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Abstract: The notion of ‘democracy’ as found in ancient Athens and the work of
ancient Greek political theorists has crucially functioned as a critical, distant mirror
for major authors of twentieth-century political thought — starting importantly with
Ernest Barker but continuing along diverse paths in the works of Karl Popper, Leo
Strauss, Hannah Arendt in the wake of World War II, as well as for recent theorists of
democracy who have read Athenian practices and critical discourses against the grain
of contemporary philosophy, politics, and culture. In all of them, images of ‘democ-
racy’ in ancient Greek political theory operate simultaneously as historical discover-
ies, theoretical constructions, and rhetorical supplements for critical renditions of the
political realm. As such, they evidence the slippery centrality of ideas of democracy in
ancient Greek political thought for the necessary, problematic, and divergent efforts of
recent political theorists to justify their ideas as historically rooted, philosophically
true, and politically relevant.

Since the publication of Ernest Barker’s The Political Thought of Plato and

Aristotle (hence, PTPA) — academics have composed scholarly accounts of

ancient Greek political theory that particularly attended to its treatment of

democracy. We honour the one-hundredth anniversary of that event in this

symposium.2 But Barker was not only an interpreter of these classic texts. In

1928, he became the first individual to hold a Chair in Political Science at the

University of Cambridge, and in that capacity he defined political science pri-

marily as political theory modelled on his interpretation of the work of Plato

and Aristotle. In this respect, his professional vocation exemplified a connec-

tion maintained over the past one hundred years between contemporary politi-

cal theorizing, on the one hand, and the historical interpretation of Athenian

democracy and its theorists, on the other. This connection testifies to the con-

tinuing rhetorical power of Greek political theory for contemporary political

discourse — particularly of the critical and reconstructive kind. But given the

array of impressive interpretations of democracy in ancient Greek political

theory produced over the past one hundred years and the relative stability of

the sources from which these interpretations emerged, this history also raises

questions about the enterprise that produces these interpretations and the

character of its products. What are we to make of the differences? Do they

reflect a clear line of scholarly progress, oblique discursive projections of

political convictions, or diverse effects of professional differentiation? In

addressing these questions, I shall focus on three historical periods and
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exemplary Anglophone authors in them. The first is 1906–1933, and its chief

exemplar is Barker himself. The second is 1933–1968 and the interpretations

of Karl Popper, Leo Strauss, and Hannah Arendt. The third is 1968–2006, and

includes an assortment of political theorists and historians. Altogether, they

attest to the power of intellectual currents in the present to shape accounts of

the past and how the contemporary currents display theoretical projects of

educating democracy. Answers to these questions help us understand the con-

nection between doing contemporary political theory and interpreting Athe-

nian democracy and its theorists — one important aspect of Barker’s legacy.

For Barker’s work has been pivotal to the project of political theory as a voca-

tion of historical exegesis, theoretical construction, and political education.

I
Ernest Barker, Ancient Greek Political Theory, and Democracy

When Ernest Barker sought to educate university students and the English cit-

izenry during the first half of the twentieth century about the meaning and les-

sons of ancient Greek political thought, he did not seek to empower a

contemporary British equivalent of the Athenian demos. To Barker, advocat-

ing the transferral of political power from Parliament and Westminster to a

cross-section of the electorate as a way of improving the British political

order would signify at best the lack of a classical education. Granting suffrage

to adult males and females during this time signified the practical limit of

democratization. Yet his project of interpreting ancient Greek political the-

ory, particularly in relation to democracy, constituted the general profession

of ‘political theory’ or ‘political philosophy’, understood as an effort in edu-

cating the elite citizenry of what had come to be called the ‘democracies’ of

the U.K. and the U.S.A. — not to mention those of Western Europe and the

entire English-speaking world. As such, Barker’s work is pivotal. It offers a

link to the nineteenth-century political revival of interest in ‘democracy’

among British liberals (such as Grote, Mill, and the British idealists) and the

complementary resurgence of intellectual interest in Athenian democracy and

its political theorists over and above the political and intellectual legacies of

Sparta and Rome.3 And through his Crocean belief that ultimately (when its

meaning is fully appreciated), ‘history is philosophy’, Barker provides an

English link to the post-war efforts of Popper, Strauss, Arendt as well as more

recent work by historians and political theorists to make their readings of

3 See Arnaldo Momigliano, George Grote and the study of Greek History – An Inau-
gural Lecture delivered at University College London (London, 1952); Frank M. Turner,
The Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain (New Haven, 1981), and Jennifer Tolbert Rob-
erts, Athens on Trial: The Antidemocratic Tradition in Western Thought (Princeton,
1994); George Grote Reconsidered: A 200th Birthday Celebration with a First Edition
of his Essay ‘Of the Athenian Government’, ed. William M. Calder III, and Stephen
Trzaskoma (Darmstadt, 1996).
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Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political thought the historical linch-

pin of more directly theoretical works about the political realm.4

The study of ancient Greek political thought, for Barker, became simulta-

neously a philosophical inquiry because the study of the polis — or, as he

called it, the ‘city-state’ — was an ‘ethical society’ in which ‘we still move

and live’. Studying it makes a claim upon ourselves as political actors, for in

so doing, ‘we are studying the ideal of the modern of our modern states: we

are studying a thing, which is as much of today as of yesterday, because it is,

in its essentials, forever’.5 Moreover, in studying ancient Greek political the-

ory, one essentially was studying the polis. Unlike subsequent interpreters

who typically emphasize the disjuncture, whether small or great, between

Athenian democracy and its theorists, Barker saw a relatively seamless con-

nection between Athenian democracy and its philosophers.6 That is not to say

that Barker identified the ‘democracy’ found in the works of Plato and Aris-

totle as a happy account of Athenian democracy. But Athenian democracy
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4 See Barker’s 1922 lecture, ‘History and Philosophy’, reprinted in Ernest Barker,
Church, State, and Study: Essays (London, 1930), p. 224. At the same time, Barker’s
conception of the political also significantly contrasts to rival German and American
conceptions that emerge more or less coterminously with Barker’s own work. Prominent
among such rivals to Barker’s inherently ethical conception of the political, also pro-
duced during the first third of the twentieth century, are Carl Schmitt’s reduction of ethi-
cal questions in politics to the ‘friend-enemy’ distinction and John Dewey’s efforts to
combine a conception of ‘the political’ with ‘democracy’. See, e.g., Carl Schmitt, The
Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab (New Brunswick, 1996 [1932]) and John
Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (Chicago, 1954 [1927]).

