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1. General information 
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2. Introduction: Anchoring Democracy in Ancient Athens 
What was Athenian democracy? What made it thrive, adapt, and eventually unravel? This 
course offers a multidisciplinary exploration of one of the most ambitious and influential 
political systems in world history. Athenian democracy is often remembered for its 
radical inclusivity among male citizens, but this course asks deeper questions: How was 
it sustained over nearly two centuries? What internal contradictions and external 
pressures shaped its evolution? And why does this ancient system continue to speak to 
us in a time of rising authoritarianism and democratic erosion? 
 
This course is explicitly informed by the concept of Anchoring Innovation, which 
emphasizes that meaningful innovation does not arise ex nihilo, but gains legitimacy, 
durability, and traction by being anchored in existing practices, institutions, narratives, 
and cultural repertoires. Applied to democracy, this perspective challenges linear or 
teleological models of political development and instead foregrounds processes of 
adaptation, reuse, contestation, and re-legitimation across time. 
 
Athenian democracy itself is approached in this course as a paradigmatic case of 
anchored innovation. The radical institutional changes associated with Kleisthenes and 
his successors—such as selection by lot, mass participation in courts and assemblies, 
and new forms of accountability—were not invented in a vacuum. Rather, they were 
deliberately anchored in older civic, religious, and social practices: tribal organization, 
cultic calendars, ancestral law, ritualized decision-making, and notions of collective 
responsibility within the polis. Democratic innovation thus emerged through the 
reconfiguration of familiar frameworks, not through their wholesale rejection. This 
anchoring was crucial for legitimacy, allowing new political practices to be recognized 
as meaningful, authoritative, and binding within Athenian society. 
 
At the same time, the course demonstrates that anchoring is an ongoing and contested 
process. During moments of crisis—war, oligarchic coups, imperial overstretch, or 



democratic fatigue—Athenians repeatedly sought to stabilize or reform their democracy 
by invoking the past: ancestral constitutions (ta patria), earlier laws (Drako and Solon), 
revered institutions, and exemplary statesmen (including Kleisthenes himself). 
Democratic resilience, as well as democratic breakdown, can therefore be understood 
as a contest over how present political practice is anchored in the past. 
 
Finally, the course extends the Anchoring Innovation framework beyond antiquity. Later 
receptions and appropriations of Athenian democracy—from Polybius and Cicero to 
Enlightenment thinkers and modern political theorists—are analysed as further acts of 
anchoring. Democratic ideas are continuously re-embedded in new historical contexts 
by selectively invoking ancient precedents, adapting them to new institutional realities, 
and mobilizing them in debates about representation, participation, equality, and 
legitimacy. In this way, the course makes clear that democratic innovation is not a single 
historical event, but a longue durée process in which past democratic practices—
ancient and later—remain active resources for thinking, legitimizing, and reimagining 
democracy today. 
 
3. Content of the course 
Drawing on literary (i.a., Aeschylus, Herodotus, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes, 
Thucydides, Xenophon, Plato, Lysias, Demosthenes, Aristotle), epigraphic (laws, 
decrees, treaties), and material sources (vase painting, inscriptions, architecture, 
sculpture), this course asks students to rethink Athenian democracy not as a static 
model, but as a dynamic and deeply embedded cultural and religious system. Its rise, 
resilience, contradictions, and collapse all hold urgent lessons for the democracies of 
today, which face their own crises of legitimacy, inclusion, and endurance. 
 
In this course, we will focus on three aspects that require us to rethink Athenian 
democracy: 

1. Origins – Athenian democracy was instituted with the democratic reforms of 
Kleisthenes in 508/7 BCE, which emerged against the backdrop of aristocratic 
rivalry, growing urban classes, and a desire to resolve political tensions in the 
Athenian polis. We will investigate the institutional innovations that followed—
selection by lot, rotation in office, ostracism, and the empowerment of the 
assembly and popular courts—and how they reshaped political praxis in the 
classical polis. Crucially, we will explore how Athenian democracy was rooted in 
religious institutions. As recent scholarship emphasizes, the polis was not a 
secular republic but a sacred community (koinonia hierōn kai hosiōn). Religious 
festivals, state-sponsored sacrifices, and ancestral cults formed the fabric of civic 
life. These rituals bound citizens to each other and to the gods, helping to 
legitimize the democratic order and ensure its resilience in times of crisis. Both 
men and women participated in this sacral dimension, reinforcing the idea that 



democracy was as much about belonging and shared ritual as it was about 
political decision-making. But ultimately, even the institution of Athenian 
Democracy itself was anchored in standing political praxis as well as in the legal 
precedents set by earlier lawgivers such as Drako and Solon, even if that meant 
amending or adding to their work. 

