THE ALLURE OF CONSENSUS
AND THE PERSEVERANCE OF MINORITY:
ASPECTS OF DEMOCRACY IN THE
HELLENISTIC WORLD

By Kostas Buraselis

Summary: If majority may count as the moving force, minority (and its distinct exist-
ence) is the distinctive quality of democracy. They are both precious components of a
Herakleitian ‘balanced harmony’ (naAivrpomog dpuovin), which one should always con-
sider and respect in democratic practice. This maxim is studied on the basis of various
testimonies from the Hellenistic period of ancient Greek history, when democracy un-
derwent various limitations.'

I

An inscription from the small Aegean island polis of Anaphe preserves a
decree dated to the first century BC and concerning the local euergetes
Archonidas, son of Sokles. The assembly of the people decides therein to
thank him for his contribution (expressed in general terms) to sustaining
the community, through various significant honours during his lifetime
and after death. At the end of the decree, it is mentioned that the rele-
vant proposal had been subjected to a vote (Sra[agliar tévde tav
[yv&/uav]) assisted by the responsible public servants (Saudoiot, per-
haps public slaves). The result was a unanimous ‘yes’ of all ninety-five
votes (£80&e & yvd[ula [Un]ep a[v]t[oD] Taig Yo tdoaig évevikovta
Tévte, IG XI1.3. 249.38-39). The number is not surprising if one considers
the plausible standards of this small polis, and it is probably not very dif-
ferent from that of the whole citizen body. Thus, in a panegyric manner,
the whole citizenry of Anaphe expressed their absolute agreement on

1 On the topic discussed in this chapter, see also the chapter by Carbon, Isager &
Pedersen in this volume (eds.).
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the proper reaction of the city to the services offered them by Archoni-
das.

Not that long before, in the end of the second century BC, the im-
portant polis of Kolophon in Asia Minor honoured by a long decree its
own euergetes Menippos son of Apollonides. His services to his home city
are there described as capital in critical times (rpootdvta tfig matpidog
€v Kaipoig avaykaioig). The context of his activity was precisely the
highly delicate phase of Kolophon’s status transition from a city in the
Pergamene kingdom to a satellite of Rome and its final accommodation
in the provincia Asia. Various questions pertaining to the territorial
rights/claims of the city but also to the personal rights of Kolophonian
citizens towards the Romans and their tendencies of encroaching upon
them, had demanded subtle diplomacy and intense negotiations, which
the educated and experienced Menippos - as the decree itself attests -
had been able to conduct with praised success. At the end of the decree
the exact city magistrates added the result of the respective vote in the
assembly: there had been 1342 votes, of which 1326 of ‘yes’ and 16 of ‘no’.
Again, the total of votes (1342) does not seem to differ much from the
total number of citizens (and potential voters). However, it is remarkable
that on the issue of honouring such an apparently valuable man even a
small minority (1.2%) of the Kolophonians assembled had both the wish
and the possibility to disagree. This fact was faithfully reproduced in the
decree of the city, which was erected in the temple of Apollo Klarios, the
patron deity of Kolophon. The rejective tendency appears weak, but it
existed, and it has been officially recorded in the relevant state act.

These two types of political decision, either with full consensus or
with the distinct expression of a minority of opinion, persistent and also
mentioned, are to be found in further preserved decrees by cities of the
Hellenistic world, as we shall see. This typology and its significance for
the political developments during the same period deserves our atten-
tion, and it has already caught the interest of historians.” Two basic views

2 Arelatively recent treatment of the subject as part of an impressive synthesis on the
appearance and development of majority decisions as an institution in world history,
from antiquity into modern times, has been offered by Flaig 2013 (esp. 309-11). Maffi
2012 has studied almost in parallel but independently the notion and the beginnings
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have defined the frame of the relevant discussion. The first, expressed
by Luigi Moretti,> preferred to recognize in the frequence of consensus
decisions, witnessed in various civic decrees of the Hellenistic period, a
bitterly realistic tendency to unanimity. The civic communities tended
to overcome local differences and to attain a common stand toward the
difficult problems which necessarily limited, more and more, the possi-
bilities of autonomy but also of internal differentiation in the cities. As
Moretti pointedly remarked, the time was long past when e.g. in Athens
the notorious bestowal of a crown on Demosthenes after Chaironeia had
become a rhetorical battlefield between the honoree and Aischines, cen-
tred on the person of the proponent of the relevant honorific decree,
Ktesiphon. Self-restriction should have in later times replaced the prac-
tice of intense strife. In more general terms: the Greek city of Hellenistic
times witnessed, through its frequent consensus, its disillusioned adap-
tation to the needs of a new political age.

