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Some Remarks on the Five Criteria of Democracy
By Panagiotis Petratos*
In a recent article published in this journal, Gregory T. Papanikos presented and
discussed the five criteria of democracy. This paper further discusses these criteria by
providing some additional ancient sources in light of the modern application of
democracy in various countries. It is shown that these five criteria had a diachronic effect
in ancient Athens as is demonstrated by a number of ancient writers. I use excerpts from
some ancient works to show that this was the case.

Introduction
This paper is inspired by reading the journal article authored by Gregory T.
Papanikos.1 The five criteria for democracy in ancient Athens are isegoria,
isonomy, isocracy, isoteleia and isopoliteia.2 In the research study by Papanikos,3
a review and a comparison is reported of the political system of the true
democracy in ancient Athens compared with the modern democracy of the very
few elected representatives. Modern democracy is quite dissimilar to the
democracy of ancient Athens.4 Modern democracy is based on a political system
of a few elected representatives who vote on behalf of the people on very
important laws, public financial budgets, public projects’ finances, and all other
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matters of social and public concern, such as energy security, etc.5 Voting on
behalf of the people or voting in favor of the people’s financial interests is not
always followed by the very few elected representatives who often vote to protect
and increase their own wealth and financial interests, or to protect and increase
the oligarchy’s wealth and financial interests.6
The democracy of ancient Athens is based on a political system whereby all
citizens vote--with no representatives required—to protect and increase the
people’s own wealth and financial interests, not to protect and increase the
oligarchy’s wealth and financial interests, like the so-called very few elected
representatives vote.7 Therefore, the true democracy of ancient Athens is based on
a political system whereby all citizens participate in the decision-making process
for all very important matters of social and public concern in order to protect and
increase all people’s wealth and financial interests.8
The political system of what can be called true democracy of ancient Athens
evidently comes into direct opposition to the oligarchy’s financial interests.9 This
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is the reason that the oligarchy preferred to rule on its own, based on the
oligarchic political system.
An even more restricted form of government is to protect and enrich the
financial interests of not only the very few (also known as oligarchy), but of the
one individual in power known as monarchy. Sometimes monarchy may be
benevolent if the monarch, the individual who governs and rules all, is truly
enlightened and makes all decisions to protect and increase the wealth and
financial interests of all their subjects, citizens and all people, which yield the
same results of true democracy in ancient Athens.10
Unfortunately, this is not often the case and the reality of a monarchy is that
the one individual in power who governs and rules all is interested only in
protecting and increasing their own wealth and financial interests. This is usually
accomplished at the expense and the financial detriment of all people through
widespread and heavy taxation. When the monarch enforces unbearable taxation
to all citizens for example, then the monarchy is turned into a tyranny.
The tyrant in power can also enforce other unbearable laws. For example, the
tyrant can impose significant financial costs upon the people and prepare to go
war with a neighbor state simply to increase the tyrant’s own wealth and
financial gain. War is never won without any losses of human lives, and usually it
is a significant number of human lives lost. Significant losses of human lives are
the ultimate price for the people to pay in order to satisfy the tyrants’ uppishness.

Historical Review of Notable Political Systems
Hellas, also known as Greece, is derived from the Latin name Graecia
(Greek: Γραικία), literally meaning ‘the land of the Greeks’, which was used by
ancient Romans to denote the area of modern-day Greece.11
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History states that certain peoples’ rising with military power12 at various
periods of time, short or long, dominated the known world or at least a large part
of the known world.13 From history we also know that certain people have
claimed all the wealth of the known world, as full-fledged privilege, in their
perception, violently or peacefully, proclaiming themselves the so-called leaders of
humanity. For example, typical evidence of this phenomenon is the belief that the
pharaohs, who were the monarchs of ancient Egypt, were not only the kings of
the Egyptian people, but also the pharaohs were the sole representatives of the
Gods and the singular individual mediators between the deities and the world of
men.
Many eons later in the land of the pharaohs, Egypt was annexed by the
Roman Empire. Romans in their time of rise and acme created the Roman Empire
and conquered the greatest part of the known world. The spiritual and political
formation of the Roman Empire, and in general the Romans’ pedagogical
upbringing, was such that they entered life with the understanding that their
destiny was to conquer the world, as Nicolet rightly observes.14
The notable poet Vergil (Vergilius Maro, Aeneid) obviously wished to remind
us of the arrogant ideology of Romans in his verse: ‚But thou, Roman, learn with
sovereign sway To rule the nations..‛15 However, this perception according to
Montesquieu16 finally proved detrimental to their military power and contributed
to the fall of the Roman Empire.
One of the principal reasons for the decline and fall of the Roman Empire
was their lack of mental and spiritual excellence. Instead of spiritual excellence,
Romans adopted their prevailing military power and violence as well as the
common practice ‚divide and conquer‛.
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to military spending: Papanikos, ‚Military Spending, International Trade and Economic
Growth in the Mediterranean Basin,‛ Athens Journal of Mediterranean Studies 1, no. 2 (2015):
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University of California Press, 2007); M. I. Finley, Politics in the Ancient World (Cambridge
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264