5 Ernest Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle (New York, 1959
[1906]), pp. 5, 15–6.

6 This contemporary trend received its most influential scholarly boost in the
post-war era by A.H.M. Jones, in his 1953 essay, ‘Athenian Democracy and Its Critics’,
reprinted in Jones, Athenian Democracy (Oxford, 1957). In contrast to Jones’s
contraposition of Athenian democracy and its philosophical critics, George Grote treated
Greek history and philosophy as more complementary than antagonistic. After first writ-
ing his twelve-volume History of Greece (1st edition, 1846–1853 )– which Mill referred
to in his review of that work as ‘the first attempt at a philosophical history of Greece’ —
Grote then composed his three-volume, Plato and the Other Companions of Socrates
(1865), which he regarded as a ‘a sequel and supplement to my History of Greece’ (p. v).
See John Stuart Mill, Essays on Philosophy and the Classics, Collected Works, Vol. XI,
ed. J.M. Robson (Toronto, 1978), vol. XI, p. 275; cf. That Noble Science of Politics: A
Study in Nineteenth Century Intellectual History, ed. Stefan Collini, Donald Winch and
John Burrow (Cambridge, 1983), p. 145. To be sure, Grote often found reason to criticize
Plato. But, despite his utilitarian proclivities, Grote generally approved the latter’s effort
to produce a moral ideal for the polis. In so doing, he followed the interpretive lead of
John Stuart Mill. For an intellectual biography of Grote, see M.L. Clarke, George Grote:
A Biography (London, 1962). As for Barker’s view of this connection, note Greek Politi-
cal Theory: Plato and His Predecessor (London, 1960 [1918]), p. 23, ‘Plato and Aris-
totle, who are the philosophers of the polis, are also philosophers of the actual politics of
Greece’.
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exhibited ‘the antithesis between the individual and the State’ that marks all

social experience. Barker believed that it was democracy that made Greek

political theory possible, and Greek political theorists provided the ‘solu-

tions’ to the problems of that society and ‘political science’ more generally.7

The ‘political philosophy [of Plato and Aristotle was] a philosophy of Ath-

ens’. They were critical analysts of actual political life as well as political the-

orists of the good life. For example, Plato’s Republic sought to correct the

faulty Athenian practices of freedom and equality and, in so doing, yielded

‘the ideal Greek’.8 Appreciating the inherently ‘ethical’ political science of

Plato and Aristotle, therefore, enabled one to understand many features of

Athenian democracy and the basic parameters for solving its most pressing

problems. And insofar as the polis embodied and intensified the essential, eth-

ical features of modern society and politics, these theorists offered moral

guidance for the politics of Barker’s time — initially the domestic politics of

Edwardian England but eventually that of Europe. But how did the interpre-

tive horizons of the past and present actually interconnect in Barker’s account

of ancient democracy and political theory?

The formation of democracy in ancient Athens, for Barker, was both a con-

structive and disruptive phenomenon. It clearly marked a positive social

development, insofar as it overthrew institutionalized aristocratic privilege

and tyrannical power, and replaced those regimes with a public realm that was

secured for public debate, the political authority of citizens, and the sover-

eignty of law. For Barker, the mid-fifth century marked the complementarity

of democracy, a lively public realm, and political community — a symbiotic

relationship between ‘democracy’ and ‘the political’.9 He particularly valued

fifth-century democracy for the manner in which it subjected social and politi-

cal claims of aristocratic privilege and wealth to the bar of public evaluation.10

The democratic project was, nonetheless, problematic on two fronts. First, it

exhibited practical domination of ‘the many’ — i.e., the ‘poorer classes’ —

7 Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle, p. 2.
8 Ibid., pp. 13–4.
9 This view prevailed from the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, with

fourth-century Athens evidencing a pale residue of fifth-century virtue and glory. See
Alfred Zimmern, The Greek Commonwealth: Politics and Economics in Fifth-Century
Athens, Fifth Edition, Revised (New York, 1961 [1911]), along with a recent critique of
that book’s political assumptions by Jeanne Morefield, Covenants without Swords: Ide-
alist Liberalism and the Spirit of Empire (Princeton, 2005). Concern about the imperial-
istic component of fifth-century Athens and the relative weakness of the legal limits on
the exercise of power in Athenian democracy has led many historians and political theo-
rists to look more favourably on fourth-century Athens. In particular, see Mogens
Herman Hansen, The Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes (Oxford, 1991)
and Josiah Ober, Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens (Princeton, 1989), pp. 95–103,
works by whom are briefly discussed below.

10 Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle, pp. 4, 453–4.; Greek Political
Theory, pp. 3–4.
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over ‘the few’. Although Barker did not imagine that any political order could

avoid domination, he faulted democracy on this score. Secondly, democracy

lacked a moral compass. It defined the value of ‘liberty’ not only in terms of

the democratic political principle of ‘ruling and being ruled in turn’ but also

according to the social norm of ‘living as you like’.

Pericles’ Funeral Oration reflected these two benchmarks of democracy

but kept them in a dynamic, rhetorical harmony. Democratic practice could

not sustain it. Indeed, it preternaturally disrupted cultural norms because of its

inherent lack of determinate ethical guidelines. In Barker’s more censorious

language, the social dimension of democracy meant the absence of ‘moral

discipline’ as well as antipathy to ‘knowledge’.11 These observations of Athe-

nian democracy obviously dovetailed with criticisms lodged at democracy by

Plato and Aristotle, empirically substantiating the political merits of their the-

oretical analyses of Athens and the merits of their discourse as efforts in both

philosophy and political education. Barker supplemented their accounts with

hindsight: insofar as the institutions of Athenian democracy insufficiently

differentiated the contours of the ‘state’ from those of ‘society’, the social

faults of democracy directly harmed its political operation. By and large,

however, Plato and Aristotle got Athens right.