Moretti himself had noticed, of course, that the decrees in question
concerned mainly honours offered to distinguished citizens. However,
these personalities were obviously representative of crucial political
views in their communities, so that reactions might be naturally ex-
pected. Thus, the study of this particular question finally inserted itself

of this institution in the Greek world of the archaic and classical age. A more specific,
precious list of the results of voting mentioned in ancient Greek decrees, with ac-
companying notes, has been presented (as a supplement of Maffi’s study) by Todd
2012. However, the data collected and preliminarily studied by Todd may be com-
pleted (as e.g. by the addition of examples from the cities of Macedonia, of significant
importance; cf. below). For older, still useful notes on the same subject in more gen-
eral works: Quass 1993: 361-62; Rhodes & Lewis 1997: 510-12. Recently, Canevaro 2018
has also examined the consensus/majority options in the democratic decisions of
ancient Greek cities, focusing especially on Athens and the difference between judi-
cial and (in a narrower sense) political decisions, with results converging with those
reached in this particular study (cf. esp. ib. 144). Certainly, the research of the whole
subject touches on many crucial problems not only of Hellenistic history but also of
Greek history in general and deserves to be continued. - This brief study (an earlier
Greek version of which was published in the collective volume: H twv nAeidvwv
Yrigog kpateitw (edited by D. Apostolopoulos & E. Chrysos, Athens 2017, 15-27) is ded-
icated here with affection to the memory of Mogens Hansen whose work for the
Greek polis remains essential.
3 Moretti 1967-68: esp. 57.
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into the wider discussion of the quality of Hellenistic polis democracy and
the degree of its eventual devaluation in comparison with the earlier, es-
pecially the classical centuries.’

Philippe Gauthier vigorously opposed this interpretation.” He empha-
sized that the cases of decrees where the consensus is mentioned date
not only from the Hellenistic but also from the subsequent, the Roman
imperial period. In the latter the possibilities of free action and of follow-
ing alocal policy based on democratic dialogue were certainly even more
limited. However, Gauthier himself underlined the importance of exam-
ples where, as we shall see, the civic decrees mention neither a consensus
nor exact numbers of votes representing the majority and the minority.
In these examples only the number of consenting votes is mentioned,
which - as we may deduce - represented the majority of potential votes.
In other words, in these cases the mention of a minority was omitted as
the positive opinion had superseded (we do not know to which extent)
the minimum of necessary votes, a sort of quorum, in respect to the total
of potential voters. Therefore, the noted, practically majoritarian vote
did not cease to represent symbolically the total of the deciding citizen
body. Thus, no reduction in democratic ideas and practices of Hellenistic
poleis could be discerned here. Furthermore, the literary sources (e.g. Po-
lybios) provide us with unequivocal evidence for the continuing essence
of political life and differentiation in the cities of the Hellenistic world,
especially in respect to the increasing Roman intervention and control
of the Greek world.*

II

Let us now take an analytical look at the relevant epigraphic evidence. It
is mainly noteworthy that the express statement of political consensus

4 Relatively recent books on the level/quality of democracy in Hellenistic poleis: Carls-
son 2005; Grieb 2008; Mann & Scholz 2012. - One may note the coincidence of views
in these works, independently from each other, in re-assessing positively the demo-
cratic essence of various Hellenistic cities.

5 Gauthier 1990 (cf. SEG 40.1697).

6 The examples of political tensions and confrontations in various cities of Greece in
the age of the Third Macedonian War are instructive, as noted in Plb. 30.7.9-8.1.
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(and not of a specific majority and minority) becomes the rule only in
imperial times (about the end of the first century BC, that is, from the
reign of Augustus on).” In the preceding centuries the appearance of con-
sensus is often connected with decrees of small poleis, as in the case of
the Anaphian decree we saw at the beginning. A similar case is known
from Astypalaia (IG XIL.3 168, ca. 150 BC): the end of a decree mentions
here that a systematic epigraphic record of the city’s proxenoi and the
way of financing it had been unanimously decided: Téde t0 Yagiopa
£d0&e mdoaig.

