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       CITIZENSHIP IN CL ASSICAL ATHENS 

 What did citizenship really mean in classical Athens? It is convention-
ally understood as characterised by holding political oi  ce. Since only 
men did so, only they have been considered to be citizens, and the 
 polis  has appeared primarily as the scene of men’s political actions. 
However, Athenian law dei ned citizens not by political oi  ce, but by 
descent. Religion was central to the  polis  and in this domain women 
played prominent public roles. Both men and women were called ‘cit-
izens’. On a new reading of the evidence, Josine Blok argues that for 
the Athenians their  polis  was founded on an enduring bond with the 
gods. Laws anchored the  polis ’s commitments to humans and gods 
in this bond, transmitted over time to male and female Athenians as 
equal heirs. All public oi  ces, in various ways and as bei tting gender 
and age, served both the human community and the divine powers 
protecting Athens. 

  Josine Blok  is Professor of Ancient History and Classical 
Civilisation at Utrecht University and a member of the Royal Dutch 
Academy of Sciences. She has won wide acclaim for her innovative 
work on archaic and classical Greece, notably on the Greek  polis , 
and is a winner of the prestigious VICI award for groundbreak-
ing research issued by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientii c 
Research. She has been a Visiting Fellow at various universities 
including Oxford and Paris Sorbonne, and is the founder and cur-
rent chair of the European Network for the Study of Ancient Greek 
History.   
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    Preface     

   First, we should give our city a name, 
 something grand and notable; 
 and then sacrii ce to the gods. 

   Peisetairos creates a new  polis , in Aristophanes, 
 Birds , 809– 11  1    

 h is book investigates the nature of citizenship in classical Athens: how 
the Athenians thought about citizenship and how they put it into prac-
tice. h e questions underlying this study emerged when I noticed that the 
ancient Greek ideas about citizenship that have most inl uenced modern 
conceptions have been those of Aristotle in the  Politics , and that, con-
versely, modern conceptions inl uenced the way scholars read Aristotle 
and approached citizenship in Athens. Yet, when we compare Aristotle’s 
views with evidence on the historical reality of classical Athens, we i nd 
that he painted a very partial picture of what it was to be a citizen. h e 
aim of this book is to arrive at a picture of citizenship in Athens that 
comes closer to what the ancient evidence tells us. Before actually trying 
to do so, I should like to explain in a few words why I think this matters. 

 In  Politics , Aristotle of ers a famous dei nition of a citizen as a mem-
ber of a community ( polis ) who is in a position to participate in political 
oi  ce. Athenian law, however, dei ned citizens on the criterion of their 
descent from an Athenian parent. Women were excluded from political 
oi  ce, but the vocabulary for citizens at Athens shows symmetrical words 
for male and female citizens. h is evidence implies that in some way 
women and men were both considered to be citizens, despite women’s 
exclusion from politics. And while cult was an important domain of pub-
lic roles for women citizens, it was demonstrably equally so for men. All 

     1     Πρῶτον ὄνομα τῆ ι  πόλει /   θέσθαι τι μέγα καὶ κλεινόν ,  εῖτα τοῖς θεοῖς  /   θῦσαι μετὰ τοῦτο . Transl. 
J. Henderson (Loeb ed.).  
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of this is not easily compatible with the Aristotelian notion of citizenship. 
What did scholars make of this discrepancy? 

 Since in the 1980s classical studies, in line with the humanities and 
social sciences, developed a strong focus on the cultural foundations 
of society, classical scholars are more or less agreed that in ancient 
Greece religion was deeply intertwined with all aspects of the  polis . 
‘Embeddedness  ’  –  a term typically gaining currency since the 1980s  –  
captures the anchorage of societal institutions in the values, practices 
and beliefs of the community, an approach changing the perception of 
religion and politics both as domains in their own right and in their 
mutual relationship. François de Polignac argued (1984) that the  polis  was 
based, socially and spatially, on the organisation of its cults and the loca-
tion of its sanctuaries. h e concept ‘ polis  religion’, coined by Christiane 
Sourvinou- Inwood ( 1990 ), highlights the embeddedness of religion in the 
social structures of the Greek  polis . Although recent critiques emphasise 
the autonomy of Greek religious experience also beyond that framework, 
they do not invalidate the signii cance of the concept for understanding 
the  polis  itself. Given that religion was so central to the  polis , it is dii  cult 
to believe that citizenship was only a political and not at all a religious 
concept. Nonetheless, that is the picture that still prevails even in the 
best work in the i eld. In the study of ancient Greece, the  conceptual  dis-
engagement between the domains of politics and religion remains, ulti-
mately, profound. 

