchies.39 He

concludes that when the poor (aporoi) outnumber the other demographic categories

in a city, but lack a representative share of the offices, they quickly cause the city’s

destruction.40 The existence of a third, middle population group who are naturally

aligned with neither democratic nor oligarchic groups provides a model that accounts

for the power of quantitative advantage and leaves open opportunities for other non-

democratic forms of government to develop.

Aristotle also suggests that location and persuasion can sometimes offset the

quantitative strength of the masses. He writes that the part of the city which rules is

that which is “stronger” (kreitton) than the other parts (4.12; 1296b15-34). He calculates

this strength as a combination of that group’s quantity and quality. Qualities such as

freedom, wealth, education, or good birth can compensate for a numerical deficiency.

Oligarchies therefore thrive in cities where the wealthy and famous excel in their quality

to such a degree that they can overcome any quantitative disadvantage they might

have. A practical example of how the elite might employ their qualitative advantages

38 Berent 1998, 336-37, argues that this passage reflects the “decentralized and egal-
itarian nature” of the polis, because each class commands force and the magnitude of
that force is directly related to the size of the class. Even if the rich can afford better
arms, the poor can overcome that advantage with numbers.
39 He repeats this point in 5.1.
40 Pol. 4.11.14: ἐπεὶ ὅταν ἄνευ τούτων τῷ πλήθει ὑπερτείνωσιν οἱ ἄποροι, κακοπραγία

γίνεται καὶ ἀπόλλυνται ταχέως.
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over the masses comes in Book Six. There, Aristotle divides the citizens of a polis into

four military categories: the cavalry, the hoplites, the light-armed, and the navy (6.7;

1321a). The latter two naturally align themselves with the dēmos and in most cities

outnumber the cavalry and the hoplites. As a result, he asserts:

Now whenever the masses get to a certain size and there is stasis, [the
cavalry and hoplites] often are defeated…This is how the common people
defeat the elite in staseis: Even though they are lightly armed, they easily
fight against the cavalry and hoplites.41

Aristotle seems to argue that in military engagements quantitative power usually wins

out, echoing the conclusion we reached above about the strength of low-tech units in

Greek land warfare. In order for oligarchies to overcome this disadvantage, Aristotle

suggests that they need an influential general who has the ability to recruit regiments

of light-armed citizens (6.7.2; 1321a17-19). Rhetoric and other types of persuasion

therefore play a major part in the success or failure of a civil war. An oligarchic group

that failed to recruit support from all segments of the citizenry, or at least convince them

to remain neutral, was ultimately doomed to failure. As Aristotle claims in Book Five

of the Politics: “in general, stasis amongst the elite are felt jointly by the entire city as

well.”42

If sub-hoplites with sufficient numbers could prove as effective as hoplites in

irregular and urban combat, how can we explain passages in which Greek authors

asserted their military inferiority? For example, Aristotle declares later in the Politics,

“a polis that sends out a large number of common citizens, but few hoplites, cannot be

41 Pol. 6.7.2; 1321a14-22: νῦν μὲν οὖν ὅπου τοιοῦτον πολὺ πλῆθος ἔστιν, ὅταν
διαστῶσι, πολλάκις ἀγωνίζονται χεῖρον… ταύτῃ δ᾽ ἐπικρατοῦσιν ἐν ταῖς διαστάσεσιν
οἱ δῆμοι τῶν εὐπόρων: ψιλοὶ γὰρ ὄντες πρὸς ἱππικὴν καὶ ὁπλιτικὴν ἀγωνίζονται ῥᾳδίως.
42 5.4.4; 1303b: ὅλως δὲ αἱ τῶν γνωρίμων στάσεις συναπολαύειν ποιοῦσι καὶ τὴν ὅλην

πόλιν.
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great.”43 Xenophon claims that Cyrus disarmed his subjects and only allowed them to

use the sling, since he considered that weapon to be the one most suitable for slaves.

He writes,

The presence of slingers can provide a strong benefit when used in conjunc-
tion with another force, but on their own all the slingers in the world could not
stand in hand-to-hand combat against even a small number of hoplites.44

These passages can be explained in part because in Greek land warfare, as we have

seen, any single type of unit deployed without sufficient support had trouble defeating

a tactically balanced opponent. The other reason for disparaging light-armed troops

was their inferior social status compared to hoplites. Connor argues that the high

status of hoplites created a codified, or “ritualized,” approach to warfare that privileged

hoplite combat at the expense of exploiting the full advantages of light-armed troops.45

Conventions such as the famous prohibition against projectile weapons during the

Lelantine War were not necessarily developed to make warfare more humane, but

instead to reduce the importance of light-armed troops and solidify it for hoplites.46

As Hunt puts it, “the status of a type of military force depends more on the power of

the people who serve in it than upon the difficulty of the skills involved, its demands

43 Pol. 7.4.6, 1326a: ἐξ ἧς δὲ βάναυσοι μὲν ἐξέρχονται πολλοὶ τὸν ἀριθμὸν ὁπλῖται δὲ
ὀλίγοι, ταύτην ἀδύνατον εἶναι μεγάλην.
44 Cyr. 7.4.15: καὶ πάντας δὲ τοὺς ἀόπλους τῶν ὑποχειρίων γενομένων σφενδονᾶν

ἠνάγκαζε μελετᾶν, νομίζων τοῦτο τὸ ὅπλον δουλικώτατον εἶναι: σὺν μὲν γὰρ ἄλλῃ
δυνάμει μάλα ἔστιν ἔνθα ἰσχυρῶς ὠφελοῦσι σφενδονῆται παρόντες, αὐτοὶ δὲ καθ᾽
αὑτοὺς οὐδ᾽ ἂν οἱ πάντες σφενδονῆται μείνειαν πάνυ ὀλίγους ὁμόσε ἰόντας σὺν ὅπλοις
ἀγχεμάχοις..
45 Connor 1988, 27.
46 Connor 1988, 20. Connor’s interpretation runs counter to that of Hanson 1989, 222-

24, who concludes that the relegation of light-armed troops was indeed an attempt by
archaic and early classical Greeks to limit casualties and remove deception from their
combat. For the text of the prohibition see Strabo 10.1.12.
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on participants’ courage or military effectiveness.”47 Consequently, Greeks did not

disparage sub-hoplite combatants because they were ineffective in warfare, but because

their social system actively tried to reduce their military role to reinforce the importance

of those who served as hoplites.48

2.2 The Mutability of Popular Support

The first half of Chapter 2 has suggested that the actions of the entire polis commu-

nity had the potential to make a decisive impact on the outcome of an internal conflict,

but it remains to be shown whether population support was a static or dynamic vari-

able. Did individuals change their support over the course of the conflict or was the

demographic composition of a faction fundamentally static and unchanging? If certain

considerations, such as socioeconomic class, solely determined which side citizens

joined, then a dynamic model is unnecessary. One would instead need to analyze the

characteristics that determined participation to assess the cause and outcome of a

civil war. If one knew the proper metrics and tallied up the balance sheet correctly, one

could even predict the outcome ahead of time. Aristotle, in fact, seems to imply this

kind of rigid factional demographics in the passage from the Politics discussed above.

He divides the polis into four military-based categories (6.7.1-2; 1321a) and argues

47 Hunt 2007, 126. Van Wees 1995, 165, similarly argues: ”the notion, propagated by
ancient authors and accepted by modern scholars, that archaic and classical infantry
battles were won and lost by hoplites alone thus stands in need of revision. Hoplites
reserved for themselves the credit derived from military success, but to achieve that
success they enlisted the services of large numbers of disenfranchised, poor citizens or
serfs.” Contra: Raaflaub 2007, 133-36.
48 An excellent example of the socially-determined importance of unit type comes from

Aspendus, a city which featured not its hoplites, but its slingers on coins. Cf. Pritchett
1991, 37, 46-47.
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that membership in each of these groups determined loyalty to either democrats or oli-

garchs in civil war contexts. The cavalry and hoplites are strong supporters of oligarchy,

whereas the light-armed troops and sailors are wholly democratic.

But, even if socioeconomic forces dictated participation in one particular group, the

removal of participants or influx of people from outside the city could still alter the num-

ber and ratio of participants on either side. Deaths in combat, political assassinations,

the recall of exiles, mass banishments, the hiring of mercenaries, or the arrival of for-

eign garrisons all had the ability to change manpower levels. This external quantitative

fluctuation on its own necessitates treating manpower as a dynamic variable. Those

who begin fighting a war are often not the same as those who end the fighting. Beyond

new people entering and leaving the city, I contend that the participation of those inside

the city was also a dynamic variable and thus subject to change. Though rarer than

external changes, citizens and other groups of people within a polis had the ability to

change sides before and during a conflict. Contrary to the arguments of Aristotle and de

Ste Croix, socioeconomic class, or any other single factor, did not permanently fix the

composition of factional groups. Several historical accounts provide evidence in support

of this internal dynamism.

The assumption that each citizen had the capability to decide for himself which

side to support underpins some of the allegedly earliest Greek thought on stasis. The

infamous Solonian law about neutrality during stasis requires that individual citizens

could make an active choice about how to participate in a civil war. According to the

Athēnaiōn Politeia states that “whoever does not take up arms ‘in support of either side’

while the city undergoes stasis should suffer atimia and have no share in the city” (ὃς

ἂν στασιαζούσης τῆς πόλεως μὴ θῆται τὰ ὅπλα μηδὲ μεθ᾽ ἑτέρων, ἄτιμον εἶναι καὶ τῆς
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πόλεως μὴ μετέχειν, 8.5).49 Traditional interpretations of the law, going back to Cicero

and Plutarch, hold that it punished those citizens who remained neutral and refused to

join one of the two warring factions.50 Van ’T Wout has most recently challenged the

traditional interpretation of the passage by claiming that the law does not encourage

citizens to join a faction, but rather to take up arms on behalf of “neutrality.” The key

49 One question that must be addressed is the authenticity of the law as presented in
the Athēnaion Politeia. Does it reflect the language of a law actually proposed by Solon
and carried down to the fourth century or a law drafted originally in the fourth century
and attributed to Solon? Ruschenbusch 1966, 84, argues that the law cannot have been
authentic because of Solon’s explicit hatred of stasis in his extant poetry. He does not
see how someone who found civil strife so deplorable could draft a law that encour-
aged participation in it. Hignett 1952, 26-27, similarly questions the authenticity since
the speaker of Lysias 31 suggests his opponent, Philon, will argue that there was no law
in Athens at the time that made it illegal to be absent and not participate in a civil war
(31.27). Goldstein 1972, 539-40, however, debates Hignett’s conclusion. He proposes
that the law only applied to those present in Athens during the civil war and that Philon
was using “the trickery that may always be present in lawyer’s rhetoric.” Goldstein in fact
believes that Lysias’ discussion of ”a law against neutrality” provides evidence that such
a law must have been familiar to his Athenian audience. Rhodes 1981, 157, suggests
that, since the law was likely seldom used and little-known, it ”could have been ignored
by an orator.” Bers 1975, 497, thinks the law is likely authentic because it explains how
Solon was able to attract popular support for his reforms from those who might other-
wise have been too frightened by powerful eupatrids to oppose them if they revolted
against Solon’s new system. However, the language of the law as presented by the
Athēnaiōn Politeia suggests a late fifth or early fourth century composition. According to
Blok 2013, the phrase τῆς πόλεως μετέχειν does not occur prior to the fourth century. I
discuss the fifth and fourth century parallels of the phrase μὴ θῆται τὰ ὅπλα μηδὲ μεθ᾽
ἑτέρων below. While the debate on the law’s authenticity is still undecided, it does seem
clear that the text presented in the Athēnaiōn Politeia reflects an interesting Greek atti-
tude towards stasis from the fifth and fourth centuries, which is ultimately what my study
is interested in.
50 Cicero Ad Att. 10.1.2: “I will not heed the law of Solon that sanctioned capital pun-

ishment if anyone did not take part in either side during civil conflict” (ego vero Solonis
… legem neglegam, qui capite sanxit, si quis in seditione non alteriusutrius partis fuis-
set). Plutarch Mor. 550C: “The law of Solon is very strange, which states that someone
should suffer atimia who during stasis does not position himself on any side nor par-
ticipate in the civil war” (παραλογώτατον δὲ τὸ τοῦ Σόλωνος, ἄτιμον εἶναι τὸν ἐν στάσει
πόλεως μηδετέρᾳ μερίδι προσθέμενον μηδὲ συστασιάσαντα).
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to translating the passage rests on the use of the phrase μηδὲ μεθ᾽ ἑτέρων. Instead

of taking μηδὲ as an accumulated negative together with the negation of the verb μὴ

θῆται, we should instead understand μηδὲ μεθ᾽ ἑτέρων as an independent informational

unit meaning “without allegiance to either party” or “neutral.”51 Van ’T Wout interprets

the passage to mean that those who fail to take up arms on behalf of neutrality or

impartialness, rather than for one side or the other, deserve atimia. Van ’T Wout also

cites a Solon fragment in which the author presents himself as a soldier placing his arms

between two parties engaged in civil war and fighting for neutrality (fr. 5.5-6): “I stood

placing my stout shield around both parties, not allowing either side to conquer the other

unjustly.”52

Regardless of which translation of μηδὲ μεθ᾽ ἑτέρων happens to be correct, the

Solonian law encourages citizens to participate actively in the resolution of the civil war

in one way or another. As Van ’T Wout points out, the phrase θῆται τὰ ὅπλα suggests

active preparation for conflict, though it does not imply immediate violence, as a phrase

like ὅπλα ἀναλαμβάνειν might.53 The phrase θῆται τὰ ὅπλα, as Develin has also

suggested, thus can refer to “taking sides” or declaring readiness to support one side

51 Van ’T Wout 2010, 293-94. Thucydides in particular provides two relevant passages
to support the independent value of the phrase. For example, Archidamas suggests that
the Plataeans should keep quiet, mind their own business, and remain neutral in the
conflict between Athens and Sparta (Th. 2.72.1: ἡσυχίαν ἄγετε νεμόμενοι τὰ ὑμέτερα
αὐτῶν, καὶ ἔστε μηδὲ μεθ᾽ ἑτέρων). Similarly, he writes that the Lacedaemonians had a
policy of treating everyone they captured at sea as enemies, both those who fought with
the Athenians as well as those who were neutral (Th. 2.67.4: καὶ τοὺς μετὰ ̓Αθηναίων
ξυμπολεμοῦντας καὶ τοὺς μηδὲ μεθ̓ ἑτέρων).
52 Solon fr. 5.5-6: ἔστην δ’ ἀμφιβαλὼν κρατερὸν σάκος ἀμφοτέροισι / νικᾶν δ’ οὐκ

εἴασ’ οὐδετέρους ἀδίκως. In a similar fragment he writes that he stood between the two
parties, “like a boundary stone in the middle of a battlefield.” (ἐγὼ δὲ τούτων ὥσπερ ἐν
μεταιχμίωι / ὅρος κατέστην, Solon fr. 37.9-10).
53 Van ’T Wout 2010, 291.
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or another.54 For example, Lysias writes that the Athenian citizen Philon kept neutral

during the stasis of 404/3: “He placed his arms neither among those at Piraeus nor

among those in the city” (οὔτ᾿ ἐν τῷ Πειραιεῖ οὔτ᾿ ἐν τῷ ἄστει ἔθετο τὰ ὅπλα, 31.14).

Likewise, when Thebes tried to persuade Plataean citizens to come over to their side

during their nocturnal invasion of the city, the Theban herald invited Plataeans “to place

their arms with them” (τίθεσθαι παρ᾽ αὑτοὺς τὰ ὅπλα, Th. 2.2.4).55 Consequently,

Solon’s law, at least as the Athēnaiōn Politeia records it, assumes that citizens had the

power and responsibility to support the side of their choice during civil conflict.56 The

choice could even be made once stasis was already underway, as the present tense

participle of the genitive absolute phrase suggests (στασιαζούσης τῆς πόλεως).

Evidence from historical texts reinforces this assumption, since some citizens were

known to change allegiances mid-conflict. Theramenes is perhaps the most famous

example. His actions during the oligarchy of the Four Hundred in 411 even earned him

the nickname “Kothornos” because he could “fit” either side like the actor’s boot. Critias

recalls Theramenes’ “flip-flopping” in his speech condemning him before the Council in

404/3 (Xen. Hell. 2.3.30-31):

This man, though honored by the people from the beginning like his father
Hagnon, rushed to overthrow the democracy with the Four Hundred and be-
came the leader of those men. But, when he perceived that some resistance

54 Develin 1977, 507.
55 Bers 1975, 493 n.1, notes the difficulty of determining whether the phrase θῆται τὰ

ὅπλα suggests the law applies specifically to the hoplite class. Based on the parallel
constructions from the fifth and fourth century texts examined above and the fact that
the phrase is found in the fourth century Athēnaion Politeia, it seems reasonable to as-
sume that τὰ ὅπλα here means “arms” generally instead of referring specifically to the
hoplite panoply.
56 Forsdyke 2005, 79, similarly argues that the intent of Solon’s law was to encourage

non-elites to intervene in intra-elite conflict. He hoped that broader participation would
limit the frequency of stasis between these otherwise small groups.
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had organized against the oligarchy, he again became the first leader for
the people against the oligarchs. For this reason, as you know, he became
known as “the boot” (kothornos). (For, the kothornos seems to fit on both feet
and faces both directions.)57

Critias wanted to portray Theramenes as an unreliable participant in their oligarchic

faction because of his previous history of changing sides. His speech played off the

real fears that other faction members must have had of their potential internal instability.

Even a faction with as few as thirty core members did not remain completely static.

Lysias presents a similar picture of Theramenes as a self-interested, disloyal faction

member in Against Eratosthenes:

As long as he was honored, he proved himself loyal to the city. But, when
he saw that Peisander, Callaeschrus, and others were surpassing him and
that you all no longer wanted to obey these men, he then joined in the deeds
of Aristocrates because of his jealousy of those men and his fear of you.
Wanting to seem loyal to you all, he accused his friends, Antiphon and
Archeptolemus and had them killed. He arrived at such wickedness that
he both enslaved you common people to prove his loyalty those guys and
destroyed those guys to prove his loyalty to you.58

Theramenes’ support thus was mutable. He performs a quasi-cost-benefit analysis to

determine which side to support. Once he sees the plethos will no longer obey the or-

ders of the oligarchs and he loses his political preeminence among the other oligarchs,

57 Hell. 2.3.30-31: οὗτος γὰρ ἐξ ἀρχῆς μὲν τιμώμενος ὑπὸ τοῦ δήμου κατὰ τὸν πατέρα
Ἅγνωνα, προπετέστατος ἐγένετο τὴν δημοκρατίαν μεταστῆσαι εἰς τοὺς τετρακοσίους, καὶ
ἐπρώτευεν ἐν ἐκείνοις. ἐπεὶ δ᾽ ᾔσθετο ἀντίπαλόν τι τῇ ὀλιγαρχίᾳ συνιστάμενον, πρῶτος
αὖ ἡγεμὼν τῷ δήμῳ ἐπ᾽ ἐκείνους ἐγένετο. ὅθεν δήπου καὶ κόθορνος ἐπικαλεῖται.
[καὶ γὰρ ὁ κόθορνος ἁρμόττειν μὲν τοῖς ποσὶν ἀμφοτέροις δοκεῖ, ἀποβλέπει δὲ ἀπ᾽
ἀμφοτέρων].
58 Lys. 12.66-67: καὶ ἕως μὲν ἐτιμᾶτο, πιστὸν ἑαυτὸν τῇ πόλει παρεῖχεν: ἐπειδὴ δὲ

Πείσανδρον μὲν καὶ Κάλλαισχρον καὶ ἑτέρους ἑώρα προτέρους αὑτοῦ γιγνομένους, τὸ
δὲ ὑμέτερον πλῆθος οὐκέτι βουλόμενον τούτων ἀκροᾶσθαι, τότ᾽ ἤδη διά τε τὸν πρὸς
ἐκείνους φθόνον καὶ τὸ παρ᾽ ὑμῶν δέος μετέσχε τῶν Ἀριστοκράτους ἔργων. βουλόμενος
δὲ τῷ ὑμετέρῳ πλήθει δοκεῖν πιστὸς εἶναι Ἀντιφῶντα καὶ Ἀρχεπτόλεμον φιλτάτους ὄντας
αὑτῷ κατηγορῶν ἀπέκτεινεν, εἰς τοσοῦτον δὲ κακίας ἦλθεν, ὥστε ἅμα μὲν διὰ τὴν πρὸς
ἐκείνους πίστιν ὑμᾶς κατεδουλώσατο, διὰ δὲ τὴν πρὸς ὑμᾶς τοὺς φίλους ἀπώλεσε.
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he switches sides. In other words, he made his decision based on a calculation about

the quantity of citizens supporting the oligarchy. He followed the numbers. While his

actual motivations may have differed from Critias’ or Lysias’ characterization, the pre-

sentation of Theramenes as a kothornos in both texts reveals that, while loyalty and

stability were the ideal, stasis factions were seen as dynamic, changeable entities.

One might argue that since Theramenes earned a nickname for his flip-flopping,

side-switching must have been a rare occurrence. But even in 411, Theramenes was

not alone in his decision to switch his support.59 His decision would have meant nothing

if not for a large number of hoplites who also renounced their support of the oligarchic

regime and began active resistance. Before Theramenes officially left the Four Hundred,

hoplites at the Piraeus under the command of Aristocrates defied the incumbent

government by arresting the oligarchic general Alexicles and ceasing construction of the

Eetionian wall (Th. 8.92.4). Theramenes had already by this point publicly questioned

the oligarchy and spoken out against the building of the Eetionian wall (8.90.3-91.2).60

But, Thucydides is clear that Theramenes did not actually join the resistance against

the oligarchy until after the hoplites at Eetionia made their own decision to withdraw

support.61 Theramenes “raged against the hoplites” (ὠργίζετο τοῖς ὁπλίταις) when he

59 Alcibiades’ ideological allegiance was also famously dynamic. He was initially exiled
from Athens because he allegedly took part in an oligarchic conspiracy to overthrow
the dēmos just prior to the Sicilian expedition (Th. 6.28, 60-61). The Four Hundred
promised to recall him to the city as one of their members (Th. 8.47-54), but he even-
tually joined with the democratic resistance at Samos(Th. 8.76, 81-82).
60 The Four Hundred, for instance, immediately blame Theramenes for Aristocrates

and the hoplites’ insubordination (8.92.6).
61 Munn 2000, 146-47, glosses over these nuances in Thucydides’ narrative. He

instead portrays the speeches to empower the Five Thousand, the assassination of
Phrynicus, the arrest of the general Alexicles, and the dismantling of the Eetionian Wall
all as part of a unified, coordinated resistance movement led by Theramenes, Aristo-
crates, and other disgruntled members of the Four Hundred, even though Thucydides is
clear that different groups were responsible for these different actions.
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first arrived and only decided to join them after they made their determination to oppose

the construction clear (8.92.9-10). Members of the dēmos at Piraeus then also joined

the hoplites. They demolished the rest of the fortifications and took up arms to march

against the men in the city (8.93.1). Although Theramenes got the nickname, it was

actually a large subsection of the citizen population in Athens that switched from at least

tacit support of the oligarchic regime to active resistance.

The Mytilenian dēmos during the Mytilenian Revolt also switched allegiances mid-

conflict. When the Mytilenians armed their dēmos with hoplite weapons, the dēmos

immediately turned on the incumbent regime and demanded that they distribute the

city’s grain reserve publicly or they would change sides and help the Athenians (Th.

3.27-28). Their withdrawal of support forced the Mytilenians to surrender and brought

the city back under Athenian hegemony. Modern scholars have debated what motivated

the common people to support Athens. De Ste Croix suggests it was ideological

sympathy for the democratic city.62 Bradeen, however, argues that the people were

just motivated by their hunger.63 Either way, the episode proves that support was a

dynamic factor, subject to change as the conditions of an internal conflict evolved over

time (though that point is perhaps better made if Bradeen’s interpretation is preferred).

Not only could the citizens of a polis switch sides, but non-citizens, such as slaves,

also had dynamic allegiances. Their manpower offered a potentially decisive advantage

to whichever side could secure their participation. The slave population of Corcyra ap-

parently faced such a choice during the civil war in 427. Thucydides reports that “each

62 De Ste Croix 1981.
63 Bradeen 1960, 263-64.
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group sent a message to the farms, summoning and promising them freedom.”64 Most

of the slaves chose to ally themselves with the democratic group. Modern commenta-

tors on this passage have written the slaves’ participation off as a “mere tactic” used by

the parties in a desperate attempt to bolster their manpower.65 They dismiss the idea

that slaves had a significant role to play in Greek civil war, since the practice of slave

participation in stasis was relatively rare. While it is certainly true that Greek historians

rarely mention explicit slave participation in civil conflicts, evidence from the margins

suggests they could play a larger role than some historians acknowledge.

Similar to light-armed, non-hoplites, the dominance of hoplite ideology in Greek

political and military culture likely explains the paucity of references to slaves. As Hunt

writes on the subject:

When instances of slave participation are viewed in isolation or are falsely
assigned to the category of emergency measures, they may appear to be of
marginal importance. When important cases of slave and helot involvement
are put together, it becomes clear that, during the classical period, the unfree
played a decisive role on several occasions and participated even more.66

He explains that classical historians did not mention them more often because “their

world views could not easily accommodate a military role for slaves.” I argue this holds

true for participation in internal wars too. Slaves can be found in the margins of several

other revolutionary conflicts as a serious threat. First and foremost, the Spartans had

a recurring fear throughout the classical period of helot rebellions.67 The status of

64 Th. 3.73: ἐς τοὺς ἀγροὺς περιέπεμπον ἀμφότεροι, τοὺς δούλους παρακαλοῦντές
τε καὶ ἐλευθερίαν ὑπισχνούμενοι: καὶ τῷ μὲν δήμῳ τῶν οἰκετῶν τὸ πλῆθος παρεγένετο
ξύμμαχον.
65 Finley 1959, 157, and Fuks 1971, 49, who states that “the only reason for the

promise was the wish to obtain man-power for the fighting.”
66 Hunt 1998, 1-2.
67 Some scholars have questioned whether our non-Spartan sources overplay the ac-

tual Spartan fear of helot uprisings, e.g. Roobaert 1977, Talbert 1989, and Whitby 1994.
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helots is, of course, a heavily debated subject among modern historians.68 At least a

subsection thought of themselves as free Greek citizens, the Messenians.69 Even if

their status as an entirely enslaved Greek polis is denied, they cannot be considered

exactly the same as the chattel slaves in other Greek cities due to their unique property

rights and the communal aspects of their servitude.70 A number of ancient sources

nevertheless refer to them as douloi.71 For our purposes, the Spartans certainly

considered them non-citizens and thus fell outside the bounds of the traditional citizen-

soldier.72 Their participation in warfare, especially any type of internal warfare, was

therefore as ideologically problematic for the Spartans as any other type of excluded

group.73

Despite their servile status, Greek historians nevertheless had to acknowledge on

occasion the helots and other slaves’ potential to impact internal conflicts. Pausanias,

for example, promised the helots freedom and citizenship in exchange for support in

For the “Spartan mirage” in general and the idea that we should be skeptical of many of
the unique claims about Spartan culture proposed in non-Spartan literary sources, see
Hodkinson 1997 and Flower 2002.
68 Luraghi 2002, 240, has argued that the helots were actually lower-status members

of the same ethnic group as the rest of the Lacedaemonians and were not members of
a mass-enslaved, rival polis. Luraghi 2003, 135, blames this misinformed picture of the
helots’ origins not on the ancient sources themeselves, but on “an idiosyncratic selection
of details taken from some of them.”
69 The clearest evidence for this identity is the dedication by the “Messenians and the

Naupactians” of Peloponnesian War spoils at Olympia (SIG 80+).
70 Garlan 1988, 87.
71 e.g. X. Hell. 7.1.13, Ages. 2.24, Lac. 12.4; Isoc. Archidamus 28; Pl. Leg. 6.776d;

treaties quoted in Th. 4.118.7, 5.23.3.
72 The debate over their status reflects one of the major methodological problems

when studying internal warfare. The status of the participants, such as whether or not
they are citizens or slaves, is what is actively being disputed by the conflict.
73 Cf. Hunt 1998, 13-19.
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his insurgency (Th. 1.132.5). A full-scale helot rebellion broke out in 464 (Th. 1.101).

The insurgents seized Mt. Ithome and held out against the Spartans for either four or

ten years (Th. 1.103). Both Athens and Sparta encouraged the desertion of slaves

from their respective cities during the Peloponnesian War as a way to encourage stasis

and instability (Th. 4.41, 7.27). Slaves fought with the “men of Piraeus” during the

Athenian civil war of 404/3, since Thrasybulus apparently proposed a decree granting

them and all other non-citizens freedom after the reinstitution of the democracy.74 The

participation of the helots was an integral part of Cinadon’s planned insurgency against

the Spartiates in the early fourth century (Xen. Hell. 3.3.5-6.). The League of Corinth

oath contained a provision against the freeing of slaves for revolutionary purposes

(Dem. 17.15). While our historians make few explicit references to slave participation in

civil war factions, it seems clear that they had the potential to make a decisive impact.

We should therefore account for them in our population model.

Finally, even external participants in civil wars did not necessarily remain loyal to

the side that called them in to help.75 The Spartan king Pausanias seems to have made

just such a change during Thrasybulus’ insurgency against the Thirty in 404/3 (Xen.

Hell. 2.4.29-38). Although Xenophon suggests Pausanias intended to help the men

of Piraeus the whole time because of his jealousy and suspicion of Lysander, there is

reason to think Pausanias might not have made up his mind until he arrived in Athens

and saw the extent of popular support behind Thrasybulus that summer. As Krentz

notes, Xenophon’s explanation of Pausanias’ motives “seems incomplete.”76 Lysias

74 Ath. Pol. 40.2: ὧν ἔνιοι φανερῶς ἦσαν δοῦλοι; Xen. Hell. 2.4.25: οἱ δὲ πολλοί τε
ἤδη ὄντες καὶ παντοδαποί.
75 Aeneas Tacticus, for example, warns of the danger that discontented mercenaries

could pose to a city with internal instability (10.18-19).
76 Krentz 1995, 149-50.
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(18.10-12) claims that in fact Pausanias was motivated to withdraw his support from the

Thirty when he held the orphaned children of Nicias’ family in his lap and saw firsthand

the suffering induced by the oligarchs.77 Diodorus (14.33.6) lastly suggests that

Pausanias was jealous of Lysander, but also wanted to repair Sparta’s reputation among

the rest of the Greeks. Whatever his true motivations, the key here is that all sources

agree that Pausanias withdrew Sparta’s initial support for the Thirty and switched sides

to favor the men of Piraeus in the end. The Syracusan Theodorus hoped for a similar

Spartan reversal of support when he made his speech encouraging the Syracusans to

revolt from the rule of the tyrant Dionysius I (Diod. 14.64-69). The Spartans had arrived

in Syracuse to support Dionysius’ war against the Carthaginians. Theodorus expected

instead that they would turn on the tyrant and “take the lead for eleutheria.”78 The

Spartan navarch Pharacidas, however, remained firm in his support of Dionysius. His

resolution proved “contrary to their expectations” (παρὰ δὲ τὴν προσδοκίαν γενομένης

τῆς ἀποφάσεως, 14.70.2), betraying the assumption among Greek historians that even

external support had a dynamic element.

Chapter 2 has established two conclusions that support the need for a dynamic

population-based model. First, the number of participants in a stasis faction were

thought to have a significant effect on the outcome of a civil war. Because of the low-

tech nature of Greek warfare, even poorly-armed, lower-status individuals could make a

decisive military impact when congregated in numbers. Groups with greater manpower

support could use their quantitative advantage to overcome groups with superior military

technology or experience. Greek citizens used manpower ratios in their calculations

77 Wolpert 2002, 108, rightly notes the implausibility of the speaker’s claim. He argues
that the defendant conjures the image to unite his family and the Athenian people in
the minds of the jurors. Wolpert writes: “In a sense, the orphans, bereft of their father,
symbolically represented the demos, bereft of loyal supporters.”
78 Diod. 14.70.1: πάντες προσεδόκων ἀρχηγὸν ἔσεσθαι τῆς ἐλευθερίας.
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about which side to support. Second, the composition of population groups during

stasis was mutable. The number of factional members, the size of neutral populations,

and level of external participation all fluctuated over the course of a civil war. People

could enter the system/city from external sources (recall of exiles, hire of mercenaries,

garrison of foreign armies), people could exit the system (death, banishment, departure

of allies), or people could switch loyalties within the system (kothornoi, recruitment,

desertion). Manpower support was therefore a significant, dynamic variable in the

outcome of ancient Greek civil wars.

It may seem a simple and obvious conclusion that the group with the largest

number of supporters was the most likely to win a Greek civil war, but it is one with

profound implications. This conclusion meant that factions focused on two main goals:

increasing their own population stock and decreasing that of their opponents. These

goals led to behaviors such as the influx of non-citizen populations like mercenaries,

foreign armies, women, and slaves, attempts to persuade or intimidate the general

population, pitched military engagements, and even the murder of perceived or potential

members of a rival faction. It also meant that the group that was perceived to have the

greatest support would be more likely to receive even more support from those primarily

concerned with preserving their own safety and backing the winning side, creating a

reinforcing feedback loop on its own.
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CHAPTER 3
INFORMATION DYNAMICS

Chapter 2 established the importance of treating the population of a Greek polis

as a significant and dynamic variable. Individual participation was not a static element.

Large numbers of people had the potential to change their allegiances during the

conflict, and their participation could have a significant impact on the outcome of an

internal conflict. Yet, a large segment of Greek society often did not exercise this power.

As Gabrielsen states: “The real (and intriguing) question…[is]: why do most citizens, or

in democracies “the masses”, choose to remain passive, thus surrendering the initiative

for action to an organized and determined minority?”1 We must explain the reticence

of these groups to revolt or participate in a civil strife. Conversely, if non-participation

was the norm, we also need to explain the participation of those who did. I argue

that a system of informational flows governed Greek decisions about which side to

support, if any, during an internal conflict. Members of a polis received and processed

information based on a variety of factors in order to make their own calculations about

participation. To understand how and why some factions found tremendous popular

support and others did not, or why some factions had little support at the start of a war,

but great support by its end, we must reconstruct this informational system as best

as we can from the extant evidence. We need to establish how individual community

members received their information, what that information was, how it was regulated or

manipulated, and how it affected the organizational capacities of factional groups.

I first analyze the mechanics by which information was disseminated through a

Greek community suffering from internal conflict. I outline the channels of communica-

tion that were the most frequently used or regulated. In the second section I examine

how factional groups actively manipulated this spread of information. Groups used

1 Gabrielsen 2002, 90.
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language to construct, deconstruct, and reconstruct the political beliefs and identities

of those whom they hoped to convince either to support their group or not to join the

enemy. To achieve such ends, they sometimes adopted the traditional language of

Greek morality for political slogans or to justify their actions. Some even misrepresented

or outright lied about events or the motivations of their enemies to stir up support. Still

others tried to refashion or redefine political entities and their organization. Although

such efforts were for the most part unsuccessful in the long-term, the discursive meth-

ods employed in their attempts reveal much about the nature of Greek political identities

and the roles they played in facilitating stasis and other types of internal warfare.

Throughout, I also note the recurring patterns of how the flow of information and people

regulated the organization of incumbent and insurgent groups. These patterns set the

stage for Chapter 4 and a thorough examination of how information and population

interactions created complex, nonlinear systems of behavior.

3.1 Information Dissemination

Greek historians typically did not discuss how information was transmitted through-

out a city unless it happened in an extraordinary manner. In her comprehensive study

on the role of news in ancient Greek society, Lewis states that “the coming of news is

haphazard” and despite the importance of information like enemy military plans, Greeks

had “no permanent system of intelligence gathering.”2 For example, Thucydides begins

his narrative about the reception of the news of the Sicilian disaster with a passive

phrase: ἐς δὲ τὰς Ἀθήνας ἐπειδὴ ἠγγέλθη. He reports that the news-bearers were

soldiers who escaped only to show how incredible the idea of such a complete defeat

2 Lewis 1996, 1.
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seemed to the city. The rest of the citizens for a long time disbelieved them.3 The

passive phrasing is common in internal war narratives as well. Herodotus, for example,

states that the sack of Sardis “was announced” (ἐξαγγέλθη, 5.105) to Darius, but we

never learn exactly from whom he hears it. Likewise, news of the Spartan fleet sailing

near Salamis “was announced” (ἀγγέλλονται, Th. 8.94.1) to the Athenians as they were

assembling to try to resolve the stasis of 411.

Consequently, we derive most of the evidence for the dissemination of information

during internal conflicts from extraordinary or tangential references. How did the Thirty

and the rest of the Athenians in the city, for instance, learn that Thrasybulus had

captured Phyle? This is an especially interesting question if the place had not yet been

fortified and garrisoned by 403. Xenophon only tells us that Thrasybulus seized the

strong place and then the Thirty immediately “brought assistance” (ἐβοήθουν).4 But he

does not tell us to whom. Were there soldiers occupying the area already who reported

its capture to the oligarchs? Marincola seems to interpret the passage this way in his

translation: “After this, Thrasybulus set out from Thebes with about seventy men and

seized Phyle, a fortress with a commanding position. The Thirty set out from the city to

retake the place, and they brought with them the Three Thousand and the cavalry.”5

But, Ober notes that the first fortifications at Phyle date to the early fourth century, which

postdates Thrasybulus’ occupation of the hill.6 If there was no permanent fortification or

3 Th. 8.1.1: ἐς δὲ τὰς Ἀθήνας ἐπειδὴ ἠγγέλθη, ἐπὶ πολὺ μὲν ἠπίστουν καὶ τοῖς πάνυ
τῶν στρατιωτῶν ἐξ αὐτοῦ τοῦ ἔργου διαπεφευγόσι καὶ σαφῶς ἀγγέλλουσι, μὴ οὕτω γε
ἄγαν πανσυδὶ διεφθάρθαι.