Barker agreed with both of their political theories, insofar as each found

that the virtue of the political realm was incompatible with the practice of

democracy. Barker deeply sympathized with Plato’s moral idealism, even

more amid the experience of World War I, but he found Aristotle’s discussion

of Athenian political institutions more trustworthy.12 Above all, he agreed

with Aristotle’s categorical differentiation of an actual good of the political

community as a whole — the common good — from the practical operation of

democracy, along with his use of that distinction for political evaluation.

Aristotle trumped democratic rhetoricians, for their political attempts to make

democracy work for the common good disguised the partial and imperfect

character of its actual results. For Barker, Aristotle had articulated an essen-

tial truth. Adapting Hegel’s criticism of democracy, Barker argued that it cre-

ates worrisome stress for a State, political community, and life of virtue:

‘Democracy . . . in the practice of its ultimate form, is no true State: it is not the

rule of the whole for the benefit of the whole, but that of a section for the bene-

fit of a section: it is not a society directing itself by a body of known rules

towards a common life of virtue, but a confused congeries of men, living by

354 J.R. WALLACH

11 For Thucydides’ representation of the Periclean balance, see his History, II.37, 40.
For the unruly character of social democracy, see Barker, The Political Thought of Plato
and Aristotle, pp. 448, 459.

12 Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle, p. 459; cf. Barker, Greek
Political Theory, p. vi.
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caprice and not by law, living for pleasure and not for virtue’.13 Returning to

his commentary on Aristotle and Athens, Barker endorsed Aristotle’s belief

that an agrarian democracy which restricted the political participation of

urban workers was preferable to the ‘extreme’ Athenian democracy of the

fourth century.

In Barker’s hands, the study of ancient Athens and its philosophers offers

direct political education for his fellow citizens and leaders. On the one hand,

he regards himself as a democrat. Barker defines modern democracy as ‘the

cause of free parliaments and free suffrage’, and he views these as necessary

checks on the potential excesses of monarchical power. He favoured the institu-

tional democratization of British political life promoted by Reform Bills from

1830–1918.14 Democracy understood in this vein secures a public realm that

welcomes widespread public debates to which all citizens have formal access.

On the other hand, he favoured social protection for the British aristocracy and

economic protection for the power of wealth, and he was satisfied that the

newly enfranchised citizenry could be adequately represented by Parliamentary

leaders. Overall, democracy needed regulation by law, for — invoking Aris-

totle and, to a lesser extent, Plato on his behalf — it provided the moral sub-

stance of community.15 Law offered the institutional tool for safeguarding the

ethical value lodged in the cultural practices of a political community.

Given Barker’s concern about democracy’s tendency to disrupt the verities

of one’s cultural inheritance, it is not surprising to note that Barker resisted

the social democracy of the British left and found no reason to question Brit-

ain’s exercise of imperial power. More remarkably, Barker found that Edwar-

dian England marked a decent approximation of the ‘polity’ that Aristotle

identified as the best practicable constitution.16 In this respect, he approvingly

acknowledged that the people of Edwardian England exercised less political

power than the demos of fourth-century Athens and that the ‘character’ and

political order of Edwardian England more nearly realized the common good

than did its ancient predecessor.17 He showed no qualms that its results, like

those of Athenian democracy, might betray its ideals — as long as his fellow

citizens and leaders received the political education they needed and

13 Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle, p. 460. For Hegel’s critical
remarks about democracy, which he regards as politically and rationally incoherent, see
his Philosophy of Right, Pars. 272–3, 301.

14 For a narrative overview of the role of individuals and institutional change in the
process of democratization in Britain during this period, see Ian Machin, The Rise of
Democracy in Britain, 1830–1918 (New York, 2001).

15 Barker, Greek Political Theory, pp. 43–6.
16 Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle, p. 468.
17 See, for example, Ernest Barker, National Character and the Factors in its Forma-

tion (London, 1927). Barker does not make this comparative judgment explicit, but his
progressive understanding of history and belief in the social benefits of Christianity for
England confirms it.
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deserved. So Barker tried to provide that education within and outside the

walls of the university, reducing the height of the practical wall between theo-

rist and citizen that Plato and Aristotle had intellectually established.

* * *

Barker’s last book-length contribution to the interpretation of ancient Greek

political theory was his partial revision of PTPA in Greek Political Theory

(1918).18 During the 1920s and 1930s, Barker turned his attention to

post-ancient political theory and political education outside of the academy

— for the citizens and legislators of his own time. The intellectual format for

this work was a preoccupation with a non-Marxist, political analysis of the

interaction of material and spiritual life, which he articulated in the language

of ‘national character’.19 Barker was a staunch anti-fascist, critic of hege-

monic leadership by a political party, advocate of the rule of law, proponent of

free speech along with political and cultural pluralism, and devotee of high

Christianity. Nonetheless, the manner in which he combined morality,

national culture, and patriotic devotion to the State signified an intellectual

synthesis that was prey for theoretical critics who were on the lookout for

Western intellectual traces of the ideology of the Axis powers. Even though

they rarely took direct aim at Barker, liberal, positivist critics such as Karl

Popper, anti-modern and anti-political critics such as Leo Strauss, and heroic,

anti-totalitarian critics such as Hannah Arendt would develop their own polit-

ical theories in contrast to Barker’s national, historicist conception of ‘the

political’ and his complementary, subordinated conception of legitimate

democracy. They would do so by means of new readings of Athenian democ-

racy and ancient Greek political theory.

356 J.R. WALLACH

18 This does not mean, however, that Barker remained uninvolved in the develop-
ment of scholarship about ancient Greek political thought or unaware of Karl Popper’s
reinterpretation of Plato as the principal philosophical parent of totalitarianism. Not only
did he complete his important and still widely used 1945 translation and edition of Aris-
totle’s Politics. He wrote a sharply critical review of Popper’s work in 1945 and noted a
shift in the general, scholarly attitude towards Plato in the 1947 Preface to the Reprint of
Greek Political Theory. Barker’s review of The Open Society and Its Enemies appeared
in The Sunday Times, 9 December, 1945. For his comments in the 1947 edition of Greek
Political Theory, see Barker, Greek Political Theory, p. vii.