2. Crises – The democracy faced numerous existential challenges: the Persian 
invasions in the early 5th century, the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE), the 
oligarchic coups of 411 and 404 BCE, and rise of Macedon. And yet, for nearly two 
centuries, Athens managed to reconstitute its democratic institutions. But 
democracy in Athens was not without its exclusions, aberrations, demagogy, and 
violence. The system denied political rights to women, metics, and slaves—many 
of whom laboured in the Laurion silver mines, funding the city’s power. It granted 
a platform to populist orators, who stirred the emotions of the populace. And it 
was capable of extreme brutality, most famously in the massacre of the Melians 
in 416. After 400, Athenian democracy gradually lost its appeal. Fewer citizens 
were willing to register for office and increasingly conflicts arose among the elite 
about the avoidance of contributing to the state's expenses. Why did this happen? 
What disillusionments—philosophical, social, or institutional—are reflected in 
the writings of Plato, Aristotle, and Demosthenes, and can be derived from the 
decrees and laws in this period? These sources offer differing critiques of the 
democratic experiment and help us understand its vulnerability to fatigue and 
manipulation. They also invite us to think about what came after democracy, for 
while Athens grew increasingly oligarchic, the discourse, architecture, and 
symbols of its democratic constitution were exported throughout the 
Mediterranean. Such movements away from the democratic institutions of the 
classical period were nevertheless often anchored in democratic discourse. 

3. Legacies – We will also examine how Athenian democracy has been remembered, 
appropriated, denounced and idealized in later times. Think, for instance, of 
Hellenistic and Roman thinkers such as Polybius and Cicero, who valued certain 
aspects of Athenian democracy but ultimately dismissed it in favour of the Roman 
Republic as a system of balanced government. Or of Montesquieu, Voltaire and 
other Enlightenment philosophers, typically evaluating Athenian democracy with 
a mixture of admiration and caution. In similar vein, prominent American 
Founding Fathers such as James Madison and Alexander Hamilton were generally 
appreciative of Athenian democracy as a facilitator of civic engagement, but also 
deeply feared it as a system that would be prone to instability, demagoguery and 
mob rule.  The legacy of Athenian democracy also figures prominently in the 
thought of modern and contemporary thinkers such as Isaiah Berlin, Karl Popper, 
Hannah Arendt, Bonnie Honig, William Connolly and many, many more. These 
modern thinkers especially anchored their views of democratic norms in the 



example set by Athens, in order to express new ideas that nevertheless appeared 
to be rooted in the Classical period. 

4. Teaching activities 
The central component of the course is an excursion to Athens (14–22 April 2026), 
where we will make use of the teaching and accommodation facilities of the 
Netherlands Institute at Athens (NIA, www.nia.gr). In Athens, students will engage 
extensively with the material heritage of the ancient Athenian democracy through a 
program that includes visits to key archaeological sites and museums. In addition, 
students will attend lectures and participate in discussions. As part of the program, 
each student will give a presentation on a topic prepared in advance of the excursion. 
This topic may concern material, immaterial, and/or heritage aspects of the Athenian 
democracy and will be determined in consultation with the course instructors. 

Prior to the excursion, two preparatory sessions will be held in the Netherlands (in 
February and March, exact dates tba). During these sessions, students will receive an 
introduction into the history and workings of ancient Athenian democracy and select a 
topic to study and develop for their presentations in Athens.  
 
5. Travel dates  
Students are expected to book their own tickets and arrive at Athens by Tuesday 14th 
April 2026 the latest. The programme of the course will begin at the Netherlands 
Institute at Athens in the Library on Wednesday 15th April (9am) and will last until the 
evening of Tuesday 21st January. You can therefore book your return flight the earliest on 
Wednesday 22nd April (or later if you wish to stay longer in Greece). 
 
6. Facilities in Athens 
Rooms will be made available for you at the Netherlands Institute at Athens or in a 
nearby hostel (unless you indicate to us that you wish to make your own arrangements 
in Athens). You will share the rooms with one or two fellow-students. 
 
