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 Around the middle of May 411 BCE, a small number of Athenian oligarchs overthrew 

the Athenian democracy and established the regime of the Four Hundred.  Their harsh rule did 

not last long, however: they fell only three months later in a domestic rebellion.  For the next ten 

months thereafter, a moderately oligarchic regime called the Five Thousand governed Athens.  

But then, perhaps in June of 410 BCE (but certainly under unknown circumstances), the demos 

regained control of the polis and reinstalled its demokratia. 

 The earliest known piece of legislation promulgated by the newly reinstated democratic 

regime is the decree of Demophantos.  There are two basic parts to that decree.  The first part 

contains what might be called the "rule proper."  Therein it is stated that anyone who overthrows 

the democracy at Athens or holds any office while the democracy is overthrown shall be 

considered to be an enemy of the Athenians and thus may be killed with impunity.  It further 

states that the assassinated person's property is to be confiscated and that not only the assassin, 

but also anyone who might assist in the assassination shall be deemed pure and free of guilt.  The 

second part of the decree contains the text of an oath that all Athenians were required to swear by 

tribe and by deme before the upcoming Dionysia.  Here is the text and an English translation of 

that oath. 

 

ñ

ò 

 

 ñI shall kill, by word and deed, by vote and by my own hand, if I can,  

 anyone who overthrows the democracy at Athens, and anyone who, when  

 the democracy has been overthrown, holds any office thereafter, and  
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 anyone who sets himself up to be tyrant or helps to set up the tyrant.  And  

 if anyone else kills him, I shall consider that man to be pure in the sight  

 of both gods and spirits, because he has killed an enemy of the Athenians,  

 and I will sell all the property of the dead man and give half to the killer  

 and not keep any back.  And if anyone dies while killing or attempting to 

  kill any such man, I shall care both for himself and for his children, just as  

 for Harmodios and Aristogeiton and their descendants.  And all oaths that 

  have been sworn against the people of Athens, at Athens or on campaigns 

  or anywhere else, I declare null and void.ò 

  

 

 Two features of the "oath of Demophantos" are particularly important for the arguments 

presented in this paper.  The first feature is simply the fact that "all Athenians" were required to 

swear the oath.  It is well known, of course, that the Athenians relied quite heavily on oaths for 

the performance of both their public, political acts (e.g. serving as archon) and their private, 

interpersonal actions (e.g. contracts).  Andokides (Myst. 9) even went so far as to assert that it 

was the oath that "alone holds the city together."  However, the only known possible precedent 

for "all Athenians" swearing the same oath took place nearly two centuries earlier when, 

according to Herodotus (1.29), "the Athenians" swore to follow Solon's laws for ten years.  It is 

very important to note, however, that the institutional organization of "the Athenians" was 

radically different in the time of Solon (594 BCE) than it was in 410.  Thus the decree of 

Demophantos mandated an essentially unprecedented act: that "all Athenians" - organized 

according to the Kleisthenic (and thus democratic) system of tribes and demes - swear the very 

same oath.   

 The emphatic references to tyranny and tyrant killing constitute the second feature of the 

oath that is important for the arguments presented in this paper.  Those references, first of all, are 

redundant.  The oath taker has already sworn to kill anyone who "overthrows the democracy" or 

anyone who, "when the democracy has been overthrown, holds any office thereafter."  Clearly, 

anyone who "sets himself up to be tyrant or helps to set up the tyrant" is already guilty of 

overthrowing the democracy.  And, as Martin Ostwald suggests, the verb "to help set up" 

( ) implies "holding office" under the tyranny.  Second, the references to tyranny 

and tyrant killing are wildly anachronistic.  Not only did the last Athenian tyrant fall in 510, but, 

in 410 - the year that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos -, oligarchs, not autocrats 

threatened the Athenian democracy.  And it certainly follows that one does not need tyrant killers 

if there are no tyrants.  [To appreciate the emphasizing effect of such redundancy and 

anachronism, consider the emphasis on wooly mammoths on a pledge 'to kill all mammals and to 

kill all wooly mammoths.'  In the oath of Demophantos, tyranny and tyrant killing are similarly 

emphasized.]   