19 Barker, National Character, along with his book, The Citizen’s Choice (Cam-
bridge, 1937). For a comprehensive account of this period of Barker’s career, see Julia
Stapleton, Englishness and the Study of Politics: The social and political thought of
Ernest Barker (Cambridge, 1994), chs. 3–8. Cf. Eugenio F. Biagnini, Citizenship and
Community: Liberals, Radicals, and Collective Identities in the British Isles, 1865–1931
(Cambridge, 1996).
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II
Anti-Totalitarian Transformations of Athenian Democracy and

Political Theory

Karl Popper crafted the philosophical framework that informed his reading of

ancient politics and philosophy in a series of lectures delivered in the 1930s

and published in the early 1940s. They appeared later in book form, under the

title The Poverty of Historicism. Like Barker, he didn’t favour democracy as a

linguistic endorsement of the power of the demos. Its virtues stemmed from

institutional arrangements that provided a rule-governed, public sphere in

which elite representatives of political and scientific opinion could contest

their views. Democracy was not about authorizing rule by the majority but

about establishing peaceable means for the authorization of rulers and the

transferral of power among those officially entitled to rule.20 Apart from ‘the

rule of law’, the principal means for guaranteeing the ascendancy of the best

reasons and the best rulers was, according to Popper, twofold. Initially, one

had to defeat ‘historicist’ arguments — that is, arguments based on social the-

ories rooted in conceptions of human nature and patterns of historical devel-

opment — for these fettered what Popper called ‘critical reason’. Then one

had to promote a scientific method that used the test of falsifiability as the

principal means for judging legitimate public policies.21 The major propo-

nents of historicist thinking in Western political theory were Plato, Hegel,

Marx, and John Stuart Mill. But among them were interpreters of democracy,

both ancient and modern, and one of these was Ernest Barker.22

Although primarily a methodologist of scientific inquiry, Popper pursued a

serious interest in ancient Greek society as the cradle of scientific thought and

20 See Karl R. Popper, The Poverty of Historicism (New York, 1957 [1936,
1944–45]), pp. 91–2, and The Open Society and Its Enemies: The Spell of Plato, Fifth
Edition-revised (Princeton, 1971 [1945]), vol. I, pp. 4, 123–5. Popper’s view of democ-
racy was certainly influenced by that of Friedrich von Hayek, his fellow Austrian émigré.
See The Poverty of Historicism, p. v and passim. It comports nicely with that of another
Austrian ex-patriot, Joseph Schumpeter, who famously sought to redefine democracy
away from ‘classical democracy’, which presupposed the ability of the demos or ‘the
general will’ to establish coherent guidelines for political rule, to a method for selecting
among elites in competitive elections. See Joseph M. Schumpeter Capitalism, Socialism
and Democracy (New York, 1950 [1942]), pp. 250–83. The notion of democracy as a
form of government that authorized a legally protected public realm wherein a competi-
tively vetted conception of ‘public reason’ could reign became a linchpin of subsequent
theories of liberal democracy, such as those of John Rawls, in A Theory of Justice (Cam-
bridge, MA, 1971) and Political Liberalism (New York, 1993), along with Jurgen
Habermas, in Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of
Democracy, translated by William Rehg (Cambridge, 1996 [1992]).

21 See Popper, The Poverty of Historicism, p. 3, and The Open Society and Its Ene-
mies, pp. 2–5.

22 See Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, p. 104.

Downloaded from Brill.com12/07/2020 06:18:49PM
via University of Nottingham



democracy throughout his career.23 But his most famous engagement with

these issues appeared in the two-volume work, The Open Society and Its Ene-

mies, first published in 1945 and revised for the last time in 1966. The first and

most famous of the two volumes is subtitled ‘The Spell of Plato’, in which

Popper dissolved the ethical connection Barker had found that linked the

good of Athenian democracy to the good of ancient Greek political theory.24

Of concern to us are not the particulars of Popper’s critique of Plato but his

conception of Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political theory.25 The

virtues of Athenian democracy primarily stemmed from its features as an

‘open society’ marked by ‘reason’ and ‘freedom’. It was a place where philo-

sophical and political debate could proceed freely, without restraint. The

Athenians had pursued a ‘laissez- faire’ attitude towards philosophy and sci-

ence, which enabled their society, in the words of Thucydides’ Pericles that

Popper cites, to be the ‘educator of Hellas’.26 But Popper did not applaud

every feature of Athenian democracy. In particular, he found its support for

scientific inquiry relatively weak and condemned its acceptance of slavery.

Athenian democracy’s weak support of critical reason enabled it to wrongly

condemn Socrates to death. Popper viewed Socrates as critic, not a partisan,

of democracy, but he was someone from whom Athenians had nothing to fear.

Above all, they had no method which enabled them to justify their ‘lais-

sez-faire policy’ and easily withstand criticism from not only friendly critics

like Socrates but also their radical opponents, such as Plato. Plato, ‘betrayed’

his teacher and hero by defending him with an anti-democratic, totalitarian

theory of justice.27 His political thought expressed the ideological morality of

a tribalist ‘closed’ society.28

The democratic character of Athens as a relatively egalitarian and politi-

cally participatory society did not attract Popper’s attention or direct

approval. Athenian democracy did not represent a political order that pro-

moted justice or resisted inegalitarian social tendencies. For example, he

358 J.R. WALLACH

23 See my account of Karl Popper in Dictionary of British Classicists, ed. Robert B.
Todd, (Bristol, 2004), vol. III, pp. 783–4. For a lengthier and more comprehensive treat-
ment of Karl Popper as a political theorist, see Sheldon S. Wolin, Politics and Vision:
Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought — Expanded Edition (Prince-
ton, 2004 [1960]), pp. 495–503.

24 A.H.M. Jones offered a more historical analysis that buttressed the argument for
this disconnection in his 953 lecture, ‘Athenian Democracy and Its Critics’. See note 6
above.

25 For an early, detailed response, see Ronald D. Levinson, In Defense of Plato (Cam-
bridge, 1953); for a more recent work on this and related subjects, see John R. Wallach,
The Platonic Political Art: A Study of Critical Reason and Democracy (University Park,
PA, 2001).