4 Hell. 2.4.2: ἐκ δὲ τούτου Θρασύβουλος ὁρμηθεὶς ἐκ Θηβῶν ὡς σὺν ἑβδομήκοντα
Φυλὴν χωρίον καταλαμβάνει ἰσχυρόν. οἱ δὲ τριάκοντα ἐβοήθουν ἐκ τοῦ ἄστεως σύν τε
τοῖς τρισχιλίοις καὶ σὺν τοῖς ἱππεῦσι καὶ μάλ᾽ εὐημερίας οὔσης.

5 Marincola 2009, 63. Emphasis added.
6 Ober 1985, 146 n.42.
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garrison at that time – Xenophon indeed only calls it a χωρίον ἰσχυρόν – then how did

news of the insurgent occupation circulate? Did Thrasybulus and his faction broadcast

their presence to try to attract new recruits? Did a member of the nearby Phyle deme

report it to the Thirty? Such information is invaluable for studying the growth of the

democratic resistance and the workings of the oligarchic regime. Unfortunately, we can

only make inferences based on analogies from other, more extraordinary episodes.

The episodes examined below reveal three major avenues for information to spread

during civil wars: envoys and personal messengers, assemblies, and public inscriptions.

Most of the evidence I examine in this section for the first of these two communication

methods – messengers and assemblies – comes from two main sources, Herodotus’

narrative of the Ionian Revolt and Thucydides’ narrative of the government of Four

Hundred.

3.1.1 Messengers

Most information during stasis, like the news of the Sicilian expedition, was spread

by general word of mouth, either through official or unofficial oral messages and mes-

sengers. Incumbent regimes used official heralds or envoys, especially in situations

where they were trying to dissuade citizens from joining a resistance movement. They

likely employed such envoys because of their protected religious status and the le-

gitimacy and sovereignty they symbolically conveyed.7 During the Ionian Revolt, for

example, tyrants of Ionian city-states sent messages to some of their citizens threat-

ening them if they should join the revolt. The Persians told them to tell their citizens

that:

7 The inviolability of heralds is best conveyed by the horror felt after the Spartans
murdered two Persian heralds (Hdt. 7.133-36) and by an Athenian inscription (Tod 137)
that claims the Trichoneian arrest of Athenian heralds was “contrary to the common laws
of the Greeks.” See Hall 2007, 95.
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Should they obey, they will not suffer anything unpleasant because of their
rebellion. Their temples and private property will not be burned and they will
live no worse than they did before. But, if they do not do these things and
continue with the battle, threaten them with these things, which will certainly
befall them: Should they lose in battle, they will become enslaved and we will
castrate their sons, drag their daughters off to Bactra, and give their land to
others.8

The tyrants passed this message on to individual citizens at night. Herodotus says that

the citizens thought that the message was targeted at them alone (Hdt. 6.10.1). Both

the content and the way the message was delivered are interesting. The message

consists entirely of threatening language. It emphasizes the negative consequences for

those who participate in the revolt.9 Second, the tyrants chose to deliver the message

individually. Perhaps they hoped to make the recipient feel isolated from the rest of

the community and his potential allies. Finally, the fact that tyrants had to deliver this

message to members inside their own community reveals that city-states were not

united in either their support for or opposition to Persian rule. Within the communities

there was a spectrum of beliefs and attitudes.

In contrast to the threatening approach of the Persians and Ionian tyrants, the Four

Hundred sent official envoys with diplomatic messages to dissuade the army at Samos

and later the hoplites at Piraeus from opposing them. They sent ten men to reassure

(παραμυθησομένους) the fleet at Samos (Th. 8.72.1). They feared an armed resistance

from the fleet because the rowers were particularly loyal to the democracy. Though the

8 Hdt. 6.9.3-4: προϊσχόμενοι δὲ ἐπαγγείλασθε τάδε, ὡς πείσονταί τε ἄχαρι οὐδὲν
διὰ τὴν ἀπόστασιν, οὐδέ σφι οὔτε τὰ ἱρὰ οὔτε τὰ ἴδια ἐμπεπρήσεται, οὐδὲ βιαιότερον
ἕξουσι οὐδὲν ἢ πρότερον εἶχον. εἰ δὲ ταῦτα μὲν οὐ ποιήσουσι, οἳ δὲ πάντως διὰ μάχης
ἐλεύσονται, τάδε ἤδη σφι λέγετε ἐπηρεάζοντες, τά περ σφέας κατέξει, ὡς ἑσσωθέντες
τῇ μάχῃ ἐξανδραποδιεῦνται, καὶ ὡς σφέων τοὺς παῖδας ἐκτομίας ποιήσομεν, τὰς δὲ
παρθένους ἀνασπάστους ἐς Βάκτρα, καὶ ὡς τὴν χώρην ἄλλοισι παραδώσομεν.

9 In Chapter 4, on systems dynamics, I compare the different approaches – negative
versus positive reinforcement – for discouraging participation in stasis.
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fleet at Samos was already hostile to the oligarchy before they spoke, the envoys still

tried to persuade them of the legitimacy of the new regime. Thucydides reports their

message:

They announced that the regime change had been made not to destroy
the city, but to save it, and not so that they might hand it over to the enemy
(for they could already have done this, when the Spartans had earlier
attacked under their rule). They added that all of the Five Thousand would
have a proper share in the government and that their relatives were not
being abused, as Chaereas had misleadingly announced, nor was anything
else bad happening to them, but each of them remained in possession of
their property and land. They said many other things too, but the army at
Samos gave ear to none of them and became angry. Others then gave other
opinions. Chief among them was to sail against the Piraeus.10

The account of the envoys from the Four Hundred differs in several ways from that of

the tyrants’ envoys. First, instead of presenting their message to individuals they made

a speech before a general assembly (Th. 8.86.1). Because Chaereas had already riled

up the army against the oligarchs in a previous assembly, the audience was essentially

by that point an organized, military insurgency.11 In addition, the content of their

message was more diplomatic than threatening. They wanted to assert the legitimacy

of the new regime. They argued that it was not in fact a limited oligarchy, since actually

five thousand citizens participated in the government, and denied that they were

executing a reign of terror against the rest of the citizenry. While their message proved

10 Th. 8.86.3-4: οἱ δ᾽ ἀπήγγελλον ὡς οὔτε ἐπὶ διαφθορᾷ τῆς πόλεως ἡ μετάστασις
γίγνοιτο, ἀλλ᾽ ἐπὶ σωτηρίᾳ, οὔθ᾽ ἵνα τοῖς πολεμίοις παραδοθῇ (ἐξεῖναι γάρ, ὅτε ἐσέβαλον
ἤδη σφῶν ἀρχόντων, τοῦτο ποιῆσαι), τῶν τε πεντακισχιλίων ὅτι πάντες ἐν τῷ μέρει
μεθέξουσιν, οἵ τε οἰκεῖοι αὐτῶν οὔθ᾽ ὑβρίζονται, ὥσπερ Χαιρέας διαβάλλων ἀπήγγειλεν,
οὔτε κακὸν ἔχουσιν οὐδέν, ἀλλ᾽ ἐπὶ τοῖς σφετέροις αὐτῶν ἕκαστοι κατὰ χώραν μένουσιν.
ἄλλα τε πολλὰ εἰπόντων οὐδὲν μᾶλλον ἐσήκουον, ἀλλ᾽ ἐχαλέπαινον καὶ γνώμας ἄλλοι
ἄλλας ἔλεγον, μάλιστα δὲ ἐπὶ τὸν Πειραιᾶ πλεῖν.

11 Chaereas’ speech is discussed below in the Manipulation section.
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unsuccessful, the use of envoys nevertheless shows that the oligarchs expected

diplomacy could calm a fermenting insurgency.

The Four Hundred later sent heralds with a similar message to members of the

hoplites who refused to build the Eetionian wall and were marching armed into the

city. This time the oligarchic delegates targeted their message at individual hoplites

(ἀνὴρ ἀνδρὶ) “whom they thought to be the most reasonable” (οὓς ἴδοιεν ἀνθρώπους

ἐπιεικεῖς).12 They persuaded them to remain peaceful and restrain everyone else by

saying,

They would make the Five Thousand known publicly and that the Four
Hundred would be chosen from the Five Thousand in whatever manner the
Five Thousand thought proper. They encouraged them in the meantime not
to destroy the city in any way nor to push it into the hands of the enemy.13

After this speech, the hoplites as a whole became calmer and agreed not to attack, but

to hold a future assembly in order to return to homonoia (Th. 8.93.3). The strategy of

talking to moderate members individually appears to have paid better dividends than

the speech before an assembled army, although the mechanics of these conversations

seem difficult to reconstruct. Thucydides tells us that the hoplites were marching armed

into the city and then “grounded their arms again in the Anaceum” (ἔθεντο αὖ ἐν τῷ

Ἀνακείῳ τὰ ὅπλα, Th. 8.93.1).14 “Again” (αὖ) probably refers to the fact that they

had just ground their arms for an assembly at the theater of Dionysus near Munichia

before marching inside the city. The hoplites must have had no intention of attacking

12 Th. 8.93.2: ἐλθόντες δὲ ἀπὸ τῶν τετρακοσίων τινὲς ᾑρημένοι πρὸς αὐτοὺς ἀνὴρ
ἀνδρὶ διελέγοντό τε καὶ ἔπειθον οὓς ἴδοιεν ἀνθρώπους ἐπιεικεῖς αὐτούς τε ἡσυχάζειν καὶ
τοὺς ἄλλους παρακατέχειν.
13 Th. 8.93.2: λέγοντες τούς τε πεντακισχιλίους ἀποφανεῖν, καὶ ἐκ τούτων ἐν μέρει ᾗ ἂν

τοῖς πεντακισχιλίοις δοκῇ τοὺς τετρακοσίους ἔσεσθαι, τέως δὲ τὴν πόλιν μηδενὶ τρόπῳ
διαφθείρειν μηδ᾽ ἐς τοὺς πολεμίους ἀνῶσαι.
14 Interestingly, the Anaceum was the site that Pisistratus supposedly assembled the

Athenians in order to disarm them (Polyaen. 1.21.2).
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the Four Hundred at this stage and were likely prepared to listen to any messages.

The messengers no doubt told them exactly what they were expecting to hear about

the participation of the Five Thousand. Thucydides relates that the rallying cry at

Eetionia was “whoever wants the Five Thousand to govern instead of the Four Hundred”

(ὅστις τοὺς πεντακισχιλίους βούλεται ἄρχειν ἀντὶ τῶν τετρακοσίων, 8.92.11).15 Thus,

we should read the message from the Four Hundred’s envoys not as a diplomatic

negotiation, but rather as a capitulation in the face of the armed resistance. They were

agreeing to the demands for broader participation because a hoplite army had marched

into the city. This action alone did not end the stasis, however, since they still needed to

meet a second time to iron out the details of the government of the Five Thousand and

restore true homonoia.16

Leaders of insurgencies also employed messengers to communicate with their

members and to organize their movements. As evidenced above, Herodotus was

especially fond of reporting the actions and dialogue of messengers. He includes

several speeches and secret messages which the leaders of the Ionian Revolt sent to

encourage other Ionians to join the revolt. Aristagoras, for example, incited the nearby

Paeonians by sending them a messenger, who relayed the following message:

Men of Paeonia, Aristagoras, the tyrant of Miletus, sent me to you to offer
salvation, if you decide to follow his suggestion. All of Ionia now has revolted
against the king and this situation provides an opportunity for you to regain

15 Of course, according to Thucydides this was just a specious phrase. What they re-
ally meant was that they wanted the dēmos to govern, but were too scared to say so
in case the Five Thousand really did exist. Hornblower 2008, 1022-23, is skeptical of
Thucydides’ inference, noting that there was no way for the historian to know what each
man was thinking.
16 Thucydides notes later that after their defeat at Euboea, the city was still in a state

where “they were in stasis and it was unclear when they might break into a fight with
one another.” (αὐτῶν τε στασιαζόντων καὶ ἄδηλον ὂν ὁπότε σφίσιν αὐτοῖς ξυρράξουσι,
8.96.2).
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your own land. Get as far as the sea on your own and then we will take care
of you from there.17

His message emphasizes that Aristagoras has the ability to keep the Paeonians safe

and return them to their homelands. He states his official position as tyrant of Miletus

to add legitimacy to his message and promises them sōtēriē. They will not be alone in

their resistance since the entirety of Ionia has also revolted. If they can only make it to

the sea, the rest of the insurgents will be able to protect them. Herodotus reports that

most of the Paeonians received the message well and fled to the coast as he instructed,

although some stayed behind out of fear (Hdt. 5.98.3).

Insurgents, however, often needed to send messages with some type of subterfuge

so supporters of the incumbent regime might not learn of their plans. The message

tattooed on the head of Histiaeus’ messengers is a famous example of such a message

(Hdt. 5.35). Histiaeus wanted to encourage Aristagoras to rebel against Persian rule,

but he feared his envoy might be intercepted on the way to deliver the message. So,

he shaved the man’s head and had the message tattooed on his scalp. He waited

for his hair to grow back and then sent him to Aristagoras with the message that he

should shave the man’s head and examine his scalp. After reading the secret message,

Aristagoras began the revolt.18 Herodotus’ story seems fictitious. Why would Histiaeus

need to go through all the trouble of the tattoo?19 Herodotus, however, relates an

example of a later secret message of Histiaeus’ that was not so cleverly disguised and

17 Hdt. 5.98.2: ἄνδρες Παίονες, ἔπεμψέ με Ἀρισταγόρης ὁ Μιλήτου τύραννος σωτηρίην
ὑποθησόμενον ὑμῖν, ἤν περ βούλησθε πείθεσθαι. νῦν γὰρ Ἰωνίη πᾶσα ἀπέστηκε ἀπὸ
βασιλέος, καὶ ὑμῖν παρέχει σώζεσθαι ἐπὶ τὴν ὑμετέρην αὐτῶν: μέχρι μὲν θαλάσσης
αὐτοῖσι ὑμῖν, τὸ δὲ ἀπὸ τούτου ἡμῖν ἤδη μελήσει.
18 Polyaenus 1.24 claims to relate the actual message: Ἱστιαῖος Ἀρισταγόρᾳ: Ἰωνίαν

ἀπόστησον.
19 This method seems slightly more believable, however, when compared with some of

the methods attested by Aeneas Tacticus below.
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was thus intercepted by Artaphrenes (Hdt. 6.4). He sent a man named Hermippus to

take a letter to some Persians in Sardis with whom he had previously discussed plans

to revolt against Darius. Hermippus betrayed Histiaeus and handed the letter over to

Artaphrenes instead. Artaphrenes then waited for replies from the men sympathetic

to Histiaeus and had those men put to death. Of course, even if Histiaeus had also

tattooed this message on Hermippus’ head, he still could have revealed the secret

location of the message to Artaphrenes. In both cases the messenger himself had

to be trustworthy for the message to arrive safely. Moreover, it seems unbelievable

that Histiaeus would have wasted all the time it took for the man’s hair to grow all the

way back. Both episodes, however, are informative because they illustrate the perils

insurgents faced when communicating with messages and messengers. The message

had to move through space that was often physically and ideologically dominated by the

incumbent regime.

Aeneas Tacticus provides a number of other examples of methods used to send

secret messages in Chapter 31 (Περὶ ἐπιστολῶν κρυφαίων) of his treatise on siege

warfare.20 In addition to the two examples from Herodotus discussed above (31.9 and

28-29), he lists a myriad of others. The first involved sending a text in which certain

words were marked with tiny dots that only the recipient would know to look for (31.2-3).

Other methods involve a messenger smuggling a written letter in on his body somehow.

The messenger might insert the letter in the sole of his sandals on a thin sheet of tin,

so it can survive the mud and water of the journey (31.4). Aeneas states that one

advantage of this method is that the messenger himself might not even know he is

carrying a message, if the sandal were operated on without his knowledge (31.5). Other

examples of smuggling include:

20 Whitehead 1990, 183, notes that his section here on cryptography takes up twelve
percent of the entire length of the treatise.
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• Messages written on leaves and bound to a shin wound (31.6)

• Messages written on thin lead and worn by women as earrings (31.7)

• Letters sewn into the waist straps of a thorax (31.8)

• Letters sewn into the reins of cavalryman’s horse (31.9)

• Letters placed into the folds of tunic (31.23) item A message written on an inflated
bladder that was then deflated and inserted into a flask filled with oil (31.10-13)

• Messages inscribed into the wooden part of a tablet that was then filled with wax
(31.14) or whitewashed (31.15-16)

• Messages fastened to the inside of a dog’s collar (31.32)

The most elaborate example of coded messages involved threading string through

holes in a rod. Each hole represented a certain agreed-upon letter (31.17-22). The

recipient appeared to receive a knotted up piece of wood, but he could then decipher

the message as he unthreaded the string. In another notable example, Aeneas recalls

a trick Timoxenos used to communicate with Artabazos when he was planning to betray

the city (31.25-27).21 The two fired arrows with messages attached to them at agreed

upon spots in the city and Artabazos’ camp. They were discovered, however, when

a gust of wind blew Artabazos’ arrow off course and hit a Potidaian in the shoulder.

Finally, Aeneas advises that secret letters should be read immediately upon receipt. He

tells the cautionary tale of Astyanax, the tyrant of Lampsakos, who neglected to open a

secret letter that he received right away (31.33). He was found still clutching the note in

his hand as he died. As these elaborate methods reveal, seditious factions realized that

communication inside incumbent-controlled areas was extremely dangerous, but also

was also of critical importance to the organization and success of their plans.

21 This story is also related by Herodotus (8.128).
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3.1.2 Assemblies

Assemblies were the most common methods of mass communication in the world of

the Greek polis, whether in formal political assemblies (ekklesiai) or general gatherings

of people (syllogoi).22 Incumbent groups often took advantage of their control over

political institutions to hold official assemblies and send messages intended to suppress

insurgent support. For example, after the oligarchs at Corycra murdered Peithias

and sixty other democrats and took control of the Council, they called the dēmos to

an assembly to curtail the formation of an insurgent group. Thucydides writes that

they claimed “these things were for the best and would prevent the city from being

enslaved by Athens. For the future, they should receive neither party unless they arrived

peacefully in one ship – any greater number should be thought of as enemies.”23 The

oligarchs use freedom-slavery language in order to rationalize their actions and to

prevent a democratic insurgency from bringing in external support. Both tactics aimed at

limiting the flow of people that might resist their seizure of power.

The assembly seems to have had a limited impact. Thucydides writes one chapter

later that the oligarchs then attacked the democrats and defeated them “in a battle” in-

side the city.24 While Lintott suggests that the democratic resistance began in response

22 The precise meaning of the term syllogos is debated by modern historians. Gomme
1956a, ad loc. Th. 2.22.1, suggests that it can refer to any informal meeting of citizens.
Christensen and Hansen 1983, however, argue that the word is only used to refer to the
meetings of soldiers or commanders with one notable exception. Thucydides uses both
the terms syllogos and ekklesia to refer to a meeting that Pericles convened (2.59.3,
60.1). Christensen and Hansen’s distinction is interesting in the context of civil war,
since most meetings of faction members must have had implicit military connotations,
even if they were not discussing any explicit military operation. For the purposes of this
section, I cast the net broadly and consider all types of gatherings: formal and informal,
military and political.
23 Th. 3.71.1: ταῦτα καὶ βέλτιστα εἴη καὶ ἥκιστ᾽ ἂν δουλωθεῖεν ὑπ᾽ Ἀθηναίων, τό τε

λοιπὸν μηδετέρους δέχεσθαι ἀλλ᾽ ἢ μιᾷ νηὶ ἡσυχάζοντας, τὸ δὲ πλέον πολέμιον ἡγεῖσθαι.
24 Th. 3.72.2: οἱ ἔχοντες τὰ πράγματα...ἐπιτίθενται τῷ δήμῳ, καὶ μαχόμενοι ἐνίκησαν.
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to this unprovoked attack, I argue that Thucydides’ statement implies that organized

resistance must have developed prior to it.25 The phrase (μαχόμενοι) suggests a

pitched battle between two organized military forces. Unless we imagine Thucydides

is describing a victory in battle (μαχόμενοι ἐνίκησαν) metaphorically, i.e. the oligarchs

began attacking the general population indiscriminately and later called it a battle, then

clearly at least some subsection of the population had organized an armed resistance

prior to this conflict against the oligarchs.26

Insurgent groups also relied heavily on assemblies to disseminate information

and organize their forces. The Ionians who participated in the revolt against Persia

held several general and leadership assemblies to discuss their military strategy and

encourage further participation. Herodotus describes some sort of small assembly

of those who planned the initial revolt against Persia (Hdt. 5.36). He presents it as

a simple meeting of advisors called by Aristagoras in which a number of different

speakers addressed the body. All except Hecataeus agreed to revolt. After the burning

of Sardis and the recruitment of the Cyprians, they held a similar meeting of all the

insurgent commanders (Hdt. 5.109). They discussed who would take control of the

land operations and who the naval ones. Their concluding addresses to one another

are worth noting. The Cyprians ended their speech by saying: “Whichever of these you

choose, may you ensure the freedom of Ionia and Cyprus to the best of your ability.”27

The Ionians similarly closed by saying: “You should remember the things you suffered

25 Lintott 1982, 108. Lintott states that prior to this oligarchic attack, the dēmos had ac-
cepted their coup peacefully and had they not attacked their rule would likely have been
secure.
26 Thucydides describes a similar oligarchic attack on the dēmos in Samos (ἐπειδὴ

αὐτοῖς ἐπετίθεντο οἱ τριακόσιοι, 8.73.6), but the mechanics of that conflict are equally
muddled.
27 Hdt. 5.109.2: ὁκότερα ἂν δὴ τούτων ἕλησθε, ὅκως τὸ κατ᾽ ὑμέας ἔσται ἥ τε Ἰωνίη καὶ

ἡ Κύπρος ἐλευθέρη.
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as slaves to the Medes so that you might act bravely.”28 Both the Cyprians and Ionians

were anxious about engaging the Persians in a land battle. Moreover, the Cyprians

likely held resentment towards the Ionians because they had refused to join in the land

defense of Salamis. The assembly and their mutual exhortations thus reinforced the

common connection that brought them together as allies: their freedom (eleutherē) from

the slavery (douleuēiē) of Persia.

The Ionian commanders also refer to instructions they have received from the

Ionian League (τὸ κοινὸν τῶν Ἰώνων). The league must have been some sort of

deliberative assembly of the twelve Ionian poleis that met at the Panionium sanctuary

near Mt. Mycale.29 Although Herodotus is more interested in the actions of Aristagoras

and Histiaeus, it is clear that the league served as the main deliberative body for

the insurgents to plan their strategy and communicate with fellow city-states.30 For

example, after the deaths of both Aristagoras and Histiaeus, the league continued

to meet and decide how to resist the Persian attacks. When they heard of a planned

Persian attack against Miletus, the Ionians send delegates to the Panionium and

decided there not to raise a land army, but instead to try to oppose them by sea (Hdt.

6.7).

One final example of an assembly during the Ionian Revolt comes from the narra-

tive leading up to the Battle of Lade. Herodotus states, “when the Ionians were gathered

at Lade, they held public assemblies (ἀγοραί) and people spoke on various subjects.”31

28 Hdt. 5.109.3: ὑμέας δὲ χρεόν ἐστι ἀναμνησθέντας οἶα ἐπάσχετε δουλεύοντες πρὸς
τῶν Μήδων, γίνεσθαι ἄνδρας ἀγαθούς.
29 Hdt. 1.148, Strabo 14.1.20.
30 Though it was likely not a permanent political institution, as Scott 2005, 44 n. 155,

90, notes.
31 Hdt. 6.11.1: μετὰ δὲ τῶν Ἰώνων συλλεχθέντων ἐς τὴν Λάδην ἐγίνοντο ἀγοραί, καὶ δή

κού σφι καὶ ἄλλοι ἠγορόωντο.
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He highlights the speech of the Phocaean commander, Dionysius. While the historicity

of this speech is questionable because of the negative light in which it paints the Ionians

and some of its epic language, its setting – an assembly to coordinate military plans with

such a large force – and its sentiments about their motivations to resist Persia are still

of value.32 They reflect the sorts of arguments Herodotus’ audience might expect an

insurgent commander in Phocias’ situation to have made. Dionysius exhorts:

Our situation – whether we will be free men or slaves (and runaway slaves
at that) – rests on a razor’s edge, Ionians. If you decide now to take on the
hardships, though it will be tough work for the present, in the future you
will be able to conquer your enemies and become free. But, if you exhibit
softness and lack discipline, I do not think there is any hope to avoid paying
the price for your rebellion against the king. So, listen and turn yourselves
over to me. I promise that, if the gods dispense just fates, either the enemy
will avoid combat or they will be greatly defeated in battle.33

Herodotus reports that the Ionians received Dionysius’ speech well and it persuaded

them to trust their future to him (Hdt. 6.12.1). The content of his speech contains

several arguments we see repeated in other examples of pro-insurgent discourse. First,

he equates the incumbent regime with slavery and their new one, should they win the

war, with freedom.34 He threatens the Ionians that if they act with softness (μαλακίῃ)

and without discipline (ἀταξίῃ) they will lose the battle and be punished by Persia.

32 How and Wells 1913 point out the similarity of this scene to Homeric assemblies of
soldiers and the use of epic forms in ἠγορόωντο and ἐπὶ ξυροῦ.
33 Hdt. 6.11.2-3: ἐπὶ ξυροῦ γὰρ ἀκμῆς ἔχεται ἡμῖν τὰ πρήγματα, ἄνδρες Ἴωνες, ἢ εἶναι

ἐλευθέροισι ἢ δούλοισι, καὶ τούτοισι ὡς δρηπέτῃσι: νῦν ὦν ὑμεῖς ἢν μὲν βούλησθε
ταλαιπωρίας ἐνδέκεσθαι, τὸ παραχρῆμα μὲν πόνος ὑμῖν ἔσται, οἷοί τε δὲ ἔσεσθε
ὑπερβαλόμενοι τοὺς ἐναντίους εἶναι ἐλεύθεροι: εἰ δὲ μαλακίῃ τε καὶ ἀταξίῃ διαχρήσησθε,
οὐδεμίαν ὑμέων ἔχω ἐλπίδα μὴ οὐ δώσειν ὑμέας δίκην βασιλέι τῆς ἀποστάσιος. ἀλλ᾽
ἐμοί τε πείθεσθε καὶ ἐμοὶ ὑμέας αὐτοὺς ἐπιτρέψατε: καὶ ὑμῖν ἐγώ, θεῶν τὰ ἴσα νεμόντων,
ὑποδέκομαι ἢ οὐ συμμίξειν τοὺς πολεμίους ἢ συμμίσγοντας πολλὸν ἐλασσωθήσεσθαι.
34 The slavery-freedom dichotomy is an especially common trope employed in the

rhetoric of insurgent Greek factions from the classical period onwards, especially those
rebelling against a tyrant. A vivid example of such rhetoric can be found in the speech of
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Finally, he encourages them to trust him and the gods that the enemy will either not

engage or suffer a terrible defeat.

In addition to formal assemblies, insurgents also had to rely on private, secret meet-

ings to plan their subversive actions. Aeneas Tacticus warns incumbent governments

about the dangers that such private meetings posed for a city under the threat of inter-

nal sedition. He suggests that cities should make announcements “to scare and deter

potential plotters” (φόβου καὶ ἀποτροπῆς τῶν ἐπιβουλευόντων ἕνεκεν, 10.3):

Feasts should be held inside the city. Private meetings may not be held
anywhere at any time of day or night. Necessary meetings should be held
in the Prytaneion, the Council, or in some other public place. No seer may
sacrifice in private without an archon present. No one may dine communally,
instead each should dine in their own homes unless there is a wedding or
funeral, but even these must be announced to the archons in advance.35

Aeneas’ suggestions reveal that the incumbent regimes must prevent citizens from

holding any type of non-regulated meeting. He expressly prohibits syllogoi idioi, which

here likely means any generalized type of private meeting and not the more specific

definition of a “military assembly.”36 The restriction on seers is curious, but perhaps

explainable by the seer’s role in Greek military campaigns. The seer (mantis) examined

the entrails of sacrificial animals to try to determine if an army should march, fight, or

Theodorus exhorting his fellow citizens to rise up for freedom from the slavery of Diony-
sius I of Syracuse in Diodorus Siculus (14.65-69). For the archaic and classical develop-
ment of these noun pairs, turannos-douleia, turannos-eleutheria, and eleutheria-douleia,
see Raaflaub 2004, esp. 23-29, 53-89.
35 Aen. Tact. 10.4-5: τάς τε ἑορτὰς κατὰ πόλιν ἄγειν, συλλόγους τε ἰδίους μηδαμοῦ

μήτε ἡμέρας μήτε νυκτὸς γίγνεσθαι, τοὺς δὲ ἀναγκαίους ἢ ἐν πρυτανείῳ ἢ ἐν βουλῇ ἢ ἐν
ἄλλῳ φανερῷ τόπῳ. μηδὲ θύεσθαι μάντιν ἰδίᾳ ἄνευ τοῦ ἄρχοντος. μηδὲ δειπνεῖν κατὰ
συσσιτίαν ἀλλ̓ ἐν ταῖς αὑτῶν οἰκίαις ἑκάστους, ἔξω γάμου καὶ περιδείπνου, καὶ ταῦτα
προαπαγγείλαντας τοῖς ἄρχουσιν.
36 Although, as discussed above, Christensen and Hansen 1983 propose that syllo-

gos always has a military connotation. Whitehead 1990, 118, argues for a generalized
understanding of syllogoi here.
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plunder.37 Pindar called the seer, “the army’s eye” (στρατιᾶς ὀφθαλμὸν, Ol. 6.16).

Because seers were thought to have insight into who would win a military conflict,

Aeneas seems to be implying that they could turn public opinion against the incumbent

government.38 The seer’s impact on public opinion reinforces our overall argument

about the interconnections between the flow of information and flow of population

support during internal conflicts. Aeneas even suggests that group dinners (syssitiai) not

be allowed, except for a preapproved wedding or funeral.

Aeneas elsewhere advises incumbent regimes to secure large, open areas inside

the city in order to prevent an insurgent group from holding assemblies to spread

information and organize against them. He suggests stationing troops in the agora,

theater, and any other open spaces in the city (1.9). Or, one could block those areas off

with trenches so that they are not available for use by groups “planning revolutions” (τοῖς

νεωτερίζειν βουλομένοις, 2.1). He does acknowledge that such tactics could backfire if

there is only one open space available in the city and the insurgents occupy it first (2.7).

The physical presence of a large group of assembled people consequently represented

just as serious a threat to an incumbent regime as the information disseminated through

it. For example, the Four Hundred convened the assembly in a smaller location than

usual to announce their change to the Athenian government in 411, likely to reduce the

size of any crowd that might form to stop them (Th. 8.67). Thucydides states that they

37 See Krentz 2007, 158.
38 Pritchett 1974, 49. Xenophon thought that a general should learn enough about the

art of the seer to ensure that his seer would not try to mislead him (Cyr. 1.6.2).
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“cooped in the assembly at Colonus” (ξυνέκλῃσαν τὴν ἐκκλησίαν ἐς τὸν Κολωνόν).39

The Thirty similarly reduced the size of the Pnyx so fewer people could gather there.40

Greek historians also show that such secret meetings were critical parts of the

organization or execution of insurgent plots. Pisander organized the initial support for

the Four Hundred by meeting with various synōmosiai already in existence around

Athens.41 Athenians also imagined that the revolutionary acts of mutilating the herms

and profaning the Eleusinian mysteries prior to the Sicilian expedition were organized

through hetaireia clubs or other clandestine meetings. Thucydides states that metics

and slaves testified that the mock celebrations of the mysteries were held in private

houses during symposia (Th. 6.28). Later authors conflate the two incidents and

imagine them both as part of elite hetaireiai plots against the democracy.42 Andocides,

39 Ostwald 1986, 373 and Hornblower 2008, 949 suggest that the oligarchs chose
Colonus because the lower classes of the dēmos would be frightened away from an
assembly outside the city walls because of the threat of Spartan raids from Decelea.
Gomme et al. 1981, however, downplays this factor because it was still very close to the
city.
40 Plut. Them. 19.4. Cf. Kourouniotes and Thompson 1932, Hansen 1976, 131, and

Krentz 1982, 62-63.
41 Th. 8.54.4: καὶ ὁ μὲν Πείσανδρος τάς τε ξυνωμοσίας, αἵπερ ἐτύγχανον πρότερον

ἐν τῇ πόλει οὖσαι ἐπὶ δίκαις καὶ ἀρχαῖς, ἁπάσας ἐπελθὼν καὶ παρακελευσάμενος ὅπως
ξυστραφέντες καὶ κοινῇ βουλευσάμενοι καταλύσουσι τὸν δῆμον.
42 e.g. Andoc. 1.61, Lys. 14.41-42, Isoc. 16.6, and Dem. 21.147. Scholars debate the

extent to which both the profanation of the mysteries and the mutilation of the herms
can be viewed as acts of insurrection. Osborne 1985b, 67, and Murray 1990, 157, em-
phasize the difference between the two acts. The profanation was a private affair, not
intentionally aimed against the dēmos until it was unwillingly exposed. The mutilation
was a public act of vandalism against sacred, civic monuments. McGlew 1999, 2-3, on
the other hand, points out that even in 415, the Athenians believed the events were con-
nected and conspiratorial. Both events involved impious and anti-democratic activity by
clandestine groups which met outside the normal bounds of Athenian government. For
speculation that neither of the events were intentionally political, but were perhaps just
drunken “cock-ups,” see Todd 2004, 97.
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in his defense speech, creates one picture of how such conspiratorial meetings were

imagined. He provides the testimony of Diocleides, who claimed he saw three hundred

men organizing to mutilate the herms. Andocides recalls:

Arising early in the morning because he mistook the hour, he went for a
walk. There was a full moon. When he was beside the gate to the theater of
Dionysus, he saw many men walking down from the odeon to the orchestra.
Fearing them, he sat down under the shadow created by the column and the
pedestal which held the bronze statue of the general. He saw that the men
numbered around three-hundred and they stood in circles of fifteen or twenty
men. He was able to recognize the faces of the majority of the men, since he
saw them in the light of the moon.43

Assemblies thus functioned as types of contested arenas during stasis in both an

informational and physical dimension. Incumbents and insurgents fought to secure

the physical space necessary for organization and mobilization, while in the actual

assemblies themselves speakers competed to persuade their audiences with their

messages.

3.1.3 Inscribed Decrees

Though historians and other Greek writers provide examples of reported messages

or speeches, these speeches – whether edited, adapted, or invented – are products

of their own compositional agenda. While we can perhaps reconstruct the types of

arguments participants might have made from the discourse in their historical text,

none of these authors themselves were leaders or probable participants in the civil

wars they write about. We do not possess any pamphlets, authentic speeches, or other

persuasive texts from a civil war. Countryside-based insurgencies relied mostly on

43 Andoc. 1.38: ἀναστὰς δὲ πρῲ ψευσθεὶς τῆς ὥρας βαδίζειν: εἶναι δὲ πανσέληνον.
ἐπεὶ δὲ παρὰ τὸ προπύλαιον τοῦ Διονύσου ἦν, ὁρᾶν ἀνθρώπους πολλοὺς ἀπὸ τοῦ
ᾠδείου καταβαίνοντας εἰς τὴν ὀρχήστραν: δείσας δὲ αὐτούς, εἰσελθὼν ὑπὸ τὴν σκιὰν
καθέζεσθαι μεταξὺ τοῦ κίονος καὶ τῆς στήλης ἐφ᾽ ᾗ ὁ στρατηγός ἐστιν ὁ χαλκοῦς. ὁρᾶν
δὲ ἀνθρώπους τὸν μὲν ἀριθμὸν μάλιστα τριακοσίους, ἑστάναι δὲ κύκλῳ ἀνὰ πέντε καὶ
δέκα ἄνδρας, τοὺς δὲ ἀνὰ εἴκοσιν: ὁρῶν δὲ αὐτῶν πρὸς τὴν σελήνην τὰ πρόσωπα τῶν
πλείστων γιγνώσκειν.
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oral communication among their members and potential recruits. Since their territorial

control was usually limited and transitory, they were less likely to compose inscriptions

or other written texts that might survive to the present day. The primary sources of

direct communications that we do possess are therefore inscribed decrees erected

by groups who had control over urban centers, such as incumbent governments or

cities revolting from larger, imperial entities. Like messengers and assemblies, decrees

or other permanently established texts have a physical and informational dimension.

Decrees related to internal warfare fall into two categories: those erected by incumbent

governments to suppress internal resistance and those erected by the leaders of an

imperial polity (e.g. Athens and the Delian League) in a subject polis to prevent revolt.