 A second problem I encountered in classical scholarship are the preva-
lent views of women’s roles in ancient Greece and in classical Athens in 
particular. Although there is plenty of evidence for women taking public 
roles alongside men in cult and speaking in public on occasions when men 
were present, scholars have persistently assumed that women in ancient 
Greece were essentially outsiders of their society, not merely because sepa-
ration of male and female spheres and a domestic life for women were 
highly valued, but primarily because women were excluded from political 
participation. Where citizen women are reported to be involved in  polis  
activities, such evidence is usually understood as the exception proving the 
rule, while the rule itself is not questioned. Where the evidence highlights 
women’s participation in cult, the signii cance of this fact for the  polis  
more broadly tends to be undervalued. Of course, this perspective is not 
mistaken  in toto . Politics  were  eminently important in ancient Greece, and 
so was the possibility to participate in them. Women  did  have a societal 
scope on average more limited than that of the men of their class. What is 
wrong, in my view, is the absolute weight these elements have acquired in 
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Preface

the prevailing perceptions, leading to a distorted view of female citizens’ 
lives and of the ancient  polis  in general. 

 Looking critically, I realised that the Aristotelian conception of citizen-
ship was a central tenet in both strands of classical scholarship and that 
the fact that they held this view played an essential role in the problems 
I  just described. Most ancient historians, including myself, were ‘raised’ 
on this view of Greek citizenship, and apparently this conception is tena-
cious. But it is dei nitely not the only way to understand citizenship at 
Athens, and the extant evidence elicits also quite dif erent questions from 
those we usually ask. Cult clearly was essential to Athenian citizenship, so 
what does this mean for the conception and organisation of public oi  ce 
at Athens and for the meaning of gender for such roles? If citizenship was 
a matter of participation in the i rst place, why was it based on descent? In 
other words, what exactly did descent ‘mean’ for citizenship? 

 In the introductory chapter, my i rst objective is to deconstruct cur-
rent approaches to Athenian citizenship by identifying their constitutive 
elements, notably dif erent estimation of sources, the impact of modern 
ideas of citizenship and problems of vocabulary and dei nitions of citi-
zenship. Important literary evidence on Athenian notions and practices 
of citizenship will be compared to Aristotle’s dei nition of the citizen in 
 Politics . I  shall analyse this text quite extensively, to clarify why I  think 
using his conception for understanding the historical situation at Athens 
is misleading, despite the signii cance of  Politics  as a philosophical analy-
sis of the  polis  and despite much excellent historical scholarship that is 
primarily drawing on the  Politics . Following this discussion, evidence on 
descent, cults, politics and gender as components of Athenian citizenship 
will be used to formulate new, elementary questions about citizenship at 
Athens and to outline the ways in which this book will attempt to answer 
those questions in the subsequent chapters. 

 Given that the  polis  was the dei ning framework of classical Greek soci-
ety, comprehending the principles of citizenship, i.e. membership of and 
participation in the  polis , is essential for our understanding of ancient 
Greece more widely. Classical Athens is a particularly signii cant but also 
an exceptional case, both for its democratic constitution and for the wealth 
of evidence that allows us to study it in detail. h is book is meant primar-
ily for ancient historians and classicists working on ancient Greece; the 
Greek evidence is cited in the footnotes to facilitate critical engagement 
with my arguments. Translations are provided in the main text, either 
my own or following the most recent translations in the Loeb Classical 
Library (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA/ London, indicated as 
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Loeb ed.). In this way, I also hope to reach an audience beyond the circle 
of professional Hellenists. In modern debates on citizenship, democratic 
Athens plays an important role for historical comparison. Our notion of 
citizenship at Athens therefore has a substantial impact also on how we 
think about citizenship today.      
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