26 Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, pp. 130, 180–3.
27 Ibid., pp 189, 194, 5.
28 Ibid., pp. 183, 108.
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praised the Athenian opposition to Sparta as opposition to the ‘closed’ charac-

ter of its oligarchical government, and he approved of the Athenians’ empire

as a necessary means for opening its society to democratic impulses and less-

ening the socially corrosive effects of slavery — not because it furthered the

cause of the demos in other poleis. For Popper, the meritorious legacy of

Athenian democracy derived more from its contribution to ‘Socratic intellec-

tualism’ than from its practical politics. Ancient Greek intellectuals, in turn,

had beneficial and harmful representatives. Those who advocated any sub-

stantive moral theory — e.g., those such as Antiphon who seemingly held to a

theory of human nature — were potential allies of Plato, whereas sophists,

orators, and Socrates lacked such substantive views and were less likely to

provide balm for moral authoritarianism. In this regard, Popper’s interpreta-

tion of Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political theory registered his

contemporary opposition to political opinions that could not be reduced to a

falsifiable hypothesis and public policies that could not be understood as

‘piecemeal social engineering’ designed to alleviate human suffering.29

As was the case with Barker, Athenian democracy and ancient Greek politi-

cal thought operated as historical exemplars of his contemporary theoretical

and political commitments. But their character had changed. They illustrated

institutionally and scientifically undeveloped forms of practice and thought

that could be perfected by greater institutional authority for the rule of law and

greater political authority for scientific reasoning. Popper found Barker’s

effort to articulate a political ethics through readings of Plato and Aristotle

dangerously misguided, for they, too, nourished moral authoritarianism and

prepared the way for totalitarianism.30 That said, Popper adhered to an author-

itarianism of his own — namely the uniquely superior authority of critical rea-

son justified through a scientific methodology that countenanced the

alleviation of suffering. Ethical and political critiques of existing institutional

arrangements were illegitimate, for they evidenced signs of ‘utopian social

engineering’, the kind of social planning that (in accord with the views of

Hayek) smacked of Communist state planning and totalitarian regimes. For

Popper, the political realm was legitimately reserved for politicians and pub-

lic policy experts figuring out how to use critical reason for managing extant

social institutions on behalf of suffering citizens.

29 See Popper, The Poverty of Historicism, pp. 69–70; The Open Society and Its Ene-
mies, pp. 158–9.

30 Popper stated that Barker’s and E.B. England’s interpretations of Plato’s theory of
justice were ‘preparing the way for totalitarianism and especially for a totalitarian,
anti-Christian interpretation of Christianity’. See Popper, The Open Society and Its Ene-
mies, pp. 104; cf. 114ff. for Popper’s belief that Barker’s Plato nourishes a kind of protec-
tionism that fosters moral authoritarianism.
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* * *

In the post-war era obsessed with tracking down every conceivable intellec-

tual root of totalitarianism, Barker’s notion of ‘the political’ — also rendered

as ‘political theory’ or ‘political science’ — subsequently fell on hard times.31

This was particularly so in the British academy, where an ethically infused

notion of the ‘political’ could not withstand the assaults of Popper, positiv-

ism, analytical philosophy, and academic specialization.32 Across the Atlan-

tic, however, Strauss’s and Arendt’s transplantations of European ideas in

American political soil, as well as the more thoroughly American (and demo-

cratic) understanding of political theory presented in the work of Sheldon

Wolin,33 produced diverging iterations of the ‘political’ in which, as with

Barker’s concept, Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political thought

played a significant role.

Neither Leo Strauss nor Hannah Arendt directly criticized Barker’s inter-

pretation of ancient Greek political theory. However, both critiqued the politi-

cal use of modern scientific reasoning (e.g., by Popper). Indeed, whereas

Popper believed that modern science and rule-governed, relatively amoral

and apolitical institutions could improve on the inadequacies of Athenian

democracy and ancient Greek political thought, Strauss believed that the sal-

vation of the West from intellectual and practical corollaries of totalitarianism

involved a return to the moral high ground constructed by ancient Greek polit-

ical philosophy. Arendt, too, found modernity badly corrupted by totalitarian

politics, but she turned to antiquity less for moral guidance from its major

Greek philosophers than for inspiration from the performative and heroic

qualities of its political life. Not surprisingly, each registered the nature of

Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political theory differently. Strauss

tended to praise ancient Greek political theory over and against Athenian

democracy, while Arendt highlighted the virtues of Athenian politics and its

agonistic public realm, often faulting the commitments of their principal theo-

retical critics.
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31 For these equivalences of ‘political science’ (properly understood) and ‘political
theory’, see Barker, Greek Political Theory, pp. 45–6 and ‘The Nature of Political Sci-
ence’ in Barker, Church, State, and Study.

32 Stefan Collini has recently offered a narrative, substantiation of this practical phe-
nomenon in British intellectual life, in which he favourably refers to Ernest Barker for
bridging the gap between the academy and the non–specialized reading public – particu-
larly in contrast to subsequent practitioners of professionalized political science. See
Stefan Collini, Absent Minds: Intellectuals in Britain (Oxford, 2006), p. 466. Thanks to
Julia Stapleton for pointing out this aspect of Collini’s account.

33 See Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain
1850–1930 (Oxford, 1991), pp. 251–2, n. 1; Julia Stapleton, Political Intellectuals and
Public Identities in Britain since 1850 (Manchester, 2001), p. 46. Cf. Barker’s ‘The
Nature of Political Science’.

Downloaded from Brill.com12/07/2020 06:18:49PM
via University of Nottingham



DEMOCRACY IN GREEK POLITICAL THEORY 361

Strauss’s first indication of his interest in reviving ancient Greek political

theory as a counterweight to totalitarian tendencies in contemporary political

thought appeared in 1945.34 It became more apparent in his 1953 book, Natu-

ral Right and History, a history of Western political thought that functions as

an anti-positivist critique of historicism, and his subsequent essays on ancient

and modern political philosophy. These works directly invoked Plato and

Aristotle as authorities on the moral limits of democracy, both ancient and

modern.35 For Strauss, like Barker, both ancient and modern democracies

inherently lack moral bearings. Both exhibit antagonism to ‘virtue’ and

uncertainty about the purpose and character of education.36 Ancient democ-

racy expresses this antagonism most directly, for it radically exhibits ‘rule by

the people’. For Strauss, the Athenian demos endangered various political and

philosophical paragons of virtue — namely, Pericles, Thucydides,

Alcibiades, Socrates, Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle.