Athens Journal of Humanities & Arts

July 2022

Romans were undermined and therefore overthrown by the advanced
peoples whom the Romans had enslaved. As Horatio, the great Latin poet,
referred to this phenomenon of peaceful overpower, wrote that, ‚Captive Greece
held captive her uncivilized conqueror and brought the arts to the rustic Latin
lands!‛17 precisely of the Greek civilization and of the Greek spirit.
Many eons later another example of this phenomenon is the pursuit of world
dominance by the German military during World War I and II. This is an
example of course of the pursuit of world dominance and the mentality of the
German military who believed that they are entitled to the entire continent of
Europe and beyond as their required vital space to occupy, conquer and
economically exploit with their very well-known ideology ‚Germany must be
above all‛.
In addition, further examples of this phenomenon include the world
domination effort of the Soviet Communist Party during the historic time period
of the Soviet Union. In the present time period, the Chinese Communist Party,
since undergoing a completely transparent face of communism, the
characteristics of economic pan-empire and world wealth domination are already
clearly distinguished and again its trends are evident. These efforts of the Chinese
Communist Party at the present time are not different than previous efforts to
build an economic pan-empire for economic world dominance. Because the
Chinese Communist Party, as it turns out, appears as proponents and flag bearers
of communist ideology—if ideology is also this new communism, which in
reality is just capitalism under a communist veil--is also seeking to capture the
world’s manufacturing wealth and to use the global manufacturing wealth as
means to build the economic pan-empire for world wealth domination.
At the present time, of course, with the significant obvious difference from
earlier political systems, is that the Chinese political system has been imposed on
their people enforces its current powers—which are the most vigilant and ruthless
oligarchy that no human has ever known since compared to the methods of
domination of the previous unfree political systems reported earlier in the
historical review--this political system seeks to transform humans into helpless
beasts or herds of exhausted animals programmed to work like automatons and
robots.
The true democracy of ancient Athens is the spiritual leader of humanity.
The enormous influence of the ancient Greek philosophers on the true democracy
of ancient Athens is reflected in the development and progress of humanity and
the creation of civilization.

17. Horatius Flaccus (Horace), Book II Epistle I:156-181. Horace, Satires, Epistles and Ars
Poetica (London; Cambridge, Massachusetts: William Heinemann Ltd.; Harvard University
Press, 1929).
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The perceptions of the greatest foreign philosophers, scientists, politicians
and poets are in agreement about the ‚Miracle‛ of the Greek intellect and the
invaluable vitality of the immortal Greek spirit and philosophy.
In the following parts of this paper I look and make some remarks on the five
criteria of democracy using mainly ancient Greek sources.