A decree from Thasos (Pouilloux, Recherches no. 18, 139-62), presumably from

411/10, illustrates incentives that incumbent governments offered to disrupt insurgent

activities and dissuade other community members from joining. The inscription was

found in the Thasian agora.44 It was likely erected by an oligarchic government of 300

after their rise to power following the Athenian oligarchic coup of 411.45 The evidence

for an oligarchic government is somewhat tenuous and circumstantial, but is the most

likely option. Thucydides (8.64) tells us that Pisander helped change the government

of Thasos from a democracy to an oligarchy. Pouilloux argues that the decree belongs

to this oligarchic government because of the lack of any language about protecting the

dēmos and the reference to a body of three-hundred men (triēkosioi).46 Triēkosioi,

however, lacks a definite article in the Greek of the inscription. Chamoux suggests that

the number must therefore refer not to an oligarchic government, but a council or jury

that happens to consist of three-hundred members. A contemporary Thasian law (IG

44 Meiggs and Lewis 1969, 252.
45 Cf. Meiggs and Lewis 1969, 253-55.
46 Pouilloux 1954, i. 139-62, no. 18.
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xii. 8. 263), however, lists men who had property confiscated “according to the decision

of the Three Hundred” (κατὰ τὸν ἅδον τῶν τριηκοσίων).47 It seems likely then that the

Three Hundred was an oligarchic body who took power following Pisander’s interference

in 411.48

The decree shows how an incumbent government tried to prevent the growth of an

insurgency. Its first section addresses potential insurgencies in Thasos itself:

If anyone informs about a planned insurrection against Thasos and the
information proves accurate, let him receive 1000 staters from the city. If
a slave informs, let him also receive his freedom. If more than one person
informs, three hundred men will make a judgment. If the informer is one of
the participants (in the insurgency), let him receive the money and also a
pledge that no lawsuit, secular or religious, nor curse may be made against
him concerning the insurgency, unless he was one of the initial architects of
the plot.49

The second section is phrased similarly, but concerns Thasos’ colonies. The reward

is reduced to 200 staters (unless the estate of the plotter is worth more than that). The

text of the decree tries to persuade anyone who has information about an insurrection to

come forward with various types of rewards: money, freedom for a slave, or amnesty for

an insurgent. On the face of it, then, the incumbent regime has set up a reward system

47 The decree lists a man named Apemantos Philonos. From another inscription (Tod,
GHI 98), five sons of a man named Apemantos received proxenia from Athens. Pleket
1963, 75, thus argues that these two decrees likely refer to the same person – a pro-
Athenian Thasian expelled during its oligarchic coup and revolt from Athens in 411.
48 Pleket 1963, 75-77.
49 ὅς ἂν ἐπανάστασιν βολευομένην ἐπὶ Θάσωι κατείπηι καὶ φανῆι ἐόντα ἀληθέα, χιλίος

στατῆρ|ας ἐκ τῆς πόλεως ἰσχέτω· ἢν δὲ δο͂λος κατείπηι, καὶ ἐλεύθερος ἔστω· ἢμ πλέος
ἢ εἷς κατείπωσι, | τριηκόσιοι κρινόντων δίκην δικάσαντες· ἢν δέ τις τῶν μετεχόντων
κατείπηι, τό τε ἀργύριον | ἰσχέτω καὶ κατώμοτος κατ’ αὐτο͂ μὴ ἔστω μηδὲ δίκη μηδεμία
μήτε ἱρὴ μήτε βεβήλη περὶ τότων || μηδὲ ἐν τῆι ἐπαρῆι ἔστω πλὴν ἑνός, το͂ πρώτο
βολεύσαντος.
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for informational input that will help them disrupt the organization of the insurgent

movement.

But the decree, as a physical object, also communicated with the citizens of

Thasos on a symbolic level.50 Archaeologists found the inscription in the agora.

Its placement in the civic and commercial center of the polis meant that it would be

passed and seen by a large number of citizens on a daily basis. Like an assembly,

it could potentially spread its message to the entirety of the citizen body, but unlike

an assembly, the message contained a permanence that remained long after spoken

words would have faded. Even if one could not read the written words, the stone’s

presence still demonstrated the incumbent regime’s commitment to suppressing any

potential resistance. It supplied a daily reminder of the danger of joining any resistance

movement and of the potential for one informant to betray a revolutionary cause.

Aeneas Tacticus in fact recommends this very tactic to prevent internal plotting. He

writes:

Whoever denounces someone plotting against the city or informs about
someone doing any of the things spoken of above, announce that he will
receive a monetary reward and place the message (τὸ ἀγγελθὲν) clearly

50 Scholars have debated whether inscriptions functioned primarily as vessels to con-
vey written texts or as symbolic monuments that were not actually read by many citi-
zens. Hedrick 2000, 127, for example, argues that “Athenian inscriptions were intended
to serve as symbols, more to be seen than to be read.” Thomas 1989, 67, as well, sug-
gests that few Athenians actually read the decrees. In recent publications, however,
scholarly opinion seems to have swung back to appreciating the role of the written text
together with its symbolic function. Gagarin 2008, 176-205, and Thomas 2009 argue
that more citizens might have had at least a basic “public literacy” by late fifth century
that allowed them to understand the inscriptions. Shear 2011, 13, provides the best
approach for understanding the dual function of such decrees. She writes, “For such
structures to function, visitors must know what is being memorialised. If these Athenian
inscriptions only had a commemorative function, then it would not have been necessary
to inscribe whole documents, often at significant expense; the stele would simply have
needed a short title.”

91



in the agora or on an altar or shrine so that someone might dare to reveal
something about these offenses.51

The second category of inscriptions are those erected by hegemonic powers to

dissuade subject cities from participating in future revolts. Most of the evidence in this

category comes from a series of Athenian oaths from the mid-fifth century administered

to members of the Delian League and recorded on inscriptions.52 The cities mentioned

in these four inscriptions – Erythrae, Colophon, Chalcis, and Samos – apparently all

underwent some type of revolt from the league and the Athenians made them swear

a loyalty oath aimed at discouraging new revolts.53 Each of the oaths contains a line

in which the swearer promises “not to revolt against the Athenian dēmos or plethos

and/or allies” (οὐκ ἀποστέσομαι) and “not to obey” any other party (οὐ πείσομαι).

Table 3-1 contains a comparison of the texts of each of these inscriptions. The oath for

Colophon, for example, states that they will not revolt against the Athenian dēmos either

in “speech” or “action” (οὔτε λόγοι οὔτ’ ἔργοι), they will not obey anyone else, they will

love the Athenian dēmos, and they will not abandon it. The Chalcidians similarly have

51 Aen. Tact. 10.15: καὶ ὃς ἂν καταμηνύσῃ τινὰ ἐπιβουλεύοντα τῇ πόλει, ἢ ὅ τι ἂν
τῶν προγεγραμμένων τις πραττόμενον ἐξαγγείλῃ, ἀνηγγέλθαι τε αὐτῷ ἀργύριον καὶ τὸ
ἀγγελθὲν ἐμφανῶς προκεῖσθαι ἐν ἀγορᾷ ἢ ἐπὶ βωμοῦ ἢ ἐν ἱερῷ, ἵνα προχειρότερόν τις
τολμήσῃ μηνύειν τι τῶν προγεγραμμένων.
52 Meiggs 1972, 45 (Meiggs and Lewis 1969, 89-94), dates the earliest of these, Ery-

thrae, to ca. 453/2 and the rest from the mid 440s to early 430s. Mattingly 1996, 104,
using his different system for dating letter forms, argues that the oaths are from the 430s
and 420s instead of the 450s and 440s. In Mattingly’s schema, the oaths chronologically
reflect the transition from confederacy to empire, since the earliest oaths, Samos and
Erythrae, include a reference to the allies, but the later two, Colophon and Chalcis, do
not. The decree of Chalcis, which he dates to 424/3, contains “the language of frank,
matured imperialism.”
53 Herodotus reports that oaths with similar content were sworn at the formation of the

alliance between Athens and the Aegean islanders. After Mycale, the islanders swore,
“to abide by their oaths and not to revolt” (ὁρκίοισι ἐμμενέειν τε καὶ μὴ ἀποστήσεσθαι,
9.106.4). The Athēnaiōn Politeia records a slightly different oath, which states that “they
would have the same enemies and friends” (τὸν αὐτὸν ἐχθρὸν εἶναι καὶ φίλον, 23.5).
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to swear that they will not revolt by using any kind of craft or trick, nor word and deed

(οὔτε τέχνει οὔτε μεχανε͂ι οὐδεμιᾶι οὐδ’ ἔπει οὐδὲ ἔργοι). They also must not join with

anyone else who has already revolted (οὐδὲ το͂ι ἀφισταμένοι πείσομαι). In the case of

Erythrae, the Athenians seem to have had a specific group of people in mind whom

they expected would cause internal problems. The oath continues with provisions not to

receive or obey any Medized exiles nor tyrants (το͂ν φ[υγά]δον [κατ]αδέχσομαι, [ἄλλο]ι

πείσο[μ]α[ι το͂ν ἐς] Μέδος φε[υ]γό[ντο]ν). They must remain loyal to Athens and the

democratic government that they set up. The citizens of Colophon were required to

report anyone who planned a revolt, similar to the Thasian decree examined above.

These last two inscriptions in particular reveal how internal and external stasis can blur.

Though ostensibly still autonomous poleis, the Athenians sought to control their internal

politics. Divisions and stasis within these cities could disrupt Athens’ own external goals

as hegemon of the Delian League.

Table 3-1. Delian League loyalty oaths
Erythrae
IG i2 10, ll.
23-27

οὐκ [ἀποσ]τέσομαι Ἀθεναίον το͂ π[λ]έθος οὐδὲ [τ]-
[ο͂ν] χσυνμάχον το͂ν Ἀθεναίον οὔτ’ αὐτὸς ἐγὸ ο[ὔ]τ’ ἄ[λ]λοι πε[ί]σομ[αι]
[οὐ]δ - - - - - - - - - - οὔτ’ αὐτὸς ἐγὸ οὔτ’ ἄλλο[ι π]εί[σομαι - - - - -]
[- - - -] το͂ν φ[υγά]δον [κατ]αδέχσομαι οὐδ[ὲ] hένα οὔτ[- - - - - - - -]
[ἄλλο]ι πείσο[μ]α[ι το͂ν ἐς] Μέδος φε[υ]γό[ντο]ν…

Colophon
IG i2 14/15, ll.
45-48

οὐκ ἀποστ[έσομαι το͂ δέμο το͂ Ἀθεναίον οὔτε
[λ]όγοι οὔτ’ ἔργ[οι οὔτ’ αὐτὸς ἐγὸ οὔτ’ ἄλλοι πείσομαι]
[κ]αὶ φιλέσο τὸ[ν δε͂μον τὸν Ἀθεναίον καὶ οὐκ αὐτομο]-
[λ]έσο…

Chalcis
IG i2 39, ll.
21-24

οὐκ ἀπο[σ]τέ-
σομαι το͂ δέμο το͂ Ἀθεναίον οὔτε τέ[χ]ν-
ει οὔτε μεχανε͂ι οὐδεμιᾶι οὐδ’ ἔπει οὐδὲ
ἔργοι οὐδὲ το͂ι ἀφισταμένοι πείσομαι, κ-
αὶ ἐὰν ἀφιστε͂ι τις κατερο͂ Ἀθεναίοισι...

Samos
IG i2 50, ll.
17-21

[οὐδὲ ἀ]-
[ποστέσομαι το͂ δέμο το͂ Ἀ]θεναίον οὔτε λ[ό]-
[γοι οὔτε ἔργοι οὐδὲ ἀπὸ το͂ν] χσυμμάχον το͂ν Ἀ-
[θεναίον, καὶ ἔσομαι πιστὸς τ]ο͂ι δέμοι το͂ι Ἀθ-
[εναίον...
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The language of these decrees mirrors some of the language found in literary works

about the suppression of insurgent groups. For example, the word πείσομαι, “I will obey

or support,” which is repeated in each of the oaths, is also used in a number of other

works to refer to the populations that were supporting one side or another in internal

conflicts. The Syracusan Athenagoras, in a speech from Thucydides examined in detail

below, states that he will persuade (πείθων) the Syracusan polloi to support him in his

bid to eliminate the oligarchs (Th. 6.38.4). Mirroring the language of the Colophon,

Chalcis, and Samos decrees, he also describes how the oligarchs are plotting with

words rather than with deeds (λόγοις... ἢ ἔργοις, 6.38.1-2). Finally, like the Chalcis

decree, the conspirators are using contrivances (τοὺς δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα μηχανωμένους,

6.38.4). The language in these inscriptions consequently shows not only that the

Athenians were worried about the effects discursive manipulation might have had on

potential insurgents, but also that revolts against a hegemonic power and internal stasis

were talked about using similar language.

3.2 Information Manipulation

We have seen how the mechanics of information dissemination could become

an arena sometimes contested just as much as the battlefield itself. Subterfuge was

often employed because messengers could be captured. Speakers in assemblies

could advocate opposing viewpoints. Even the spaces available to hold meetings

were subject to regulation. The incumbent regime had control over the laws and

decrees and could post new inscriptions or remove old ones from the public eye.

Factions made concerted efforts to restrict and regulate the channels of communication

among members of the community. These groups engaged in active manipulation

and dissimulation of information to further their own factional goals. As discussed in

Chapter 2, the Four Hundred presented their new government to the Athenians from

the start as a government of the Five Thousand, in which four hundred men would

control the offices at one time but all five thousand would eventually participate in the
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government (Th. 8.65, 67, 72, 86). Thucydides tells us that this was just “pretense” or

“propaganda” (εὐπρεπὲς) for the masses, since the Four Hundred intended to rule the

city on their own.54 In this section I examine misinformation and the manipulation of

information. They range from the use of language to recontextualize or “spin” an event

to the spread of misinformation and outright lies. The effort that groups went through

to control information shows the impact that Greeks expected it to have on influencing

individual behavior during stasis.

3.2.1 Political Slogans

In his excursus on stasis in Book Three, Thucydides describes how civil wars

caused a semantic shift in the meanings of words. Political factions manipulated the

Greek language to fit their own purposes: “At their own discretion, they even altered the

customary understanding of words to fit their deeds.”55 Wilson points out that the words

themselves did not change meanings, as modern translators understand the passage.56

Instead, faction members associated the meanings of commonly understood words

with actions that previously would have been described differently (in Thucydides’

estimation). What before was considered recklessness, the factions now labelled

bravery. While these words themselves might not have taken on new meanings, factions

did manipulate the traditional understanding of politicized words to fit their goals.

Thucydides uses one term in particular to signal such factionally-charged language:

εὐπρεπής. In the passage about words changing meanings, he suggests faction

members use it to label good planning as cowardice (μέλλησις δὲ προμηθὴς δειλία

εὐπρεπής, 3.82.4). Thucydides also states that the Four Hundred’s insistence that their

54 Th. 8.66.1: ἦν δὲ τοῦτο εὐπρεπὲς πρὸς τοὺς πλείους.
55 Th. 3.82.4: καὶ τὴν εἰωθυῖαν ἀξίωσιν τῶν ὀνομάτων ἐς τὰ ἔργα ἀντήλλαξαν τῇ

δικαιώσει.
56 Wilson 1982.
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new constitution was actually a government of Five Thousand was only “a pretense”

(εὐπρεπὲς) for the majority (8.66.1). One can find the term in several other Thucydidean

passages about civil strife.57 Later in his excursus on the Corcyraean civil war, he

suggests that democratic and oligarchic factions came up with “specious phrases”

(ὀνόματος...εὐπρεποῦς), or political slogans, to win over supporters:

The leaders of the parties in the cities each developed specious phrases:
political equality for the masses, on the one hand, and prudent rule by the
best citizens, on the other.58

Thucydides’ emphasis on euprepeia provides two key points. First, these speakers used

“catchphrases” because they were persuasive. They exploited Greek moral vocabulary

to recategorize and recontextualize situations and behaviors in ways that supported the

informational agenda of their own faction. Second, Thucydides stresses in each of these

circumstances that groups targeted a broad section of the city as a whole, not just small

groups of elite constituents. For example, each faction type “flattered the general public

with speech” (τὰ μὲν κοινὰ λόγῳ θεραπεύοντες, 3.82.8), and the Four Hundred directed

their claims of a government of Five Thousand “at the masses” (πρὸς τοὺς πλείους,

8.66.1). Language was manipulated in public discourse to persuade the population

either to support their own side or not to support the opposition.

57 Other examples include: Brasidas claims he has not come to change the consti-
tution of the Acanthians and that to do so would be to rely on “specious” (εὐπρεπὲς)
morality (4.86). The Spartans have actually come to free the Greeks as they claimed
and are not just using the phrase eleutheria as a political slogan. The Syracusans ac-
cuse the Athenians of giving euprepes reasons for their expedition to Sicily (6.76).
They have not come to help their allies, but rather to subjugate all of Sicily under their
arche. Finally, Thucydides claims that the Corcyraeans could “speciously” claim (ἐκ τοῦ
εὐπρεποῦς) they were compelled by the Athenians to fight at Sicily, but in reality they
were there voluntarily because of their hatred for Corinth (7.57).
58 Th. 3.82.8: οἱ γὰρ ἐν ταῖς πόλεσι προστάντες μετὰ ὀνόματος ἑκάτεροι εὐπρεποῦς,

πλήθους τε ἰσονομίας πολιτικῆς καὶ ἀριστοκρατίας σώφρονος προτιμήσει.
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The two examples of oligarchic and democratic political slogans (euprepeia) that

Thucydides cites are isonomia and aristokratia. Isonomia, “equal justice”, was clearly

a politically charged word in the archaic and classical periods, though the specifics of

its political connotations are somewhat debated.59 As Thucydides suggests here, it

seems mostly to have belonged in the domain of democratic thinking.60 Otanes, in

Herodotus’ constitutional debate, claims that isonomiē is the most noble name by which

the rule of the plethos is known (Hdt. 3.80.6). Herodotus himself states that Otanes’

proposal for a democratic system was an attempt to impose isonomiē on the Persians

(Hdt. 3.83.1). Ostwald has even argued that isonomia was the political slogan of the

Cleisthenic revolution.61

Hornblower, however, rejects Ostwald’s conclusion and argues that isonomia is “not

as strongly associated with democracy as some critics have supposed.”62 Hornblower

bases his argument primarily on a Thucydides passage (3.62.3) in which the Thebans

try to exculpate themselves from the charge of Medizing during the Persian Wars.63

59 Vlastos 1953 contrasts the word with the aristocratic term, eunomia, and argues
that isonomia preceded the term demokratia as the common name for democratic gov-
ernments. Raaflaub 2004, 94-95, argues that isonomia became a catchword during the
Archaic period for broader-based aristocratic political systems in their struggles against
tyrants. During the Classical period, its semantic range broadened. Both democratic
and oligarchic regimes could use the term to portray their systems as “orders of equal-
ity.”
60 Although as Hansen 1991, 82-83, notes, the term is actually poorly attested in clas-

sical Athens. It was never used in forensic or symbouleutic speeches. No Athenian
triremes were named after it and there was no political cult surrounding it, as there were
with dēmokratia and eleutheria.
61 Ostwald 1969, 155-157.
62 Hornblower 1991, 457.
63 Hornblower 1991, 455-56. Hornblower also cites two other non-democratic uses

of the term: the Athenian drinking song (Fornara 39 A; Athenaeus 15.50, p. 695ab)
praising Harmodios and Aristogeiton for the murder of Hipparchos and creation of an
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The Thebans claim that Plataeans have no grounds to accuse them since Thebes

was governed by only a small group of elites at the time. They did not have either

an “isonomic oligarchy” or a democracy (οὔτε κατ᾽ ὀλιγαρχίαν ἰσόνομον πολιτεύουσα

οὔτε κατὰ δημοκρατίαν).64 While Hornblower rightly points out that isonomia was not

solely the property of democratic slogans, the word still had democratic associations

even when used to describe an oligarchic government.65 The Thebans use the term

to modify oligarchia precisely because they want to contrast their more representative

and thus “democratic” form of oligarchy with the narrow oligarchy allegedly responsible

for their Medizing. The rest of the Thebans’ speech further reveals that they are casting

their oligarchy in the realm of democratic discourse. They claim that this dynasty of

a few men “kept down the plethos by force” (κατέχοντες ἰσχύι τὸ πλῆθος, 3.62.4) and

that the “whole city” did not have control over itself when it acted (ἡ ξύμπασα πόλις οὐκ

αὐτοκράτωρ οὖσα ἑαυτῆς τοῦτ᾽ ἔπραξεν). Consequently, I believe this passage actually

supports the idea that isonomia, at least by Thucydides’ time, did primarily contain

associations with a broadly representative, democratic form of government.

isonomous Athens and a fragment by the medical writer Alcmaeon of Croton (DK 24 B
4). Alcmaeon, according to Aetius, wrote that a healthy body was one in which the hu-
mors maintain equality (isonomia). But, it seems likely he is importing a political idea
onto his medical one, and not vice versa. He explicitly contrasts isonomia with monar-
chia and states that disease arises in bodies where one humor has monarchia over the
others.
64 Macleod 1983, 114, views the phrase ὀλιγαρχίαν ἰσόνομον as an oxymoron, based

on Th. 3.82.8 where he presents oligarchia and isonomia as a pair of opposing slogans.
But, as discussed below, it makes sense that each side would try to engage with the po-
litical slogans of the other in order to reshape the ideological debate in terms favorable
to their faction. In other words, oligarchic groups would want to argue that their govern-
ment in fact was the one which possessed “equality in law,” while democratic groups
would argue their government was actually rule by the “best.”
65 Ostwald 2000, 25-26, notes that this is the only passage he knows of in classical

Greek literature in which oligarchia is praised as having isonomia.
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Aristotle offers further insight on this idea. He states in the Politics that “gener-

ally, stasis exists because of inequality” (πανταχοῦ γὰρ διὰ τὸ ἄνισον ἡ στάσις) and

that “it is people seeking equality who engage in stasis” (ὅλως γὰρ τὸ ἴσον ζητοῦντες

στασιάζουσιν, 5.1.11, 1301b25-30). But, he continues that there are two kinds of equal-

ity: quantitative and meritocratic (or equality in respect to a ratio). The disagreement

about the nature of equality is what Aristotle claims leads to democratic and oligarchic

factions (5.1.13-14, 1301b35-40). Democratic supporters think that the shares in gov-

ernment should be equivalent to the total number of citizens. Oligarchic supporters

contend that shares in government should match or “equal” the same ratio as the dis-

tribution of wealth, resources, and virtues – i.e. they deserve more. While Aristotle’s

analysis seems to support Hornblower’s conclusion that isonomia could refer to either

of these two conceptions of “equality,” the meritocratic, or oligarchic, sense of τὸ ἴσον is

clearly a perversion of the numeric, or democratic, argument. Even without the support

of the historical associations between isonomia and democracies discussed above, the

internal logic of Aristotle’s argument reveals the incongruity of the idea of oligarchy with

the concept of τὸ ἴσον. When discussing disagreements over the distribution of justice,

he states that “some [i.e. democrats] consider themselves to be wholly equal (ἴσοι), if

equal (ἴσοι) in some respect, but others [i.e. oligarchs] consider themselves worthy of

all things unequally (ἀνίσων), if unequal (ἄνισοι) in some respect.”66 In other words,

the oligarchs’ argument for a meritocratic ”equality” (τὸ ἴσον) depends on them being

”unequal” (ἄνισοι).

The oligarchic slogan from Thucydides 3.82.8 was aristokratia. Like isonomia,

one can find traces of its use in Herodotus’ constitutional debate and elsewhere in

Thucydides. Megabyzus concludes his speech in favor of oligarchy by arguing that “it

66 5.1.13, 1301b: οἱ μὲν ὅτι, ἐὰν κατὰ τὶ ἴσοι ὦσιν, ὅλως ἴσοι νομίζουσιν εἶναι, οἱ δ᾽ ὅτι,
ἐὰν κατὰ τὶ ἄνισοι, πάντων ἀνίσων ἀξιοῦσιν ἑαυτούς.
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is reasonable that the best men will give the best advice” (ἀρίστων δὲ ἀνδρῶν οἰκὸς

ἄριστα βουλεύματα γίνεσθαι, 3.81.3). The Megarians, likely a democracy at the time,

negotiated the recall of their oligarchic exiles from Pegae in 424 on similar conditions

that they would swear oaths not to remember past deeds, but instead to advise the city

in the best way (τὰ ἄριστα).67 Although Thucydides likely mentions the oaths because

the oligarchs almost immediately breached them and killed hundreds of citizens, the

second clause in the oath is most interesting for our purposes. Thucydides relates

that after the Athenians left Megara to Brasidas some of the pro-Athenian/anti-oligarch

citizens still remained in the city and took part in the debates about whether or not to

recall the oligarchs from Pegae (οἱ δὲ ἄλλοι κοινολογησάμενοι τοῖς τῶν φευγόντων

φίλοις, 4.74.2). So, even after the withdrawal of Athenian support, the return of the

oligarchs to power was not assured. The possibility of a change in government still had

to go through the arena of public discourse. Here, the oligarchic slogan of aristokratia

must have played a major role in influencing the debate. The exiles at Pegae were

allowed back for the expressed purpose to provide advice, or govern, the city in the best

way (τὰ ἄριστα), a reflection of the rhetoric that their supporters likely used to convince

the rest of the city to agree to their return.

A second example comes from Pisander’s attempts in 411 to convert the govern-

ments of Athenian allies to oligarchies in anticipation of Athens’ own regime change.

He appointed Diitrephes to change the government of Thasos from a democracy to

67 Th. 4.74.2: ὁρκώσαντες πίστεσι μεγάλαις μηδὲν μνησικακήσειν, βουλεύσειν δὲ τῇ
πόλει τὰ ἄριστα. De Ste Croix 1972, 243 n.25, argues that Megara was an oligarchy in
424 because Aristophanes Ach. 755 states that Megara had probouloi, a constitutional
feature he interprets as more oligarchic than democratic. Gomme 1956b, however, took
Thucydides’ statement that the Megarian exiles had been thrown out by the masses af-
ter a stasis (οἳ στασιασάντων ἐκπεσόντες ὑπὸ τοῦ πλήθους, 4.66.1) to mean that the
city was a democracy. Hornblower 1996, 231-32, finds the evidence from Thucydides
more compelling than the uncertain inference from Aristophanes’ reference to probouloi.
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an oligarchy (Th. 8.64). But the decision to change the politeia backfired on the Athe-

nian oligarchs. Thucydides reports that just two months later the Thasians began to

fortify the island in preparation for a revolt on the grounds that there was no benefit

from an aristokratia that was attached to Athens.68 Thucydides claims that the same

thing happened in several other cities. Once the cities gained sophrosunē and had

no fear of reprisals, they proceeded straight ahead to eleutheria not at all attracted

by the hollow Athenian claims of eunomia.69 The reference to the sophrosune of the

newly imposed oligarchic governments recalls 3.82.8 where the oligarchic slogan was

ἀριστοκρατίας σώφρονος.70 The reference to eunomia is a bit more difficult, especially

since most manuscripts read τὴν ὑπὸ τῶν Ἀθηναίων ὕπουλον αὐτονομίαν instead of

τῆς ἀπὸ τῶν Ἀθηναίων ὑπούλου εὐνομίας.71 The use of eunomia as a slogan for a new

pro-Athenian aristocratic regime makes sense in the context of the Peloponnesian War.

As Hornblower notes, Greeks primarily associated the concept of eunomia with Lycur-

gus’ Spartan reforms.72 Solon (fr. 4.31-38 W) also contrasted the eunomia of his own

reforms with the dysnomia of other systems. So, it would make sense that the Athenian

oligarchs would want to offer their subject cities their own form of eunomia to compete

with Spartan claims to sole possession of eunomia. The allies could remain loyal to

Athens and still have an aristocratic government. Thucydides, however, suggests that

68 Th. 8.64.3: ὡς τῆς μὲν μετ᾽ Ἀθηναίων ἀριστοκρατίας οὐδὲν ἔτι προσδεόμενοι.
69 Th. 8.64.5: σωφροσύνην γὰρ λαβοῦσαι αἱ πόλεις καὶ ἄδειαν τῶν πρασσομένων

ἐχώρησαν ἐπὶ τὴν ἄντικρυς ἐλευθερίαν τῆς ἀπὸ τῶν Ἀθηναίων ὑπούλου εὐνομίας οὐ
προτιμήσαντες.
70 Hornblower 2008, 942 suggests this passage is “perhaps the clearest ex. anywhere

in Th. of the oligarchic meaning of σωφροσύνη.”
71 Only Vatican MS ‘B’, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, and a scholiast contain the reading

of εὐνομίας preferred by modern editors. See Hornblower 2008, 942-43.
72 Tyrataeus’ eulogy of eunomia (fr. 1-4 W) strengthens the Spartan associations.
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their ideological program did not work, since Thasos and the others saw an opportunity

to obtain both eleutheria and eunomia now that the democratic elements in these cities

were weakened.

The development of these Panhellenic ideological positions – oligarchs vs.

democrats, mass vs. elite – were perhaps in part a response to the organizational

problems created by the demographic growth of poleis during the classical period. Most

city-states were not face-to-face societies.73 Individuals therefore possessed only weak

social ties with the majority of their fellow citizens. Political identities and ideologies of-

fered an avenue for large-scale mobilization without requiring strong personal networks.

They created an organizational node which individuals could use to identify others with

similar values and expectations and organize for action. Ideologies and slogans com-

municated those values quickly and easily – traits especially important in the midst of a

high-stakes, extraordinary situation like stasis. Consequently, their power and ubiquity

came not only from the persuasive ideas espoused by their members, but also from their

ability to facilitate the organization and mobilization of large quantities of citizens who

otherwise would not have had direct connections with one another.

3.2.2 Misinformation and Dissimulation

Besides employing political phrases, or ideological “buzzwords,” factions also

sometimes deliberately misled others about events to gather support. Their instinct to

fabricate stories should come as no surprise, since, as Lewis notes, “Greek vocabulary

for news does not distinguish between truth and falsity – phēmē, common report, is not

intrinsically less trustworthy than logos (story) or epistolē (message); the distinction is

73 Cf. Th. 8.66, where he claims that the size of Athens and the citizens’ general unfa-
miliarity with one another led to mass suspicion that the oligarchs had a much larger
base of support than they actually did. For further refutations of the idea that most
Greek poleis were face-to-face societies see Osborne 1985a, 64, and Millet 1991, 40.
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one of source.”74 The term for someone who makes up news stories can also be used

to describe a poet – a logopoios. Factions thus commonly spread false information

during internal wars. Aristotle, for example, asserts that factions could use deceit

(apatē), either in combination with force or by itself, to change a city’s constitution

(Pol. 5.4.12-13, 1304b). As an example, he claims that the Four Hundred deceived the

Athenian dēmos by asserting that the King of Persia was going to provide funds to help

them defeat the Spartans.

The Four Hundred were not the only ones misrepresenting information in 411.

One of the crew of the Paralus, a man named Chaereas, escaped capture by the Four

Hundred when his ship returned to Athens, and he found out about the regime change

(Th. 8.74). The army initially sent Chaereas and the Paralus back to Athens to relate

the news of what had happened at Samos to the rest of the city. The Four Hundred,

however, arrested all but two or three of the crew. Chaereas then returned to Samos to

report what was happening in Athens. He provided a highly “exaggerated” (δεινώσας)

account:

They were punishing everyone with physical abuse and no one was allowed
to speak against those controlling the constitution. Their wives and children
were being treated with hubris. They were even planning to seize the
property of all those who were fighting at Samos and did not share their
political opinion, so that if they did not obey they would be killed. And he said
many more untrue things.75

74 Lewis 1996, 4.
75 πάλιν ἐς τὴν Σάμον ἐλθὼν ἀγγέλλει τοῖς στρατιώταις ἐπὶ τὸ μεῖζον πάντα δεινώσας

τὰ ἐκ τῶν Ἀθηνῶν, ὡς πληγαῖς τε πάντας ζημιοῦσι καὶ ἀντειπεῖν ἔστιν οὐδὲν πρὸς τοὺς
ἔχοντας τὴν πολιτείαν, καὶ ὅτι αὐτῶν καὶ γυναῖκες καὶ παῖδες ὑβρίζονται, καὶ διανοοῦνται,
ὁπόσοι ἐν Σάμῳ στρατεύονται μὴ ὄντες τῆς σφετέρας γνώμης, τούτων πάντων τοὺς
προσήκοντας λαβόντες εἴρξειν, ἵνα, ἢν μὴ ὑπακούσωσι, τεθνήκωσιν: καὶ ἄλλα πολλὰ
ἐπικαταψευδόμενος ἔλεγεν.
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As a result of Chaereas’ report, the army at Samos became extremely hostile to the

new regime of the Four Hundred. Some even advocated sailing back immediately to

attack them (Th. 8.75.1). Although they remained at Samos, they collectively affirmed

their opposition to the Four Hundred by swearing “very serious oaths” (τοὺς μεγίστους

ὅρκους) to maintain a democratic constitution and treat the Four Hundred as enemies,

among other things.76 Thucydides suggests that Chaereas’ false report removed any

chance the envoys from the Four Hundred might have had at convincing the army to

accept the new regime, since the soldiers were already shouting that the messengers

should be put to death before they even began speaking (Th. 8.86).

Herodotus reports that Histiaeus similarly fabricated a story to stir up support. In

response to the Ionians who asked why he was encouraging Aristagoras to revolt,

Histiaeus told them that “King Darius was plotting to relocate the Phoenicians to Ionia

and the Ionians to Phoenicia.”77 Histiaeus hoped to scare (ἐδειμάτου) the Ionians, even

though Darius did not actually intend to do any such thing. While Histiaeus’ lie seems

unbelievable at first, it becomes more plausible when one considers previous discus-

sions of emigration and relocation of entire cities and tribes elsewhere in Herodotus.

Darius forcibly relocated the Lybians from Barca to Bactria (4.204), the Paeonians to

Phrygia (5.12-17), and other deported peoples to the islands in the Persian Gulf (3.03.2,

7.80). Milesian and Eretrian lands were also given to Persians and Carians after their

populations were deported (6.20, 119.2).78 The mainland Greeks had even offered

76 Th. 8.75.2: ὥρκωσαν πάντας τοὺς στρατιώτας τοὺς μεγίστους ὅρκους, καὶ αὐτοὺς
τοὺς ἐκ τῆς ὀλιγαρχίας μάλιστα, ἦ μὴν δημοκρατήσεσθαί τε καὶ ὁμονοήσειν καὶ τὸν πρὸς
Πελοποννησίους πόλεμον προθύμως διοίσειν καὶ τοῖς τετρακοσίοις πολέμιοί τε ἔσεσθαι
καὶ οὐδὲν ἐπικηρυκεύσεσθαι. I discuss this oath further in the final section of Chapter 3
below.
77 Hdt. 6.3: βασιλεὺς Δαρεῖος ἐβουλεύσατο Φοίνικας μὲν ἐξαναστήσας ἐν τῇ Ἰωνίῃ

κατοικίσαι, Ἴωνας δὲ ἐν τῇ Φοινίκῃ.
78 See Scott 2005, 83.
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to transplant the populations of the Ionians further westward to keep them safe from

Persian incursion (1.170).79

One can even see a certain logic in the alleged plan. It would have significantly

weakened the organization of an Ionian independence movement. The Ionians seem

to have built the ideological foundations of their revolt around the concept of Panionia.

Thus, the physical locations of their cities in their distinct geographic setting reinforced

their ideas of autonomy from the Persian empire as a whole.80 The physical location of

the Panionium sanctuary, as well, had a major impact on the mechanics of their revolt.

As discussed above, the leaders of each community met there not only to seek divine

favor, but also to organize and strategize as a cohesive unit. By removing them from

Ionia, Darius would have weakened that conceptual pillar. Scott additionally stresses

the crippling economic impact the transposition would have had on the Ionians. He

notes how the Ionians had worked to keep Phoenician traders out of the Hellespont and

Black Sea (Hdt. 6.5.3).81 If the Phoenicians took over Ionia and they were relegated

to Phoenicia, they would lose their control over the area and its trading benefits. The

trading rivalry between the two peoples gives context to why Histiaeus named the

Phoenicians as the new recipients of Ionian lands. Although Herodotus states that

Histiaeus’ motivation for the lie was to alleviate his own culpability in what would

become a failed revolt, the lie also demonstrates how the leader of a revolt could

manipulate its participants by completely fabricating the motives of the opposition.

79 See How and Wells 1913.
80 Their shared Greek language and Ionian dialect likely also played a major role in

their ideological conception of Panionia, but I suspect Darius would have thought their
language even more difficult to remove than their population.
81 Scott 2005, 83-84.
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Athenagoras’ speech from Book Six of Thucydides provides one final example of

dissimulation. It even reveals how speakers expected their manipulation to influence

their audience. On the eve of the arrival of the Athenian fleet, the Syracusan assembly

convened to discuss rumors of an Athenian invasion. Hermocrates proposed that

the Syracusans make swift preparations to defend their city because the news of the

invasion was true. Athenagoras, the leader of the democratic party, on the other hand,

claimed that Hermocrates invented the story to create stasis among the Syracusan

people:

There are men here who are fabricating tales of things that are not actually
happening nor likely to happen. I am not just now learning about these men.
I have in fact always known that they were planning to cause panic among
the masses not with deeds, but by spreading stories such as these, or ones
even more villainous, so that they themselves might rule the city. 82

Athenagoras lays out a template for how speakers could use the assembly to overthrow

the government. He accuses the potential oligarchs of spreading lies in order to cause

panic (καταπλήξαντας) among the plethos. Panic and fear at the prospect of an external

military invasion would cause the citizenry to acquiesce to any demands made by the

elite which would seem to protect the city. This sequence of events bears a striking

resemblance to what happened in Athens in 411. Under the pressure of multiple military

setbacks and the fear of Spartan victory, Pisander convinced the assembly to change

the government.83

82 Th. 6.38.1-2: καὶ ἐνθένδε ἄνδρες οὔτε ὄντα οὔτε ἂν γενόμενα λογοποιοῦσιν,
οὓς ἐγὼ οὐ νῦν πρῶτον, ἀλλ᾽ αἰεὶ ἐπίσταμαι ἤτοι λόγοις γε τοιοῖσδε καὶ ἔτι τούτων
κακουργοτέροις ἢ ἔργοις βουλομένους καταπλήξαντας τὸ ὑμέτερον πλῆθος αὐτοὺς τῆς
πόλεως ἄρχειν.
83 Th. 8.53.3: “At the present time, we cannot afford to worry more about our constitu-

tion type than our security” (καὶ μὴ περὶ πολιτείας τὸ πλέον βουλεύσομεν ἐν τῷ παρόντι
ἢ περὶ σωτηρίας).
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Athenagoras not only outlines how the oligarchic insurgents intended to manipulate

the plethos through the assembly, he also reveals how he plans to use the speakers’

platform to suppress their conspiracy:

I will try to ensure that nothing like this will ever happen to us, if you all chose
to support me. I will first persuade you all, the masses (τοὺς πολλοὺς), and
then will punish those who were devising these sorts of plots – not only
those caught in the act (for it is difficult to ensure that happens), but also for
those things which they intend to do but are unable. For it is necessary to
defend not only against those things which an enemy does, but also against
his intentions. Whoever does not take such precautions suffers first. I will
repeatedly argue against the oligoi, guard against them, and teach them – for
these things I think will turn them away from their evil-doing.84

Athenagoras establishes a two-fold path for suppressing the conspiracy. First, he urges

the people to arrest the conspirators before they can set their plots in motion. Second,

he claims that he will change the oligarchs’ behavior by teaching them the error of their

ways. He puts forth a model where his speech can prevent stasis by persuading the

dēmos to support his own faction and by convincing those who would act to change their

minds.