Strauss believed that Athenian democracy illustrated the eternal problems

of politics. In this respect, his views did not differ greatly from those of Barker

or Popper about its historical character and contemporary significance. And,

like Barker, he believed that Athenian democracy was disruptive and danger-

ous. But Strauss’s reading of Athenian democracy sharply differs from those

of Barker and Popper in other respects. While he shares Barker’s view that

Aristotle presents a conscious articulation of the principal features of Athe-

nian political life, he shows much less sympathy for Athenian democracy than

did Barker. Strauss treats Plato’s caricature of democracy as an unjust politi-

cal type in Book VIII of the Republic, worse than oligarchy and one step

removed from tyranny as an ‘exaggerated’ but essentially correct distillation

of Athenian democracy’s core political and sociological features. The Athe-

nians did not know how to protect ‘free speech’, and Socrates’ execution

illustrated this ignorance. Athenian democracy made possible the power of

civilization and the birth of political philosophy, but the dangers of its desir-

ous politics anticipated the allure of Marx’s communist dream.37 Strauss’s

Plato vindicated rather than betrayed Socrates. And Plato’s political philoso-

phy did not anticipate Marxism but justified opposition to Marxism in theory

and Soviet-style communism as pernicious Marxism in practice. Coupling

Plato’s antagonism to democracy with Aristotelian metaphysics, Strauss

34 See Strauss’s ‘On Classical Political Philosophy’, reprinted in Leo Strauss, What
Is Political Philosophy? And other studies (Chicago, 1959).

35 See Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Glencoe, 1953); What Is Political
Philosophy?, and The City and Man (Chicago, 1964).

36 For Strauss, ‘virtue’ signifies aretê for the ancient Greeks and the religious truths
of properly understood monotheism for moderns. For his remarks about the problematic
relationship between democracy, on the one hand, and virtue and education, on the other,
see his 1955 essay, ‘What Is Political Philosophy?’ in Strauss, What Is Political Philoso-
phy?

37 See Strauss, The City and Man, pp. 12, 131–3.
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found in both the foundational resources for saving, rather than destroying,

modern democracy.

Strauss believed that the merits of ancient Greek political philosophy

derived from its essential awareness of ‘the limits of politics’ and democracy

as the ultimate expression of their dangerous character.38 Strauss interpreted

‘nature’ as a constraint on the hubris of democracy and political idealism —

regarding Plato’s kallipolis (not unlike Popper) as an unnatural, utopian

dream. The teachings of ‘classical political philosophy’ — Strauss believed

that Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle ultimately agreed on essentials —

expressed the authority of moral truths over and against the unregulated poli-

tics of democratic consent in order to assure the authority of a few, knowl-

edgeable leaders over the many, relatively ignorant citizens — in other words,

the regulation of ‘the political’ by ‘the philosophical’. It was the authority of

‘natural right’ in ancient Greek philosophy and its potential for contributing

to political leadership that ancient democracy, modern democratic society,

and recent totalitarian regimes have failed to recognize. While Barker

believed that Greek political theory could be used to enhance the basic good-

ness of English society and British political institutions, Strauss believed it

could be used to keep Western society from descending into the depths of the

moral chaos produced by scientific materialism and democratic nihilism.

Strauss directly constituted his own political theory out of his interpretation of

Athenian democracy and its philosophical critics. The latter justified his own

views of the moral bankruptcy of democratic politics and revealed the time-

less, essential virtures of classical political philosophy.

Hannah Arendt was worried as much as Popper and Strauss by totalitarian

tendencies in Western intellectual and political discourse. And like them, she

turned to ancient Greece for signs of a way out of this contemporary predica-

ment. But she did not find recourse (as Popper did) in ‘Socratic intellectual-

ism’ or (as Strauss did) in ‘classical political philosophy’. Nor did she find in

the Athenian polis (as Barker did), a site where politics was potentially ethical

in a morally exemplary way — from its practices to its theorizations. Instead,

she drew intellectual sustenance from the heroic public action expressed, for

example, by Achilles, Pericles, and the pluralistic, agonistic political deliber-

ations of the Athenians. In The Human Condition, these activities expressed

her conception of ‘the political’, a form of life that had been suppressed by

totalitarian governments and was undermined in Western societies by the
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38 In The City and Man, Strauss states, ‘the Republic supplies the most magnificent
cure ever devised for every form of political ambition’ (p. 65). The phrase ‘the limits of
politics’ comes more directly from Allan Bloom, who offered a reading of Plato’s
Republic that was explicitly indebted to Strauss and later offered a neo-Straussian cri-
tique of ‘democratic’ culture whose title reached out to those enamoured by Popperian
rhetoric. See Allan Bloom, ‘Interpretive Essay’, in The Republic of Plato, translated by
Allan Bloom (New York, 1968), and The Closing of the American Mind (New York,
1987).
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seemingly more benign routinization of thought and life found in technologi-

cal production and bureaucratic organization.39 Arendt’s classically rooted

conception of ‘the political’ responded to not only the horrors of totalitarian-

ism but also the inadequate critical responses to it offered by the economistic

theories of Marxism, the scientific liberalism of Popper, and the philosophical

naturalism of Strauss.