Isegoria
Isegoria is the right of all people to speak equally, as equals for equal time, in
the agora where all significant decisions are made during a public debate for very
important matters of social and public concern in order to protect and enrich all
people’s financial interests. Each individual speaker addresses the assembly of all
citizens who will vote on the issue under debate. Hence the political right to speak
in the agora is also the right of everyone else to listen in order to make a decision
on how to vote on the matter at hand.
However, Demosthenes in his speech, ‚In Favor of Ktesifontos on the
Crown‛ (18.170), refers to the way the parliament of rectors functioned.
‚*170+ And after that, when the parliament entered, and the rectors announced what
had been announced to them, and presented the messenger, and he repeated,
although the herald asked ‘who wants to speak;’, no one appeared to speak. And
while the herald many times asked, not even then did anyone rise, though all the
generals were present, and all the orators, and the voice of the homeland cries out to
him who will speak for its salvation; for the voice which the herald leaves behind by
the dictates of the laws, this, it's right, to listen to as a common voice of the
homeland.‛
‚*170+ καὶ μετὰ ταῦτα ὡς ἦλθεν ἡ βουλὴ καὶ ἀπήγγειλαν οἱ πρυτάνεις τὰ
προσηγγελμέν’ ἑαυτοῖς καὶ τὸν ἥκοντα παρήγαγον κἀκεῖνος εἶπεν, ἠρώτα μὲν ὁ
κρυξ «τίς ἀγορεύειν βούλεται;» παρῄει δ’ οὐδείς. πολλάκις δὲ τοῦ κήρυκος
ἐρωτῶντος οὐδὲν μᾶλλον ἀνίστατ’ οὐδείς, ἁπάντων μὲν τῶν στρατηγῶν
παρόντων, ἁπάντων δὲ τῶν ῥητόρων, καλούσης δὲ *τς κοινς+ τς πατρίδος
*φωνς+ τὸν ἐροῦνθ’ ὑπὲρ σωτηρίας· ἣν γὰρ ὁ κρυξ κατὰ τοὺς νόμους φωνὴν
ἀφίησι, ταύτην κοινὴν τς πατρίδος δίκαιον ἡγεῖσθαι.‛

Finley18 reports that it is evident beyond any doubt that even in ancient
Athens not all possessed the virtue of political wisdom to the same degree.
Evidence confirms that few exercised their right to isegoria and that the political
leadership remained the monopoly of a relatively oligarchic faction, which, unlike
in Rome, did not reproduce itself. The limit of universal political virtue was the
universal right to participate in the final decision on equal terms, based on the

18. Finley, Politics in the Ancient World, 1983.
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principle that a man equals one vote. Beyond this limit, the principle of inequality
and hierarchy prevailed.

Isonomy
Isonomy is the right of all people to have equal political and legal rights and
to be treated as equals in the eyes of the law. This political system of the true
democracy of ancient Athens is evident through the criterion of isonomy, which
is quite clearly a direct democracy where -not the oligarchy- all the citizens have
equal political and legal rights, participate in the decision-making process and vote
for all very important matters of social and public concern in order to protect and
increase all people’s wealth and financial interests. Isonomy is a critical part of true
democracy which excludes the complete opposite of oligarchy, monarchy,
tyranny. For example, Plato writes in Republic: 19
‚For example,‛ I said, ‚a father gets into the habit of becoming like a child and is
afraid of his sons, a son becomes like his father and neither respects nor fears his
parents, just in order to be free. Resident aliens are equal to citizens and citizens to
resident aliens, and foreigners likewise.‛
‚Yes, that’s what is happening,‛ he said.
‚This and other trivial things like it are happening,‛ I said. ‚A teacher in such
circumstances is afraid of and panders to his pupils; the pupils show contempt for
their teachers and likewise for their minders.55 And in general the young ape their
elders and compete with them verbally and in their behavior, while old men humor
the young with banter and are full of wisecracks and imitate the young so as not to
appear disagreeable and authoritarian.‛
‚Absolutely,‛ he said.
‚Further, the ultimate in freedom for the masses in my view, my friend, is what
happens in such a city when men and women bought as slaves are no less free than
those who bought them. We almost forgot to mention how great equality before the
law and freedom there is for women in relation to men and men to women.‛
‚Οἷον, ἔφην, πατέρα μὲν ἐθίζεσθαι παιδὶ ὅμοιον γίγνεσθαι καὶ φοβεῖσθαι τοὺς
ὑεῖς, ὑὸν δὲ πατρί, καὶ μήτε αἰσχύνεσθαι μήτε δεδιέναι τοὺς γονέας, ἵνα δὴ
ἐλεύθερος ᾖ· μέτοικον δὲ ἀστῷ καὶ ἀστὸν μετοίκῳ ἐξισοῦσθαι, καὶ ξένον
ὡσαύτως.
Γίγνεται γὰρ οὕτως, ἔφη.
Ταῦτά τε, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ, καὶ σμικρὰ τοιάδε ἄλλα γίγνεται· διδάσκαλός τε ἐν τῷ
τοιούτῳ φοιτητὰς φοβεῖται καὶ θωπεύει, φοιτηταί τε διδασκάλων ὀλιγωροῦσιν,
οὕτω δὲ καὶ παιδαγωγῶν· καὶ ὅλως οἱ μὲν νέοι πρεσβυτέροις ἀπεικάζονται καὶ
διαμιλλῶνται καὶ ἐν λόγοις καὶ ἐν ἔργοις, οἱ δὲ γέροντες συγκαθιέντες τοῖς νέοις