While the speech shows how deliberation can prevent revolution, it is filled with

irony that prevents the reader from accepting Athenagoras’ words at face value.

Although he accuses Hermocrates and the oligoi of fabricating stories about the

Athenian invasion, the reader knows that the Athenians were already on their way to

Sicily. It was Athenagoras, not Hermocrates who was wrong. It is unclear, however,

whether he was lying or just speaking from ignorance. In addition, Athenagoras claims

84 Th. 6.38.4: ὧν ἐγὼ πειράσομαι, ἤν γε ὑμεῖς ἐθέλητε ἕπεσθαι, μήποτε ἐφ᾽ ἡμῶν τι
περιιδεῖν γενέσθαι, ὑμᾶς μὲν τοὺς πολλοὺς πείθων, τοὺς δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα μηχανωμένους
κολάζων, μὴ μόνον αὐτοφώρους (χαλεπὸν γὰρ ἐπιτυγχάν), ἀλλὰ καὶ ὧν βούλονται μέν,
δύνανται δ᾽ οὔ (τὸν γὰρ ἐχθρὸν οὐχ ὧν δρᾷ μόνον, ἀλλὰ καὶ τῆς διανοίας προαμύνεσθαι
χρή, εἴπερ καὶ μὴ προφυλαξάμενός τις προπείσεται), τοὺς δ᾽ αὖ ὀλίγους τὰ μὲν ἐλέγχων,
τὰ δὲ φυλάσσων, τὰ δὲ καὶ διδάσκων: μάλιστα γὰρ δοκῶ ἄν μοι οὕτως ἀποτρέπειν τῆς
κακουργίας.
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that he is attempting to mend the internal divisions in Syracusan society. He will teach

the oligarchs and turn them from the error of their ways, thus ensuring no stasis will

break out. But his speech, as Pelling and Hornblower note, displays all the signs

of someone engaging in the type of factional rhetoric condemned by Thucydides

in his excursus on stasis (3.82).85 He denounces his political rivals even though

they are not actually plotting against the city (cf. 3.82.5: καὶ ὁ ἐπικελεύσας τὸν μὴ

διανοούμενον). He demands that the dēmos make a preemptive strike and act first

(προαμύνεσθαι...προφυλαξάμενός...προπείσεται) before their presumed ideological

enemies, the oligoi, can attack and seize power (cf. 3.82.5, προβουλεύσας). Later in

the speech he rhetorically asks the oligarchic conspirators: “Is it that you do not want

to share isonomia with the masses?”86 His reference recalls the passage examined

above (3.82.8), where Thucydides identifies isonomia for the plethos as the specious

political phrase employed by democratic factions. Athenagoras’ speech seems to

present Thucydides’ conception of factional rhetoric in action. It also lends credence to

Alcibiades’ claims that the Sicilian cities, namely Syracuse, actually were in a state of

latent stasis (6.17).87

85 Pelling 2000; Hornblower 2008, 412-13.
86 6.38.5: ἀλλὰ δὴ μὴ μετὰ πολλῶν ἰσονομεῖσθαι;
87 There has been considerable scholarly debate about the credibility of Alcibiades’

and Athenagoras’ assertion that Syracuse was unstable and ripe for civil strife. Bloe-
dow 1996, 155-57, notes that the Deinomenids had been out of power in Syracuse since
466 and finds it unlikely that Syracusans at the time would have believed there might
be a credible political crisis in their society. As Andrews 2009, 6 n. 26, suggests, it is
difficult to ignore the historical record of internal warfare in Syracusan history and its
effect on their citizenry. Hansen and Nielsen 2004, 1361, record nineteen instances of
stasis in Syracuse from the mid-seventh century to 340 BCE. Berger 1992, 34-53, de-
tails twenty-seven staseis which took place in Syracuse from the Archaic period through
c. 270 BCE, which account for more than a third of the total number of staseis from
Sicily and Southern Italy studied in his book. Moreover, if Thucydides is correct in his
assertion that the number of staseis in general were on the rise across the Greek world
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3.2.3 Political Identities

The final section examines how groups used information to shape political identities

either to suppress or incite insurgent participation. I am especially interested in attempts

to create a paradigm shift in the way that citizens imagined their polity. Contrary to the

assumptions of Greek writers, the polis was not a completely static political entity during

the Classical period. While Greek authors frequently discussed struggles over the type

of politeia (e.g. oligarchy, democracy, tyranny, etc.), there is much less discussion about

battles over citizen conceptions of the nature of the polis itself. Aristotle, for example,

states his assumption that poleis exist by nature (φύσει) among the Greeks, if they seek

to live well, in the introduction of his Politics.88 A closer examination of the historical

sources reveals that the imagined definition of an individual polis was subject to a

certain amount of flux. Sometimes groups tried to stretch the imagined borders of a

polis to incorporate new population groups and geographic areas under a single political

identity. Other times they tried to fracture these intellectual frameworks to create a new

political entity or seize power with their own subsection of the population. The concept

of what “Athens” (Ἀθῆναι) or “Corinth” (Κόρινθος) were was not rigid, but subject to

a dynamic system of discursive reinterpretation.89 Individuals, factional groups, and

because of the war, the Syracusans had reason to be concerned about stasis. Finally,
once the Athenians invade, further evidence of internal divisions become apparent in
Thucydides’ narrative – e.g. 6.103.3-4, 7.48.2, and 7.73.3.
88 Aristot. Pol. 1.2.8 (1252b30): διὸπᾶσα πόλις φύσει ἔστιν, εἴπερ καὶ αἱ πρῶται

κοινωνίαι; 1.2.9 (1253a1): ἐκ τούτων οὖν φανερὸν ὅτι τῶν φύσει ἡ πόλις ἐστί, καὶ ὅτι
ὁ ἄνθρωπος φύσει πολιτικὸν ζῷον. As Loraux 1991, 36 n.9, points out, the Athēnaiōn
Politeia also studies the Athenian politeia as separate entities with distinct periods linked
by metabolai separate from any of the individual politeiai.
89 For more on the contingent nature of Greek ethnic identities, see Hall 2002 and

Luraghi 2008.
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societies as a whole made efforts to shape these identities and the identities in turn

could shape the behaviors of those same people.

Central to this investigation are the questions considered by Loraux in her studies

on the polis in the Greek imaginary: “What is our polis?” and “Who creates the polis in

thought?” Loraux concludes that Greeks imagined their polis more in terms of andres

polis – “men are the city” – rather than “we, the city”.90 Thus, the citizens themselves

were thought of as the fundamental political entity, as opposed to the physical space or

political institutions.91 If this is the case, then the idea of what a polis was depended

on who were considered its citizens. Political identities, like Athenian (Ἀθηναῖοι), Greek

(Ἕλληνες), Ionian (Ἴωνες), and barbarian (βάρβαροι), had real implications that not only

determined who belonged as citizens, but also defined what the polis itself was. For

the second question, Loraux proposes that “the city imagines the city.” The city could

assert its own unity and agency by either externalizing the loser of the internal conflict

or by claiming that it attacked itself.92 This conclusion has ramifications for our current

study. It suggests that Greeks did not view any individual institution as the ultimate

determinant of what a polis was. Only the citizens or andres as a collective had that

power. Any definition of the polis could be restructured and recharacterized if enough of

the community supported the endeavor. To illustrate this process, I consider how larger

cities, especially in the fourth century, began to exploit the politics of naming to try to

incorporate formerly autonomous (and usually smaller) poleis. The cities attempted to

90 Loraux 1986, 264-87. In other words, Greeks thought not that they were a part of
the city, but that they were the city. Instead of being a part of a whole, citizens were the
whole.
91 Hansen 1993, 7, similarly states, “in all the sources, from documents and historical

accounts to poetry and legend, it is the people who are stressed and not the territory.”
Cf. Aeschyl. Pers. 348-49; Soph. O.T. 56-57; Eur. Fr 828 (Nauck); Hdt. 8.61.2; Th.
7.77.7; Pl. Definitiones 415C.
92 Loraux 1991, 34, 36-38, 44-51.
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rename their subjects’ or their own polis in order to reshape the political identities of both

parties and remove the threat of future stasis (or apostasis).

One of the most straightforward methods to reshape attitudes about a political

reorganization was simply to rename the polity in question. Those ruling the city

hoped that a new name would reduce potential resistance against the reorganization.

Because of Greek ideals of eleutheria and autonomia, the name of the old polity could

provide an organizational node, a central organizing idea, around which proponents

of a return to the status quo could gather. If that name were removed from the public

consciousness, those trying to organize resistance would lose a powerful persuasive

tool. The perioikoi of Sparta, for example, no doubt once had their own individual

political identities as independent city-states, but were becoming subsumed under the

label of Lacedaemonians.93 The new name accompanied the new political organization

under the hegemony of Sparta.

The incorporation of most of Attica under the label of “Athens” provides another

example. Thucydides claims that until the reign of Theseus, Attica was made up of

a number of cities which each had their own prytany and magistracies.94 Theseus,

however, abolished the individual governments and merged them into the single current

political center. He also established the Synoecia to add a religious dimension to their

93 Their lands are described as proper poleis in Herodotus (7.234), Thucydides
(5.54.1), and Xenophon (Hell. 6.5.21). Hansen 1993, 19, however, suggests that de-
spite their dependent status, they still retained their identity as a polis. His point is that
their loss of autonomia did not automatically destroy their political identity. My point is
that given enough time the new identity of Lacedaemonian would eventually have taken
over completely.
94 Th. 2.15.1: ἡ Ἀττικὴ ἐς Θησέα αἰεὶ κατὰ πόλεις ᾠκεῖτο πρυτανεῖά τε ἐχούσας καὶ

ἄρχοντας.
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political unity.95 Whether or not Thucydides correctly dates or even understands the

historical process of Athenian synoecism is not my concern here.96 I am interested

instead in the discursive unification of the polis. Thucydides imagines a process by

which previously independent Greek poleis over a large geographic area could become

united as a single polis, under the shared identity of “Athenians.” He could therefore say

somewhat paradoxically at the end of this section that the Athenians moved into the city

of Athens and yet each person felt like they were abandoning their city.97 By the time of

the Peloponnesian War, then, despite their local identities being not yet fully displaced,

these people moving into the city center still thought of themselves as Athenians and

acted on that identity.

Another, more surprising, example of synoecism comes from the fourth century,

when Argos tried to subsume Corinth under the name “Argos.” Corinth was embroiled in

civil strife over whether or not to continue the war against Sparta. The pro-war faction,

especially those backed by Persia and closely aligned with Argos, Athens, and Thebes,

feared that recent defeats in battles against Sparta might strengthen the influence

of the pro-peace faction with the rest of the city. To prevent the growth of opposition,

they launched a plot during the Eucleia festival to eliminate a large number of those

95 An inscription from the agora (Sokolowski 1962, 10 A) suggests that this festival
dated to before the Cleisthenic reforms, since it was celebrated by the four old tribes.
The festival is also mentioned in the Scambonidae deme inscription, IG i3.244C, line 16.
Hornblower 1991, 265, however, questions if this reference to the festival was a gloss by
a later commentator, since the sentence runs together more smoothly without it.
96 For the sources on the debate over whether the demes of Attica were nucleated or

non-nucleated and whether or not the agricultural organization of the Attic countryside
mapped neatly onto the political delineations of the deme system, see Hornblower 1991,
268-69. Whitehead 1986 provides evidence for smaller, deme-based political centers in
the Attic countryside.
97 2.16.2: οὐδὲν ἄλλο ἢ πόλιν τὴν αὑτοῦ ἀπολείπων ἕκαστος.
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who favored peace.98 Members of the peace party who escaped the massacre later

returned to Corinth to find that their city was “disappearing.”99 The Argives had removed

the boundary markers of the city, the horoi, which provided a physical reminder that

the area contained within was a distinct political space called Corinth. The city itself

was now being called “Argos” instead of Corinth. They compelled the Corinthians

to adopt Argive citizenship. They also sought to integrate the Corinthians through

religious means. Two years later at the Isthmian Games, they conducted sacrifices

to Poseidon to unite Argos with Corinth as a single polis – Argos.100 The ceremony

was so important to the Argives that, when the games were interrupted by Agesilaus’

invasion, they started over from the beginning, even repeating events that had already

been finished. The Argive reorganization and integration of Corinth involved several

steps, all of which attempted to remove the idea of Corinth from the minds of those

previously known as Corinthians. For more than five years, the two cities apparently

were known singularly as Argos. Corinth did not regain its independent status again until

Sparta invoked the autonomy clause from the Peace of Antalcidas and threatened to

attack the Argives unless they withdrew from Corinth.

Thebes made similar attempts around the same time in the fourth century to gain

control over their previously autonomous neighbors by signing the Peace of Antalcidas

in 387 under the single name of “Boeotia.”101 Agesilaus protested that Thebes’ attempt

to sign as Boeotia violated the treaty’s autonomy clause. It stated that except for the

98 Xenophon (Hell. 4.4.2) states that they specifically chose to attack during the festi-
val because the openness of the agora provided the best opportunity for them to kill the
largest number of people.
99 Xen. Hell. 4.4.6: αἰσθανόμενοι δὲ ἀφανιζομένην τὴν πόλιν.
100 Xen. Hell. 4.5.1. Cf. the Athenian Synoecia festival (Th. 2.15.2).
101 Xen. Hell. 5.1.32-33.
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cities of Asia, Clazomenae, Cyprus, Lemnos, Imbros, and Skyros, “the rest of the of the

Greek cities, both small and large, should be autonomous.”102 Agesilaus threatened to

attack Thebes unless they signed only for Thebes and acknowledged the autonomy of

the small Boeotian cities. After deliberations, Thebes agreed to allow the Boeotian cities

to remain anonymous to avoid a Spartan invasion. Sparta’s reaction to Thebes’ plan

suggests that renaming and recharacterizing the political identity of all the states in the

region posed an existential threat to the small poleis over which Thebes would become

hegemon.

This practice of nominal politics reveals the fluidity of concepts like autonomia and

eleutheria. While the ideal may have been that each polis was a sovereign political

entity, imperialistic states attempted to subvert that ideal with an act as simple as

renaming and redefining the polis. The name changes, of course, were not the only

component in these attempts at restructuring conceptions of a polis. The Cleisthenic

reforms also mixed up deme demographics, not just created new names, and Argos

removed the physical boundary stones and conducted religious ceremonies. But, those

changes would not have had as much impact without the accompanying reimagination

facilitated by the discursive change. The boundary between internal and external was

not immutable, but was subject to dynamic redefinition.

In Chapter 3, I have explored the informational dimension of internal warfare.

Information and communication spread during stasis in much the same way it did in

a stable polis: through individual interactions, messengers, group assemblies, and,

more rarely, written inscriptions. The main difference was that during stasis the physical

space through which the information flowed became contested. Messengers could

be captured, large open spaces for assembly could be occupied or blocked, and

102 Hell. 5.1.31: τὰς δὲ ἄλλας Ἑλληνίδας πόλεις καὶ μικρὰς καὶ μεγάλας αὐτονόμους
ἀφεῖναι.

114



inscriptions and other written messages could be destroyed. The lengths groups went

to impose and circumvent this danger demonstrates the importance that communication

and the dissemination of information were thought to have on the outcome of civil wars.

Participants used the flow of information to make their own calculations about whether

to support a side or to remain neutral as the conflict progressed. Factions therefore not

only attempted to control the transmission of information, but also the content of those

exchanges. In the speeches presented by Greek historians, factional leaders spun

events or motivations in a favorable light and sometimes even completely fabricated

them to ensure support for their group’s interests. The use of political phrases, or

euprepeia as Thucydides labels it, can also be seen as an attempt control discourse. In

aggregate, slogans and catchphrases also served an organizational role. They provided

citizens of diverse backgrounds with no preexisting social connection a method to

identify with others who shared their values and goals and organize for the purpose

of advancing those interests. Finally, groups used language to reshape how citizens

conceived of their own political identity. Names and labels were dynamic, socially

constructed ideas that insurgent and incumbent forces exploited either to incite or

suppress support for resistance movements.

Chapters 2 and 3 have shown that population support was a dynamic variable,

regulated by a system of informational flows through the physical space of a polis and

its surrounding countryside. As we have seen, members of a polis processed a number

of informational inputs when making decisions about participation in stasis: claims of

unjust or immoral behavior by the incumbent regime, threats against their security or

property, promises of rewards, arguments for the legitimacy of one group or another, po-

litical slogans, conflicting identities, and even religious exhortations. Moreover, they also

made calculations and estimations about whether to join based on their knowledge of

the relative sizes of the groups, outcomes of battles, the involvement of external forces,
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social connections, and the likelihood of success or defeat. The interaction of these var-

ious elements with one another created a network of complex, non-linear relationships

that could change over the course of the war. For example, an elite Athenian fighting in

the army at Samos might have had social and ideological connections with members of

the Four Hundred. But, he would also have heard a story about their licentious behavior

from Chaereas. Under more immediate social pressure from the rest of the army at

Samos and its military strength, he may have been forced to swear an oath to uphold

the democratic constitution. The men in Athens, however, were subject to a different set

of informational inputs. They heard the Four Hundred’s justification for the new regime,

possibly made faulty calculations about the size and strength of the Four Hundred inside

the city, debated the probability of the army at Samos supporting the oligarchy, worried

for their own safety and that of their household, and even assessed the threat of a

Spartan military attack. These informational inputs and the behavior they then inspired

were interconnected with one another. The decisions of the army at Samos affected the

level of internal support for the Four Hundred and vice versa. The specific mechanisms

and the sometimes surprising consequences that resulted from these informational and

population interconnections are the subject of Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4
SYSTEMS DYNAMICS

In Chapters 2 and 3 I have established the importance of population stocks and

informational flows. Chapter 4 considers how population and information dynamics in-

teracted to form complex systems of behavior. For example, an informational feedback

system played a large role in the Megarian civil strife of 424 (Th. 4.66-74). The Megar-

ian democrats, fearful of stasis with the exiled oligarchs at Pegae, plotted to betray the

city to the Athenians (4.66). When the conspiracy failed, the Athenians instead block-

aded Nisaea to try to force the city to surrender (4.67-69). Meanwhile, Brasidas arrived

with his army and asked for entry into Megara to help them resist the Athenians (4.70).

Both factions now had external support, but feared their allies might lose an ensuing

battle. As a result, they chose not to act or voice their support openly.1 The factions

were waiting for informational feedback before making a decision. Although each faction

had solid external support at their disposal, they were unsure about the sustainability

of that support were their ally to lose the military engagement. Consequently, their own

behavior became contingent upon the outcome of the expected battle.

The fact that Megarian support hinged on the outcome of the battle also had an

effect on the military decisions of the Athenians and Spartans. Thucydides reports

that both sides claimed not to have lost an indecisive skirmish between Athenian and

Boeotian cavalry (ἐν ᾗ ἀξιοῦσιν ἑκάτεροι οὐχ ἥσσους γενέσθαι, 4.72.3). The Athenians

even erected a trophy (4.72.4), probably to persuade the onlooking Megarians of

their military superiority. After the skirmish Brasidas moved his army closer to the city

(ἐγγυτέρω τῆς θαλάσσης καὶ τῆς τῶν Μεγαρέων πόλεως, 4.73.1) and arrayed it in

ready battle formation. Thucydides states that he did so “because he knew that the

1 Th. 4.71.1: “Each side preferred to remain quiet and watch what would happen”
(ἀλλ᾽ ἀμφοτέροις ἐδόκει ἡσυχάσασι τὸ μέλλον περιιδεῖν).

117



Megarians were watching to see which side would win.”2 He wanted to demonstrate

to the bystanders that Sparta had the stronger army and was in a stronger position.

Athens decided not to engage, fearing the superior numbers of the Spartans. Their

decision gave confidence to the oligarchic supporters to allow Brasidas into the city and

frightened the pro-Athenian, democratic supporters into flight from the city (4.73.4-74.1).

The Megarian episode demonstrates the interconnection between systems of

information and population support. The democrats’ decision to wait for the result of

the battle caused their faction to decay exponentially. They not only lost their source of

external manpower support, but also any potential internal support from neutral citizens

who now feared Brasidas’ army. The loss of Athenian support also drove even more of

their own supporters to abandon the city, putting them at a political disadvantage in the

debate about recalling the exiled oligarchs from Pegae (4.74.2). The assembly voted to

recall the exiles, creating even greater quantitative superiority for the oligarchic faction.

The increased control then allowed those in charge to order the execution of the few

remaining democrats, leaving the oligarchs in a dominant position (4.74.3). Because

of the informational and behavioral interconnections, the perception of a slight Spartan

military advantage led to the cascading weakening of the democratic faction and change

in government in Megara. By studying the mechanics of systems like these we gain a

better understanding of the complexities of civil wars and, in turn, can explain some of

its most surprising consequences.

Chapter 4 focuses on five of the quintessential feedback-driven microsystems

common to most Greek internal wars. I begin by examining the idea of emergence in the

outbreak of civil wars. Emergence refers to a situation where full-blown civil strife could

arise from a seemingly minor, everyday cause. Aristotle in particular was fascinated by

emergent stasis and tries to explain it in two passages from the Politics. The second

2 Th. 4.73.1: τοὺς Μεγαρέας ἐπιστάμενοι περιορωμένους ὁποτέρων ἡ νίκη ἔσται.
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section analyzes the role that quantitative feedback played in population dynamics.

I examine how factions, the general citizen population, and foreign participants used

manpower levels and estimations about numbers of people to make decisions during

internal warfare and how these quantitative calculations created reinforcing feedback

loops. Third, I consider how geographic control of an area created a feedback loop that

reinforced de facto support for those in control and how insurgents tried to break that

control loop. The fourth section deals with the major problem of violence against non-

combatants that was one of the most infamous aspects of Greek stasis. I first examine

the mechanics of such violence, who committed it and how. I then consider theories

about the motivations behind such violence. Lastly, I show how violence created various

interconnected loops that perpetuated and escalated violence further and further as a

civil war progressed. In the final section, I detail the feedback loops attached to military

combat, especially hoplite battle. I look at three of the quantitative and informational

outcomes of military conflicts – manpower advantages, territorial control, and political

legitimacy – and show how they could compound to achieve dramatic popular support

for the victors. I conclude by taking a look at how the phenomenon of stasis itself might

have spread from polis to polis via feedback mechanisms.

4.1 Aristotle and the Emergence of Stasis

Greek civil wars often arose from surprisingly common, everyday events that

spiraled out of control. Trials about religious violations in Corcyra in 427, for instance,

led to the murder of sixty political rivals and members of the Council, which then resulted

in civil war (Th. 3.70). Systems theorists refer to this pattern as emergence (when the

output of a system exceeds the arithmetic sum of its inputs).3 In the Metaphysics,

3 Kilcullen 2010, 195-96. For recent overviews of the scientific and philosophical
approaches to emergence, see Clayton and Davies 2006 and Bedau and Humphreys
2008. For criticism of the theory, see Kim 2006. Caston 1997 argues that Galen recog-
nized emergence in his medical writings.
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Aristotle writes about emergent entities in which the whole becomes something different

than the sum of its parts: ”In all things, when something has a multitude of parts and the

sum of those parts is not just some sort of heap, but is some whole entity different than

its parts, there is some cause.”4 Emergent behavior cannot be predicted by analyzing

the parts of a system in isolation. In other words, if a contemporary Corcyraean looked

only at the religious trials and their outcomes, he would not have been able to predict

the civil war that resulted from them. Undoubtedly, Corcyra had other trials with wealthy

litigants in the past that did not result in stasis. In order to understand why civil war

broke out after these particular trials, one needs to consider the interconnections

between the trial, the local interests of the oligarchic and democratic factions, and the

interests of the foreign players: Athens, Corinth, and Sparta. An analysis of any single

one of those components would result in an over-simplified, linear cause-and-effect

model that fails to explain the actual mechanisms at work. The interconnections and

interrelationships between all these factors explain why the sudden outbreak of civil war

always seemed so surprising.

Aristotle was particularly interested in the emergent causes of civil wars. He states

in the Politics that staseis arise “not over small things, but from small things” (Γίγνονται

μὲν οὖν αἱ στάσεις οὐ περὶ μικρῶν ἀλλ᾽ ἐκ μικρῶν, στασιάζουσι δὲ περὶ μεγάλων, Aristot.

Pol. 1303b, 5.4.1). He then provides six examples of civil strife that began because of

seemingly minor or everyday incidents. One stasis broke out in Syracuse because of a

lovers’ quarrel between two archons (5.4.1-2). When the first archon was out of town,

the second archon, and fellow hetaireia member, seduced his lover. The first archon

then seduced the second archon’s wife in revenge. Finally, each recruited support

from the rest of the governing body and caused stasis in the city. A second example

4 Metaph. 8.1045a 8-10: πάντων γὰρ ὅσα πλείω μέρη ἔχει καὶ μὴ ἔστιν οἷον σωρὸς τὸ
πᾶν ἀλλ᾽ ἔστι τι τὸ ὅλον παρὰ τὰ μόρια, ἔστι τι αἴτιον.
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from Hestiaea concerns two brothers’ dispute over their family inheritance (5.4.4). The

brother with less money claimed that the other had not declared the full amount of the

inheritance and persuaded the dēmos to join him in an assault on the wealthy. His third

example involves a broken marriage betrothal from Delphi (5.4.5). The bride’s family

considered his withdrawal an act of hubris, tricked him into committing sacrilege, and

then had him killed for it, which apparently drew the rest of the city into stasis over

the issue. The fourth example concerns the death of a wealthy Mytilenian with two

daughters during their revolt from Athens in 427 (5.4.6). A man named Dexander was

unable to get his son married to one of the daughters as he had hoped. As a result,

he stirred up civil strife by appealing to the Athenians since he was their proxenos.

Aristotle’s final two examples also involve marriages. He claims the Phocian Sacred

War began because of a fight between two fathers, Mnaseas and Euthycrates, who

each were trying to get an heiress to marry their own sons (5.4.7). Finally, Epidamnus

underwent stasis because the father of a betrothed daughter imposed a fine on the

groom’s father, who joined insurgents in response to the insult (5.4.7).

Aristotle similarly explains a few chapters later how minor changes to a city’s in-

stitutions could cause a major constitutional change. He writes: “Even a small event

could be the cause of regime change. For once they give up any part of the incumbent

regime, they then can change another slightly greater part more easily until eventually

they are able to change the entire order.”5 Aristotle thus envisions a process where

small political events build upon each other until a change is achieved that is exponen-

tially greater than its humble beginnings. He has essentially described the behavioral

pattern of a reinforcing feedback loop. This becomes even clearer from the example

5 Aristot. Pol. 1307b3, 5.7.11: αἴτιον τῶν μεταβολῶν καὶ τὸ μικρόν ἐστιν: ὅταν γάρ
τι προῶνται τῶν πρὸς τὴν πολιτείαν, μετὰ τοῦτο καὶ ἄλλο μικρῷ μεῖζον εὐχερέστερον
κινοῦσιν, ἕως ἂν πάντα κινήσωσι τὸν κόσμον.
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he provides (5.7.12-13). The Thurians had a law that prevented any citizen from being

voted general more than once in a five year period. Some especially competent military

leaders convinced officials to change this law, knowing that they could easily get contin-

uous support from the mass of troops. Once the law was repealed, they were elected

year after year and their new power allowed them eventually to change the whole

regime into a dynasteia under their control. The legal reform did not directly cause a

change in the government. It, however, had repercussions that rippled throughout the

whole system because of its interconnectedness.

4.2 Quantitative Feedback

Quantitative information about the size of factions played a major role in shaping

population dynamics during internal wars. The flow of this information could create

both balancing and feedback loops. Because of the critical role of manpower in Greek

warfare, factions had a strong incentive to mobilize support so they could surpass that

of their opponents or at least match it. This incentive created two connected reinforcing

(or escalating) loops. When one side learned of a quantitative increase by the other

side, they sought ways to increase their own stock. Part of the reason factions were

able to find the soldiers necessary for manpower buildups was because of the frequency

with which external groups participated in the internal wars of other city-states. Civil

wars were not closed systems. Manpower, arms, and information flowed into and out

of a polis. The most common types of external inputs were people – mercenaries,

foreign garrisons, or foreign armies – though sometimes outside forces also smuggled in

weapons or funds for insurgent or incumbent groups.

The historical record contains examples of factions regulating their own manpower

stocks based on their opposition’s size. During the Corcyraean stasis of 427 both sides

tried to recruit the support of the city’s slaves. When the slaves joined the democrats,

the oligarchs decided to hire 800 mercenaries from the mainland in response (Th. 3.73).

This system is presented in Figure 4-1. Factions also frequently called upon support
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from foreign city-states. Megarian democrats in 424 decided to call in the Athenians

because they feared their faction no longer had the amount of support necessary

to preserve a democratic constitution for the city. They thought it less dangerous to

themselves to betray the city to the Athenians than permit the return of their fellow

citizens. Thucydides writes, “The leaders of the dēmos, recognizing that because of the

hardships the people would not be able to remain supportive of them, became fearful

and entered into dialogue with the Athenian generals.”6

Democrats Oligarchs

Slaves Mercenaries

Desire to maintain 

superiority or parity

+ +

Figure 4-1. Manpower escalation in Corcyra

The influx of foreign troops, however, was not always invited by one of the factions.

Foreign participants had their own interests and autonomy in deciding to participate. In

the case of Megara, once Brasidas learned of the Athenians’ involvement, he raised his

own allied force. Consequently, the Megarian oligarchs received unrequested support

because the Spartans wanted to balance the external support the Athenians were

providing for the democrats. A city embroiled in civil war often self-regulated towards

quantitative equilibrium. Thucydides blames this tendency in the late fifth century for one

side to bring in the Spartans and the other the Athenians on the geopolitical dynamics of

the Peloponnesian War. He writes in his discursus on the Corcyraean stasis: “In peace,

6 Th. 4.66.3: γνόντες δὲ οἱ τοῦ δήμου προστάται οὐ δυνατὸν τὸν δῆμον ἐσόμενον ὑπὸ
τῶν κακῶν μετὰ σφῶν καρτερεῖν, ποιοῦνται λόγους δείσαντες πρὸς τοὺς τῶν Ἀθηναίων
στρατηγούς.
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these factions would not have had a pretext nor been ready to call upon them for help,

but during war, these interventions provided easy alliances for those who wished to

launch any kind of revolution, so that each side could both harm their opponents and

benefit themselves.”7

Even outside of the Peloponnesian or other formally declared wars one can observe

foreign participation in internal warfare. Low has argued that Greeks considered the

intervention of foreign city-states in internal conflicts a normative behavior because of

the multitude of social systems that demanded intervention, such as reciprocity, philia,

Panhellenism, ethnic and ideological identities, and the general lack of differentiation

between individual and international ethical expectations.8 Although foreign powers

were frequently ready and able to intervene in a conflict, they also relied on quantitative

feedback to decide if it was in their interest to do so. For example, the Spartans debated

whether to help a pro-Spartan faction of Phleiasian exiles in 381. Xenophon reports the

argument of those who opposed intervention:

Many Spartans argued that they were incurring the hatred of a city of more
than five thousand men for the sake of only a few men. In fact, in order to
demonstrate their size, the Phleiasians held their assemblies in clear view of
those outside the city.9

Despite the strategic value of a pro-Spartan faction ruling Phlius, the Spartans paused to

consider whether support for the exiles made sense from a quantitative perspective.

7 Th. 3.82.1 καὶ ἐν μὲν εἰρήνῃ οὐκ ἂν ἐχόντων πρόφασιν οὐδ᾽ ἑτοίμων παρακαλεῖν
αὐτούς, πολεμουμένων δὲ καὶ ξυμμαχίας ἅμα ἑκατέροις τῇ τῶν ἐναντίων κακώσει
καὶ σφίσιν αὐτοῖς ἐκ τοῦ αὐτοῦ προσποιήσει ῥᾳδίως αἱ ἐπαγωγαὶ τοῖς νεωτερίζειν τι
βουλομένοις ἐπορίζοντο.

8 Low 2007.
9 Hell. 5.3.16: πολλῶν δὲ λεγόντων Λακεδαιμονίων ὡς ὀλίγων ἕνεκεν ἀνθρώπων

πόλει ἀπεχθάνοιντο πλέον πεντακισχιλίων ἀνδρῶν: καὶ γὰρ δὴ ὅπως τοῦτ᾽ ἔνδηλον εἴη,
οἱ Φλειάσιοι ἐν τῷ φανερῷ τοῖς ἔξω ἐκκλησίαζον.
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A speaker could also make persuasive arguments based on the military strength of

large quantities of non-elite individuals. An illustrative example comes from the revolt

of Cinadon in Book 3 of the Hellenica.10 Cinadon’s plot to overthrow the incumbent

Spartan regime circa 399 depended entirely on the possibility that a lower-status,

poorly armed group could overthrow the well-trained Spartan army if they significantly

outnumbered them. The informant claims that Cinadon planned to recruit support

from all the excluded, non-Spartiate members of Lacedaemonian society and then

obtain weapons from an agricultural warehouse (Xen. Hell. 3.3.5-7). Cinadon attempts

to persuade the informant by using quantitative arguments about the potential size

of his insurgency. He directs the informant first to “count how many of the people in

the agora were Spartiates.”11 After the informant counts the kings, the ephors, the

gerontes, and around forty others, Cinadon says to him: “Consider these men as your

enemies, but all the others in the agora, who number more than four-thousand, as

your allies.” 12 Cinadon then walks him around the agora to give him a sense of the

potential isolation of the incumbent class. They see only one or two Spartiates here

and there, surrounded by potential insurgents on all sides. He concludes by pointing

out that on every agricultural estate too there is only one Spartiate, but many would-

be allies. Xenophon presents the plot of Cinadon as a credible insurrectionist threat.

The ephors took the conspiracy seriously and went to great lengths to break it up and

arrest Cinadon and its leaders. The reader comes away from the passage with a clear

10 Other sources for the revolt include the Politics (1306b33-34), Polyaenus (Strat.
2.14.1), and Maximius of Tyre (35, 8c), but none add much to Xenophon’s account. Cf.
Lazenby 1997, 437.

11 Hell. 3.3.5: ὁ Κινάδων ἀγαγὼν αὐτὸν ἐπὶ τὸ ἔσχατον τῆς ἀγορᾶς ἀριθμῆσαι κελεύοι
ὁπόσοι εἶεν Σπαρτιᾶται ἐν τῇ ἀγορᾷ.
12 Hell. 3.3.5: τούτους, ἔφη, νόμιζέ σοι πολεμίους εἶναι, τοὺς δ᾽ ἄλλους πάντας

συμμάχους πλέον ἢ τετρακισχιλίους ὄντας τοὺς ἐν τῇ ἀγορᾷ.
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impression that even the polis with most stable constitution and powerful land army

faced an existential threat if it lacked sufficient support from its non-elite population.

Thucydides’ analysis of the Athenian oligarchy of 411 provides an interesting case

study for how a citizenry could employ a quantitative assessment to decide whether or

not engage in insurrectionist behavior. Thucydides explains the reason why none of the

dēmos decided to resist the oligarchic coup by the Four Hundred:

But, the dēmos remained passive and in such shock that each person
thought themselves lucky not to suffer any violence, even if he remained
quiet. They also became demoralized since they thought that the size of the
conspiracy was far larger than it actually was (they were unable to determine
its actual size due to the magnitude of the city and their unfamiliarity with one
another).13

Their calculation of the size of the oligarchic group dissuaded the dēmos from action.