Although Arendt relied heavily on the Athenian experience for her concep-

tion of the political in The Human Condition, the basic practices of Athenian

democracy and the basic ideas of ancient Greek political theory did not pro-

vide her with the basic tools for revitalizing ‘the human condition’. ‘Democ-

racy’ itself was also not mentioned, except as a corollary to the ‘essentials of

politics’ that she sought to defend against its philosophical and practical

opponents. Indeed, democracy itself bears some of these negative features

insofar as it yields collective action that assumes the form of unitary rule —

the demos acting as ‘one’ rather than ‘many’.40 Politics was virtuous insofar as

it manifested itself pluralistically, citizens acting as individuals rather than as

members of a mass. The consolidation of political activity by a democratic

mass or majority merely exhibited another form of ‘rule’, and, for Arendt,

rule-governed activity, while inevitable and important for the conduct of eco-

nomic, military, hierarchically organized social formations, undermined the

political individuality that most authentically expressed the words and deeds

of distinctively human beings. The ‘concept of rule’ is ‘the notion that men

can lawfully and politically live together only when some are entitled to com-

mand and others are forced to obey’.41 It was readily accepted by Plato and

Aristotle, but for Arendt it ‘rests on a suspicion of [genuinely political]

action’, the true glory that was Greece.

In Arendt’s interpretive universe, therefore, the political theories of Plato

and Aristotle are both interesting and suspect. For example, Plato’s use of the

techne analogy as a paradigm for knowledgeable, masterful, and productive

activity roots Arendt’s conception of the essential human realm of work. But

she regards Plato’s use of it in his political theory as harmful, since she holds

that Plato would have political activity exhibit the traits of ordinary technai —

thereby gutting the character of politics as action.42 Aristotle’s view of citi-

zenship as the core of political life validates Arendt’s belief in the virtue of

citizen-politics. But his specific conceptualization of citizenship as ‘ruling

and being ruled in turn’ incorporates ‘the concept of rule’ into the centre of his

political theory, thereby elevating the value of theoria and the contemplative

39 See Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York, 1951–1973) and
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York, 1963).

40 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago, 1958), pp. 220–2.
41 Ibid., p. 222.
42 Ibid.; cf. her collection, Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political

Thought (New York, 1968).
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life over praxis and political life. Whereas Strauss regards such elevation as

morally necessary for the proper guidance of politics, protecting it from the

nihilistic tendencies of modernity, Arendt believes that it symptomizes the

devaluation of human natality that informs the ideology and terror of totalitar-

ian regimes. ‘Action’ and ‘natality’ involve ‘beginning’ and ‘birth’. It is the

capacity to begin anew rather than to conform to the rule of law or nature or

philosophy that she believes needs discursive and scholarly encouragement in

modernity.

The readings of Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political theory in

the works of Popper, Strauss, and Arendt possess certain common, formal

features. Each takes features of action and thought from ancient Athens and

uses them as pivotal benchmarks for their own political theories. In this

respect, the foundational importance they ascribe to the Athenian legacy

resembles its role for Barker. But Barker’s view of its significance stems from

its historical luminescence rather than its role as a foundational anchor for a

political theory. This distinction not only results from the way in which

Barker’s intellectual temperament differs from that of Popper, Strauss, or

Arendt. The latter three are more directly driven to ancient Greece in order to

find an alternative to a contemporary political crisis. They do not see it as part

of an educational legacy for an evolving, basically good society. This may

limit the extent to which Barker’s readings of Athenian democracy and

ancient Greek political theory are philosophically distinctive. But it also

enables them to be more interpretively reliable. In all cases, however, each

interpretation expressed the author’s understanding of the ‘cultural signifi-

cance’ of Athenian democracy and its political theorists.43

III
Contemporary Ends of the Ancient Greek Legacy

By the end of the 1960s, totalitarianism had clearly met its demise, if not

defeat. Even as Soviet tanks trampled the political flowering, known as the

‘Prague Spring’ in 1968, ‘democracy’ had become the natural term of art for

all legitimate forms of government and a democratic ethos energized protest

movements from Tokyo to Paris, Mexico City, and across the United States.44

During the post-war period, however, ‘political theory’ had become
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43 Max Weber, ‘‘Objectivity’ in Social Science’, in Max Weber, The Methodology of
the Social Sciences, translated and edited by Edward A. Shils and Henry A. Finch (New
York, 1949 [1904]), pp. 76–9. Unlike Weber, however, none of these readings isolated
an existential value-choice in the present as the point of departure for a factual, causal
study of the historical past. For all of them would have history constitute philosophy,
albeit in distinctively different ways.

44 See, for example, John Dunn, Western Political Theory in the Face of the Future
(Cambridge, 1979); cf. Democracy: The Unfinished Journey, 508 BC to AD 1993, ed.
John Dunn (Oxford, 1992).
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professionalized — institutionalized as a discourse in departments of philoso-

phy and political science as political philosophy or political theory. More-

over, the impact of analytical philosophy in general and the work of John

Rawls in particular had marginalized the significance of ancient Greek politi-

cal theory. It became viewed through Kantian eyes, as pre-modern and

pre-critical, thereby possessing ‘merely historical’ interest. The implicit

acceptance of the meta-historical importance of Athenian democracy or the

rational authority of ancient Greek political theory had disappeared. But so

too had much else. Rawls’s theory lacked emotive connections to societies for

which he wrote. It did not directly express the ethical confidence in one’s cul-

ture or civilization found in Barker’s work, the political confidence in the

authority of critical reason that Popper, Strauss, and Arendt had presupposed,

or any substantive belief in the good of democracy.

Dissatisfaction with both the human reach of analytical political philoso-

phy and the political justice of contemporary versions of democracy gener-

ated new sources of attraction for the study of democracy in ancient Greek

political theory. Now, however, it would be effected in an ‘untimely’ man-

ner.45 Reading Athenian democracy and ancient Greek political theory as

tools of political education became exercises in going against the dominant

grains of intellectual discourse and political practice. Much of this renewed

interest in democracy and ancient Greek political theory stemmed from con-

temporary critics of institutionalized, representative democracy who sought

to provide historical and theoretical rationales for participatory democracy

and non-foundational political theory. In Western societies during the late

1960s and 1970s, the interpretation of democracy and ancient Greek political

theory by historians and political theorists more typically belonged to a

broadly conceived project in counter-cultural critique rather than an educa-

tional lesson for the extant political establishment.