The same holds true for the small Thessalian city of Chyretiai (in Per-
raibia, near the modern Tyrnavos). Here a notable honorific decree is is-
sued in the difficult years of the Antiochic War (in 190 BC), when the Ro-
mans and the Aitolian allies of Antiochos III engaged in war and parallel
burdens on the Thessalian cities, which had to be the theatre of their
operations. A Roman resident in Chyretiai, Sextus Orfidienus M.f., acted
in that context as a benefactor of the city, apparently limiting the impo-
sitions of Roman troops encamped in the area. What else could one then
expect than the unanimous gratitude of the Chyretian citizens, as noted
in a special decree of the city issued on the occasion of electing the local
archons (ISE 11 95)? "E§o&ev t1] Xvpetiéwv mOAeL €V TOIG GpX00TAGIOLG,
Opoyvwuovouvtwy TV moAtt@v. Thus, the reasons for this emphatic
mention of a common stance are clear: the small city had every interest
in projecting its full unanimity in honouring the man who had secured,
as far as possible, Chyretian rights. If some Chyretians did not actually
share this view, they seem neither to have expressed their (real) opinion
nor to have been mentioned at all. A breach of the consensus might have
been politically (and critically) incorrect.

Further cases of unanimous decisions are known from a decree of the
Kolophonians for a Smyrnaian chresmologos and a decree of an unknown,
possibly insular community known from Delos, both datable to the sec-
ond century BC: AtePngicdn év | [t@] duwt katd tov véuov. vac. O

7 Some such examples: Agora XVI no. 335.65-67 (decree of the Athenian demos on the
Athenians on Lemnos, end of first century BC); L.Knidos 74.21-23 (decree of the Knid-
ians for the Lykaithion, daughter of Aristokleidas, first/second century AD; EAM no.
186.15-16 (decree of the Battynaians, end of second century AD). Further examples
are collected by Gauthier 1990: 95, n. 93.
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Yneioaviteg] dioxidor ovtor Edwkav mdvteg (SEG 42.1065, 40-42);
[Wagpor] aic £80&e: maoo (IG X1.4 1057 + Wilhelm, Neue Beitrége V1. 4-7).

A similar clause can be found in two of the somewhat earlier (ca. 242
BC) decrees of Greek cities recognizing the asylia of Kos (both the Sanc-
tuary of Asklepios and the city itself). One of these comes from Amphip-
olis and includes the final epigrammatic notice: ... éYneicdn mapandoaig
(Rigsby 1996: no. 26, p. 137). At Ainos in Thrace the corresponding text
ends with the phrase: ... tpodpevoav ndvreg (ib., no. 28, p. 141). These
words have puzzled commentators, most recently Rigsby (ib.) who inter-
preted them in the sense that all members of the Ainian assembly collec-
tively exercised chairmanship. As the presidents of an assembly are reg-
ularly also the proponents of its agenda and decisions, it seems to me
reasonable to conclude that also here the acceptance of the Koan asylia
after a unanimous relevant proposal by the agreeing presidents in the
name of all citizens is meant. It is further noteworthy that in both these
cases there seems to have been a fine interplay between civic consensus
and royal will in the background. As a city of the Macedonian kingdom
Amphipolis stated in its decree that it was issued after considering also
the friendly feelings (eGvoiav) of the Koans towards king Antigonos Go-
natas and the Macedonians. The Ainians, on the other hand, cannot have
left out of their own consideration the traditional good relations of Hip-
pokrates’ island with the Ptolemies, to whose sphere of control the Thra-
cian city belonged. After all, the Ainian decree specifically mentions as
main motives of its issue the health and safety of the ruling Ptolemies
(Euergetes I and his family). Both at Amphipolis and Ainos, then, the
royal backing of the Koan petition most likely left no room for objections,
the political consensus in the citizen body expressing a multi-faceted re-
ality. Respect of the Koan asylia was obviously running no danger from
the Amphipolitans or the Ainians but the case might be different with
eventual actions of the two cities’ royal patrons.