They expected any resistance movement would not be able to match the level of

incumbent support because they thought that the oligarchic support numbered at least

Five Thousand. Democratic supporters recognized that their potential power came from

their numbers and those numbers did not seem sufficient at the start of the coup.14

Information about a faction’s size could also reinforce the behavioral patterns of

those inside the city who used the size of the faction to make predictions about its future

13 Th. 8.66.2-3: ἀλλ’ ἡσυχίαν εἶχεν ὁ δῆμος καὶ κατάπληξιν τοιαύτην ὥστε κέρδος ὁ
μὴ πάσχων τι βίαιον, εἰ καὶ σιγῴη, ἐνόμιζεν. καὶ τὸ ξυνεστηκὸς πολὺ πλέον ἡγούμενοι
εἶναι ἢ ὅσον ἐτύγχανεν ὂν ἡσσῶντο ταῖς γνώμαις, καὶ ἐξευρεῖν αὐτὸ ἀδύνατοι ὄντες διὰ
τὸ μέγεθος τῆς πόλεως καὶ διὰ τὴν ἀλλήλων ἀγνωσίαν οὐκ εἶχον [αὐτοὶ ἐξευρεῖν].
14 One additional note on Thucydides’ presentation of the episode: he composed this

passage in order to explain to his reader why the dēmos did not resist the oligarchic
coup. In other words, his readers expected that the common citizens left in Athens
would have been able to put down the coup, so Thucydides had to explain why in fact
they did not. His readers did not expect that the Four Hundred were initially success-
ful simply because “as a rule, it would seem, political regimes were created and de-
stroyed by small factions,” as Van Wees 2002, 81-82, writes. The surprising historical
phenomenon needing the historian’s explanation was that such a small group had in fact
successfully gained power without widespread resistance.
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probability of success. Teegarden claims that the seemingly unpredictable and explosive

popular mobilization in the Athenian revolutionary movements of 411 and 404/3 can

be explained by the presence of “revolutionary thresholds” among the citizens.15 He

describes the Athenian “revolutionary coordination problem” as follows:

Individuals who would like to participate in a group activity do not do so
because they are unsure whether other individuals will also participate: the
cost of inaction or nonparticipation is lower than the cost of acting with an
insufficient number of participants.”16

Based on the work of the political scientists Granovetter and Kuran, he argues that

every Athenian citizen had a hypothetical revolutionary threshold that determined

whether or not he would publicly resist a regime which he privately opposed.17 A

citizen’s threshold was based on the number of other citizens that needed to participate

in the resistance before he would be willing to join. If threshold levels were generally

high among a city’s population, then an unpopular regime would nevertheless lack

powerful opposition. Each potential insurgent who did not join because he believed

the movement lacked sufficient support made it less likely for another citizen to join

(See Figure 4-2). Teegarden describes the effects of this threshold mechanic as an

“ignorance cascade.”18 He points to the behavior of the Athenians after the coup

of the Four Hundred as an example. According to Thucydides (8.66), the citizens

initially had an imperfect knowledge of each other’s true opinions about the new regime

and the quantity of actual support for the oligarchs, they remained passive despite

their dissatisfaction. However, after the public murder of Phrynicus revealed that

15 Teegarden makes the same argument in both his article and book: Teegarden 2012,
436-46, and Teegarden 2014, 18-30.
16 Teegarden 2012, 438.
17 Granovetter 1978; Kuran 1989; Kuran 1991.
18 Teegarden 2012, 441.
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more people opposed the regime than most Athenians had believed, a “knowledge

cascade” spread through Piraeus and the number of participants in active resistance

grew exponentially.19 Citizen participation consequently followed an exponential

growth pattern because of this reinforcing feedback loop. As the stock of participants in

revolutionary activity increased, that quantitative increase persuaded more citizens to

join (See Figure 4-3). That increase then caused even more to join.

Insurgents Neutral

Citizens

Faction size

is insufficient
(No Mobilization)

Figure 4-2. A faction with a revolutionary coordination problem

Insurgents Neutral

Citizens

Faction size 

is sufficent

+
(Mobilization)

Figure 4-3. A faction without a revolutionary coordination problem

While a seemingly minor action like the murder of Phrynicus may indeed have

communicated the initial information that catalyzed resistance against the Four Hundred,

19 Teegarden 2012, 444-45.
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I would argue that the quantitative information alone was not sufficient to achieve the

cascade. Other factors and feedback loops mattered besides the number of potential

belligerents. For example, armed resistance to the Four Hundred did not begin imme-

diately after the murder, nor did it even begin in the city itself where the assassination

took place. Thucydides’ account suggests at least a few days time delay between

Phrynicus’ murder and the actions of the hoplites at Piraeus. There was enough time for

the Four Hundred to complete an investigation into the assassination – to find, torture,

and interrogate the Argive accomplice – and for the Spartans to sail from Laconia to

Aegina, complete an assault on the island, and then sail back to Epidauros (Th. 8.92).

Even after the murder, citizens opposed to the Four Hundred remained unsure about

the amount of support there was for an insurgency. The hoplites at Eetionia still had

to falsify their true preferences by claiming to want the Five Thousand to rule instead

of voicing their actual preference for a full democracy (Th. 8.92.11). This device care-

fully signaled their readiness to organize against the Four Hundred, but also revealed

their insecurity about the quantity of support for their true political interests. Perhaps

even more significantly, armed resistance did not rally around Phrynicus’ assassins in

the agora. The insurgency only began once a different group of hoplites organized at

Piraeus, outside the immediate territorial control of the Four Hundred. These hoplites

would also have been the first ones to encounter the Spartan fleet, if Theramenes and

Aristocrates were correct in their prediction that the Eetionian wall was constructed to

provide them easy access to the city (Th. 8.91.2-3; 92.2-3). Their fear of a Spartan in-

cursion must have been another very real precipitator of their decision to resist the Four

Hundred.20 While his conclusion seems reductive, Teegarden’s revolutionary threshold

20 Other factors that contributed to the hoplites’ mental calculus about whether or not
to revolt include the resistance of the fleet at Samos and the failure of the Four Hundred
to secure the support of Alcibiades and Persia.
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approach nevertheless establishes a very useful method to help us understand how the

number of people supporting a faction could have a nonlinear effect on the behavior of

other potential participants.

4.3 Geographic Control

As the example from 411 suggests, a faction’s territorial control was another

significant element in the dynamics of stasis. Greek writers often referred to factions

by the geographic area they controlled. Thucydides refers to the Corcyraean oligarchs

who launched a two year rural insurgency from Mt. Isthome as “the Corcyraeans from

the mountain.”21 Lysias, Xenophon, and other authors split the Athenian civil war into

two sides: the men of the city and the men of Phyle/Piraeus, depending on which area

Thrasybulus’ army controlled at the time.22 Territorial control influenced flows of both

people and information during a civil war. A regime in full geographic control of an

astu could not only limit the physical movements of insurgent armies, but, as seen in

Chapter 3, it could also regulate or manipulate the dissemination of informational within.

For this reason, insurgencies in the ancient Greek world often established their own

area of control in the countryside surrounding the astu (e.g. the Helots at Mt. Ithome,

Corcyraean oligarchs at Mt. Istone, Megarian oligarchs at Pegae, and Thrasybulus at

Phyle). Incumbent control over information and physical territory also generally made

the population of that area feel more secure. Their security interest became tied to the

regime’s, making non-participants more likely to support the incumbents, at least tacitly.

As Kalyvas argues:

As the conflict matures, control is increasingly likely to shape collaboration
because political actors who enjoy substantial territorial control can protect
civilians who live in that territory – both from their rivals and from themselves,

21 Th. 4.48.5: οἱ ἐκ τοῦ ὄρους Κερκυραῖοι.
22 e.g. Lys. 31.9: τοὺς ἀπὸ Φυλῆς, 12.95: ὅσοι δ᾽ ἐκ Πειραιῶς, 26.19: τῶν ἐν Πειραιεῖ;

Xen. Hell. 2.4.24: τῶν ἐν ἄστει, et al.; Aeschin. 3.187: τοῖς ἀπὸ Φυλῆς.
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giving survival-oriented civilians a strong incentive to collaborate with them,
irrespective of their true or initial preferences. In this sense, collaboration is
largely endogenous to control, though of course, high rates of collaboration
spawned by control at a given point in time are likely to reinforce it in the
future.23

Control and popular support (or collaboration) were therefore interconnected and formed

a reinforcing feedback loop (See 4-4). The greater a faction’s control over a geographic

area, the more likely that the people living in that area would support that group. The

more support it had, the more easily it could retain control over its territory.

Neutral

Citizens
Faction

Geographic

Control

Personal

Security

Food 

Supply

Hostages

Information+

Figure 4-4. Geographic control

The connections between geographic control, willingness to collaborate with

the incumbents, and the stock of incumbent collaborators indicate that cities where

the population was more concentrated in the astu would have a larger number of

collaborators with incumbents (or at least non-participants). The Athenian stasis of 411

provides an example of how that geography influenced collaboration. The incumbency

of the Four Hundred in 411 took place during the Peloponnesian War, when the Spartan

23 Kalyvas 2006, 12.
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occupation of Decelea forced the entire Athenian population to live inside the city walls

(Th. 2.14.1, 17; 7.27-28; 8.71). The Four Hundred held the assembly to announce

their regime change in a narrow, easily controllable space at Colonus (Th. 8.67). The

men inside the city kept quiet because they believed the Four Hundred had more

supporters than they actually did, and they feared that they would be murdered if they

spoke out against the new regime (Th. 8.66.2). Resistance against the Four Hundred

consequently rose up in the areas outside or on the periphery of the Four Hundred’s

control. The fleet at Samos was clearly outside their zone of control, especially once

their official envoys failed to convince the soldiers of their legitimacy. The armed

resistance inside the city walls, however, came from the hoplites who were stationed

away from the city center, at the Piraeus (Th. 8.92). The concentration of armed

citizens away from the Four Hundred, most of whom remained in the astu, provided the

opportunity for insurgent organization.

A common method in ancient Greek warfare to turn the a local population against a

faction with territorial control was limiting the food supply. Typically during a protracted

conflict the incumbent regime controlled the astu, while the insurgents had to occupy an

area on the periphery of the chōra. Insurgents exploited this asymmetrical situation and

used their own control over the countryside to starve the urban population and create

social pressure within the city. The Coryraean oligarchs who survived the massacres in

427, for example, created a “serious food shortage” for the city (λιμὸς ἰσχυρὸς ἐγένετο

ἐν τῇ πόλει) when they launched piratical attacks against ships in the straits of Sybota

and later from Mt. Istone on the island itself (Th. 3.85.2). During the Mytilenian Revolt

a food shortage in the city due to the Athenian siege caused the Mytilenian demos to

revolt against the oligarchic government and betray the city (Th. 3.2-18, 26-28). An

analogous situation took place in 408 in Byzantium when an Athenian siege caused a

severe food shortage and a small group of Byzantine conspirators decided to betray the

city. They later justified their actions to the Spartans by claiming they did not betray the
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city, but instead saved its women and children from starving to death (Xen. Hell. 1.3.18-

19). Food shortage caused by a Spartan siege in 372 also induced a large number

of Corcyraeans to flee from the city and join the Spartan camp. In fact, the number of

defectors was so high that Mnasippus threatened to sell any other refugees into slavery

and had to whip them away from his camp (Xen. Hell. 6.2.15).

Xenophon’s narrative of the Phleiasian civil war of 381 provides a representative

example of the process by which a protracted, countryside insurgency could cause a

food shortage and wear down internal support for the incumbent regime. Exiles from

Phlius, with the support of Agesilaus’ army, hoped to force their return to the city by

besieging the city and causing a food shortage. In order to encourage defections and

increase their own numbers, they held common messes in plain view of the city and

invited any friends or family to visit and take part in the eating and training (Xen. Hell.

5.3.17). Xenophon reports that this stratagy attracted more than 1,000 men, around

one-fifth of the city’s citizen population.24 As the food shortage gradually eroded the

local population’s willpower, the staunchest supporters of the incumbent regime had

to come up with a variety of methods to keep their support from collapsing. They were

forced to halve each citizen’s grain ration (5.3.21). Three hundred men, under the

leadership of Delphion, patrolled the city to prevent people from making peace with

the exiles and guard those whom they did not trust (5.3.22). Eventually, however, even

these tactics failed when the city ran out of food completely. The incumbents were

forced to hand the city over to the Spartans (5.3.23). So, while incumbent control over

the astu granted them short term population collaboration, the insurgents’ control over

the city’s food supply eventually broke the reinforcing loop and collapsed their internal

support.

24 Xenophon (Hell. 5.3.16) reported earlier that the male population of Phlius was
more than 5,000.
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A final way that physical control impacted population support was through the taking

of hostages.25 Chareas, for instance, told the Athenians at Samos in 411 that “the Four

Hundred intended to capture and then imprison the relatives of all those in the army

at Samos who did not share their political point-of-view, so that they might put them to

death unless the men at Samos submitted to them.”26 His report was of course a lie, but

in order to stir up real anger among those at Samos he had to come up with a lie about

the Four Hundred’s behavior that was plausible in the context of stasis. A passage

from Aeneas Tacticus further explains the threat that hostage taking could have on the

internal stability of a city:

When an attack is launched against a state which has given hostages,
evacuate the hostages’ parents and close relatives while the siege is in
progress, so that they do not have to sit by and watch their own children
brought forward with the enemy as they attack and coming to a sad end.
This is because if they remain in town they may well go as far as to engage
in subversion of some kind. Should it prove difficult to send them away on
these grounds, let them stay on—but with the minimum involvement in what
is going on. They must not know in advance where they are to be or what
they are to do, and they should be left as little as possible, night or day, to
their own devices; see to it, without arousing their suspicions, that they are
always enveloped by a crowd of people occupied with a succession of tasks
and duties, and are thus not so much on guard as under guard. And keep
them divided, for surveillance’s sake; their capacity to start a revolution will
be small if they are split up.27

25 For a full presentation of the evidence for hostage-taking in Greek warfare, see Lo-
nis 1977.
26 Th. 8.74.3: διανοοῦνται, ὁπόσοι ἐν Σάμῳ στρατεύονται μὴ ὄντες τῆς σφετέρας

γνώμης, τούτων πάντων τοὺς προσήκοντας λαβόντες εἴρξειν, ἵνα, ἢν μὴ ὑπακούσωσι,
τεθνήκωσιν.
27 Translation by Whitehead 1990, 55-56. Aen. Tact. 10.23-25: ὅταν ἐπ̓ αὐτὴν

στρατεία γίγνηται, τοὺς γονεῖς τῶν ὁμηρευόντων καὶ τοὺς ἐγγὺς τὰ γένη μεθίστασθαι ἐκ
τῆς πόλεως, ἄχρις ἂν ἡ πολιορκία παρέλθῃ, ἵνα μὴ ἐφορῶσιν ἐν ταῖς προσαγωγαῖς τῶν
πολεμίων τοὺς αὑτῶν παῖδας συμπροσαγομένους καὶ τὰ ἔσχατα πάσχοντας: ἐγχωρεῖ
γὰρ αὐτοὺς ἔνδον ὄντας καὶ ὑπεναντίον τι πρᾶξαι. ἐὰν δὲ ἄρα δυσχερὲς ᾖ μετὰ τῶνδε
τῶν προφάσεων ἐκπέμπειν, συνδιάγειν αὐτοὺς ὡς ἐλαχίστων μετέχοντας ἔργων καὶ
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Both Thucydides and Aeneas describe how the enemy can leverage his control over the

territory and the people who reside in it to swing the support of people otherwise outside

their control.

4.4 Violence against Non-combatants

One of the most serious problems with internal war, even in contemporary soci-

eties, is the rampant and tragic violence frequently committed against non-combatants.

Greeks considered this type of violence to be one of the most horrific and morally outra-

geous, yet unfortunately common, aspects of stasis. Since violence was so universally

condemned, it seems puzzling why factions, whose goals were to gain as many sup-

porters as possible, engaged in it so frequently. Additionally, violence often escalated

and intensified dramatically as civil strife went on. This section seeks to answer these

questions by studying the feedback mechanisms that drove violence against non-

combatants. Violence was connected to other elements, such as geographic control,

informational asymmetries, the size of factions, fear for personal security, and cultural

attitudes towards vengeance. The nonlinear interconnections between this myriad of

elements made civil war violence such a complex and pervasive phenomenon. The

structure of these relationships mattered. At both the macro, factional level and the

micro, individual level the inputs and outputs of intercommunity violence formed feed-

back loops of both types – reinforcing and balancing – which led to results which were

dynamic and unpredictable, but also long-lasting and difficult to stop. When micro-level

individual interests and macro-level group interests coincided, this compound force

exponentially increased the probability and severity of violent encounters. I begin with

πράξεων καὶ μήτε ὅπου ἔσονται μήτε ὅ τι πράξουσιν προειδέναι, καὶ ὡς ἥκιστα ἐπὶ σφῶν
αὐτῶν διατηροῦντας καὶ νύκτα καὶ ἡμέραν: καὶ ἄλλας ἐπ̓ ἄλλαις πράξεις καὶ λειτουργίας
αὐτοῖς τὸ πλῆθος ἐπιρρεῖν ἀνυπόπτως, μεθ̓ ὧν ὄντες ἐν φυλακῇ μᾶλλον ἔσονται ἢ
φυλάξουσί τι. ἔστωσαν δὲ διειλημμένοι ὡς εἰς παρατήρησιν: οὕτως γὰρ ἂν διακείμενοι
ἥκιστα ἂν δύναιντο νεωτερίσαι.
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a review of the people who engaged in such violence and the reasons for their actions.

I then conclude by addressing why cities ended up in such vicious cycles of violence in

spite of their acknowledged tragic consequences.

Oligarchs, democrats, and tyrants all committed violence against non-combatants

during civil wars. The methods employed and groups targeted, however, varied based

on the position of the perpetrators. Incumbents often relied on formal institutions, such

as courts, assemblies, or councils. They made pre-emptive strikes against members

of the general population whom they thought were likely to organize or participate in

a resistance movement before such a group actually rebelled. For example, in 406/5

a democratic faction in Gela with the support of Dionysius I of Syracuse put on trial

a number of aristocrats and sentenced them to death.28 After their conviction, they

confiscated their property. Another example comes from Corcyra in 427, when the

democrats convinced fifty oligarchs to submit to a trial in which all were found guilty and

executed.29 Both oligarchic governments of Athens, the Four Hundred and the Thirty,

also famously murdered citizens whom they thought might pose challenges to their

rule.30

Insurgent groups, on the other hand, tended to launch clandestine attacks against

the members of the ruling faction, often in conjunction with coup d’état attempts.

This type of massacre was an especially common way for tyrants to establish their

rule. Polyaenus relates that the soon-to-be tyrant of Leontini, Panaetius, sensed

dissatisfaction among the poor in the Leontine infantry while on campaign. So he led

them to the city gates where they turned on their leaders and massacred them. They

28 Diod. 13.93.2-3.
29 Th. 3.81.4.
30 Four Hundred: Th. 8.70.2; For a more detailed discussion of the massacres of the

Thirty, see Chapter 5.
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then captured the city and installed Panaetius as tyrant.31 Phalaris, a tax collector

in Agrigentum, distributed arms to prisoners, mercenaries, and strangers, and he

killed many citizens during the Thesmophoria to secure his own position as tyrant.32

Finally, the tyrant Cleinias of Croton received support from exiles and freed slaves,

then murdered aristocrats in order to establish his own position.33 If their conspiracies

succeeded, insurgents took control of the polis and thus became a new, de facto

incumbent regime. Whatever was left of the previous incumbents then became a

resistance group.

What factors shape the nature of civil violence is a question that has fascinated

modern political theorists.34 Kalyvas argues that political actors employ violence in

order to induce collaboration and that the likelihood of violence is a function of that

actor’s control or sovereignty over a specific geographic area.35 Consequently, violence

against non-combatants tends to occur when a faction has incomplete or contested

control over an area.36 If the faction has complete control, it does not need to force

collaboration. If it has no control, it does not have the means to initiate the violence. The

asymmetric distribution of information about who would collaborate with an insurgent

regime also plays a large role in Kalyvas’ model. The incumbent regime often does

not know the identity of those who either are collaborators or want to collaborate with

31 Poly. 5.47; Cf. Aristot. Pol. 1310b29 and Berger 1992, 25-26.
32 Poly. 5.1-2; Also in Aristotle Pol. 1310b28, but with little detail; Cf. Berger 1992,

15-16.
33 Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 20.7; Cf. Berger 1992, 20.
34 For a summary of some of the modern approaches to factors that affect violence

during civil war see Kalyvas 2006, 7-8.
35 Kalyvas 2006, 12.
36 Kalyvas 2006, 13.
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the insurgency. Sometimes the individuals themselves might not know until pressed

into a decision at a later point. As a result of this informational asymmetry, incumbents

initiate violence against a pool of citizens, who are usually targeted selected for political,

economic, or personal reasons, in order to send a message to rest of the population.

Incumbents often offer rewards to citizens for denouncing insurgents to overcome this

informational gap.

Three macro-level strategic reasons stand out that explain why factions in ancient

Greek civil wars thought their violence would shape collaboration: 1) They expected

to kill off large numbers of potential enemies. 2) They expected to intimidate neutral

or on-the-fence community members into remaining uninvolved in the conflict. 3) They

expected to kill rival leaders and disrupt the other faction’s organizational structure.

First, when factions possessed accurate information, they often thought they had a

strategic opportunity to kill a large portion of their potential opponents. In dispassionate

systems terms: they expected to remove a large quantity of the inimical population

stock from the system entirely. For example, Xenophon reports that, despite the

extreme impiety of the act, the anti-Spartan faction in Corinth decided to launch its

violent assault during the last day of the Eucleia festival “because they thought they

would be able to capture more men (πλείους) to kill in the agora.”37 The case of

the Corcyraean stasis provides another telling example. When the oligarchs fled

from their homes and sought refuge at the sanctuary of Hera, it created a situation of

informational symmetry. The oligarchic faction had signalled themselves as enemies

by gathering together and sequestering themselves in a single, easily-controlled

geographic area.38 The democrats did not have to conduct intelligence gathering

37 Xen. Hell. 4.4.2: ἐκεῖνοι δ᾽ Εὐκλείων τὴν τελευταίαν προείλοντο, ὅτι πλείους ἂν
ᾤοντο λαβεῖν ἐν τῇ ἀγορᾷ, ὥστε ἀποκτεῖναι.
38 Th. 3.75.5.
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to determine the identities of their enemies or use indiscriminate violence to prevent

them from organizing. The democrats thus thought they could eliminate most of their

opposition in a single massacre. Although some five-hundred oligarchs escaped and

fled to the mainland, the democrats with the help of the Athenians later defeated them

in battle a second time and murdered the rest in a similar fashion.39 Thucydides

concludes the chapter on the Corcyraean stasis with this chilling summary: “And

so the stasis, which had become so great, came to an end, at least as far as this

war is concerned. For there was no longer any significant portion of the other side

remaining.”40 While Diodorus reports that a new round of stasis occurred in Corcyra

in 410/9 and the massacres had not eradicated stasis entirely from their polis, these

passages show that some factions attempted to end civil wars through mass murders.41

A second goal of such violence was to frighten and intimidate the rest of the

population into quiescence. Thucydides, for example, writes of the effects of the Four

Hundred’s murder of political dissidents: “The dēmos kept quiet and were in such

great shock that each person considered themselves lucky not to suffer any violence,

even if they remained silent.”42 Greeks expected massacres to scare citizens into

non-participation. But, violence by an incumbent, or soon-to-be incumbent, regime also

had deeper structural ramifications. Factions might also use massacres to condition

a population for a new political reality. Wolpert, for instance, argues that this was

39 Th. 4.47-48.
40 Th. 4.48.5: καὶ ἡ στάσις πολλὴ γενομένη ἐτελεύτησεν ἐς τοῦτο, ὅσα γε κατὰ τὸν

πόλεμον τόνδε: οὐ γὰρ ἔτι ἦν ὑπόλοιπον τῶν ἑτέρων ὅτι καὶ ἀξιόλογον.
41 Hornblower 1996, 120, points out that Diodorus’ description of the stasis in 410 is

highly imitative of Thucydides’ narrative from 427-25 and it is possible that the episode
is either “straight fiction” or a minor event elevated by Diodorus so he could write his
own Corcyraean stasis.
42 Th. 8.66.2: ἡσυχίαν εἶχεν ὁ δῆμος καὶ κατάπληξιν τοιαύτην ὥστε κέρδος ὁ μὴ

πάσχων τι βίαιον, εἰ καὶ σιγῴη, ἐνόμιζεν.
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the goal of the Thirty tyrants’ spree of violence early in their reign.43 Contrary to

traditional pathological depictions, he sees the Thirty’s violence as quite logical and

strategic. Since the Spartans unilaterally imposed the regime of the Thirty on the city

and it lacked the level of participation found in democracies and other contemporary

oligarchies, the Thirty could not permit any opposition whatsoever. They consequently

engaged in violence as a constructive effort to secure their new regime through fear

and intimidation. He writes: “Violence serves not only to eliminate opposition and

potential opposition, but also recondition the population so that it accepts its new role

as political subjects.”44 The violence restructured the Thirty’s asymmetrical control over

the Athenian population. It was a mechanism that potentially allowed a small faction that

otherwise lacked the requisite support or manpower to control a larger political body.

A third goal of non-military violence was to disrupt the leadership structure of

the opposition. One faction hoped that by killing off the leading members of the other

faction that the movement as a whole would collapse. The tyrant Thrasybulus of

Miltetus advocated such a strategy in an anecdote from Herodotus. He allegedly

advised Periander that to prevent insurrection against his rule, he should kill the most

outstanding members of his community. He famously indicated this advice by walking

around his fields with Periander’s messenger and chopping off the tallest of his wheat

plants (Hdt. 5.92). Thus he advises that the best way to prevent resistance to his rule is

to kill potential civic leaders even before they can become a threat. The Thirty targeted

a portion of their massacres against “those whom they thought it would be difficult to

suppress and who would be able to mobilize the greatest number of people willing to

43 Wolpert 2006, 220-21.
44 Wolpert 2006, 221.
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act against their regime.”45 Critias justifies this strategy to Theramenes by stating that

“Those who wish to gain more power can little afford not to remove the people who are

most able to stop them.”46

Targeting opposition leaders had mixed results. The Theban democrats success-

fully assassinated the pro-Spartan Leontiades and his fellow polemarchs who had been

in control of the city in 378 (Xen. Hell. 5.4.2-7). The next morning the rest of the pro-

Spartan faction and the Spartan garrison decided to surrender and leave the acropolis

(Xen. Hell. 5.4.7-12). In other cases the strategy proved less effective. The Corcyraean

oligarchs hoped that the murder of Peithias and sixty other democrats would dismantle

the pro-Athenian faction (Th. 3.70). Some of Peithias’ party escaped to an Athenian

trireme, but even without their presence, democratic partisans were able to defeat the

oligarchs in battle within the city (Th. 3.73-74). Likewise, the deaths of Aristagoras and

Histiaeus had little impact on the Ionian Revolt. The war continued in much the same

way as before for at least two years following their deaths.

Although violence had strategic value, it was not entirely driven by top-down forces.

Individuals, though participants in a faction, might still act violently because of their

own personal motivations. Individuals were especially prone to act violently when they

perceived their actions as complementary to the goals of the movement as a whole or

found themselves in opportune situations created by the unique circumstances of civil

war. Fisher makes this point in his article on hubris and stasis:

45 Xen. Hell. 2.3.14: οὓς ἐνόμιζον ἥκιστα μὲν παρωθουμένους ἀνέχεσθαι, ἀντιπράττειν
δέ τι ἐπιχειροῦντας πλείστους ἂν τοὺς συνεθέλοντας λαμβάνειν. Krentz 1995, 126 sug-
gests that Xenophon’s presentation of this strategy makes the Thirty appear tyrannical
based on the similarities to the Herodotus anecdote. I favor such a reading, though
would also note that targeting opposition leaders was a widespread tactic, practiced also
by those not otherwise considered tyrannical.
46 Xen. Hell. 2.3.16: οὐκ ἐγχωροίη τοῖς πλεονεκτεῖν βουλομένοις μὴ οὐκ ἐκποδὼν

ποιεῖσθαι τοὺς ἱκανωτάτους διακωλύειν.
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The willingness to engage in mass killings may reflect deep collective
hatreds, whether based on class, race, ethnicity, or religion; but it also often
reflects more personal hatreds, engendered by individual slights, quarrels, or
lasting feuds inside the community.47

To overlook these motivations, he argues, would oversimplify the phenomenon.48 Kaly-

vas argues that modern studies of civil war have similarly overlooked the importance of

intracommunity dynamics: “Individuals are treated as constituting an entity that must be

‘won’ by political actors, but that entity remains undifferentiated and monolithic.”49

Individual motivation was thus just as responsible for propagating violence as

macro-level, strategic motivations were. The catalyst that instigated the initial wave of vi-

olence in Corcyra was the conviction of five rich citizens for religious violations and their

huge punitive sanction (Th. 3.70.4-6). The personal interests of these five influential

citizens – revenge on Peithias and relief from their new financial burden – aligned with

the strategic interests of their larger oligarchic and pro-Corinthian faction and so they

violently attacked Peithias and other councilmen to seize control. Personal vendettas

also combined with strategic interests for the democrats in their two massacres of the

oligarchs. Thucydides describes their motivations for the first round of murders in 427

as follows: “The Corcyraeans began murdering those of their own citizens whom they

considered enemies. Though they charged them with destroying the democracy, some

died because of private enmity and others were killed by those to whom they owed

47 Fisher 2000, 84.
48 Fisher 2000, 112.
49 Kalyvas 2006, 11.
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money.” 50 The fact that debtors killed their creditors is especially informative. The vio-

lent context of the civil war provided them with a fortuitous opportunity to obtain revenge

and relieve their debt that was unavailable during times of stability.

The Corcyraean massacres in 425 and the resolution of the Theban stasis in 378

followed a similar pattern. Personal vendettas and private interests influenced the

targets of the finals acts of violence at Corcyra: “The prisoners were led out in groups

of twenty men through two columns of hoplites drawn up on each side. Bound together,

they were beaten and stabbed anytime someone in one of the columns saw a personal

enemy (εἴ πού τίς τινα ἴδοι ἐχθρὸν ἑαυτοῦ).”51 In Thebes, the anti-Spartan faction snuck

into the city, assassinated Leontiades, and with the help of the Athenian army forced the

Spartan garrison and pro-Spartan faction to surrender the acropolis in exchange for safe

passage out of the city. Their procession, however, allowed the anti-Spartan Thebans

to identify, seize, and kill “all those they recognized as enemies.”52 The Athenians

tried secretly to help some of them, but the Thebans decided to kill even the children

of those they massacred. Participants in violence of this kind thus took advantage of

the breakdown of social norms caused by the civil strife to satisfy their own personal

vendettas in a visceral way they normally could not. This convergence of micro and

macro level interests was perhaps one reason why stasis, especially in Corcyra, proved

such a particularly violent phenomenon.

50 Th. 3.81.4: Κερκυραῖοι σφῶν αὐτῶν τοὺς ἐχθροὺς δοκοῦντας εἶναι ἐφόνευον, τὴν
μὲν αἰτίαν ἐπιφέροντες τοῖς τὸν δῆμον καταλύουσιν, ἀπέθανον δέ τινες καὶ ἰδίας ἔχθρας
ἕνεκα, καὶ ἄλλοι χρημάτων σφίσιν ὀφειλομένων ὑπὸ τῶν λαβόντων.
51 Th. 4.47.3: ἐξάγοντες κατὰ εἴκοσιν ἄνδρας διῆγον διὰ δυοῖν στοίχοιν ὁπλιτῶν

ἑκατέρωθεν παρατεταγμένων, δεδεμένους τε πρὸς ἀλλήλους καὶ παιομένους καὶ
κεντουμένους ὑπὸ τῶν παρατεταγμένων, εἴ πού τίς τινα ἴδοι ἐχθρὸν ἑαυτοῦ.
52 Hell. 5.4.12: ἐξιόντων μέντοι, ὅσους ἐπέγνωσαν τῶν ἐχθρῶν ὄντας,

συλλαμβάνοντες ἀπέκτειναν.
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Factions engaging in violence hoped most of the time that their actions would end

the civil conflict in their favor and leave them without future opposition. The death and

fear inflicted by such violence created a feedback loop aimed at reinforcing a factions’

control over a polis, but balancing the need for future violence. Deaths reduced the

pool of potential opponents and the fear of succumbing to a similar fate increased the

remaining community members’ likelihood of collaborating with the violent regime.

Each of these outcomes increased the violent factions’ manpower ratio relative to

their opponents and theoretically reduced the necessity of further violence. There are

some examples from Greek history where the fear and death loops seem to have had

the desired balancing effect. When the Megarian oligarchs returned to power in 424,

they forced an assembly to condemn 100 men to death, personal enemies and those

who were likely collaborators with Athens (Th. 4.74.3). Despite this citizen massacre,

Thucydides states that their newly established oligarchic government lasted for a very

long time (πλεῖστον δὴ χρόνον...ξυνέμεινεν, 4.74.4).

The mass killings, however, often had unexpected consequences. Sometimes it

had the opposite effect and actually increased the amount of resistance. Massacres

engendered feelings of moral outrage, illegitimacy, hostility, and vengeance against the

perpetrators. Aristotle, for example, asserts that the poor are willing to remain neutral

during civil strife, even when they have no share in the government, provided that no

one commits hubris against them or confiscates their property.53 These feelings incited

more people to join in resistance or commit their own acts of violence, which created

a feedback loop that only reinforced the desire for further civil war and violence (See

Figure 4-5). When outrage at at these violations of social and political norms drove

more community members to collaborate with the perpetrators’ opponents, the violent

53 Pol. 4.13.8, 1297b: ἐθέλουσι γὰρ οἱ πένητες καὶ μὴ μετέχοντες τῶν τιμῶν ἡσυχίαν
ἔχειν, ἐὰν μήτε ὑβρίζῃ τις αὐτοὺς μήτε ἀφαιρῆται μηθὲν τῆς οὐσίας.
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faction’s overall control decreased. This decrease in control increased the need for

further violence by the same faction to try to cover the newly created gap.

Neutral

Citizens

Insurgents

+
Incumbents

+

Massacres

Deaths - Hostility

- Vengeance
Insecurity

-

Figure 4-5. Violence against non-combatants

Those victimized or outraged by the acts of violence also had their own motivations

to continue and even escalate the cycle of violence. The concept of τιμωρία is one that

modern and ancient scholars have seen as fundamental to understanding Greek cycles

of violence. Personal slights or violent acts committed by one party against another

invited a reprisal in kind. Revenge might be aimed at a group as a whole or at individual

members within a group. A poem from the Theognis corpus demonstrates the reciprocal

attitude inimical factions had towards one another. The poet writes, “Zeus, let me inflict

sorrow in return for sorrow...Allow me to drink their dark blood.”54 Alcaeus (fr. 129.14-

19) recalls an oath that his and Pittacus’ faction swore together to fight Myrsilus’ faction

to the death in reprisal for their attack: “Once we swore… that we would either die and

lie wrapped in earth, killed by the men who then attacked us, or that we would kill them

instead.”55

54 Theognis 344, 349: δοίην τ᾽ ἀντ᾽ ἀνιῶν ἀνίας...τῶν εἴη μέλαν αἷμα πιεῖν. Cf.
Van Wees 2008, 13-15.
55 Translation from Van Wees 2008, 18.
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Fisher has traced the role that acts of hubris in particular played in creating internal

instability and civil wars.56 His focus on hubris is especially enlightening in the repre-

sentations of stasis in Athenian drama.57 The vicious cycle of murders in the Oresteia,

for instance, lead to the formation of various violent factions. Cassandra compares the

Furies to a drunken group of revellers (Lib. 1086-90) and an insatiable stasis (1117-18).

The Furies refer to themselves as a stasis (Eum. 311). A group of avenging conspirators

call themselves a stasis as well (Lib. 111, 458-60). In these fictionalized versions of

civil strife, the reader observes how a single act of violence or hubris can cause a chain

reaction that involves the entire city. Additionally, Cohen has argued that the logic of

feuding could subvert traditional social connections or political institutions in service

of obtaining vengeance.58 The very institutions intended to mollify internal tensions

became the vehicle through which stasis operated and thrived. The Megarians used

an assembly to condemn their political opponents to death (Th. 4.74). Corcyraean oli-

garchs tried to prosecute the democratic leader, Peithias, in court for enslaving the city

to Athens, but Peithias was acquitted and countersued them for an excessively-punitive

religious violations instead (Th. 3.70).

Thucydides composed his own summary of how vengeance loops affected the

behavior of Greek citizens during stasis in his excursus on Corcyra. He writes that

“getting revenge (ἀντιτιμωρήσασθαί) became more important that protecting one’s self”

and that ”because of their conflict with each other [stasiōtai] tried to emerge victorious

by any means possible. Though they committed some very terrible actions, those

56 Fisher 2000 and Fisher 1992, 25-31, 68-81, 126-30, 207-16, 493-500.
57 Fisher 2000, 101-103.
58 Cohen 1995, 25-33.
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they committed in revenge were somehow even worse.”59 As a result, it was nearly

impossible for these staseis of the Peloponnesian War to come to any end:

For there was no secure promise, nor venerable oath that people feared
to break. Everyone had come to the conclusion that it was hopeless to
expect a permanent settlement and so, instead of being able to feel confident
in others, they devoted their energies to providing against being injured
themselves.60

Greek citizens therefore became stuck in a reinforcing feedback loop. The importance of

personal and group honor demanded that acts of hubris and other violence be met with

a response in kind.

One can observe this vicious cycle of reprisals in the historical narratives as well.

