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Debate on the Origin of Athenian Democracy
Yan Shaoxiang (Capital Normal University)

Abstract This paper traces the western scholarship about the origin of Athenian democracy.
Firstly, we point out that there have been different views about the origin of Athenian democracy
among the Greeks, including the Solonian Reform, the Reforms of Cleisthenes or the legendary king
Theseus respectively. George Grote was the first to put forward the view that Cleisthenes laid the
foundation of Athenian democracy, which won wide acceptance among the scholars. Charles Hignett
and Kurt A. Raaflaub argued that the reforms of Ephialtes was the real origin of Athenian democracy,
which was unique to Athens. Recent scholarship presents more views on this issue. Robert W.
Wallace try again to return to Aristotle who deemed Solon as the founder of Athenian democracy;
Josiah Ober emphasizes the importance of the popular revolution at the end of the 6th century BC;
Raaflaub insists on the connection between the Athenian navy and their democracy; Walter Eder even
claims that Athenian democracy came to stability only after 403 BC. The variety of the beginnings
of Athenian democracy is more related to the ideology of the historians and circumstances under
which the scholars work since democracy was always redefined in order to meet the change of the
time. Further, the scholarship about the beginning of Athenian democracy also shows that the basis
of historical evidence is in constant expansion and the theory and methods of social sciences plays
more and more important roles in the past decades. In the continued dialogues between the ancient
and modern, scholars have deepened their understanding of Athenian democracy.

Key words Athenian democracy; Cleisthenes; Solon; Ephialtes; Greek democracy
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