Finally, we have four decrees of the second century BC from Kos itself
(IG XILI. 4 56, 59, 109, 110), where an explicit consensus of the convened
citizens appears: two of them are decrees of the city and two come re-
spectively from the Koan demes of Halasarna and Antimacheia. It is in-
teresting in these examples that consensus was expressed (and noticed)
by throwing only positive votes (literally: ‘solid, whole votes’), while no
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‘opposite’ (évavtia) or ‘pierced’ (tetpunapéva) - as in classical Athens -
vote had been found. It is further remarkable that the total number of
positive votes was precisely mentioned as e.g. in the case of conferring a
honorary crown to a Koan fellow citizen who had distinguished himself
as head (dikastagogos) of a committee of judicial assistance (foreign
judges) sent by the Koans to Smyrna: Ppagot otepeai émdidodoalt]/tov
otépavov wne’ (885) vac. tetpunapéva [ovdepi]a. vac. One gains the im-
pression of a distinct formula in the Koan decrees of that period where
the relevant entries of positive and negative votes had to be filled out.
Simply, in the cases dealt with there was finally no need to fill out any
number in the ‘second column’. The allure of consensus had completely
won.

IT1

However, this could not be always taken for granted as not only Koan
material but also testimonies from other Hellenistic cities may show. The
Kolophonians of Menippos’ age did not need to feel alone. Thus, in hon-
ouring another dikastagogos around the middle of the second century BC
objections were clearly expressed: as the end of the relevant Koan decree
relates this time (IG X11.4 57), the not preserved (but obviously sufficient)
number of positive votes were openly opposed by thirteen ‘votes against’
[Ya]|[@or otepelai Sidodoot TOV oTéQavov[------ , Te]|[tpumapé]von ATIT
(:13).

Opposite, on the coast of Asia Minor, we have a fragmentary decree
from the city of Keramos and around the same date (L.Keramos 9) for a
local euergetes (son of a Drakon), to whom honours are again awarded, in
his lifetime and post mortem (i.a. contests of the children and ephebes of
the city). The decree ends with the result of the relevant vote, falling
again in two parts. Although some letters are not preserved, it is obvious
that the positive votes numbered at least 901 (perhaps 951) and the neg-
ative ones at least 44 (perhaps 144): [Papot aig £5]oe Sodvar TdC TIudG
¢vaxéotat | [(e.g. mevrirovta] wia, aic 8¢ un | [? ékatdv teos]apdkovta
téoapec (26-29). However, the honorand had a definite majority to sup-
port his honours, but not all voters, and this fact was not concealed.
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To the northwest of Keramos, at Iasos, there has been found a decree
(Llasos 9) of the city’s corporation of elders (presbyteroi) - and thus cer-
tainly of a more limited population group - in honour of a former finan-
cial co-administrator (cuvdioikntrv) of this association, Kritios son of
Hermophantos. The honorand is praised for his fine feeling in respect to
the needs of the group (probably we should understand some form of
euergesia as background). Among the honours decided we find a golden
crown and the erection of a painted portrait of Kritios. Seventy members
were positive but four resisted and rejected. Who knows? Perhaps the
man'’s financial administration had not convinced everyone to the same
degree. This may happen. What is important is that despite the small to-
tal number of votes, the actual difference of opinion remained apparent,
while the publication of the decree did not gloss over the existing minor-
ity.

In Athens itself around the beginning of the first century BC we meet
an unfortunately very fragmentary decree (IG 11* 1035) where, however,
at least the indication of the final vote is preserved, and revealing: 3461
positive (not pierced) votes opposite to 155 negative (pierced) ones: un
teTpumnué]van 3461, ai 8¢ teTpumnuévan aic o0k £8ket 155. Again, a mi-
nority, in this case of 4.3%, is officially present.

Finally, a charmingly extreme example of such a reality comes from
Beroia in Macedonia. In the famous gymnasiarchical law of the city, that
is the official regulation of the local gymnasion (probably going back to
the royal period, before Pydna) a final note on the relevant vote concern-
ing that corpus of detailed regulations is appended. The city magistrates,
the politarchai, recorded the result of the vote in the assembly in the final
line of the text: Mapd TV moMtapx®dv v. Tod Pneicuatog «ob» €ig
(Gauthier & Hatzopoulos 1993: L. 110). In other words, the arguments
mentioned in the preceding text for the importance and usefulness of
regulating the life of the gymnasion also in that important city of Mace-
donia had gained the consent of all voters but one. Nevertheless, even
that one ‘No” had been regarded as worthy of record. If we consider the
preceding remarks on that older consensus of the Amphipolitans on the
Koan asylia and its background, and that the royal aegis must have some-
how protected the institution of the gymnasion at Beroia, too, the appear-
ance of that single negative vote is not insignificant. Unfortunately, we
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cannot know more about its background. Anyway, Beroia insisted on a
democratic protocol.