Corcyra in 427 is, of course, the quintessential example. The violence began with the

oligarchs’ decision to break into the Council and murder of Peithias and sixty other

democratic leaders (Th. 3.70). The democrats later repaid this initial act of violence

with their own spree of violence – exponentially greater in the quantity of citizens killed

and the ferocity of their violence (3.81). During the first round of murders in 427, the

democrats likely killed more than 400 oligarchs.61 They first attacked them as they

disembarked from the warships and as they came out of the temple ostensibly to stand

trial. Some of the oligarchs hung themselves on trees and found other ways to commit

suicide rather face the massacre. Those remaining in the temple faced even worse

fates. Thucydides describes the massacre:

59 Th. 3.82.7: ἀντιτιμωρήσασθαί τέ τινα περὶ πλείονος ἦν ἢ αὐτὸν μὴ προπαθεῖν;
3.82.8: παντὶ δὲ τρόπῳ ἀγωνιζόμενοι ἀλλήλων περιγίγνεσθαι ἐτόλμησάν τε τὰ δεινότατα
ἐπεξῇσάν τε τὰς τιμωρίας ἔτι μείζους.
60 Th. 3.83.2: οὐ γὰρ ἦν ὁ διαλύσων οὔτε λόγος ἐχυρὸς οὔτε ὅρκος φοβερός,

κρείσσους δὲ ὄντες ἅπαντες λογισμῷ ἐς τὸ ἀνέλπιστον τοῦ βεβαίου μὴ παθεῖν μᾶλλον
προυσκόπουν ἢ πιστεῦσαι ἐδύναντο.
61 Th. 3.75; Cf. Lintott 1982, 109.
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Every form of death occurred and, in the way that this situation usually goes,
the violence went to the most extreme lengths possible. Fathers killed their
sons, men were torn away from the temples or killed on the spot, and some
were even walled up inside the temple of Dionysus and left to die.62

The second round of massacres in 425 was just as bad. Some of the captured oligarchs

were forced to walk through a line of hoplites who stabbed each of their personal

enemies (4.47). The rest refused to leave their prison, so the democrats removed the

roof and began pelting them with roof tiles and shooting them with arrows (4.48). The

oligarchs also began to hang themselves with their bedding and clothing or slit their own

throats with the arrows that missed their mark. Thucydides claims that by the end of

this episode, the entirety of their faction had been killed – perhaps over 1,000 people in

total.63

Civil war at Cumae in the late sixth century provides an example of cyclical violence

from Magna Graecia.64 The Cumaean aristocrats in 504, fearing the popularity of

Aristodemus with the demos, tried to eliminate him and “the worst” members of the

city by sending them on a military expedition in unseaworthy ships. They hoped that

the ships would sink and take with them any chances of an insurgency against their

oligarchic government. Aristodemus and his army, however, survived the journey

and returned with extra mercenary support to overthrow their regime. While he was

making a speech in the Cumaean council exposing the aristocrats’ treachery, his faction

engaged in massacres of their own. They killed aristocrats in the agora and even some

in the council chamber itself. Those who escaped from the slaughter were forced into

62 Th. 3.81.5: πᾶσά τε ἰδέα κατέστη θανάτου, καὶ οἷον φιλεῖ ἐν τῷ τοιούτῳ γίγνεσθαι,
οὐδὲν ὅτι οὐ ξυνέβη καὶ ἔτι περαιτέρω. καὶ γὰρ πατὴρ παῖδα ἀπέκτεινε καὶ ἀπὸ τῶν
ἱερῶν ἀπεσπῶντο καὶ πρὸς αὐτοῖς ἐκτείνοντο, οἱ δέ τινες καὶ περιοικοδομηθέντες ἐν
τοῦ Διονύσου τῷ ἱερῷ ἀπέθανον.
63 Lintott 1982, 109.
64 Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 7.3-8; Plut. Virt. Mul. 261.
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exile. After these events, Aristodemus was named strategos autokrator and promised to

redistribute the aristocrats’ land to the dēmos, to cancel debts, and to allow freedom of

speech (isegoria) and political freedom (eleutheria). The stasis did not end at that point,

though. The children of the massacred aristocrats had been sent off to the countryside

to perform “women’s work.” Once they came of age, however, they joined together

with some of the aristocratic exiles who were living in nearby Capua and launched an

insurgency against Aristodemus. They began raiding the Cumaean countryside and

gradually amassed a larger and larger force due to recruitments of freed slaves and

prisoners. Eventually they were able to sneak their way into the city during a festival

while everyone was drunk. They assassinated Aristodemus and initiated a final wave

of massacres against his supporters. The next day the insurgents held an assembly

and announced the city would return to its patrios politeia, which presumably meant an

oligarchic constitution.

The civil strife that began in Corinth in 392 provides one final example of these two

conflicting loops in action. After the anti-Spartan coalition was defeated at Coroneia, two

factions emerged in Corinth. One group, consisting mostly of the more wealthy citizens,

were eager to make peace with Sparta. The other group, however, were fervently anti-

Spartan and were planning to install a democratic government in the city with the help

of Argos. The democrats organized the murder of many leading members of the pro-

Spartan faction during the festival of Eukleia.65 Five hundred of the pro-Spartan citizens

escaped the massacre, however. These men eventually returned to the city, but they did

not forget their hostility toward the members of the opposing faction. When the Spartans

came to attack Corinth, they helped betray the long walls outside the city to allow the

Spartans unrestricted movement across the Corinthian countryside. The democrats

at Corinth eventually fled the city and gave up the democratic constitution following

65 Xen. Hell. 4.4.1-3. The festival likely took place around Feb or Mar of 392.
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the Peace of Antalcidas, which forced the Argive garrison that had been supporting

their faction out of the city. So, while the massacres provided the democrats with the

short-term suppression of their rival faction, it could not achieve any long-term stability

because of the negative feedback it had created.

4.5 Military Conflict

Battles formed one final critical, feedback-driven subsystem. The probability of a

factions’ success in military conflict depended on several of the previously-examined

elements, such as the number of armed troops it could field and the geographic location

it controlled. Yet, the outcome of a military engagement affected the outcome of future

battles and other elements in the stasis system. Factions victorious in battle were

far more likely to receive increased support from both internal and external sources.

Defeated factions were more likely to collapse. In fact, because of their high stakes

and cultural importance, the outcomes of battles were perhaps the most influential

and persuasive informational products of Greek civil wars. In the few cases where we

have quantitative data, exponential growths and decays in popular support follow the

resolutions of military conflicts. After the Ionian sack of Sardis, the number of cities

participating in the revolt against the Persians nearly doubled, increasing from 18 to

30, even factoring in the withdrawal of Athens and Eretria.66 Thrasybulus’ army in 403

grew exponentially after his military victory at Munichia.67 Why did battles have such

importance for the development of an internal conflict? An analysis of its relational

connections and their feedback loops provides the answers. In this section, I first

examine the feedback mechanisms connected with pitched battles. Then, I conclude

66 Hdt. 5.99; 103-104.
67 Xen. Hell. 2.4.28; Athēnaiōn Politeia 38.3; Diod. 14.33.4. See Chapter 5 for quanti-

tative estimates for that growth.
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with a discussion of how feedback loops can explain the influence of battle results, even

in cases where neither side lost very many troops.

Victory in Greek land and urban combat depended on two main factors: the number

of armed troops and the terrain. As an anecdote from Polyaenus suggests and Krentz

has argued based on data from Greek historians, Greek armies rarely engaged one

another unless the ratio was somewhere between 1:1 and 3:2.68 Sometimes, however,

an outnumbered army might have a geographic advantage that could compensate

for its manpower deficiency. Thrasybulus, for example, took advantage of the narrow

streets and the high ground of Munychion hill to defeat the army of the Three Thousand

that likely outnumbered him by more than two times.69 Thucydides claims that the

Corcyraean democrats were able to defeat the Corcyraean oligarchs in battle due

to the strength of their position and their numerical superiority (Th. 3.74.1: νικᾷ ὁ

δῆμος χωρίων τε ἰσχύι καὶ πλήθει προύχων). As we have seen, however, both of these

elements – manpower support and geographic control – were part of their own feedback

subsystems. In order for a faction to attempt a military engagement, it needed an

already existing flow of manpower, enough to exert at least temporary control over a

specific physical terrain.

One of the outputs of a military conflict was increased territorial control for the

victorious party and decreased for the losers. Factions often engaged in battles in order

to challenge the geographic control of the other group. A routed army was forced to

retreat physically from the area of the battle in order to preserve their lives. The faction

needed to regroup in a different geographic area entirely if it wanted to continue the

68 Krentz 2007, 170. Polyaen. Strat. 2.10.4 tells of Cleandridas who tried to conceal
the fact that he had one and half times the number of men his enemy did, fearing that
they might not engage him and he would not be able to exploit his manpower advan-
tage.
69 For more on this battle, see Chapter 5.
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civil war. This retreat gave the victors not only physical, but also ideological dominance

over the contested location. Victorious insurgents became in a sense the new de facto

incumbents of that territory. At Corcyra, for example, after the oligarchs lost their battle,

they also lost control over their own arms and property. Rather than allow the democrats

to seize possession it, they decided to burn everything down around the agora on their

retreat from the city (Th. 3.74.2). When the democrats later armed against them a

second time, they fled as suppliants to the sanctuary of Hera, losing complete control of

the rest of the city. Finally, after the massacre of those at the sanctuary, the remainder of

the oligarchs fled the polis entirely. They launched piratical attacks against the city first

from across the strait of Sybota and later from Mt. Istone on the island (Th. 3.85).

The outcome of a battle had repercussions beyond just geographic control, how-

ever. The results of battles also broadcast valuable information to local community

members and even external participants in the civil war. First, they communicated the

relative strength of each side in the conflict. Participants in the war, especially those

interested primarily in their own security, had a strong personal interest to support

whichever side was eventually going to win the war. Individuals projected the outcome

of one battle forward and assumed that the result of one battle would probably predict

the outcome of future battles as well. The Megarian stasis of 424, examined at the

beginning of Chapter 4, provides an excellent example. The perceived outcome of the

battle between the Athenians and Spartans essentially determined which faction had the

upper hand inside the city. The interconnections of reinforcing feedback loops suggest

Greeks were probably correct in attaching such weight to military engagements. The

defeated side in a hoplite battle typically lost around two or three times more men than

the victors, sometimes as much as 20% of their total force in a standard battle.70 Even

70 Krentz 1985, 18-19. The average ratio of losses according to his calculations is
1:2.9.
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if their opponents did not attract any new supporters because of their victory, this greater

loss of manpower already put them at an even more significant disadvantage than in the

first battle, which they lost. Predictions about the future weakness of one side also often

became self-fulfilling prophecies. Since few would want to join a side they calculated

would lose a civil war, the losing side found with themselves lacking enough manpower

to fight another pitched battle and contest any territory over which they lost control.

These dynamics are visualized in Figure 4-6.

Neutral

Citizens

Insurgents

+

Incumbents

DeathsBattle
Victory

Defeat

- Geographic control

- Probability of success

- Legitimacy

+

Figure 4-6. Military conflict

Finally, because of the cultural importance Greeks placed on warfare, especially

hoplite battles, factions could argue that victory in battle signified the legitimacy and

piety of their regime or the illegitimacy and impiety of their opponents, allowing them to

attract even more new support. One can observe the conflation between military power

and legitimacy in attempts by cities to set up constitutions where the citizenry or deliber-

ative body was composed only of a certain military class. Thucydides claims that after

the Four Hundred were overthrown, the Athenians voted that the Five Thousand should

include all those who could provide themselves with hoplite equipment (8.97.1).71 The

Old Oligarch argues that the poor and the dēmos in Athens deserve to have a greater

71 Brock 1989, 162-63, argues that they actually likely numbered more than 5,000,
perhaps closer to the figure of 9,000 given by Polystratus (Lys. 20.13). The term Five
Thousand was thus only an ideological slogan and not a reflection of the true size of the
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share of the political power than the well-born and the rich because it is the dēmos who

row the ships and provide the city with its military power.72 The Athenian in Plato’s

Laws proposes that public officials should only be chosen from a pool of those who

carry arms either as cavalry or infantry.73 Finally, Aristotle argues in the Politics that

ideally the hoplite class should possess political power. He writes, “a politeia should only

consist of those who possess heavy arms.”74 He later adds that in his ideal politeia the

military and deliberative element should consist of the same group of people because:

“those who have control of arms also have control over whether the constitution will

change.”75

The presence of feedback mechanisms helps explain some of the most puzzling

questions about the nature of Greek stasis, especially those that involved either expo-

nential behavior (reinforcing loops) or equilibrium (balancing loops). Feedback loops

show how seemingly minor, everyday events could spark city-wide strife that lasted

hoplite franchise. For a discussion of the discrepancy in the figures, see Gomme et al.
1981, 329.
72 Xen. [Ath. Pol.] 1.2: πρῶτον μὲν οὖν τοῦτο ἐρῶ, ὅτι δικαίως <δοκοῦσιν> αὐτόθι

[καὶ] οἱ πένητες καὶ ὁ δῆμος πλέον ἔχειν τῶν γενναίων καὶ τῶν πλουσίων διὰ τόδε, ὅτι ὁ
δῆμός ἐστιν ὁ ἐλαύνων τὰς ναῦς καὶ ὁ τὴν δύναμιν περιτιθεὶς τῇ πόλει, καὶ οἱ κυβερνῆται
καὶ οἱ κελευσταὶ καὶ οἱ πεντηκόνταρχοι καὶ οἱ πρῳρᾶται καὶ οἱ ναυπηγοί, — οὗτοί εἰσιν οἱ
τὴν δύναμιν περιτιθέντες τῇ πόλει πολὺ μᾶλλον ἢ οἱ ὁπλῖται καὶ οἱ γενναῖοι καὶ οἱ χρηστοί.
Marr and Rhodes 2008, 62-63, suggest that the Old Oligarch is engaging with contem-
porary anti-democratic political theories which argued that political rights should be re-
stricted to just the hoplite class, since the power and security of the polis depended on
them.
73 Laws 753b: πάντες μὲν κοινωνούντων τῆς τῶν ἀρχόντων αἱρέσεως ὁπόσοιπερ ἂν

ὅπλα ἱππικὰ ἢ πεζικὰ τιθῶνται καὶ πολέμου κεκοινωνήκωσιν ἐν ταῖς σφετέραις αὐτῶν τῆς
ἡλικίας δυνάμεσιν.
74 4.13.7, 1297b: δεῖ δὲ τὴν πολιτείαν εἶναι μὲν ἐκ τῶν τὰ ὅπλα ἐχόντων μόνον.
75 7.9.5, 1329a: οἱ γὰρ τῶν ὅπλων κύριοι καὶ τοῦ μένειν ἢ μὴ μένειν κύριοι τὴν

πολιτείαν.
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anywhere from days to years in length. They indicate why conflicts could last for such

long periods of time and why they could reemerge after periods of stability. They reveal

why violence in stasis escalated to such unprecedented levels and why it often trans-

gressed typical social conventions. Finally, feedback models provide a way to analyze

the complex nonlinearities of civil war. It is a framework for organizing a multiplicity of

causes and effects.

In Chapter 4 I have focused on the dynamics of subsystems within an individual

conflict. But what about the phenomenon of stasis at a macro-historical level? Was

its outbreak in Greek cities also subject to system dynamics? Let us conclude with a

brief reflection on Greek stasis from a diachronic perspective. Historical data compiled

by Ruschenbusch and Hansen for incidents of stasis from the years 600 - 325 BCE

suggest that the frequency of civil war generally increased over time, but that there was

a dramatic spike during the years of the Peloponnesian War.76 I have compiled the

data in Table 4-1 and graphed it in Figure 4-7. How can we explain this observation?

Thucydides argues that the dissemination of knowledge about other civil wars was at

least partially responsible for this explosion of stasis:

So stasis broke out in many of the cities and in places where the conflict
occurred later, the knowledge of what had happened in previous civil wars

76 Ruschenbusch 1978, 55-61 and Hansen and Nielsen 2004, 1361-62. I use all data
provided by Ruschenbusch and those incidents of stasis which can be dated within
a twenty year window from Hansen and Nielsen. I prefer the data from Hansen and
Nielsen over that from Gehrke 1985 for four reasons. Gehrke’s study does not include
data from before the year 500. It does not include data from Athens or the Greek cities
of Sicily and Magna Graecia. Gehrke considers stasis as a phenomenon that typically
took only a few days (Gehrke 1985, 257) and therefore treats consecutive attacks be-
tween the same groups of people as separate incidents instead of as different phases
of a single conflict. Finally, Gehrke counts every change in constitution as a stasis even
when there is no evidence of factions or any type of conflict. See Hansen and Nielsen
2004, 125 n.14.
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caused an excess of new revolutionary plans to seize power by using
stratagems and unprecedented acts of revenge.77

The dynamics he describes are quite remarkable. Just the knowledge that stasis was

occurring elsewhere allegedly increased in the total number of staseis across the Greek

world. The pattern constitutes a textbook reinforcing loop. An output of stasis, the

information that it has occurred, is used as an input to create more stasis. The increase

in the frequency of stasis over the course of the Peloponnesian War was also tied to the

ready availability of external support from Athens and Sparta. Athens and Sparta were

each eager to provide support to a faction in order to secure that polis’ support in the

Peloponnesian War. Their readiness to intervene provided a reliable flow of manpower

and other resources for factions who planned to engage in civil strife and who found

themselves in need of external support once stasis broke out. Thucydides thus provides

a coherent feedback model to explain not only the microdynamics that drove stasis

within a single city, but also the macrodynamics that drove the spread of stasis across

the Greek world.

Table 4-1. Incidents of stasis by quarter century, 600-325 BCE
Quarter Century Ruschenbusch Hansen
600-575 2 3
574-550 3 6
549-525 0 2
524-500 1 7
499-475 1 14
474-450 2 12
449-425 10 25
424-400 38 61
399-375 12 35
374-350 21 30
349-325 36

77 Th. 3.82.3: ἐστασίαζέ τε οὖν τὰ τῶν πόλεων, καὶ τὰ ἐφυστερίζοντά που πύστει
τῶν προγενομένων πολὺ ἐπέφερε τὴν ὑπερβολὴν τοῦ καινοῦσθαι τὰς διανοίας τῶν τ᾽
ἐπιχειρήσεων περιτεχνήσει καὶ τῶν τιμωριῶν ἀτοπίᾳ.
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Figure 4-7. Incidents of stasis by quarter century, 600-325 BCE
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CHAPTER 5
CASE STUDY: THE ATHENIAN CIVIL WAR OF 404/3

Thrasybulus’ campaign of 404/3 to overthrow the oligarchic government of the

Thirty in Athens involved one of the most dramatic examples of the growth of an

insurgent force. For the first few months of their reign of terror, there was no sign of

organized opposition to the Thirty. In January 403, however, Thrasybulus began the

armed resistance by marching out from Thebes with less than 100 men. For the four

or five months that they remained at Phyle, their numbers grew slowly. Then, after

winning a battle against the Thirty at Munichia, all of a sudden their support increased

exponentially. They eventually recruited enough insurgents to threaten a siege against

the city and even met the Spartan army in battle. In only eight months their manpower

grew from less than 100 to over 4000 – an astounding growth rate. The trend was not

linear, but exponential. Table 5-1 and Figure 5-1 display the data for the growth of the

insurgency.1 Athens in 403 consequently provides an excellent case study to examine

the dynamics of exponential growth during stasis. It is relatively well-documented, and

it is one of the few civil wars for which we have quantitative manpower data at various

different stages of the conflict.2 This evidence provides an opportunity not only to

1 The derivation of this data is explained below in the Net Population Change sections
of each phase.

2 While the accuracy of numbers provided by ancient historians, especially concern-
ing army sizes, is notoriously questionable, the value of quantitative data to this study
comes not from their specificity, but from the trends they illustrate. I am interested pri-
marily in the exponential growth pattern of Thrasybulus’ army and not necessarily in the
precise value of any given figure. That is not to say that these numbers were unimpor-
tant to those who fought in the civil war. As shown in Chapter 2, the number of people
who supported and fought for each side had a significant impact on the outcome of the
war. Xenophon also thought faction sizes important enough to include the numbers in
his narrative. I am also not suggesting that we should ignore the historiographical prob-
lems of such figures. In each section I assess the probable accuracy of every number
as thoroughly as possible. In the end, I believe our sources provide a reasonable repre-
sentation of the overall trends in the civil war’s population dynamics.
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observe insurgent growth trends over time, but also to match that data with specific

systems of cause and effect.

Moreover, I argue that outcome of this civil war was by no means inevitable. With

the clarity of hindsight we might see a clear democratic tradition in Athens stretching

virtually unbroken from Cleisthenes to Alexander with only two brief oligarchic interrup-

tions in 411 and 404/3 under the pressures of the Peloponnesian War. For those living

in Athens from late 404 through early 403, however, a long-term oligarchic government

under the Thirty must have seemed like a very real, if not the most likely, possibility. If

the contemporary Athenians expected a swift return to democratic government, more

would have immediately flocked to Thrasybulus as soon as he took Phyle.3 Even when

he marched to Piraeus, the Thirty still outnumbered him more than three to one. It only

3 Teegarden offers the most recent explanation for the successful democratic mo-
bilization. In his article, he argues that the oath of Demophantos, sworn by the entire
dēmos following the overthrow of the Four Hundred in 410, “was in fact largely respon-
sible for the successful mobilization against the Thirty” (Teegarden 2012, 457). In his
subsequent book, however, he tempers his conclusion, saying that “the successful mo-
bilization against the Thirty Tyrants should be attributed, in part, to the fact that all Athe-
nian swore the oath of Demophantos” (Teegarden 2014, 17). This communal oath to
resist any attempt to overthrow the democracy lowered the “revolutionary threshold” of
the majority of Athenian citizens and thus increased the likelihood that a random pro-
democratic citizen might join an insurgent group to oppose a regime change. The oath,
however, is an inadequate explanatory mechanism because it fails to account for the
temporal gap and all the events that happened in between the Thirty’s seizure of power
and the successful democratic mobilization. As Teegarden acknowledges, however,
once the Thirty came into power, they began a campaign of terror and disinformation to
suppress resistance and raise the Athenians’ revolutionary threshold. The fact that the
Thirty had the backing of the Spartans, given their recent domination of the Athenian
military, must have only increased this threshold higher. After all, when Thrasybulus
launched his insurgency, its growth remained slow for the first few months, even af-
ter an initial military victory. Were the Athenians’ thresholds low enough from the oath
alone, we would expect the insurgency to grow exponentially once the initial insurgents
appeared. Six years had passed since the swearing of the oath. Its memory alone ap-
parently had not lowered the revolutionary threshold far enough to create the immediate
cascade Teegarden’s model predicts. The evidence requires a more nuanced and de-
tailed explanation for the nature democratic mobilization.
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after Munichia that Thrasybulus experienced an exponential surge in recruits. The non-

linearity of the civil war’s population dynamics suggest that we should approach it as a

dynamic phenomenon in which participation was not a static variable. It adapted as the

war itself evolved and it is the goal of Chapter 5 to map out and explain that process.

Table 5-1. Democratic manpower figures
Month Total Manpower Hoplites Event
September 404 0 0 Thirty begin rule
January 403 c. 100 c. 58 Phyle captured
April 403 c. 700 ? Ambush of Spartan guards
May 403 c. 1000 ? Departure from Phyle

c. 1216 c. 716 Battle of Munichia
August 403 c. 4000+ c. 3500 Battle against Pausanias

Figure 5-1. Democratic manpower in 403

The growth data from Figure 5-1 suggests that there were two main points in time

when the balance of the systems changed fundamentally, resulting in an increase in

the recruitment rate of the insurgency. The first critical point occurred in January 403

when Thrasybulus started the insurgency, moved to Phyle, and defeated the army of
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the Thirty sent to stop him.4 After this event the insurgency experienced a slow period

of growth from less than 100 men to approximately 1200 at the Battle of Munichia.

The true tipping point for exponential growth, however, occurred five or six months into

the campaign, after Munichia in May or June 403. At this second critical juncture, the

insurgent recruitment rate exploded and by August they likely had over 4000 members.

What happened to change the recruitment at these two critical moments? In order to

analyze this growth pattern, I have compressed the stasis into three synchronic phases.

The three phases are:

1. Prior to the residence at Phyle (Before January 403)

2. During the residence at Phyle (January-May 403)

3. During the residence at Piraeus (After May 403)

For each of the three phases I begin by reviewing the net population changes for the

incumbent, insurgent, neutral, and external population groups. I track how many people

began, transferred, or stopped participation in each population category. The second

part of each phase analyzes the informational systems that influenced these manpower

fluctuations. For each of the three stages, I develop a systems model to help visualize

the network of causes behind the observed growth pattern. The model shows how

the Thirty’s actions to suppress resistance against their new regime had both positive

and negative effects on popular support for the insurgency. While their program of

executions, decentralization, and Spartan assistance staved off a potential stasis within

the city for a few months, those actions created the conditions under which Thrasybulus’

insurgency ultimately flourished. The coup de grace came when the Spartan army they

4 I have adapted the month-by-month chronology from Krentz 1982, 152, though with
some disagreement about the order of certain events. See the discussion on chronology
below.
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had called in for assistance switched sides because of the strength demonstrated by the

insurgents and helped reinstall a democratic government.

Before I can discuss the three phases in detail, I need first to address a few chrono-

logical problems that have a direct effect on a model of the war’s population dynamics.

The four main sources for the civil war – Xenophon, the Ath. Pol., Diodorus, and Justin

– all differ variously in their selection and order of events. Krentz provides a compara-

tive overview of these discrepancies in the appendix of his monograph on the Thirty.5

The most significant problem is determining when Thrasybulus began his insurgency

relative to the execution of Theramenes and the other tyrannical actions of the Thirty.

In Xenophon’s account, the Thirty commit a majority of their heinous acts prior to the

launch of the democratic insurgency. On the other hand, the Athēnaiōn Politeia claims

that the most tyrannical actions of the Thirty, such as the execution of Theramenes,

arrival of the Spartan garrison, and disarmament of the dēmos, only occurred after

Thrasybulus seized Phyle. Was Thrasybulus’ insurgency a response to the brutalities of

the Thirty or were the brutalities of the Thirty a response to Thrasybulus’ insurgency?

Krentz favors the interpretation of the events found in the Athēnaiōn Politeia and

puts the arrival of the Spartan garrison and atrocities of the Thirty after Thrasybulus

captured Phyle. He prefers the Athēnaiōn Politeia (and its probable source, the Hel-

lenica Oxyrhynchia) to Xenophon because it offers “a good explanation of the need

for the Spartan garrison.’’6 Since the Thirty wanted to create a lasting oligarchic gov-

ernment they would not have tried to bring in the Spartan garrison until after a military

threat emerged because of the negative impression the foreign troops would make on

the Athenian populace. He also suggests that perhaps Xenophon altered his history

5 Krentz 1982, 132-33.
6 Krentz 1982, 143.
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to make the Thirty look more consistently tyrannical. Xenophon hoped that a pro-

democratic account would secure his return from exile more easily.7 Ostwald agrees

that Xenophon’s description of the Thirty’s greed and unbridled violence is too simplis-

tic.8 He argues that such a characterization fails to explain how a regime striving at

legitimacy could become so oppressive so quickly.9 According to their interpretations,

the oppressive acts of the oligarchs were therefore a necessary reaction to the military

threat of the democrats and not a planned aspect of their reign. As Krentz concludes:

“If Thrasybulus had not acted, one suspects that far, far fewer than 1500 would have

died.’’10

Other scholars argue that Xenophon presents a more plausible narrative. Hignett,

for example, thinks that the Thirty must have had the Spartan garrison prior to their

weapons confiscations and spree of executions, otherwise the Athenians would not

have let themselves be “slaughtered like sheep.”11 Rhodes suggests that the Athēnaiōn

Politeia is probably not a very reliable historical source for this time period and points

out a number of the work’s other chronological discrepancies from the late fifth and early

7 Krentz 1982, 145-46.
8 Ostwald 1986, 481-83.
9 Wolpert 2006, 219-22, however, has pointed out that the violence of the Thirty was

actually more complex than Ostwald interprets it. As discussed in Chapter 4, violence
against non-combatants did not only aim at eliminating opposition or acquiring wealth,
but also at reconditioning the citizenry to accept its new subservient position (Wolpert
2006, 221). For more on the violence of the Thirty, see the discussion later in Chapter 5.
10 Krentz 1982, 130.
11 Hignett 1952, 387. Others who favor Xenophon’s chronology and agree that the

presence of the Spartan garrison was a necessary precondition to the mass executions
include Cloché 1915, 4-7; Rhodes 1981, 410-22; Lintott 1982, 165; Munn 2000, 413
n.15; Wolpert 2006, 219.
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fourth centuries.12 Wolpert suggests that the author of the Athēnaiōn Politeia may have

altered his chronology to present a rehabilitated version of Theramenes’ reputation.13

After the civil war, the reputation of Theramenes became an ideological battleground

over how to interpret the actions of other participants in the regime of the Thirty.14 The

Ath. Pol. throughout presents a very pro-Theramenes interpretation of the events.

During the surrender to Sparta, it states that Theramenes was neither a democrat nor an

oligarch, but instead was part of a third faction seeking to restore the patrios politeia.15

The chronology of the Athēnaiōn Politeia also places the execution of Theramenes prior

to the worst atrocities of the Thirty. He consequently had no part in the disarming of the

dēmos, the most atrocious of the murders, or the arrival of the Spartan garrison.16 I

choose to follow Xenophon when placing events in the three different phases.17 I do not

12 Rhodes 1981, 416-22.
13 Wolpert 2002, 19-22, 149 n. 32 and Wolpert 2006, 219.
14 Even in the few extant sources on the civil war we have, Theramenes’ actions and

motivations vary wildly. Lysias and the Ath. Pol. represent two opposite poles in the
spectrum. Lysias (12.62-79) portrays him as the main architect behind the settlement
with the Spartans, the regime of the Thirty, and even the regime of the Four Hundred.
The Ath. Pol., conversely, consistently paints Theramenes as a moderate and unaf-
filiated with the true oligarchs. It does not even mention that he was a member of the
Thirty. Another potential source for evidence about Theramenes and his impact on
fourth century Athenian literature is the “Theramenes Papyrus” (Harding 1974, Engels
1993). Andrewes 1970 suggests that it was a political pamphlet written to rehabilitate
Theramenes’ reputation in response to his declining public reputation, which was re-
flected in sources like Lysias. Others, however, suggest the text comes from a lost his-
torian (Sealey 1975, 281-82) or a rhetorical treatise (Pesely 1989). Because of its very
fragmentary nature, however, I believe it is difficult at the present time to draw any con-
clusions from its text that would alter our picture of the civil war of 404/3.
15 Ath. Pol. 34.3.
16 Rhodes 1981, 422.
17 Xenophon’s chronology also makes more sense out of a statement made by

Aeschines (3.187) that the men at Phyle were besieged by the men of the city and the
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find the objections raised by Krentz and Ostwald convincing and agree with Rhodes that

Xenophon, as an eyewitness to the events, should be preferred.18 The Thirty must have

anticipated and planned for the high probability of civil strife from the very beginning of

their reign. Their actions make the most sense in the context of suppressing potential

democratic resistance among the Athenian population – whether or not armed conflict

had actually broken out yet.

5.1 Phase One (Prior to Phyle)

The first phase began with the installation of the Thirty and ended with Thrasybulus’

seizure of Phyle. During this period, the Thirty tried to secure their rule and to reduce

any potential internal resistance. They brought in external military support, a police

force of whip-bearers and a garrison of Spartan soldiers. They expanded their internal

base of support by incorporating the Three Thousand. They also attempted to teach

the Athenians their new role as non-participants in the government. They limited the

spread of information among citizens and purged potentially democratic influences.

They disarmed the excluded citizens. Finally, they arrested a large percentage of the

civic population in public areas and executed them. These policies worked in the short

term. The Thirty succeeded in preventing the formation of any insurgency for the first

four months of their reign. But, their actions had longer-term effects, and the political

system created during this first phase laid the groundwork for Thrasybulus’ eventual

insurgency.

5.1.1 Phase One Population Dynamics

Table 5-2 presents a summary of the population dynamics from September 404

through December 404. Figure 5-2 represents those flows visually. During this first

Lacedaemonians. This statement is analyzed in more detail below in discussions about
the Archinus decree.
18 Rhodes 1981.
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phase the Thirty made several efforts to ensure they would possess a superior man-

power ratio over any insurgency that might form inside the city. First, they increased

their own manpower by inviting in 1000 men from external sources – 300 whip-bearers

and 700 Spartans.19 They then expanded their base of support further by inviting 3000

Athenian citizens to participate in the government and its military duties.20 Xenophon

claims they specifically invited these extra men to share in the government in response

to expected internal opposition, because otherwise “it would be impossible for the oli-

garchy to survive.’’21 Theramenes wanted to expand the number of participants beyond

3000 to include anyone in the city who could furnish arms at their own expense. He

accused his colleagues of establishing contradictory policies: ruling by force but keeping

themselves weaker than those they ruled. Theramenes’ proposed expansion would not

only have augmented the Thirty’s military force, but it also would have reduced the pool

of potential insurgents. The rest of the Thirty did not agree with Theramenes, but his

line of argument demonstrates the importance that Greek thinkers placed on quantities

19 Ath. Pol. 35.1, Xen. Hell. 2.3.13.
20 Brock 1989, 163, argues that the decision to franchise 3,000 was a purely ideologi-

cal one. He proposes several reasons they might have chosen that number: it was less
than the Five Thousand whom they thought were too democratic, it was half of 6,000,
the total number of jurors and the quorum for certain assemblies, it was a tenth of the
estimated total citizen population of Athens, and it was perhaps equal to the number of
Spartan homoioi. Brock writes, “whatever the precise blend of reasons for the choice, it
was almost entirely ideologically motivated; since Athens was to be a satellite of Sparta,
there was no need to maintain or conciliate a large army.” I question Brock’s reasoning
here, since the events of 404/3 revealed that the Thirty indeed did require a large army
to fight an internal war. In fact, as noted below, Theramenes even suggested that they
needed to expand political participation. While Brock is no doubt correct that ideological
concerns influenced their selection of the number, practical concerns about their size
relative to the rest of the citizen body must also have played a role. If not, then such
staunch oligarchs would no doubt have limited participation even less than they did.
21 Hell. 2.3.17: ἀδύνατον ἔσοιτο τὴν ὀλιγαρχίαν διαμένειν.
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of armed men during stasis and the numerical ratio between the incumbent and insur-

gent factions.22 Nevertheless, with the incorporation of these groups, the Thirty had

effectively become an incumbent faction numbering around 4000 men.

Table 5-2. Phase One incumbent manpower
Sept. - Dec. 404

Incumbents c. 4000

Oligarchs

(Incumbents)

Whip Bearers

Spartan 

Garrison

Neutral Population 

in Athens

Athenians in Exile 

(Piraeus and 

Other Cities)

Executions 
Hostility 

to Regime

Legitimacy

Limiting 

Democratic 

Interactions

Decrease in Susceptibility

Increase in Susceptibility

Favorability 

to Regime

Deaths

Inclusion of Three Thousand 

and Exclusion of Others

700

300

1500
Phase 1 & 2

3000

5000+

Fear and 

Insecurity

Figure 5-2. Phase One systems model – Sept. 404 to Dec. 404

22 It should be noted that the Thirty did not disagree with Theramenes’ proposal be-
cause they thought they had sufficient manpower with the Three Thousand. Instead
they feared that expanding participation would repeat the process that led to the re-
placement of the Four Hundred by the Five Thousand in 411. Cf. Krentz 1982, 74-78.
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Conversely, the Thirty hindered the possible growth of an armed opposition group

inside the city by executing, decentralizing, and disarming members of the general

population. First, they began by executing sycophants and other men who were

apparently agreed to have caused trouble for the city.23 Once the Spartan garrison

arrived, they also killed men whom they thought would be best able to mobilize large

numbers of citizens against them.24 According to Lysias, these men were generals,

taxiarchs, and others who were the most strongly opposed the peace treaty with

Sparta.25 They also murdered citizens and metics who were their own personal

enemies, the wealthy, and of course Theramenes himself.26 The herald Cleocritus in

Xenophon’s account claims the Thirty killed more Athenians in their eight months of

rule than the Peloponnesians killed in the last ten years of the war.27 Even the most

conservative estimates from ancient sources put the total number of citizens executed

by the Thirty at 1500.28

The Thirty forbade those who were not members of the Three Thousand from

residing inside the city center, the astu.29 Diodorus claims that this decree displaced

half of the Athenian citizens from the city.30 Isocrates says that 5000 of them moved to

23 Xen. Hell. 2.3.12.
24 Xen. Hell. 2.3.14.
25 Lys. 13.
26 Xen. Hell. 2.3.21, 56.
27 Xen. Hell. 2.4.21.
28 Ath. Pol. 35.4 and Isoc. 7.67, 20.11 give 1500. Aeschin. 3.235 claims more than

1500. According to a scholia on Aeschin. 1.39, Lysias even said 2500. The executions
were likely spread out over the first two phases (Sept. 404-May 403), but if Cleocritus’
statement above is credible, then a majority of them took place during this first phase.
29 Xen. Hell. 2.4.1, Lys. 25.22, Diod. 14.32.4, Justin 5.9.12.
30 Diod. 14.5.7.
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the Piraeus.31 Before they banished these excluded citizens, the Thirty also disarmed

them.32 Krentz argues that the Thirty took inspiration from the Spartan model and

wanted to turn the members of the dēmos into de facto perioikoi.33

In the short term, this decentralization made it more difficult for large numbers

of Athenians to flock to any single location inside the city walls and organize into an

insurgency. It also kept a majority of the dēmos out of the city at night time, which

was a common time to launch surprise insurrections. Of course, the migration of large

numbers of disaffected citizens to Piraeus had some negative consequences the Thirty.

It created a single location with a concentrated pool of men whom Thrasybulus could

recruit. The Thirty themselves appear to have anticipated this problem. They instituted

the Ten to rule Piraeus and evicted some people from Piraeus who then fled to Megara

and Thebes, but a large number still remained.34 For the first four months, however, no

organized opposition arose against the Thirty.