7. Entry requirements and registration  
The course is part of the curriculum for RMA and PhD students of the National Research 
School OIKOS, but it is also open to other (R)MA and PhD students enrolled at Dutch 
universities. Prior knowledge of ancient Greek or Latin is not necessary.  

Since the number of participants in this course is limited to fifteen, interested students 
are asked to register by 20 January 2026 by emailing the course coordinator 
(F.vandenEijnde@uu.nl). When registering, please include: 
 
- the university you are affiliated with,  
- your student number, 
- the programme you are enrolled in, 

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nia.gr%2F&data=05%7C02%7CM.P.deBakker%40uva.nl%7C81ff1db7c2624641dc5308de1bada617%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C638978629793765872%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1jqwtqmVmoM4fpUXpY1E08RtMqzQRuQUdsOEIiffvcg%3D&reserved=0


- your previous degrees (BA and, if applicable, MA), and 
- a short motivation letter (maximum half a page A4) explaining why you would like to 
take this course. 
 
Shortly after 20 January, you will be informed whether you have been admitted to the 
course. 
 
8. Assessment and credits 
During the excursion, students will give a presentation on a topic related to Athenian 
democracy that has been prepared before departure. This presentation will be graded.  
In addition, each student will give a brief (non-graded) introduction to one of the 
monuments or sites visited in Athens. 
 
Upon successful completion, students will receive a certificate of participation. The 
credits (5 ECTS) will be awarded subject to approval by the student's own examination 
board. 
 
9. Costs etc. 
All students will be asked to contribute a fee of up to € 300,- to cover expenses for 
excursion and accommodation. We hope to reduce this contribution by targeted 
fundraising. Further details will be provided in due course. 

Students are responsible for arranging and paying their own flights (see above for the 
relevant dates) and meals (there is a cooking facility at the Netherlands Institute). 
 
We also expect our students to have a valid health and travel insurance in Athens, so 
please check if you are not sure whether you have them.  
 
10. General rules of conduct 
Our aim is to make this course a positive experience for all, and we expect a respectful, 
collaborative attitude from each participant. If, contrary to our hopes, you experience 
any discomfort, please reach out as soon as possible to the teaching staff, or the 
confidentiality advisor of your own university. We will handle all matters confidentially 
and work with you toward a timely solution. 
 
11. Suggested topics for presentations  
Below follows a list of suggested topics for presentations. Students should choose one 
of these topics. Alternatively, they may propose a topic which is not mentioned on the list 
below, provided that it clearly relates to the main theme of the course. 
 

1. Political Institutions (choose): 
a. The court system 



b. Ostracism 
c. Council and assembly 

2. Representation of democracy (choose): 
a. Panathenaic procession 
b. Great Dionysia (theater) 
c. Parthenon sculptures 
d. Tragedy 
e. Comedy 

3. Pericles’ citizenship law and the institution of democratic priesthoods 
4. Religion and the Athenian Agora 
5. Ephialtes' reforms and the Areopagus (a.o. Oresteia) 
6. Democracy discussed (Herodotus, Euripides, Plato) 
7. The excluded on stage: Aristophanes' women plays and the depiction of 

democracy. 
8. How to become a prostates tou demou (a.o. Thucydides, Aristotle) 
9. From Cleon to Demosthenes: populist politics in Athens and how to make 

Athens great (again) 
10. Breakdowns and revolts: how internal wars affected Athens. 
11. Honorific decrees in 4th ct. Athens and the waning interest in state service.  
12. Nostalgia in Athenian politics of the 4th ct. BCE. 
13. Lysias' speeches and the weaponization of the lawcourts for democracy's sake. 
14. From liturgy to euergetism: how Athens salvaged its savings but forsook its 

freedom. 
15. Democracy and tragedy: the case of Aeschylus’ Oresteia 
16. Democracy and tragedy: the case of Sophocles’ Antigone 
17. Athenian democracy as a model of civic participation: current developments 
18. Democratic virtues: Pericles’ Funeral Oration and its afterlife in modern political 

thought 
19. Athenian democracy and its afterlife (choose):  

a. Polybius 
b. Cicero 
c. Machiavelli 
d. Montaigne 
e. Montesquieu 
f. Voltaire 
g. Hamilton, Jay and Madison  
h. Rousseau 
i. Hegel 
j. Nietzsche 
k. Strauss 
l. Popper 



m. Isaiah Berlin 
n. Hannah Arendt 
o. Bonnie Honig 
p. Josiah Ober 
q. Etc.etc.etc. 
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