i time, it became the Greeks’ greatest gift to the world.

~ History Close-up:

_ Democracy in Action

' Ancient Athens was the birthplace of democracy—the system

of government in which the people rule themselves. Democracy
was perhaps the greatest achievement of ancient Athens. In -

In Athenian .
democracy, peopie |
debated issues in
the open air, and
these debates

were noisy affairs,

Only free male citizens of Athens
were members of the assembly with. -
the right to-vote. Women, slaves,

and fareigners could not participate.

N S,

Vaoting was usually done by a show of hands, but

- sometimes assembly members wrote their votes
on broken pieces of pottery. Then officials collectad
these pottery pieces and counted the votes.

Athens Creates Democracy

Around 500 BC a new leader named Cleis-
thenes {KLys-thuh-neez) gained power in
Athens. Although he was a member of one
of the most powerful families in Athens,
Cleisthenes didn't want aristocrats to run
the government. He thought they already
had too much influence. By calling on the
support of the people, Cleisthenes was able
to overthrow the aristocracy once and for
all. In its piace, he established a completely
new form of government.

Under Cleisthenes’ leadership, Ath-
ens developed the world’s first democracy.
For this reason, he is sometimes cailed the
father of democracy.
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Democracy under Cleisthenes

Under Cleisthenes, all citizens in Athens
had the right o participate in the assem-
bly, or gathering of citizens, that created
the city’s laws. The assembly met out-
doors on a hillside so that everyone could
attend the meetings. During meetings,
people stood before the crowd and gave
speeches on political issues. Every citizen
had the right to speak his opinion. In fact,
the Athenians encouraged people to speak.
They loved to hear speeches and debates.
After the speeches were over, the assembly
voted. Voting was usually done by a show
of hands, but sometimes the Athenians
used secret ballots.




The Athenian
assembly met on
a hill called the
Pryx (pah-NIKS).

- Men spoke before the
i assembiy To support or

argue against different

issues. Persuasive speakers .
‘often convinced othersto oo e
pass laws they supported,

Sometimes, more

than 6,000 men

crowded onto the

smali hill.

The number of people who voted in
the assembly changed from day to day.
For major decisions, however, the assem-
bly needed about 6,000 people to vote, But
it wasn’t always easy to gather that many
people together in one place.

According to one Greek writer, the gov-
ernment sent slaves to the market to round
up more citizens if necessary. In one of the
writer’s plays, slaves walked through the
market holding a long rope between them.
The rope was covered in red dye and would
mark the clothing of anyone it touched.
Any citizen with red dye on his clothing
had to go to the assembly meeting or pay
a large fine.

Men in the crowd
often argued with
speakers.

=

How did peopte vote in ancient Athens?

Because the assembly was so large, it
was sometimes difficult to make decisions.
The Athenians therefore selected citizens
to be city officials and to serve on a smaller
council. These officials decided which faws
the assembly should discuss. This helped
the government run more smoothiy.

‘Changes in Athenian Democracy

As time passed, citizens gained more pOW-

. ers. For example, they served on juries 1o

decide court cases. Juries had anywhere
from 200 to 6,000 people, although juries
of about 500 people were much more com-
mon. Most juries had an odd number of
members 1o prevent ties.

Like the ancient
fireeks, we use
juries to decide
court cases.
But our modern
juries have only
12 people.
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