5.1.2 Phase One System Dynamics

The first phase of the war involved the efforts of the Thirty to secure their own

strength primarily by suppressing the possibilities of internal organized opposition. They

31 Isoc. 7.67.
32 Xen. Hell. 2.3.20.
33 Krentz 1982, 82. Krentz’s conclusion about the Laconization of Athens in 404/3 is

supported by Whitehead 1982/83 and Ostwald 1986, 484-87. In addition to the disarma-
ment and exclusion of the citizens, they note the appointment of ephors (Lys. 12.43-44),
the 300 whip-bearers (Athēnaiōn Politeia 35.1; Cf. Xen. Lac. 4.3 and Hell. 3.3.9), and
the attacks on the metics. Brock 1989, 163, and Munn 2000, 225, both accept Krentz’s
and Whitehead’s idea of a Spartan model for Athens and suggest that the Thirty chose
to enfranchise 3,000 because it represented a reasonable estimate for the number of
Spartiates at the time. Munn adds that the Thirty oligarchs mirrored the executive coun-
cil of Sparta: 28 elders and two kings. Shear 2011, 186, however, has challenged the
Spartan model, arguing that the Thirty consistently cast themselves as Athenians at-
tempting to return to an older form of an Athenian politeia.
34 Ath. Pol. 35.1, Xen. Hell. 2.4.19; Xen. Hell. 2.4.1.
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engaged in a systematic campaign to teach the Athenian populace not to resist their

new regime. They used several different tactics that suggest they were preparing to

suppress a potential insurgency, even if one had not yet formed. The Thirty emphasized

their own legitimacy, cut off democratic modes of communication, and spread fear

and violence throughout the resident population. They projected these messages in

combination with a physical removal and relocation of large quantities of Athenians.

While these shaping maneuvers proved effective in suppressing insurgent activity in

the short-term, they also had longer-term negative consequences for the Thirty. They

ultimately contributed to a growing bank of hostility against the regime and helped feed

the insurgency once it formed. Let us analyze each of these maneuvers, their effects,

and feedback mechanisms they created in detail.

5.1.2.1 Legitimacy

One method the Thirty utilized to try to prevent resistance was to convince the

Athenians of the legitimacy of their new rule. They attempted to preserve some of the

appearance of similarity in the day-to-day governmental operations in order to help

smooth over an otherwise radical transition. For instance, they kept the number of the

new boule at 500 and retained a majority of the members from the democratic council

that preceded it.35 They also preserved the same titles for magistrate positions, with the

exception of the newly created Ten at Piraeus. A second method was to portray their

government as more just and more “Athenian” than the previous democratic regime.

By revising the constitution the Thirty claimed to be recreating the patrios politeia, the

ancestral constitution, and correcting some of the errors and ambiguities that had crept

in under the democracy.36 This process also involved a campaign to purge the unjust

people who plagued Athenian society. They conducted orderly trials against those

35 Ath. Pol. 35.1.
36 Ath. Pol. 35.2.
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accused of sycophancy, of stealing from temples, and those otherwise detrimental to

the polis.37 They also labelled the Three Thousand, whom they invited to share in the

government, as the “best men” in the city to run the government. Calling the leaders of

an oligarchic ruling group the aristoi was a well-attested method of projecting legitimacy

in late fifth century Greek cities, as noted in Chapter 3. As a monument to Critias

attests, the Thirty claimed to be “good men’’ who were trying to restrain the Athenian

dēmos from its own hubris.38

It is difficult to assess the effectiveness of these attempts at legitimation, but no

doubt they contributed at least somewhat to suppressing rebellious feelings. Even

Xenophon, for example, admits that the general Athenian populace approved of the

Thirty’s executions of the sycophants and bribe-takers.39 The claim to be restoring the

patrios politeia also became a point of contestation between each side during the civil

war, so no doubt it was an important subject to some citizens. When the Thirty allegedly

offered Thrasybulus the chance to replace Theramenes, he refused by claiming that

he would not stop fighting until Athens had her patrios politeia once again.40 The claim

that the Three Thousand represented the “best men’’ in the city was also disputed.

Theramenes found it absurd that an arbitrary figure like 3000 could somehow constitute

the exact number of good citizens in the city. He openly challenged the rest of the Thirty

on that point.41

37 Lys. 12.5.
38 FVorsokr 88 T 13.
39 Xen. Hell. 2.3.12.
40 Diod. 14.32.5, Justin 5.9.13.
41 Xen. Hell. 2.3.19.
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5.1.2.2 Limiting democratic communication

The Thirty also tried to prevent the organization of a resistance movement by lim-

iting the spread of information and disrupting some of the typical modes of democratic

communication. The executions and flights of potential democratic leaders, mentioned

above, was one method of slowing their organization. The Thirty also modified certain

laws and institutions that facilitated democratic interactions. They passed a new law that

forbade teaching the art of words (logon techne).42 They erased some of the demo-

cratic laws posted next to the Royal Stoa and the laws of Solon that they claimed were

ambiguous.43 These laws all apparently increased the power of the people’s court.

The Thirty instead wanted to increase the power of the Areopagus and decrease the

frequency and importance of appeals to democratic juries. They reconfigured the layout

of the Pynx so that it faced towards the city instead of towards the sea.44 Plutarch

suggests that this reorientation had the symbolic effect of demonstrating the city’s new

42 Xen. Mem. 1.2.31.
43 Ath. Pol. 35.2, Fingarette 1971. Shear 2011, 170-75, argues that this process was

part of a more extensive constitutional reform program than just removing a few radi-
cally democratic laws. She asserts that the reform was a serious attempt to return to the
city to its patrios politeia and was not simply a “cover” for the Thirty’s tyrannical seizure
of power. While she is likely correct that many in Athens desired constitutional reform
and the Thirty exploited those desires in order to justify their legitimacy, I believe she
goes too far when she concludes that the Thirty rose to power not through violence,
but because of widespread support among the Athenian dēmos for the implementation
of a narrow oligarchic constitution (185-86). Shockingly, she does not discuss the fact
that the regime change in 404 came as a direct result of Athens’ surrender to Spartan
after their loss of the Peloponnesian War and that Lysander personally oversaw the im-
position of the Thirty’s government (Xen. Hell. 2.3.1-3). Additionally, as shown later in
this section, two types of violence accompanied the Thirty’s regime from its beginnings:
implied Spartan military violence and their own initial spree of executions against syco-
phants and other widely-hated citizens.
44 Kourouniotes and Thompson 1932.
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commitment to an agrarian, hoplite focus instead of their democratic, naval empire.45

Krentz points out, however, that the new layout also limited the maximum number of

citizens who could possibly attend.46 While it still held the old quorum of six thousand

citizens, extraordinarily large crowds could no longer spill over into the area behind the

Pynx and participate in the assembly. The new maximum was somewhere between

6500 and 8000 men.47 The reorientation put a cap on the number of citizens who

could actively participate in discussions about the new government at any one time,

thus making the organization of any unified opposition that much more difficult. Finally,

votes cast during trials now had to made in full view, instead of with a secret ballot.48

These new institutional modifications targeted the two most common legal means for

large groups of Athenians to meet and communicate with one another about political

matters, the people’s court and the assembly. By limiting these interactions, the Thirty

made it much more difficult to organize a large, coordinated opposition movement. Their

reconstruction of this civic space demonstrated their physical control over it.49

5.1.2.3 Violence and fear

The Thirty were most remembered, however, for their acts of tyranny and terror.

Many of their shaping maneuvers involved the threat of physical violence to any who

might resist – even from the institution of their regime. For instance, Lysias claims that

the Athenians initially voted to establish the Thirty only under the threat of physical

harm from Lysander and the Spartan troops stationed in the city at the time.50 Wolpert

45 Them. 19.4.
46 Krentz 1982, 62-63.
47 Hansen 1976, 131.
48 Xen. Hell. 2.4.9, Lys. 13.37-38.
49 Shear 2011, 175.
50 Lys. 12.71-75.
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argues that the violence later committed by the Thirty themselves had a constructive

function.51 Their threats and executions not only eliminated people likely to join an

insurgency, but also reconditioned the rest of the Athenians to accept their new position

as inferior members of society. They were a reeducation tool. One of the Thirty’s first

acts of intimidation was to hire the three hundred whip-bearers (mastigophoroi). These

men presumably replaced the publicly-owned Scythian slaves of the democracy as

the de facto “police force” for the city.52 Whips had a reputation as a weapon reserved

for punishing slaves, especially rebellious ones. Herodotus, for example, relates a

story about how the Scythians used whips to deal with a slave uprising.53 One of the

Scythians explained their thought process behind using whips instead of swords and

spears: “As long as they see us carrying weapons (hopla), they think that they are equal

to us and from equal stock. But, when they see us carrying whips instead of weapons,

they will learn that they are our slaves and, knowing this fact, they will not resist us.’’54

Whips also had a history as weapons of subjugation during stasis. The democrats at

Corcyra in 425 whipped the captured members of the oligarchic faction during their

forced death-march at the conclusion of that civil war.55 The fact that the Thirty hired

whip-bearers therefore broadcasted a symbolic message of servility and implied the

Athenians would be punished like slaves for any insurrection.

51 Wolpert 2006, 221.
52 Krentz 1982, 59-60.
53 Hdt. 4.3-4.
54 Hdt. 4.3: μέχρι μὲν γὰρ ὥρων ἡμέας ὅπλα ἔχοντας, οἳ δὲ ἐνόμιζον ὅμοιοί τε καί ἐξ

ὁμοίων ἡμῖν εἶναι: ἐπεὰν δὲ ἴδωνται μάστιγας ἀντὶ ὅπλων ἔχοντας, μαθόντες ὡς εἰσὶ
ἡμέτεροι δοῦλοι καὶ συγγνόντες τοῦτο. οὐκ ὑπομενέουσι.
55 Th. 4.47-48.
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The Thirty also intended their acts of actual violence to intimidate the Athenian

populace into remaining quiet. No matter which chronology one accepts, the Thirty

began killing Athenian citizens early on in their rule. Even in the Ath. Pol.’s chronology,

the Thirty executed the sycophants and those who were wealthy, high status, or influ-

ential prior to the insurgency, so they could not interfere with their rule and they could

take their possessions.56 According to Xenophon’s chronology, prior to the outbreak

of civil war they passed a law that gave them life-or-death power over all Athenians

who were not among the Three Thousand.57 These massacres had several effects on

those citizens who were not executed, but not members of the Three Thousand. Some,

like Thrasybulus, fled voluntarily from Attica entirely. For those who remained, the

Thirty hoped to send the message that violence only came to those likely to disobey the

regime. For example, Demosthenes claims in two of his speeches that the Thirty did not

arrest people in their homes, but only in the agora.58 Arrests in the agora allowed the

Thirty to make a public display of those they were executing. It communicated the idea

that if you stayed home and minded your own business you could save your life.59 The

Thirty made a similar theatrical display of violence during the trials of Theramenes and

the Eleusinians. In order to ensure the Council voted to executed him, Kritias ordered

a group of young men conspicuously carrying daggers to stand along the railing of the

chamber.60 When the Three Thousand voted on the fate of the Eleusinians, they were

56 Ath. Pol. 35.4.
57 Xen. Hell. 2.3.51.
58 D. 22.52, 24.164.
59 The obvious exception being the metics who were arrested in their homes and their

properties confiscated.
60 Xen. Hell. 2.3.50, 55.
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similarly surrounded by the armed Spartan garrison.61 These measures sent a clear

message to the Athenians that they were willing and prepared from the beginning to

turn to violence to suppress resistance and they should just accept their new position in

society.

The Thirty’s display of violence had mixed effects on the probability of neutral Athe-

nians participating in an insurgency. For the short-term, they successfully suppressed

all opposition inside the city and its surrounding countryside. Some neutral citizens,

such as Philon from Lysias 31 and the speaker of Lysias 24, simply stayed away from

Athens until all the atrocities of the civil war had ended. Others later reported that they

remained in the city and did not join an insurgency because they wanted to protect

their property.62 As Wolpert writes, “The Thirty had successfully reconditioned many

Athenians, at least temporarily, through their acts of terror and repression so that few

had the wherewithal to resist the oligarchs.’’63 These violent methods, however, also

hampered their efforts at establishing legitimacy and created hostility to their regime

among the Athenian populace. Lysias, for example, reminds the jury how they became

angry with the Thirty because they were killing people not for committing crimes, but

for the purposes of their faction (κατὰ στάσιν).64 He argues in a different speech that

the Thirty’s actions eventually caused the number of people inside the city who had

sympathy for the insurgents to grow larger than those who were making war on them.65

Two speeches from Xenophon’s history highlight more of the Athenian responses to the

violence. Thrasybulus makes a speech before the battle of Munychia in which he urges

61 Xen. Hell. 2.4.10.
62 Lys. 25.18.
63 Wolpert 2006, 222.
64 Lys. 30.13.
65 Lys. 25.22.

176



the Athenians to take revenge upon the Thirty for their acts of violence against their

fellow citizens:

“These are the Thirty, the men who deprived us of our city though we had
done nothing wrong, who drove us out of our homes, and who proscribed
our closest friends. Yet, now we are in the situation which they never thought
would happen, but for which we always prayed: we stand against them
bearing arms...So, at the proper moment I will begin the paean. When we
call upon Enyalius, then let us all with the same spirit take our vengeance
(τιμωρώμεθα) for the hubris which these men committed against us.”66

In his final exhortation to “take vengeance” (τιμωρώμεθα) for the violent actions of

the Thirty, Thrasybulus shows how Greek rhetoricians could characterize insurgency

as an act of just revenge. After the battle, Cleocritus similarly made an appeal to the

members of the Three Thousand to stop supporting the Thirty. He recalled how the

Thirty killed more Athenians in their eight month reign than the Peloponnesians had

in the previous ten years.67 Xenophon reports that even members of the Thirty were

affected by his words.68 While the Thirty’s violence might have bought them obedience

in the short-term, it also had longer-term consequences on their internal security. At this

early phase of their reign, however, disaffected Athenians did not yet have an opposition

group to join. That would change when Thrasybulus set out from Thebes and created an

insurgent base of operations at Phyle.

66 Xen. Hell. 2.4.13-14, 17: οὗτοι δὴ οἱ τριάκοντα, οἳ ἡμᾶς καὶ πόλεως ἀπεστέρουν
οὐδὲν ἀδικοῦντας καὶ οἰκιῶν ἐξήλαυνον καὶ τοὺς φιλτάτους τῶν ἡμετέρων
ἀπεσημαίνοντο. ἀλλὰ νῦν τοι παραγεγένηνται οὗ οὗτοι μὲν οὔποτε ᾤοντο, ἡμεῖς δὲ ἀεὶ
ηὐχόμεθα. ἔχοντες γὰρ ὅπλα μὲν ἐναντίοι αὐτοῖς καθέσταμεν...ἐξάρξω μὲν οὖν ἐγὼ ἡνίκ᾽
ἂν καιρὸς ᾖ παιᾶνα: ὅταν δὲ τὸν Ἐνυάλιον παρακαλέσωμεν, τότε πάντες ὁμοθυμαδὸν
ἀνθ᾽ ὧν ὑβρίσθημεν τιμωρώμεθα τοὺς ἄνδρας.
67 Xen. Hell. 2.4.21.
68 Xen. Hell. 2.4.22.
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5.2 Phase Two (Residence at Phyle)

The actions of the Thirty prior to Thrasybulus’ arrival at Phyle prevented an in-

surgency from forming in the city itself, but they also disaffected and dislocated many

Athenians to Piraeus, the surrounding countryside, and nearby foreign cities. The estab-

lishment of an insurgency in the inland deme of Phyle meant that citizens now had an

organized political group in a concrete physical location which they could join. Indeed,

the original participants in the insurgency seem to have come from the areas on the out-

skirts of Attica, especially those nearest to Phyle. In response, the Thirty first launched

a military expedition to try to disband the insurgents, but it failed. Then, they set up a

guard post with the Spartan garrison to restrict the insurgents’ mobility. Thrasybulus

eventually built up enough support to attack and rout the garrison, though. In response,

the Thirty increased their fear-based mechanisms to try to cut off potential avenues for

further insurgent recruitment and consolidate their own base of support. They captured

Eleusis and executed three hundred Eleusinians. Once Thrasybulus had recruited

approximately one thousand men, he marched down to Piraeus itself where a large

number of those banished from the astu were now living. It seems that only around

two or three hundred men from Piraeus, however, immediately joined the democrats

when they first arrived. The Thirty, not wanting the insurgency to remain in Piraeus,

hastily marched down from the city to fight them. Just before the battle of Munichia,

the insurgents had recruited approximately 1200 members and the Thirty retained their

force of 4000. How had the system changed since the first phase? What new population

dynamics did the formation of an organized insurgency create? What continuing effects

did the previous policies of the Thirty have?

5.2.1 Phase Two Population Dynamics

The size of the incumbent faction remained relatively static during this second

phase. We hear of some Athenians returning to the city, such as the cavalryman

Mantitheus who returned to the city five days before the Battle of Munichia, but the
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number of people in similar situations must have been rare.69 None of the historical

accounts record any increase in the amount of support for the oligarchs. In fact, as the

denouncement of Theramenes’ proposal to expand government participation shows, the

Thirty strongly desired to prevent their faction from growing. The incumbents even lost

a small percentage of their manpower in the first two engagements with Thrasybulus.

No source reports casualties figures for the first engagement in January 403 at Phyle.

Xenophon only mentions that some of the Three Thousand were wounded.70 The

Spartan garrison, however, suffered significant casualties in their second clash in April

403. The insurgents killed 120 of the 700 total.71 The neutral population in Athens

and the surrounding areas, on the other hand, continued to shrink. This decay was

due partly to the formation of the new insurgent group, which attracted some support

from the disfranchised Athenians. The Thirty also continued their program of murder

and confiscations among the disfranchised, most notably with the execution of 300

Eleusinians and seizure of the town.

The insurgent faction began to grow slowly during this phase – from less than 100

men in Thebes to a final size of around 1200 at Munichia. Krentz writes that during

this period “Thrasybulus had considerable difficulty finding men daring enough to join

his cause.’’72 How many men were part of Thrasybulus’ initial party from Thebes?

69 Lys. 16.4-5. Mantitheus denies that he returned to Athens to support the oligarchs,
but he offers no other motives and his timing is highly suspicious. Todd 2000, 179,
suggests that perhaps his father had asked him to return to help ”man the barricades”
against Thrasybulus’ insurgency. See also Wolpert 2002, 111-12.
70 Xen. Hell. 2.4.2. Justin (5.9.10), however, does write that there was an asperum

proelium.
71 Xen. Hell. 2.4.6.
72 Krentz 1982, 83.
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The ancient sources suggest somewhere from 30 to 70 men.73 Krentz rationalizes

the discrepancy in the numbers by suggesting that the insurgents left Thebes with

thirty men, but by the time they arrived at Phyle they had already recruited forty more

and grown to seventy total.74 The group that would eventually defeat the army of

the Thirty and earn legitimation from the Spartans thus began as only approximately

0.1%–0.2% of the total adult male citizen population. In the months following the first

engagement at Phyle the number of insurgents rose to 700 and around April or May 403

the insurgents made a surprise attack on the Spartan garrison.75 Following this ambush

the insurgency grew for a second time from 700 to around 1000 members.76

The composition of Thrasybulus’ army at Phyle remains a point of contention

among modern scholars. Was it made up of mostly foreigners or mostly Athenian

citizens? Krentz argues that by April 403 the insurgency of 700 men was composed

of 100 Athenians, 300 mercenaries, and 300 foreigners.77 That would mean that at

least half of the men who helped achieve the democratic victory at Munichia were not

Athenian citizens. – more than half if one accepts Osborne’s reconstruction of IG II2

73 Thirty: Nepos Thrasyb. 2.1; Fifty: Aristot. Rhet. ad Alex. 8, Aristides (Lenz/Behr)
1.254; Sixty: Paus. 1.29.3; Seventy: Xen. 2.4.2, Plut. Mor. 345d (Cratippus, FGrHist 64
T 2), Aristides (Dindorf) 43.556 (vol. 1, p. 882).
74 Krentz 1982, 70.
75 Xen. Hell. 2.4.5-7. Wolpert 2002, 25, suggests the reinforcements might have ar-

rived within a month, so by February 403. Krentz 1982, 151-52, assumes a gradual
increase over the course of three or four months. In contrast, Justin (5.9.9) claims that
500 mercenaries hired by Lysias had already arrived at Phyle with Thrasybulus before
the Three Thousand first engaged them.
76 Xen. Hell. 2.4.10.
77 Krentz 1982, 83 n. 54.
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10.78 Krentz bases his argument on the evidence from the so-called Archinus decree

mentioned in Aeschines’ speech Against Ctesiphon (3.187-90) and found fragmented

in the Athenian agora (Agora inv. nos. I 16, I 16b, I 17, I 18, I 93).79 Aeschines tells us

that Archinus proposed the decree in the years immediately following the restoration

of the democracy and that it lists those Athenians “who withstood a siege at Phyle

when the Spartans and the Thirty attacked.’’80 Aeschines also implies that the total

number of Athenians in this group was slightly more than 100, since each man received

slightly less than ten drachmas each from a total award of one thousand drachmas.

Since Krentz believes that the Spartan garrison did not arrive until after Thrasybulus

has already captured Phyle, the reference to the Lacedaemonians must mean that the

Archinus decree honored those who assaulted the Spartan camp in April 403 and not

those who defended the initial assault on Phyle in January 403. He therefore concludes

that by April 403, Thrasybulus’ army consisted of only slightly more than 100 actual

Athenian citizens. The rest must have been foreigners or mercenaries.

However, there are several problems with Krentz’s conclusion. Taylor points

out that Aeschines specifically refers to a siege that takes place at Phyle (ἐπὶ Φυλῇ

ἐπολιορκήθησαν, 3.187). The April 403 event was an offensive attack by the insur-

gents on a camp miles away from Phyle. She argues it was therefore more likely that

Aeschines would incorrectly assume the Spartans were present at Phyle than confuse

an offensive assault with a defensive besiegement at a completely different geographic

78 The group of those non-citizens who joined after Phyle but before the Battle of Mu-
nichia numbered approximately 290 people.
79 We can connect the decree referred to by Aeschines to the agora inscriptions be-

cause the beginning of an epigram quoted in the speech is also found on one of the
fragments. For the restoration and commentary on the inscription see Raubitschek
1941.
80 Aeschin. 3.187: ὅσοι αὐτῶν ἐπὶ Φυλῇ ἐπολιορκήθησαν ὅτε Λακεδαιμόνιοικαὶ οἱ

τριάκοντα προσέβαλλον.
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location. The number of names inscribed on the decree also creates problems.81

Despite Aeschines’ implication that there were over 100 Athenians honored, the in-

scriptions themselves only leave space for 54 to 58 names of Athenian citizens.82

Raubischek suggests that the decree must have continued with the names of fifty or

so non-Athenians who were also granted a share of the reward. Either the decree only

honored Athenians and they numbered less than 60, or it honored all those who fought

at Phyle regardless of their citizenship.83 Another issue arises if one accepts Osborne’s

reconstruction of the decree honoring non-citizens in Thrasybulus’ army (IG II2 10). The

first category listed those who participated in the return from Phyle, but it only had space

for 70 to 90 names, which is well below Krentz’s figure of 600. Finally, if one follows

Xenophon’s chronology, Aeschines’ statement makes perfect sense. The Spartan gar-

rison arrived before Thrasybulus captured Phyle, so Lacedaemonians could certainly

have participated in the initial siege. Therefore, as Taylor suggests, the Archinus decree

lists the very first insurgents who took part in the initial attack of January 403.

The fact that the Archinus decree refers to the event of January 403 does not

preclude the possibility that Thrasybulus’ army contained a large contingent of non-

Athenians during the second phase. The evidence from IG II2 10 suggests that at

least 360-380 foreigners fought at the Battle of Munichia. The total figure could have

been higher. Some of those who fought may either have died or did not later receive

recognition for some other reason. Moreover, many sources say that Lysias hired a

large number of mercenaries for Thrasybulus’ army. Plutarch states that Lysias paid for

81 Taylor 2002, 384-85.
82 Raubitschek 1941, 294.
83 Shear 2011, 234 n.31, however, insists that because of the fragmentary nature of

the stelai we cannot draw any reasonable conclusions about the total number of names
inscribed on the decree.
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300, along with 200 shields and 2000 drachmas.84 An Aeschines scholiast provides a

figure of 300 mercenaries and 500 shields.85 Finally, Justin says Lysias provided 500

mercenaries and they arrived at Phyle before the Thirty first attacked them.86

With their increased strength, the men of Phyle made a nocturnal march to the

Piraeus. While Xenophon claims they numbered 1000 during this march, Diodorus gives

a slightly higher figure of 1200.87 Krentz suggests the discrepancy between the two

sources could simply reflect 200 additional troops that joined en route to Piraeus or a

garrison, which Diodorus does mention they left behind at Phyle.88 Although Diodorus

is quite clear that 1200 was their size when they left Phyle (ὁ δὲ Θρασύβουλος…ἐξήγαγε

τοὺς φυγάδας, ὄντας χιλίους καὶ διακοσίους, 14.33.1), I believe Krentz is correct in his

first proposition that his figure of 1200 represents the 1000 troops from Phyle plus 200

more that joined once he arrived at Piraeus and will demonstrate why in the next two

paragraphs.

Three sources, Lysias, Xenophon, and the inscription IG II2 10, all report that

Thrasybulus gained additional support when he first arrived at Piraeus prior to the Battle

of Munichia. The speaker of Lysias 31 states that a number of Athenian citizens who

were in exile both in Piraeus and foreign places returned to support the movement when

it first arrived at Piraeus.89 Xenophon reports that an unspecified, but large, number

84 Plut. Mor. 835f. A fragment from a Lysianic speech (F 1 Gernet/Bizos), if restored
correctly, also claims he supplied 300 mercenaries.
85 Schol. Aeschin. 3.195.
86 Justin 5.9.9. If Taylor’s interpretation of the Archinus decree is correct, however,

then Justin’s timeline for their arrival is certainly incorrect.
87 Xen. Hell. 2.4.10, Diod. 14.33.1.
88 Krentz 1982, 91 n.3.
89 Lysias 31.8.
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of rock slingers joined up from the local neighborhoods of Piraeus for the battle.90

IG II2 10, a decree specifying rewards for non-citizens who joined the democrats

at various stages of the insurgency, records the names of approximately 290 non-

Athenians who joined just before the battle itself.91 The inscription separates the

non-citizen participants in the democratic faction into three distinct categories: those

who participated in the return from Phyle (ὅσοι συνκατῆλθον ἀπὸ Φυλῆς), those who

fought in the battle of Munichia (συνμάχησαν δὲ τὴμ μάχην τὴμ Μονιχίασιν), and those

who remained with the people in Piraeus (οἵδε [π]αρέμ[ενον τῶι] ἐμ Περαιεῖ δ[ἠμωι]).

Osborne has reconstructed the decree and estimates that the first category contained

approximately 70-90 names, the second around 290, and the third 560 to 580. Thus, it

appears that between the march from Phyle and the engagement at Munichia, almost

300 new non-citizens joined the insurgency. Many of these people were likely the rock-

slingers from the local neighborhoods described by Xenophon. Since approximately

1200 people fought with Thrasybulus at Munichia, as shown in the next paragraph,

Xenophon’s estimate that 1000 people left Phyle seems the most plausible.

All accounts of the battle between the Thirty and Thrasybulus at Munichia agree

that the oligarchs vastly outnumbered the democrats.92 The Thirty’s hoplite contingent

numbered approximately 3,580: the Three Thousand plus the 580 remaining members

of the Spartan garrison (Xen. Hell. 2.4.10; Diod. 14.33.2).93 The maximum number

90 Xen. Hell. 2.4.12.
91 For a commentary on the inscription see Rhodes and Osborne 2003, 20-27.
92 Xenophon (Hell. 2.4.11-12) claims the Thirty had five times as many infantry.

Diodorus (14.33.2) states simply that the Thirty had the advantage in numbers, but the
exiles had the positional advantage. The speaker of Lysias 26 recalls how the oligarchs,
despite being numerous were defeated by the men of Piraeus (ποτὲ πολλοὶ ὄντες ὑπ᾽
ὀλίγων τῶν ἐν Πειραιεῖ ἡττήθησαν, 26.19).
93 Thrasybulus killed 120 of the original 700 Spartans in his night raid five days be-

forehand, which left them with 580 remaining (Xen. Hell. 2.4.5-7). At least some, if not
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of insurgents before the battle of Munichia was therefore less than 3500. The actual

figure was likely much smaller, though, since the democrats would not have seemed so

obviously outnumbered had they anywhere close to 3000 men themselves. Xenophon

also states that the Thirty possessed five times as many hoplites as Thrasybulus.94 The

oligarchs’ battle line extended back fifty rows, while on the same street the democrats’

was only ten deep.95 That ratio puts the democratic infantry at only 716 hoplites,

the majority, of these Spartan troops were hoplites, since Xenophon specifically states
that these 120 were hoplites. The entirety of the Three Thousand seems to have been
present, since Diodorus states that the tyrants marched to Piraeus with their entire force
(τῇ δυνάμει πάσῃ, 14.33.2). The oligarchs also seem to have had a contingent of light-
armed spear throwers. Thrasybulus assures his army before the battle that the enemy
will not be able to throw their spears or javelins over the heads of the infantry in front
of them because of the steep uphill pitch where they are fighting (Xen. Hell. 2.4.15).
There is no way to determine, however, how many light armed troops they had and
whether or not any of them counted as part of the Three Thousand or the Spartan gar-
rison. Xenophon additionally states that the cavalry marched down to Piraeus with the
Three Thousand and the Spartan garrison. Xenophon, however, makes no mention of
the involvement of cavalry in the actual engagement. It is hard to picture how they could
have participated on horseback in a battle that was confined to a narrow street. For this
reason, Krentz 1982, 91, suggests they participated as hoplites in the battle. As a result,
Buck 1998, 77 n. 32, assumes that the cavalry’s participation increased the manpower
of the Thirty’s army to 5000 total. But would the members of the cavalry not also have
been members of the Three Thousand and the Thirty? Was there actually a group of
Athenians, who were rich enough to serve in the cavalry, but were denied the political
rights of the Three Thousand and still fought to protect such a regime? Such a scenario
seems unlikely, so we should count the cavalry as part of the Three Thousand in our
estimates.
94 Hell. 2.4.11-12.
95 The street must have been very narrow, as a phalanx depth of fifty ranks was quite

extraordinary, especially one composed of only around 3000 hoplites. For comparison,
Epaminodas’ famously deep phalanx at Leuctra was also fifty rows, but he had 6000 ho-
plites and they were nearly all concentrated on the left wing (Xen. Hell. 6.4.10-12; Diod.
15.55). The most commonly attested depth for classical phalanxes was eight (see the
note below).
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assuming 3580 oligarchic hoplites.96 The insurgents, however, possessed more peltasts,

slingers, and other light armed troops arrayed uphill and behind the hoplites. Krentz

estimates 500 light-armed troops, javelin throwers, and slingers, likely based on a

reconciliation between the 700 hoplites derived from Xenophon’s ratio and Didorus’

assertion that they had 1200 total troops.97 The number 1214 therefore provides a

conservative estimate on their total size: 714 hoplites plus 500 light-armed troops.

Phase two of the civil war therefore introduced a number of manpower shifts. These

changes for the incumbent Thirty and Thrasybulus’ insurgents are summarized below

in Table 5-3. In addition to the tabulated data, the neutral population also underwent

further reduction due to the executions of the Thirty. Figure 5-3 displays all the phase

two flows visually.

Table 5-3. Phase Two total manpower
Jan. 403 Apr. 403 May 403 (Pre-Munichia)

Incumbents c. 4000 c. 3880 c. 3880
Insurgents c. 100 c. 700 c. 1200

5.2.2 Phase Two System Dynamics

Thrasybulus’ establishment of a base at Phyle created major changes in the

dynamics of the civil war. Two systems in particular had a significant effect on the

population shifts observed in the previous section: the insurgent’s territorial control

over Phyle and the incumbents’ actions at Eleusis. Those Athenians disaffected by the

policies of the Thirty now had an organized group to join and a central location where

96 Cloché 1915, 50, uses the same method, one fifth of 3500 or 3600 oligarchic ho-
plites, to derive a similar estimate of 700 to 750 democratic ones. Buck 1998, 77 n. 32,
assumes the presence of 5000 oligarchic hoplites, which would increase the democratic
number to 1000. I favor Cloché’s estimate because, as explained in the note above, the
cavalry members must have also been part of the Three Thousand.
97 The Xenophon passage (2.4.12) cited by Krentz 1982, 91 n.5 only states that the

light-armed troops were numerous because they came from the local neighborhoods, so
I am not sure from where he derives the figure of 500.
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Figure 5-3. Phase Two systems model – Jan. 403 to May. 403

they could gather. The geographic position of Phyle itself both facilitated and limited how

many and which Athenians supported the insurgency at this nascent stage. Potential

recruits needed physically to get to Phyle in the first place and then survive there for

a protracted length of time. They needed to organize into a military unit themselves in

order to overthrow the army of the Thirty. Phyle thus provided security, but also was a

potentially difficult place for many Athenians to reach. The Thirty, on the other hand,

did not try to expand their manpower, but instead focused on limiting the growth of

the insurgency and cementing their existing internal support. Their actions at Eleusis

provide a representative example their behavior during this second phase.

5.2.2.1 Geographic control

The location of the base at Phyle affected the level of participation for several

reasons. Any Athenians who desired to resist the Thirty now had confidence that there
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was a secure place to go. The fortifications at Phyle, whether manmade or natural,

had proven their strength in the initial conflict with the oligarchs. Even with fewer than

100 men, the insurgents repelled the assault of some of the Three Thousands’ cavalry.

While this victory was by no means decisive, it demonstrated to the rest of the Athenians

that the Thirty were either unable or unwilling to dislodge the democrats from Phyle. It

became a safe refuge, if one could reach the location. Although Phyle’s remoteness

provided security, it also hampered recruitment because it was so difficult for much

of the Athenian population to reach. The Thirty controlled the city and Piraeus. The

Spartan garrison guarded the surrounding western countryside from a mile or two south

of Phyle.98 The Athenians who were most likely to join the insurgency either were living

in exile in Boeotia or were living near Phyle.

The Archinus decree provides evidence for this fact. The names listed on the de-

cree are also paired with a significant percentage of preserved demotics. Consequently,

it provides a glimpse into the demographics of the Athenians who participated in the

insurgency at Phyle. The data from the deme lists are tabulated below in Table 5-4.99

The data suggest higher participation levels from the citizens who lived closest to the

base at Phyle and in other coastal or inland demes, especially those near Boeotia and

on the eastern fringes of Attica. The map also shows the extraordinarily low participation

by citizens who lived close to the city or in Piraeus. For example, the deme of Phyle,

despite its small size, has the largest number of participants. The nearby deme of

Acharnae had the second largest contingent, although their participation is less surpris-

ing given Acharnae’s overall large population. The decree may have contained even

more names of citizens from Phyle. Fragment c, which ends with the list of Phylians,

98 Xen. Hell. 2.4.4.
99 I derived the data from Raubitschek 1941.
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and the fragment below it, b, do not adjoin. Raubitschek only restored one line in be-

tween the two, for the tribal heading Kekropidos.100 If Oineis, the tribe of Phyle and

Acharnae, had a disproportionate level of representation in the insurgency, as it appears

to, then more lines of Phylian names were certainly plausible. The coastal demes of

Thrasybulus’ own trittys of Myrrhinous were also well-represented. Of the twenty two

legible deme records only six were from “city” demes. But, only one of these demes was

located inside the city walls – Koile. Four of the demes were actually located outside

the city itself. Three were far to the north east of the city, out near Marathon (and on

the road from Thebes to Phyle) – Probalinthos, Semachidai, and Eitea (Alopeke). A fifth

deme, Lakiadai, was located north of the city along the road from Athens to Phyle. The

location of the last deme, Eitea (Cholargos), is currently unknown. The Thirty left the

Spartan garrison to guard the insurgents a few miles away from Phyle near the deme

of Acharnae. Xenophon states that their goal was to prevent the looting of countryside

property, but they also no doubt kept watch for any Athenians coming up from Piraeus

to Phyle. If Isocrates was correct that the Thirty displaced at least five thousand citi-

zens from the city to Piraeus alone, it helps explain Thrasybulus’ next two maneuvers

– to attack the Spartan guards to the south and then march to Piraeus itself. The first

maneuver opened up a route for the Athenians at Piraeus to join his insurgency more

easily. When he took Piraeus itself, he gained access to the largest concentration of

potential susceptible Athenians now that only oligarchs were allowed to reside in the city

itself.

5.2.2.2 Eleusis

After these two military skirmishes, Xenophon says that the Thirty no longer thought

that their rule was secure, so they captured the town of Eleusis and executed three

100 Raubitschek 1941, 293-94.
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Table 5-4. The Archinus Decree
Name Deme

Gargettos
Gargettos

[Thrasybulus Lyko] Steiria
[Kephisophon] Paiania
…onido Probalinthos
…menos Myrrhinous
…do Angele
…o Kytheros
…nto Paionidai
…phronos Phrearrhoi
[Theokles Leu]kio Sounion
...Dionysio-
…krates Timokleos Eitea (Cholargos)

Acharnae
Acharnae
Acharnae

Glaucippo Lakiadai
Hierio Phyle
Antikratos Phyle
Eudemo Phyle
…demo Phyle
…onos Phyle
…mokl…
Smikuo[n]…
Sophil…
Archino[s Myronido] Koile
Oineides…
Aiant[idos]
Andro…
Euklei…
[T]imo…
D…
Ly…[...b]olo Semachidai
An…[…Mes]seni[o…]
Pol[on…] Eitea (Alopeke)
Kn[iphon…] Atene
[P]... Eleutherai?