The most influential historian who viewed Athenian democracy from this

perspective was M.I. Finley.46 Important new treatments of Athenian institu-

tions (by Mogens Herman Hansen) and Athenian political ideology (by Josiah

Ober) continued this trend.47 Each emphasized how Athenian politics

45 See Friedrich Nietzsche’s statement: ‘ . . . for I do not know what meaning classical
studies could have for our time if they were not untimely – that is to say, acting counter to
our time and thereby acting on our time and, let us hope, for the benefit of a time to come.’
In ‘On the uses and disadvantages of history for life’, in Untimely Meditations, trans. R.J.
Hollingdale (Cambridge, 1997 [1874]), p. 60.

46 See Moses I. Finley, Democracy Ancient and Modern, Revised Edition (New
Brunswick, 1985 [1973]) and Politics in the Ancient World (Cambridge, 1983).

47 See Hansen, The Athenian Democracy and The Tradition of Ancient Greek
Democracy and its Importance for Modern Democracy (Copenhagen, 2005); Ober,
Mass and Elite, along with his Political Dissent in Democratic Athens (Princeton, 1996)
and Athenian Legacies: Essays on the Politics of Going On Together (Princeton, 2005).
Despite their differences, both theorists recollect Barker insofar as they minimize the dif-
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expressed direct and highly democratic institutional practices and ideological

norms, as well as relatively successful performances by ordinary citizens and

their leaders — effectively offering counter-examples to modern arguments

that dismiss the relevance of Athenian democracy because of its lack of com-

plexity. The anti-foundational use of ancient Greek political thought by phi-

losophers such as Martha Nussbaum and political theorists such as Peter

Euben and Sheldon Wolin highlighted the manner in which the radical char-

acter of political freedom and equality in Athenian democracy offered critical

and constructive lessons for contemporary, particularly Western societies.48

But the relevant context for these lessons has altered again. A number of

factors have made ‘the Athenian turn’ less attractive for understanding the

historical components of our governing institutions and the philosophical

possibilities of our political ethics.49 Amid the globalizing trends of culture

and politics — not to mention the global assertion of American military power

— the meaning of ‘democracy’ harbours even less intuitive clarity than it did

in the past and the call of the Athenian legacy of democracy and political the-

ory upon contemporary critical thought no longer resonates as it once did.

(After all, even when Nietzsche sought to subordinate the authority of history

to counter-cultural vitality, he did so against the communal grains of Ger-

many and Europe.) Nowadays, the sprawling Roman empire often overshad-

ows the intense collectivity of Athens as the most ‘culturally significant’

society of our classical past — resuming the role it played prior to the age of

national construction and reconstruction that began after the American and

French revolutions.50

But the effects of globalization on culture and politics have generated new

interests in ancient Athens and its theorists. As boundaries around historical

traditions appear more porous, there is less warrant for presupposing an
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ferences between the politics of Athenian democracy and its contests about virtue, on the
one hand, and the politics of modern states and their contests about rights, on the other.

48 See Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics, Greek Trag-
edy and Philosophy (Cambridge, 1986); J. Peter Euben, The Tragedy of Political Theory:
The Road Not Taken (Princeton, 1990) and his Platonic Noise (Princeton, 2003); Shel-
don S. Wolin, ‘Norm and Form: The Constitutionalizing of Democracy’, in Athenian
Political Thought and the Reconstruction of American Democracy, eds. J. Peter Euben,
John R. Wallach, and Josiah Ober (Ithaca, 1994) and ‘Fugitive Democracy’, in Democ-
racy and Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the Political, ed. Seyla Benhabib
(Princeton, 1996). Also see my ‘Two Democracies and Virtue’, in Euben, et. al., Athe-
nian Political Thought.

49 Rhodes illustrates this trend and rightly notes how the contemporary, interpretive
agendas of recent scholars have sometimes clouded their judgments of Athenian politics
and philosophy. See P.J. Rhodes, Ancient Democracy and Modern Ideology (London,
2003).

50 See, e.g., The Portable Greek Reader, ed. W.H. Auden (New York, 1948),
pp. 1–2; cf. Oswyn Murray, ‘Cities of Reason’, in The Greek City from Homer to Alexan-
der, ed. O. Murray and S. Price (Oxford, 1990), pp. 1–25.
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immediately receptive audience for ‘the legacy of Greece’.51 It is also less

easy to pigeon-hole Athenian democracy and its political theorists as the

ancestral parents of one civilization more than another. Now, they no longer

are made to carry or resist the burden of Western civilization or presumptively

timeless notions of rationality or morality. Similarly, the contemporary politi-

cal theorist is no longer expected to provide comprehensive critiques of or

political agendas for society. As a result, neither Athenian democracy nor its

political theorists are recollected as whole integers or function as contempo-

rary protagonists. But the result opens up the interconnections of Athenian

democracy and its political theorists to new interpretive enterprises that iden-

tify their manifold richness, their illustration of intellectual and political relat-

edness. The practice of democracy in relation to other ways of life and forms

of government, along with the judgment of Athenian political theorists on the

relative virtue of extant individual character types and collective nomoi, offer

new sources for historical and contemporary reflection. The end is no longer

the formulation in theory or practice of ‘the good society’ but how to under-

stand and promote good societies, how we might identify the peculiar virtues

and limits of contemporary forms of democracy, current iterations of the

meaning and requirements of human beings, citizens, and political orders. As

such, they provide fertile soil for critical inquiry — less as authorities for our

theory or practice than as particular demonstrations of human possibility.

* * *

The meaning of democracy in ancient Greek political theory from 1906-2006

has been interpreted continuously, skilfully, and usefully by myriad individu-

als. The effects have functioned as a critical, distant mirror for authorizing

much important political thought of the past one hundred years — operating

as historical discoveries, theoretical constructions, and rhetorical supple-

ments. As such, they evidence the slippery centrality of ancient Greek politi-

cal thought for contemporary theorizing about democracy as well as the

necessary but problematic efforts of political theorists to justify their ideas as

historically rooted, philosophically true, and politically relevant — so as to be

agents of political education. For those of us who recognize the limits of our

present horizons, the Athenian legacy which Barker did so much to bring

alive one hundred years ago remains vital today.

John R. Wallach CUNY

51 See The Legacy of Greece, ed. Sir Richard Livingstone (Oxford, 1921) and The
Legacy of Greece: A New Appraisal, ed. M.I. Finley (Oxford, 1981).
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