19. Plato, Republic (Harvard University Press, 2013).
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εὐτραπελίας τε καὶ χαριεντισμοῦ ἐμπίμπλανται, μιμούμενοι τοὺς νέους, ἵνα δὴ
μὴ δοκῶσιν ἀηδεῖς εἶναι μηδὲ δεσποτικοί.
Πάνυ μὲν οὖν, ἔφη. |
Τὸ δέ γε, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ, ἔσχατον, ὦ φίλε, τς ἐλευθερίας τοῦ πλήθους, ὅσον γίγνεται
ἐν τῆ τοιαύτῃ πόλει, ὅταν δὴ οἱ ἐωνημένοι καὶ αἱ ἐωνημέναι μηδὲν ἧττον
ἐλεύθεροι ὦσι τῶν πριαμένων. ἐν γυναιξὶ δὲ πρὸς ἄνδρας καὶ ἀνδράσι πρὸς
γυναῖκας ὅση ἡ ἰσονομία καὶ ἐλευθερία γίγνεται, ὀλίγου ἐπελαθόμεθ’ εἰπεῖν‛.

Isocracy
Modern democracies are representative. Power in them is exercised by the
elected representatives of the citizens. On the contrary, the Athenian democracy
of classical times was a direct democracy. The true democracy of ancient Athens’
main features were citizen sovereignty and political equality, isocracy. Aristotle
provides information about the lottery process in his work Constitution, Politeia of
the Athenians (Αθηναίων Πολιτεία). All Athenian citizens (men from free
Athenian parents, and who had completed the military training of teenagers)
were entitled and obliged to participate with equal rights in the assembly of the
municipality (the municipality in the inscriptions), the assembly of Athenian
citizens. At the assembly meetings they decided by voting on all public affairs.
Their decisions, the resolutions, had the force of law. Herodotus writes in his
book History: 20
‚92. Thus spoke the Lacedaemonians, but their words were ill received by the greater
part of their allies. The rest then keeping silence, Socles, a Corinthian, said: ‚Verily
the heaven shall be beneath the earth and the earth aloft above the heaven, and men
shall dwell in the sea and fishes where men did dwell before, now that you,
Lacedaemonians! are destroying the rule of equals and making ready to bring back
despotism into the cities—despotism, a thing as unrighteous and bloodthirsty as
aught on this earth. For if indeed this seems to you to be a good thing, that the cities
be ruled by despots, do you yourselves first set up a despot among yourselves and
then seek to set up such for the rest; but now, having never made trial of despots, and
taking most careful heed that none shall arise at Sparta, you deal wrongfully with
your allies. But had you such experience of that thing as we have, you would be
sager advisers concerning it than you are now.‛
‚92. Οἳ μὲν ταῦτα ἔλεγον, τῶν δὲ συμμάχων τὸ πλθος οὐκ ἐνεδέκετο τοὺς
λόγους. οἱ μέν νυν ἄλλοι ἡσυχίην ἦγον, Κορίνθιος δὲ Σωκλέης ἔλεξε τάδε. ‚Ἦ δὴ
ὅ τε οὐρανὸς ἔνερθε ἔσται τς γς καὶ ἡ γ μετέωρος ὑπὲρ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ, καὶ
ἄνθρωποι νομὸν ἐν θαλάσσῃ ἕξουσι καὶ ἰχθύες τὸν πρότερον ἄνθρωποι, ὅτε γε
ὑμεῖς ὦ Λακεδαιμόνιοι ἰσοκρατίας καταλύοντες τυραννίδας ἐς τὰς πόλις
κατάγειν παρασκευάζεσθε, τοῦ οὔτε ἀδικώτερον ἐστὶ οὐδὲν κατ᾿ ἀνθρώπους