IV

Of course, as already noted, we find also alternative methods of decision
and recording the ultimately positive vote result in Hellenistic decrees,
which essentially complete the picture drawn by the material analysed
so far. Another method practiced was that of ultimately publishing just
the number of positive votes, which had obviously sufficed. This not only
avoided pretending that there existed a consensus of all citizens/voters
but also stating precisely how many negative votes had been cast at the
same time. In this way, as Gauthier has already remarked, the focus was
on the achievement of a majority, which was at the same time cleverly
presented as a collective action of the city without traceable objection.’
This practice is known to us already from Delphian decrees of the fourth
century BC.’ In the Hellenistic period various similar examples are
known especially from Kolophon by the sea but also from other commu-
nities in southern Asia Minor. As far as Kolophon by the sea is concerned,
we know a series of decrees from the same period concluded by the men-
tion of the acceptance of the decree and the fluctuating but always suffi-
cient number of approving citizens. In the city’s decree for the Mytile-
naean Hermonax son of Satyros (ca. 250-200 BC), the final sentence is:
Mepneiodn | év 1@ dMuw katd TOV vépoy v kai £86|0n Yneisdvrwv
gvakoolwv Tpi@v." The total of positive votes in this case (903) becomes
still higher in the other Kolophonian examples." Further evidence of

8 Gauthier 1990: esp. 97.

9 The case of the decree CID I 13.35-37 on the award of various privileges by Delphi to
the Skiathians is very instructive: it is mentioned there that the decision has been
taken o0v tetpakal[tialt] YAewt kai A|[éo]v, i.e. with more than 400 votes, obvi-
ously a necessary indication of a certain quorum reached. For further examples from
Delphi and their analysis: Gauthier 1990: 86-89.

10 Gauthier 2003: 486-92 = SEG 53.1300.27-29.

11 On the rest such examples from Kolophon: Gauthier 2003: 492, n. 42.
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such an ‘approbation protocol’ from Asia Minor is known from Phygela,™
Halikarnassos,"” Magnesia on the Maeander," and Theangela.” Finally, a
mere mention of the number of positive votes is included in decrees from
Greek cities in North Africa (Arsinoe, Kyrene) dating from the sec-
ond/first century BC."

A probable variant of this sort of procedure may be recognized in ap-
proximately contemporaneous (end of the third-first century BC) honor-
ific decrees from Iasos (six certain cases) and Alabanda (one probable tes-
timony), that is on the coast and in the interior of Karia respectively.
Here the additional element is the examination of the relevant proposal
in both legislative bodies of the cities, the council (boule) and the assem-
bly (ekklesia), but also the description of the voting as secret, by using the
term kpugaia Pijgog. Thus e.g. in the honorary decree of the lasians for
Hekatomnos son of Korris, priest of Zeus Labrandeus (SEG 57.1074.20-22,
ca. 225 BC), the end runs: £€566n Pgwt kpveai[a]r Prigot ai idoToat éu
uev it | BovAft dydonkovtatpeig, &v 8¢ tdr Sruwr xilo | Sekauior
npesPevtai Mipédnoav ... Also, in this category of decrees the number of
positive votes varies from case to case,"” but we must conclude that it was
above the minimum guaranteeing a majority of the potential total. In the
decree of the Alabandeis for the local euergetes Pyrrakos (?) (ca. 80 BC)

12 LEphesos, VIL.1 3111.11-13 (Yfigot éyévovto el TOV adTOV otduvov Tplakdoiat
nevtfikovta, end of fourth century BC). In this case it is certainly more probable that
there was no second otduvog, that is, no alternative way of voting. Cf. Todd 2012: 43
(A.18).