Eleutherai?
Eleutherai?
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hundred residents.101 The Thirty had several motives for this maneuver. First, they

wanted to use Eleusis as a place of refuge in case they were driven out of Athens.102

They presumably planned to continue the civil war from there, like Thrasybulus from

Phyle, even if they no longer controlled the city center. A number of other fifth and fourth

century oligarchic factions set up similar bases when exiled from their home cities. The

Corcyraean oligarchs, for example, established bases of operation on the mainland

and at Mt. Istone after they lost control of the astu in 427.103 Other examples from

the late fifth century include the Mytilenian oligarchs at Antandrus and the Megarian

oligarchs at Pegae.104 In each of these cases, the oligarchs then hired mercenaries and

launched recurring piratical operations against their democratic-controlled cities. The

Corcyraeans even asked the Peloponnesians for help in the civil war. Presumably the

Thirty were planning something similar from Eleusis. It had natural advantages for this

kind of strategy: a harbor, fortifications, and the treasuries of the sanctuary in case they

needed to hire emergency mercenaries.105 In addition to Eleusis, the Thirty apparently

also took control of Salamis, presumably for the same strategic reason.106 Indeed, even

after the reconciliation between the men of the city and men at Piraeus, the Thirty, in

exile at Eleusis, were suspected of trying to hire mercenaries and killed by the rest of the

Athenians.107

101 Xen. Hell. 2.4.8: ἐκ δὲ τούτου οἱ τριάκοντα, οὐκέτι νομίζοντες ἀσφαλῆ σφίσι τὰ
πράγματα, ἐβουλήθησαν Ἐλευσῖνα ἐξιδιώσασθαι.
102 Xen. Hell. 2.4.8.
103 Th. 3.85, 4.46-48.
104 Th. 4.52, 4.660.
105 Krentz 1982, 86.
106 Lys. 12.52, 13.44.
107 Xen. Hell. 2.4.43.
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Second, the Thirty wanted to cut off a potential source of insurgent recruitment.

Several factors indicate they executed the Eleusinians with military goals in mind.

Eleusis itself was located very close to Phyle and its residents could easily have made

their way there to join the insurgency. As the Archinus decree showed, residents of

demes located on the fringes of Attica were more likely to join the insurgency at its

earliest stage than those living closer to the city center or in Piraeus. In fact, after all

the Athenian tribes on the Archinus decree there is a mysterious heading that begins

with an epsilon. Raubitschek suggests that it listed a group of men from Eleutherai

(Ἐ[λευθερᾶθεν] or Ἑ[λευθερεῖς]). Eleutherai was not an Attic deme, but people from it

seemed to be quasi-Athenian citizens in the late fifth century.108 With the importance

the Thirty placed on Eleusis, however, I wonder if those early participants listed on

the decree were actually Eleusinians instead of Eleutheraians.109 Diodorus, in fact,

writes that the Thirty accused the Eleusinians (and Salaminians) of directly helping

the insurgents at Phyle.110 Additionally, a herald of the Eleusinian mysteries named

Cleocritus, participated in Thrasybulus’ army at Munichia.111 The Thirty therefore

wanted to ensure that no more Eleusinians were able to join the insurgency. According

to Xenophon and Diodorus, they ordered a review of all the men so that they would

know how large of a garrison to install in the city.112 This procedure ensured that the

108 Raubitschek 1941, 293-94. Figueira 1991a, 155, points out an inscription (IG I3
1162, lines 96-97) from a mid-fifth century casualty list where a man named Semachides
is listed under the category Ἐλευθερᾶθεν with a similar tribal construction.
109 Meritt proposes a third option. He restores the epsilon as ἔ[γγραφοι] and suggests
that category would have listed a few of the metics involved with the Athenians. Meritt’s
restoration, however, has not found much backing with other scholars.
110 Diod. 14.32.4.
111 Xen. Hell. 2.4.20.
112 Xen. Hell. 2.4.8, Diod. 14.32.4.
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Thirty could target the men of prime military age. Although Xenophon and Diodorus

claim all the Eleusinian males were killed, Lysias suggests it was only three hundred.113

Given Lysias’ reputation for exaggerating the atrocities of the Thirty and considering

this speech was written to discredit a former member of the Thirty, Lysias’ smaller figure

is preferable to Xenophon’s assertion that every male died. They also killed at least

one other man in Athens with Eleusinian connections – a priest of the mysteries named

Lycurgus.

Finally, the Thirty used the executions of the Eleusinians to try to cement the sup-

port of the Three Thousand. The Thirty at this point must have had the fate of the Four

Hundred weighing heavily on their minds. Internal divisions among its members had

been one of the main causes of the previous oligarchic regime’s downfall. Theramenes

and a majority of the hoplites refused to continue building the Eetionian wall, turned

on the Four Hundred, and took up arms against the city.114 The Thirty even passed a

law that disbarred anyone who participated in the destruction of the Eetionian wall or

otherwise hurt the Four Hundred from membership in the Three Thousand.115 While

most scholars, including the author of the Athēnaiōn Politeia, interpret this law as aimed

specifically at Theramenes, it also proves that the Thirty were anxious not to repeat the

history of 411. Forcing the Three Thousand to share complicity in the executions of the

Eleusinians was another method to ensure they would not betray them. Critias’ speech

in the Hellenica to the Three Thousand illustrates their thought process:

We established this government, men, no less for you than for ourselves.
Since you share in its honors, you must likewise share in its dangers. You

113 Lys. 12.52.
114 Th. 8.92-93.
115 Ath. Pol. 37.1.
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must therefore condemn these arrested Eleusinians, so that you both fear
and take confidence in the same things we do.116

This tactic seems to have had mixed results. After the Thirty’s defeat at Munichia,

the Three Thousand began to debate among themselves whether or not they should

continue obeying the Thirty. Xenophon claims that those who engaged in violence were

afraid of punitive consequences and refused to receive the men at Piraeus, whereas

those who believed they had done nothing wrong wanted to end the civil war.117 Some

apparently even left the city and joined the insurgency at this early stage. An example is

Agoratus, from Lysias 13. Although Agoratus was in the city at the start of the war and

allegedly helped the Thirty murder loyal supporters of the democracy as an informant,

he later joined the men at Phyle and fought with them until the end of the war.118 The

fear of punishment for their complicity in the actions of the Thirty therefore seems to

have been effective at securing the loyalty of some, but clearly not all of the Three

Thousand.

5.3 Phase Three (Residence at Piraeus)

Though outnumbered more than three to one, the insurgents were able to defeat

the four-thousand man army of the Thirty in Piraeus. They took a highly-defensible

position atop hill of Munichia and forced the Thirty to march up a small alley to engage

them. Their position on the high ground allowed their many light-armed troops to fire

on the enemy more easily, whereas those of the Thirty found it much more difficult.119

116 Xen. Hell. 2.4.9: ἡμεῖς, ἔφη, ὦ ἄνδρες, οὐδὲν ἧττον ὑμῖν κατασκευάζομεν τὴν
πολιτείαν ἢ ἡμῖν αὐτοῖς. δεῖ οὖν ὑμᾶς, ὥσπερ καὶ τιμῶν μεθέξετε, οὕτω καὶ τῶν κινδύνων
μετέχειν. τῶν οὖν συνειλημμένων Ἐλευσινίων καταψηφιστέον ἐστίν, ἵνα ταὐτὰ ἡμῖν καὶ
θαρρῆτε καὶ φοβῆσθε.
117 Xen. Hell. 2.4.23.
118 Lys. 13.2, 77-79.
119 Xen. Hell. 2.4.15.
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The narrowness of the street meant that the Thirty could not take advantage of their

manpower superiority and extend their flanks out wide.120 As a result, the insurgents

routed the army of the Thirty back down the hill. The victory secured their new position

at Piraeus and led to an explosion in recruitment. Meanwhile, although the oligarchy

began to show signs of inner turmoil, they nevertheless continued the civil war. They

replaced the Thirty with the Ten and sent envoys to ask for further military aid from

Sparta. The Spartans first sent Lysander with a small mercenary army, but eventually, in

August 403, the Spartan king Pausanias marched to Piraeus with a full Peloponnesian

army and began to siege the insurgents. After a battle which went in favor of the

Spartans, Pausanias decided to broker a reconciliation favorable to the men of Piraeus.

Athens was allowed to reinstitute a democratic government. Those oligarchs who

disapproved were free to move to Eleusis. Though the civil war seemed to be over, the

probability of renewed conflict remained. Though the democrats now controlled the astu

and its civic institutions, the oligarchs still retained their base of operations at Eleusis

and all their wealth and property outside the city. Athens’ weakened state also still left it

vulnerable to Spartan interference. Had the stasis truly ended?

5.3.1 Phase Three Population Dynamics

After the battle of Munichia, enthusiasm for oligarchic regime declined. They lost

approximately 70 men in the battle itself, but some of the men of the city also seem to

have switched sides after the defeat.121 Diodorus attests that members of the Three

Thousand themselves fled to the Piraeus to join up, though he provides no numerical

figure.122 The Three Thousand also voted to exile 26 members of the Thirty to Eleusis.

Two remained in the city, Eratosthenes and Pheidon, and two were killed at Munichia,

120 Xen. Hell. 2.4.11.
121 Xen. Hell. 2.4.19.
122 Diod. 14.33.3-4.
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Critias and Hippomachus.123 The Ten, who replaced the Thirty, behaved similarly to

the Thirty, however, and continued the civil war.124 They did decide, however, to enlist

even more external assistance so that they could keep up with the exponentially growing

number of insurgents. They requested that the Spartans send over an entire army. The

Spartans at first only sent over Lysander and a mercenary army of 1000 soldiers he

hired with their 100 talent loan.125 Eventually, Pausanias raised a full army from the

Peloponnesian League and incorporated Lysander’s 1000 mercenaries. No source

provides the size of Pausanias’ force. It must have at least matched Lysander’s 1000

troops and been somewhat equivalent to the size of the eight-rank-deep hoplite army

of the insurgents. The combined forces of Lysander and Pausanias thus likely totaled

somewhere around 3000 men. Though Pausanias supported the men of the city for only

a brief time, that period represented the peak of the oligarchs’ manpower levels. Once

he decided to seek reconciliation and withdraw his support, it signaled the end of the

oligarchs’ reign as the incumbent government of Athens.

The insurgent army experienced a dramatic increase in recruitment after their vic-

tory at Munichia. The decree IG II2 10, honoring xenoi who fought with the democrats,

suggests that at least 560 to 580 non-Athenians alone joined during this phase. No

source provides a numerical figure for their total manpower by August 403 when they

fought Pausanias, but we can derive an estimate from Xenophon’s comment that

the insurgents fought Pausanias with a hoplite phalanx eight men deep.126 Eight

123 Lys. 12, Xen. Hell. 2.4.19.
124 Xen. Hell. 2.4.23.
125 Diod. 14.33.5.
126 Hell. 2.4.34.
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ranks seems to have been the standard depth for phalanxes in the classical pe-

riod.127 Although the length of phalanx lines could vary dramatically, a passage from

Thucydides provides a guideline for a general estimation of hoplite quantities based

on rank depth. Thucydides approximated the number of Spartan hoplites at the bat-

tle of Mantinea based on a calculation of 448 men per rank, for a total of 3584 men

(5.68.3).128 Applying the same estimate to the eight-rank-deep democratic forma-

tion reveals that their number of hoplites grew tremendously following their victory at

Munichia—from fewer than 1000 before Munichia to over 3000 afterwards.129 The

democrats’ total manpower would have been even larger at this point, however, since

the figure above only represents the hoplite contingent. Xenophon reminds us that after

the arrival of the new recruits post-Munichia, the insurgents had “very many men of

all different sorts,” including large numbers of light armed troops and even 70 horse-

men.130 Diodorus writes that this fourth influx of new recruits provided the exiles with

forces far superior (πολὺ ταῖς δυνάμεσιν οἱ φυγάδες ὑπερεῖχον) to those of the men of the

127 Eight is the most commonly cited depth in our recorded battles with four, ten, twelve,
and sixteen also frequently given. See: Wheeler 2007, 206, and Pritchett 1971, 134-43;
Contra: Cawkwell 1989, 380, who argues for four as the standard depth.
128 Thucydides’ calculation of the figure 448 per rank comes from his knowledge that
the Spartans had seven lochoi, each of which were made up of four pentecostues,
which in turn were constituted by four enomotiai that had four men per row.
129 This figure only presents an approximation. The depth of files often varied across
the entire phalanx, including most famously at Marathon where the Athenians had more
depth on their wings than on their center (Hdt. 6.111.1). Athens and Sparta also had
differing systems for their sub-divisions of the phalanx and even the Spartan lochoi of-
ten varied in size from battle to battle Wheeler 2007, 206. The important point to take
away from Xenophon’s acknowledgment of their phalanx depth is that the democrats
had the manpower now to field a relatively standard sized hoplite army that could square
off against even the Spartans. Their hoplite contingent had grown exponentially since
the Battle of Munichia where they could only field approximately 740.
130 Hell. 2.4.28.
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city.131 The Ath. Pol. claims that the entirety of the demos had come over to their side

(ἀποστάντος ἅπαντος τοῦ δήμου πρὸς αὐτούς).132 Such statements suggests that the

total number of insurgents by August of 403 exceeded 4000 men.

Table 5-5. Phase Three total manpower
May 403 (Post-Munichia) Aug. 403

Incumbents 3810 5800-6800
Insurgents 1200 4000+

Oligarchs in 

Athens

(Incumbents)

Neutral Population in 

Athens and 

Surrounding Areas

Hostility 

to Regime

Deaths

Democrats

(Insurgents)

Insurgent
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Ideology
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of Munichia

Spartan Army
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Incentives
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2000-
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Oligarchs at 

Eleusis
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Nightly Cavalry
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Reinforcements

Internal 

Dissention

Figure 5-4. Phase Three systems model – May 403 to Aug. 403

131 Diod. 14.33.4.
132 Ath. Pol. 38.3.
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5.3.2 Phase Three System Dynamics

The surprising democratic victory at the Battle of Munichia seemed to function

as a “tipping point’’ for internal support for the insurgents. Their manpower increased

dramatically and the oligarchs had to turn to external support to keep from losing their

control over the city. Why did so many Athenians decide to join Thrasybulus after

Munichia? Their surprising military victory no doubt was one major factor. The speaker

of Lysias 31, for example, refers to the group of citizens who returned to Athens from

exile, “when they saw the men of Phyle succeed in their actions” as opposed to those

who helped out from the beginning.133 Indeed, it seems like no coincidence that after

each military victory – first at Phyle, then against the Spartan garrison, and finally at

Munichia – the insurgency gained exponentially. The more battles they won, the greater

the expectation was among the rest of the Athenians that they would continue winning.

The oligarchs, however, still controlled the city and, although they replaced the Thirty

with the Ten, the Three Thousand as whole still backed the incumbent regime. The

war did not end after Munichia. Both sides continued the stasis. The men at Piraeus

increased their manpower by appealing to broad sections of Athenian society with

democratic ideology and incentives. The men of the city instead turned to external

sources of support – Sparta and Lysander’s mercenary army. Consequently, the

interaction between Athenian internal support for the insurgents and Spartan external

support became the key dynamic in this final phase of the war.

5.3.2.1 Insurgent recruitment

The third phase of the civil war highlights the way that the insurgents used their

democratic ideology as a node around which to attract and organize support for their

faction. The insurgents fostered an atmosphere of egalitarianism using rhetoric and

133 Lys. 31.9: ἔνιοί τινες τῶν πολιτῶν μετεβάλοντο, ἐπειδὴ ἑώρων τοὺς ἀπὸ Φυλῆς ἐν
οἷς ἔπραττον εὐτυχοῦντας.
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incentives to attract support from multiple sections of Athenian society, including the

poor and non-citizens. Although no pamphlets or inscriptions written by the insurgents

themselves survive, two speeches from the Hellenica—Cleocritus’ and Thrasybulus’—

provide some insight into the types of arguments made at the time. In each of these

speeches, the speaker addresses the “men of the city’’ and tries to convince them of the

legitimacy of the democratic cause over the oligarchic one. Their speeches emphasize

their common ties with the rest of the Athenians, the justice and piousness of their

cause, the impiety of the Thirty, and their military superiority.

Cleocritus makes his speech to the remainder of the oligarchic army after the

democratic victory at Munichia.134 He implores the men of the city to stop fighting and

reminds them of all their shared experiences: sacred rites, sacrifices, festivals, dances,

education, and military campaigns. They also share a common ancestry and are tied

together through marriages and friendships. Cleocritus also accuses the Thirty of acting

impiously by executing Athenian citizens for their own private gain and suggests their

actions are hateful to gods. Xenohpon claims that even members of the Thirty were

moved by his speech. Thrasybulus, on the other hand, made his speech to ensure the

cooperation of the men of the city after the men at Piraeus took control of Athens.135

He reviews the arguments the oligarchs were using to justify their rule and counters

with the reasons why the democratic faction are more deserving instead. First, he

questions whether the oligarchs are more just (dikaioteroi), but concludes they are not

since the dēmos is poorer, but have never acted unjustly for the sake of personal gain.

Second, he argues that the oligarchs did not deserve to rule over the dēmos because of

their inferior martial ability. He poses the following question to try to refute hypothetical

oligarchic claims at legitimacy: “Since you have no concern for justice, perhaps you

134 Xen. Hell. 2.4.20-22.
135 Xen. Hell. 2.4.39-42.
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thought to take great pride in your bravery. But, what better judge of bravery is there

than the battle we fought against one another?”136 Third, he claims that they lacked

judgment (gnōmē) because, even though they controlled the city walls and possessed

weapons, money, and the Spartans as allies, they were outmaneuvered by an opponent

who had none of those advantages. Finally, he reminds them that their friendship with

the Spartans was worthless since Pausanias ended up switching his support to the

democrats.

In addition to the democratic rhetoric, Thrasybulus also offered political incentives

to the non-Athenian citizens who joined his army. Xenophon writes that the democrats

swore among themselves that anyone who fought together with them would receive

isoteleia, even if they were xenoi.137 The word xenoi could have two meanings in

the context of a civil war. It could mean “foreign, non Athenians’’ in general or it could

refer specifically to mercenaries. Krentz argues for the latter in his commentary on the

passage.138 He suggests that the adverbial kai would make no sense if xenoi referred

simply to non-citizen residents, since the Athenian citizens included in his promise would

already have had isoteleia. Therefore the xenoi must represent a subsection of those

who would receive isoteleia. He also points to a parallel passage from the Anabasis

where Xenophon uses xenoi to mean “mercenaries.’’139 Either translation for xenoi,

however, still means that Thrasybulus promised isoteleia to any non-Athenian who

joined the insurgency. The word isoteleia most simply meant equality in taxation and

136 Xen. Hell. 2.4.40-41: ἐπεὶ δὲ δικαιοσύνης οὐδὲν ὑμῖν προσήκει, σκέψασθε εἰ
ἄρα ἐπ᾽ ἀνδρείᾳ ὑμῖν μέγα φρονητέον. καὶ τίς ἂν καλλίων κρίσις τούτου γένοιτο ἢ ὡς
ἐπολεμήσαμεν πρὸς ἀλλήλους;
137 Xen. Hell. 2.4.25: οἵτινες συμπολεμήσειαν, καὶ εἰ ξένοι εἶεν, ἰσοτέλειαν ἔσεσθαι.
138 Krentz 1995, 147.
139 Anab. 1.1.10.
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military service, but in Athens also carried an abstract meaning in the same ideological

vein as isonomia and isagoria.140

Thrasybulus apparently tried to fulfill his promises of political equality after the

civil war. Lysias tells us that non-citizens who died fighting during the civil war were

granted a public funeral with the same honors as citizens.141 According to the Ath.

Pol., Thrasybulus also proposed to give citizenship to everyone who had joined him

in Piraeus, some of whom were “clearly slaves.’’142 Archinus blocked this decree,

though, on the grounds it was a graphē paranomon.143 The decree (IG II2 10), likely

dating to the archonship of Xenaenetus (401/0), however, bestows three different

categories of foreigners who fought in the insurgency with unknown honors. The three

categories consist of those who joined in the return from Phyle, those who joined in

the fighting at Munichia, and those who remained with the people at Piraeus (after

Munichia). Scholars have made various suggestions as to which rewards each category

received. Osborne proposes that the first category received full citizenship and the

second and third received isoteleia. Whitehead suggests they all received citizenship.

Krentz argues they all received ateleia, or “freedom from taxation.’’ Osborne’s seems

the most plausible of all the reconstructions. It is difficult to argue what honors the first

category received since none of that section survives. But, those in the second and third

category, at least, were likely granted isoteleia. First, two members of the second and

third lists with unique names, Dexandrides and Gerys, describe themselves as isoteleis

140 Whitehead 1941.
141 Lys. 2.66.
142 Ath. Pol. 40.2: ὧν ἔνιοι φανερῶς ἦσαν δοῦλοι. Cf. Xen. Hell. 2.4.25: “A large num-
ber of all types of men were already joining those in the Piraeus.” (οἱ δὲ πολλοί τε ἤδη
ὄντες καὶ παντοδαποί).
143 Ath. Pol. 40.2, P. Oxy. XV 1800, frs. 6-7, Aeschin. 3.195.
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on their epitaphs.144 Second, it seems plausible that Xenophon recorded in his history

not necessarily what Thrasybulus originally promised to give to foreigners at Piraeus,

but instead what they ended up receiving. Why would Thrasybulus promise isoteleia,

but then propose a reward of full citizenship? Full citizenship was surely more difficult

to pass and thus left those who helped him with no reward instead. What seems more

likely is that Thrasybulus promised citizenship, or at least isoteleia in the broad, abstract

sense of “equality,’’ the Athenians later compromised on tax and military isoteleia for the

decree, and Xenophon conflated the process in his history.

Either way, the results of the insurgents’ democratization efforts paid off immensely.

Xenophon reports that after Munichia the insurgency was composed of all different

kinds of people (pantodapoi).145 Some had no weapons, either because they were too

poor or because the Thirty had seized them, and had to fashion arms for themselves

out of wood or wicker. Non-citizens made up a significant portion of their final fighting

force. Osborne restores space for a total of at least 920 to 960 foreign participants in

all three categories of IG II2 10.146 The range of professions of those listed on this

decree also indicates the broad appeal the insurgency had. The men who joined were

mostly manual laborers, retailers, and artisans. The most commonly listed jobs are

farm related, such as farm hands, fullers, and animal herders, but there are also urban

professions, including market sellers, traders, manufacturers, and even a herald and a

sculptor. The provenance of the names of those on the inscription vary, as well. Many

are common Greek names. The insurgency included at least three men named Glaucias

144 Dexandrides: IG II2 7864, Gerys: IG II2 7863. Cf. Rhodes and Osborne 2003, 26-
27.
145 Xen. Hell. 2.4.25.
146 70 to 90 names in the first category, 290 names in the second, and 560 to 580 in the
third.

203



and a table-maker named Socrates, for instance. Several, however, were strikingly

foreign, such as Psammis (Egyptian), Gerys (Thracian), and Abdes (Semitic).147 When

one compares these relatively poor and humble members with the richer and better

known participants like Thrasybulus, Archinus, or Lysias, it is possible to conclude that

the insurgency had support from a broad cross-section of Athenian society.

5.3.2.2 Oligarchic counter-measures

The oligarchic faction, on the other hand, faced potential collapse after Munichia.

Their first move was to change leadership. They voted to remove the Thirty from

power and replace them with the Ten, a group of composed of one man chosen from

each tribe. The Thirty left Athens and moved to their base at Eleusis. Next, they had

to decided whether or not to continue the civil war against the democrats. Some of

the Three Thousand apparently wanted to reconcile with the insurgents.148 The Ath.

Pol. in fact says that the Ten were put in power by the Three Thousand specifically to

end the war.149 The Ten did not end the war, though, and instead tried to reestablish

control over the wavering support Three Thousand.150 Xenophon states that the men

147 Rhodes and Osborne 2003, 27.
148 Xen. Hell. 2.4.23.
149 Ath. Pol. 38.1: ἐπὶ τὴν τοῦ πολέμου κατάλυσιν. The Ath. Pol. (38.3), however,
claims that the men of the city actually elected two different versions of the Ten. The
first Ten tried to continue the war by asking for help from Sparta, contrary to the wishes
of the Three Thousand. They eventually deposed that Ten and installed a different Ten
more sympathetic to the men at Piraeus. No other sources, though, mention two version
of the Ten and most modern scholars have been skeptical of the Ath. Pol.’s claim. See
Cloché 1915, 170-85, Rhodes 1981, 459-60, Krentz 1982, 96-97, and Wolpert 2002,
153 n.88.
150 Cloché 1915, 61-76, and Wolpert 2002, 26-27, however, doubt the extent to which
the Three Thousand actually wanted to reconcile with the insurgents at that time.
Wolpert suggests that the men of the city did not remove the Thirty because they
wanted to end the war, but because they thought the Ten might manage it more effec-
tively than the Thirty had.
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in the city were in “an agitated state’’ and “highly distrusting of one another.’’151 The

oligarchs, however, continued the fear-based tactics of the Thirty and hostility towards

the insurgents. They killed Demeratus to try to prevent further internal division.152 They

ordered the cavalry to make nightly patrols of the walls and sleep armed and with their

horses in the Odeion to prevent against a surprise coup d’etat inside the city. They also

sent the cavalry out to harass insurgents who were making raids or returning to their

own land to get supplies.153 Finally, an engineer used oxen to haul large stone blocks

onto the roads up to the city so that the insurgents could not lead any siege engines

against the city.154 The men of the city, however, were either unable or unwilling to sally

out of the city because of the growing strength of the men at Piraeus. They were forced

to turn to external support.

Their next step was thus to ask for help from the Spartans.155 According to

Lysias, they first requested that the Spartans send their entire army.156 The Spartans

instead sent Lysander with a loan of 100 talents to buy a mercenary army.157 He

planned to siege the men at Piraeus by land and sea and cut off their ability to resupply

themselves. With the 100 talents he hired 1000 mercenaries and began causing trouble

151 Xen. Hell. 2.4.24: τῶν ἐν ἄστει καὶ μάλα τεταραγμένων καὶ ἀπιστούντων ἀλλήλοις.
152 Ath. Pol. 38.2.
153 Xen. Hell. 2.4.26.
154 Xen. Hell. 2.4.27.
155 Interestingly, Xenophon claims that they made their request “on the grounds that
the dēmos had revolted from the Lacedaemonians.’’ Hell. 2.4.28: ὡς ἀφεστηκότος τοῦ
δήμου ἀπὸ Λακεδαιμονίων. The verb (aphistēmi) is the same one used to describe the
helot revolts from Sparta, revolts of Athenian allies from the Delian league, and even the
Ionian Revolt from Persia.
156 Lys. 12.58-29.
157 Xen. Hell. 2.4.28, Ath. Pol. 38.1, Isoc. 7.68, Lys. 12.59.
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for the men at Piraeus.158 For a short period of time, at least, Lysander’s army gave

some confidence back to the men of the city.159 The Spartan king Pausanias, however,

then decided to get involved. He was motivated either by his suspicion and jealousy

of Lysander’s growing power or his worry about the degradation of Sparta’s reputation

with the rest of the Greek world.160 Pausanias led the full Lacedaemonian army to

Piraeus and absorbed Lysander’s mercenaries into his left wing.161 Xenophon claims

that although Pausanias did not want to fight the insurgents, he also did not want to

seem to favor them too much.162 So, he tried to set up a siege of Piraeus, but while

he was scouting it out, the democrats attacked him with light-armed troops. Both sides

formed up their hoplites and engaged in set battle. The Spartans were able to rout the

Athenians, but they only inflicted 150 casualties.

After this engagement, however, Pausanias sent secret messages to men at Pi-

raeus and tried to reconcile them with the men of the city.163 The reason for Pausanias’

change in support is unclear, but I suspect at least one major factor was that the recent

battle had shown him that the democratic insurgents were well-armed, organized, and

committed to their insurgency.164 If he wished to continue supporting the oligarchs, he

likely faced a protracted and costly campaign. Although the oligarchs had been the ones

158 Diod. 14.33.5. Krentz 1995, 149, calculates that 100 talents would pay for a merce-
nary army of 1000 for around four months.
159 Xen. Hell. 2.4.29.
160 Jealousy and suspicion: Xen. Hell. 2.4.29. Sparta’s reputation: Diod. 14.33.6.
161 Xen. Hell. 2.4.29-34.
162 Xen. Hell. 2.4.27.
163 Xen. Hell. 2.4.35-37.
164 For a full discussion of the possible reasons for his change in allegiances, see
Chapter 2.
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to call in the Spartans, Pausanias actually brought about an end to the war that was

most favorable to the insurgents. Under the terms of the reconciliation, each Athenian

was to cease fighting and go to his own home, except for the Thirty, the Eleven, and the

Ten in Piraeus.165 Any men of the city who thought they might be in danger could flee to

Eleusis with the Thirty.166 Athens itself returned to a democratic government. Thrasy-

bulus and the men from Piraeus triumphantly marched up to the Acropolis bearing their

weapons and sacrificed to Athena.167 They then held an assembly to select magistrates

and establish the reinstated democratic government.168 The Athenians swore oaths not

to remember the wrongdoings of the civil war and live together as citizens.

From a historical point of view, the civil war had ended, but those living in the city

at the time might not have been so sure. The most ardent oligarchs still held a strong

position at Eleusis and had control over their property and wealth.169 The men of the

city and men of Piraeus lived together again in the same city, but simply swearing an

oath of amnesty did not mean everyone instantly forgot who the members of each

faction were. Any contentious event still had the possibility of reigniting warfare. For

example, two years later in 401/0, the democrats, now the incumbent government,

faced the threat of a new oligarchic insurgency. They heard a rumor that the men of

Eleusis were trying to hire mercenaries.170 Presumably, they feared the oligarchs would

165 Xen. Hell. 2.4.38, Ath. Pol. 39.1-6.
166 Not all of the Thirty went to Eleusis. Lysias 12.54 states that Eratosthenes and Phei-
don remained in the city.
167 Xen. Hell. 2.4.39, Lys. 13.80-81.
168 Xen. Hell. 2.4.43. According to Andoc. 1.81-82, they elected a temporary board of
twenty magistrates until the new laws were established.
169 Ath. Pol. 39.1.
170 Xen. Hell. 2.4.43, Ath. Pol. 40.4.
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use those mercenaries to harass Athens and renew civil strife. To try to suppress the

Eleusinians, the Athenians sent out their entire hoplite army. When the Eleusinian

generals who came out to parley, the Athenians murdered them. They then sent

out friends and relatives of those who remained at Eleusis to persuade them not to

fight. Even then the hostilities did not end. As Wolpert concludes in his study of the

memory of the civil war, the Athenians continually had to renew and renegotiate their

interpretations of the peace each time a conflict emerged between former members of

the two factions.171

The uncertainty of the peace reminds us that the Athenian civil war of 404/3 was

not one in which two static groups fought each other. Both sides altered their compo-

sition, goals, and behaviors as the war evolved. Even external agents—most notably

Sparta—changed allegiances. Participation in stasis was a dynamic variable. The

popular shift towards the democrats in the third phase of the war was caused, in part,

by negative feedback from the Thirty’s policies designed to suppress resistance. For

example, although the Thirty executed many of those most likely to join a democratic

resistance, the murders built up significant hostility among the remaining Athenians,

making them more likely than before to support any opposition. The decision to decen-

tralize the excluded citizens meant that there was less opportunity for those hostile to

their regime to organize any coup d’etat inside the city walls. Their displacement, how-

ever, also left those residents outside the immediate control of the oligarchs and made it

much easier for them to join Thrasybulus’ army once he controlled the Athenian chora.

The Thirty’s decision to limit the number of men involved in their government lessened

the chance that they would be betrayed from within as the Four Hundred had been. On

the other hand, it also limited their number of hoplites to 3000 without external support

and meant more hoplites could possibly join the other side. Conversely, support for the

171 Wolpert 2002, 137-38.
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insurgents compounded because of positive feedback from those actions of the Thirty

and their own military victories. The military success of Thrasybulus attracted more sup-

port from on-the-fence Athenians. Their extra numbers in turn increased the probability

of future military success, enticing even more support and creating a snowballing cycle

of recruitment.

This case study also shows how the ideology of each group influenced its approach

to conducting the war and recruiting support. The oligarchs, for instance, adopted the

idea that they would include only those men who could “best’’ rule the city. Although

ridiculed and challenged by Theramenes, they nevertheless refused to extend participa-

tion beyond the Three Thousand. Rather than expand the number of participants, they

relied instead on external support from the Spartans. One could certainly argue that

they had practical reasons to prefer Spartan support over Athenian, especially given the

downfall of the Four Hundred. Still, their claim to legitimacy as oligarchs and aristocrats

depended on establishing an ideological contrast with the broad-based, democratic

government they were replacing.172 The democrats, on the other hand, were able to

recruit from a larger base of potential recruits. They found tremendous support from

poor Athenians and non-citizens, two groups made inaccessible to the oligarchs by their

ideologies. The democrats were able to claim they represented the entirety of Athenian

society and were restoring those whom the Thirty had unjustly displaced. In the end

those numbers mattered. The oligarchs found themselves unable to contest the growing

number of insurgents outside their city and had to turn to external support. When that

external support failed, their control over the city went with it.

172 The oligarchic author of [Herodes] Peri Politeias (30), for example, sarcastically
questions whether a group could truly call itself an oligarchia if it was composed of two-
thirds of the polis’ population.

209



CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS

The desire to determine the “true cause” of an event is one that is firmly rooted in

the historical discipline. The instinct can be traced back even to Thucydides himself,

who argued that the “truest cause” (τὴν...ἀληθεστάτην πρόφασιν, 2.23.6) of the Pelo-

ponnesian War was Spartan fear of the growth of Athenian power.1 Linear causalities,

however, often fail to account for explosive, dynamic historical events. Ober sums up

the methodological problems with linear approaches to revolutionary behaviors nicely:

The problem with a purely longue durée, evolutionary, ”business as usual”
approach to history that rejects the unique significance of remarkable events
is that it cannot allow for sudden and dramatic changes in what is possible;
it cannot accommodate the conundrum that revolutionary action (and thus
democracy) is impossible until the moment of its occurrence. Explaining the
sudden appearance of the possible through (formerly) impossible action is
the point of focusing on radical disruption and transformation.2

Systems theory provides a method to approach the complexities of unpredictable,

nonlinear phenomena like internal warfare. By focusing on relationships, connections,

and adaptation we can avoid the teleological trappings of Cartesian approaches and

examine the mechanics that drove the surprising behaviors of those participating in

the civil war. A unique explanatory insight gained by systems theory comes from its

focus on feedback loops. When the output of an element also eventually functions

as an input for that same element, nonlinear feedback loops form that can induce

either exponential (reinforcing) or homeostatic (balancing) behaviors. The presence

of feedback mechanisms in Greek stasis helps to explain why civil wars could cause

such unanticipated and devastating outcomes, yet prove so eradicable for Greek poleis

infected with them.

1 Herodotus is also interested in discovering the (singular) cause of the war between
the Greeks and Persians (δι᾽ ἣν αἰτίην ἐπολέμησαν ἀλλήλοισι, 1.1.1).

2 Ober 1998b, 73.
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The systems approach used in this work leads to three main conclusions about

the internal wars of Greek poleis. First, studies of Greek stasis must account for the

behavior of the entire community, even that of neutral parties. Population support was

not a static variable. The participants at the start of the war were not necessarily the

same as those at the end. The Phleiasian citizenry initially supported the incumbent

democrats, but they eventually withdrew their support because of food shortage. The

Athenian hoplites initially supported the Four Hundred, but as the conflict against the

army at Samos and the Spartans evolved, they formed a new resistance movement and

even received support from members of the Four Hundred, such as Theramenes. The

Athenians citizenry did not join Thrasybulus en masse until after his victory at Munichia.

Our authors suggest that Greeks had an expectation that a large organized group of

armed citizens could exert their political will. So, even in situations where a majority of

the population remained passive throughout the entire conflict, one needs to explain why

they did.

Second, during internal warfare the dissemination of information became a medium

contested just as fiercely as a military battlefield. Information flowed through traditional

channels, by means of messengers, assemblies, and inscription. The side which

controlled the physical territory was able to control that information more easily. Factions

frequently manipulated or spun information to persuade neutral parties to support their

cause or at least not to join their enemies. Sometimes factions would even fabricate

events to gain support. Political ideologies, slogans, and catchphrases served as

organizational nodes that provided a framework for citizens to interpret events and

connect to others with shared values. Because Greeks conceived of their polis as

a group of people with a shared identity rather than as an abstract, absolute entity

or group of institutions, factions could manipulate those identities by renaming or

recategorizing who belonged as its citizens. The fluidity of political identities made it
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easier for a city to split apart into hostile factions. It also meant that the lines between

external and internal warfare were not as clear-cut as often imagined.

Third, the systems approach allows us to demonstrate the interconnected patterns

of stasis and show how feedback from one element could function as the input of the

same element or other elements. The parity of the Athenian and Spartan armies caused

Megarian factions to wait to make their decisions about whom to support until after

they fought a battle. The perception of Spartan victory then caused some pro-Athenian

Megarians to flee the city, increasing support for the pro-Spartan party and making

it easier to have the remaining pro-Athenians put to death and convert the city to an

oligarchy. Such interconnections created balancing and reinforcing feedback loops

that could lead to protracted or exponential behaviors. Massacres of non-combatants,

such as those at Corcyra, eliminated members of the opposing faction and frightened

others to remain quiet, but they also created a desire for retribution that could fuel future

massacres or episodes of stasis.

Because of these relationships, the outbreak or outcomes of internal wars could not

have been reliably predicted ahead of time. Teleologies for civil wars only make sense

when applied retroactively from a historical perspective. One cannot treat civil war as a

balance sheet where one can simply add up the resources for both sides and determine

the outcome. A small change to one element sometimes triggered a feedback loop that

in turn triggered another feedback loop and eventually led to an output exponentially

different than a sum of its inputs. The people involved in internal warfare adapted

dynamically as the war evolved. This conclusion helps explain the most surprising

aspects of Greek stasis: it could arise from seemingly minor incidents, involved the

exponential growth and decay of popular support, and led to a rapid escalation of tragic

violence that often transgressed traditional social or political boundaries.
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