20. Herodotus, The Persian Wars (Harvard University Press, 1920).
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οὔτε μιαιφονώτερον. εἰ γὰρ δὴ τοῦτό γε δοκέει ὑμῖν εἶναι χρηστὸν ὥστε
τυραννεύεσθαι τὰς πόλις, αὐτοὶ πρῶτοι τύραννον καταστησάμενοι παρὰ σφίσι
αὐτοῖσι οὕτω καὶ τοῖσι ἄλλοισι δίζησθε κατιστάναι· νῦν δὲ αὐτοὶ τυράννων
ἄπειροι ἐόντες, καὶ φυλάσσοντες τοῦτο δεινότατα ἐν τῆ Σπάρτῃ μὴ γενέσθαι,
παραχρᾶσθε ἐς τοὺς συμμάχους. εἰ δὲ αὐτοῦ ἔμπειροι ἔατε κατά περ ἡμεῖς,
εἴχετε ἂν περὶ αὐτοῦ γνώμας ἀμείνονας συμβαλέσθαι ἤ περ νῦν.‛

Isoteleia
Isoteleia in ancient Athens is based equality on duties, civic duties, taxes,
liturgies and tributes, according to individual citizens’ wealth and properties.
Isoteleia is a privilege that the politeia would bestow on foreigners e.g., metics to
alleviate them from the additional taxation they were required to pay compared
to the full citizens. Isoteleia is an honor and reward to raise metics from their
normal status, but without granting them full citizenship. Xenophon writes in his
book Hellenica: 21
‚The Thirty thereupon retired to Eleusis; and the Ten, with the aid of the cavalry
commanders, took care of the men in the city, who were in a state of great disquiet
and distrust of one another. In fact, even the cavalry did guard duty by night, being
quartered in the Odeum and keeping with them both their horses and their shields1;
and such was the suspicion that prevailed, that they patrolled along the walls2 from
evening onwards with their shields, and toward dawn with their horses, fearing
continually that they might be attacked by parties of men from Piraeus. The latter,
who were now numerous and included all sorts of people, were engaged in making
shields, some of wood, others of wicker-work, and in painting them. And having
given pledges that whoever fought with them should be accorded equality in
taxation3 with citizens even if they were foreigners, they marched forth before ten
days had passed, a large body of hoplites with numerous light troops; they also got
together about seventy horsemen; and they made forays and collected wood and
produce, and then came back to spend the night in Piraeus. As for the men in the
city, none of them went forth from the walls under arms except the cavalry, who
sometimes captured foraging parties made up of the men from Piraeus and inflicted
losses upon their main body.‛
‚24 Καὶ οἱ μὲν τριάκοντα Ἐλευσῖνάδε ἀπλθον· οἱ δὲ δέκα τῶν ἐν ἄστει καὶ μάλα
τεταραγμένων καὶ ἀπιστούντων ἀλλήλοις σὺν τοῖς ἱππάρχοις ἐπεμέλοντο.
ἐξεκάθευδον δὲ καὶ οἱ ἱππεῖς ἐν τῷ Ὠιδείῳ, τούς τε ἵππους καὶ τὰς ἀσπίδας
ἔχοντες, καὶ δι᾿ ἀπιστίαν ἐφώδευον τὸ μὲν ἀφ᾿ ἑσπέρας σὺν ταῖς ἀσπίσι κατὰ τὰ
τείχη, τὸ δὲ πρὸς ὄρθρον σὺν τοῖς ἵπποις, ἀεὶ φοβούμενοι μὴ ἐπεισπέσοιέν 25
τινες αὐτοῖς τῶν ἐκ τοῦ Πειραιῶς. οἱ δὲ πολλοί τε ἤδη ὄντες καὶ παντοδαποί,
ὅπλα ἐποιοῦντο, οἱ μὲν ξύλινα, οἱ δὲ οἰσύινα, καὶ ταῦτα ἐλευκοῦντο. πρὶν δὲ
ἡμέρας δέκα γενέσθαι, πιστὰ δόντες, οἵτινες συμπολεμήσειαν, καὶ εἰ ξένοι εἶεν,
21. Xenophon, Hellenica (Harvard University Press, 1918).
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ἰσοτέλειαν ἔσεσθαι, ἐξῆσαν πολλοὶ μὲν ὁπλῖται, πολλοὶ δὲ γυμντες· ἐγένοντο
δὲ αὐτοῖς καὶ ἱππεῖς ὡσεὶ ἑβδομήκοντα· προνομὰς δὲ ποιούμενοι, καὶ
λαμβάνοντες ξύλα καὶ ὀπώραν, ἐκάθευδον 26 πάλιν ἐν Πειραιεῖ. τῶν δ᾿ ἐκ τοῦ
ἄστεως ἄλλος μὲν οὐδεὶς σὺν ὅπλοις ἐξῄει, οἱ δὲ ἱππεῖς ἔστιν ὅτε καὶ λῃστὰς
ἐχειροῦντο τῶν ἐκ Πειραιῶς, καὶ τὴν φάλαγγα αὐτῶν ἐκακούργουν.‛