13 IG XI1.4.1 142.36-38 (ca. 220 BC, 100 votes in the boule and 4000 in the demos); Ib., 176.
23-25 (second century BC, 113 votes in the boule, uncertain - restored - number in
the demos’ voting); BCH 14 (1890): 95, no. 3.4-6 (mention of the number of votes in the
boule: 92, and in the demos: 1200, uncertain date). Cf. Todd 2012: 43-44 (A.25-27).

14 LMagnesia 92b.19 (2113 votes) and 94.14-15 (3580 votes), in both cases: beginning of
the second century BC. Cf. Todd 2012: 45 (A.36-37)

15 IG X1.4 1054b.21-22 (second century BC, second half). Cf. Todd 2012: 45 (A.38, cf. also
39: SEG 27.511: similarly restored inscription of the same provenance).

16 SEG 26.1817.80 (decree of gerousia and boule for Aleximachos, son of Sosistratos from
Arsinoe/Tokra, end of second-first half of first century BC); Ib. 9.354, 26 (kome of Ky-
rene, first century BC). Here (in both cases) only the number of ‘white votes’ is men-
tioned (respectively: 109 and 53). Cf. Todd 2012: 45 (A.40-41).

17 The other testimonies from lasos: SEG 41.929, 932; 57.1046.11, 1078, 1083.
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Gauthier also supposed a secret vote before the final decision on the mat-
ter in the popular assembly.™

It is interesting that the secrecy of these last voting procedures is al-
ways connected with the announcement of a positive result. In contrast
to that, in earlier examples of such a secret vote as e.g. at the verdict of
the Eresian judicial assembly (Tod, GHI 191 = Rhodes-Osborne, GHI 83.i.15-
19, ca. 335 BC) convened to judge the philopersian tyrants Agonippos and
Eurysilaos in the age of Alexander, again [k]pUmtar Ypderyy, this sort of
vote had allowed an absolving minority to appear, which was also specif-
ically mentioned. Very probably, the secret vote in Iasos and Alabanda
pursued another purpose: concealing the eventual negative attitude of a
number, however limited, of citizen voters to the proposal, meant also to
disarm any wish to spot these dissidents. The veil of a fictitious consen-
sus served everyone’s interests.'” Disagreement may have reached the
ballot box, but it was also buried in it. Therefore, we cannot fail to discern
here a certain preparation of the later, imperial data, where declared
consensus - as already remarked - does dominate, without any comple-
mentary numeric statement of votes being regarded as necessary.

A further, characteristic aspect of the whole question of majority and
binding consensus in a community may be offered by a Kretan text show-
ing how -according to the matter at stake - a minority might assert itself
as a majority of civic opinion. The treaty of isopoliteia between Praisos
and Hierapytna (L.Cret. 111, S.7 = Staatsvertrdge 111 554.20-33, ca. beginning
third century BC) provided that a vote in a main session of the two cities’
assemblies would confer civic rights to the citizens of the other city.
However, even three citizens’ negative votes from the ‘brother city’ in
that procedure would suffice to exclude respectively some Praisians or
Hierapytnians from this privilege. It seems that the tradition of the Do-
rian spirit of a ‘closed group,” as in the Spartan syssitia, had been here

18 Gauthier 2005: 85-89 (cf. SEG 55.1100 with previous literature).
19 Todd 2012: 38 is inclined to follow the same line of interpretation.
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inserted into the system of an institution of ideally democratic orienta-
tion and spirit as the isopoliteia at least presented itself.” The exact word-
ing was: ... Six[P]|apilécbw|v év kup[ia]|t ékkAnolia]|t néteplov 8]|okel
noA[itef]|av 8e[8600]|ar A uh xali al|i ka dvtibe|tor Yagor ylévwvra
T|peig, un €ojtw moAitalg ...

\%

To sum up in a concise way and conclude, we may say that if the majority
is the moving force in a democracy, the minority (and its distinct pres-
ence and freedom of expression) has always been the characteristic qual-
ity of real democracy. They are both valuable, constitutive parts of a He-
rakleitian ‘harmony of the opposites’ (taAivrponog dpuovia), which we
should remember and respect in our actions. For the survival of democ-
racy was not a concern only of the Hellenistic age but of every phase of
really communal history. This is ultimately the fascination of history: it
does never need to become cheap to remain of current interest.
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