Isopoliteia
Isopoliteia in ancient Athens is the equality of citizens before the law. The
author concurs with Papanikos22 who provides a more complete definition of
isopoliteia which encompasses and also includes the meaning of equality
between city states such as Athens and Sparta. According to the principle of
equality, laws have the same consequences for everyone, regardless of the social,
economic position of the person they protect or punish. Isopoliteia is also the
equality of political rights based on a treaty between two city states. Diogenis
Laertios writes in his book Solon Philosophers Bioi:23
Solon to Pisistratus
‚I am sure that I shall suffer no harm at your hands; for before you became tyrant, I
was your friend, and now have no quarrel with you beyond that of every Athenian
who disapproves of tyranny. Whether it is better for them to be ruled by one man or
to live under a democracy, each of us must decide for himself upon his own
judgement. You are, I admit, of all tyrants the best; but I see that it is not well for me
to return to Athens. I gave the Athenians equality of civil rights; I refused to become
tyrant when I had the opportunity; how then could I escape censure if I were now to
return and set my approval on all that you are doing?‛
Σόλων Πεισιστράτῳ
‚Πιστεύω μηδὲν κακὸν ἐκ σοῦ πείσεσθαι. καὶ γὰρ πρὸ τς τυραννίδος φίλος σοὶ
ἦν, καὶ νῦν οὐ μᾶλλον διάφορος ἥ τῶν ἄλλων τις Ἀθηναίων ὅτῳ μὴ ἀρέσκει
τυραννίς. εἴτε δὲ ὑφ᾽ ἑνὸς ἄρχεσθαι ἄμεινον αὐτοῖς, εἴτε δὴ δημοκρατεῖσθαι,
πεπείσθω ᾗ ἑκάτερος γιγνώσκει. καὶ σὲ φημὶ πάντων τυράννων εἶναι
βέλτιστον. [1.67] ἐπανήκειν δέ μοι Ἀθήναζε οὐ καλῶς ἔχον ὁρῶ, μή μέ τις
μέμψηται, εἰ διαθεὶς Ἀθηναίοις ἰσοπολιτείαν, καὶ παρὸν τυραννεῖν αὐτὸς οὐκ
ἀξιώσας, νῦν ἐπανελθὼν ἀρεσκοίμην οἷς σὺ πράσσεις.‛

22. Papanikos, ‚The Five Ancient Criteria of Democracy: The Apotheosis of Equality,‛
2022.
23. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers. Book I Chapter 2 Solon
(Harvard University Press, 1925).
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Conclusions
My main conclusion is that the five criteria of democracy were well
understood by Athenian people as this is demonstrated by the passages of the
ancient Greek sources cited in this paper. To a certain extent these criteria shaped
the minds of people who actively participated in the democratic process. Of
course, these criteria can be quantified using a scale, which can be used to measure
how democratic are modern day political systems and how they differ from the
political system of ancient Athens.
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