 It is clear that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos - an oath to kill tyrants and 

reward tyrant killers - in order to protect their recently reestablished democracy.  Up to this 

point, however, scholars have left two important questions unanswered.  First, how, exactly, 

would the fact that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos help protect the Athenian 

democracy?  Second, did the fact that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos actually help 

protect the Athenian democracy?  The primary objective of this paper is to answer both of those 

questions.   
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 This paper defends three interrelated theses pertaining to the oath of Demophantos and its 

contribution to the survival of the Athenian democracy.  The first thesis (defended in section I) is 

as follows: The demos mandated that all Athenians swear the oath of Demophantos in order to 

facilitate future efforts to mobilize in response to organized attempts to overthrow the Athenian 

democracy.  That is the primary thesis of this paper: most of the paper is devoted to its defense 

and the arguments in support of the second and third theses depend on its validity.  This paper's 

second thesis (defended in section II)  is as follows: The violent overthrow of the oligarchic 

regime known as the Thirty (403 BCE) may be attributed, in considerable part, to the fact that all 

Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos.  The second thesis thus essentially demonstrates that 

the oath of Demophantos "worked."  The third thesis (defended in section III)  is as follows: The 

stability of the Athenian democracy during the first three quarters of the fourth century may be 

attributed, in part, to the fact that the Athenian democrats demonstrated their ability to mobilize 

against coup attempts and thus - ultimately - to the fact that all Athenians swore the oath of 

Demophantos.  The final thesis thus explains the long term significance of the fact that the oath 

of Demophantos "worked."      

 

I  

First Thesis 

 

 The comments presented in the following section (I) defend this thesis: The demos 

mandated that all Athenians swear the oath of Demophantos in order to facilitate future efforts to 

mobilize in response to organized attempts to overthrow the Athenian democracy.  In order to 

defend that thesis, three sub-theses will be validated.  The first sub-thesis (defended in sub-

section i) is as follows: At the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian 

democrats concluded that an act of tyrant killing made possible the successful mobilization 

against the regime of the Four Hundred.  The second sub-thesis (defended in sub-section ii ) is as 

follows: At the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian democrats 

sought a means to facilitate their efforts to mobilize in response to future coup attempts.  The 

third sub-thesis (defended in sub-section iii ) is as follows: As a result of the fact that all 

Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos - and oath, again to kill tyrants and reward tyrant 

killers -, Athenian democrats would have been better able to mobilize in response to future coup 

attempts.  If all three sub-theses are valid, the primary thesis should be considered adequately 

defended.     

 

(i) 

First Sub-Thesis 

 

 The comments presented in this sub-section (i) defend the following sub-thesis: At the 

time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian democrats concluded that an 

act of tyrant killing made possible the successful mobilization against the regime of the Four 

Hundred.  That is a complex sub-thesis, its defense requiring a fair amount of logical 

maneuvering.  For the sake of both convenience and clarity, then, the presentation of the 

argument in its defense will be divided into three discrete sections, each of which substantiates a 

single point.  The point substantiated in the argument's first section (a) is as follows: the 

Athenians who were both in Athens and supported democratic rule were unable to respond to the 

coup of the Four Hundred initially because they had a "revolutionary coordination problem."  
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The point substantiated in the second section (b) of the argument is as follows: the conspicuous 

assassination of Phrynichos worked to "solve" the democrats' aforementioned revolutionary 

coordination problem and thereby made possible the successful mobilization against the regime 

of the Four Hundred.  And the point substantiated in the third and final section of the argument 

(c) is as follows: Athenian democrats interpreted the conspicuous assassination of Phrynichos to 

be an act of tyrant killing.  If all three points are valid, the first sub-thesis should be considered 

adequately defended. 

 

(a) 

 

 The movement that eventually overthrew the Athenian democracy originated (late fall 

412 BCE) amongst influential Athenians stationed with the Athenian fleet on the island of 

Samos. Thucydides, a primary source for the coup and its accompanying intrigue, wrote that 

those influential men received a message from Alcibiades, the infamous, megalomaniacal 

Athenian then in exile and likely residing with Tissaphernes (the Persian satrap of Sardis): He 

desired to return to Athens, he apparently told them, but only if that city were governed by an 

oligarchy and not the "base democracy" that had exiled him three years earlier.  He also hinted at 

the possibility of securing for Athens the friendship - and thus financial support - of 

Tissaphernes.  The aforementioned elite Athenians at Samos, who were already set on 

overthrowing the Athenian democracy, then secretly traveled to meet with Alcibiades in person.  

In that meeting, Alcibiades apparently promised to secure Persian (even the King's) assistance 

for the Athenians' war against the Spartans, but, again, only if Athens was no longer governed 

democratically.  The men, no doubt delighted with the news, then returned (minus Alcibiades) to 

Samos and formed a conspiracy to overthrow the Athenian democracy. 

 The members of the newly formed conspiracy, after successfully manipulating the 

Athenian naval rank and file stationed at Samos, sent Peisander along with some other men to 

Athens to work concretely for the recall of Alcibiades and the "overthrow of the demos" (

: 8.49)  After he arrived in the city, Peisander addressed the Athenian 

assembly, presenting a logical, yet ultimately disingenuous argument.  According to Thucydides, 

he asserted: (i) the war against the Spartans threatens the very existence of the Athenian state; (ii) 

the Athenians currently do not have enough resources to defend themselves; (iii) the Persian king 

will provide such resources, but only if the Athenians have a "different type of democracy" (

).  The logical consequence of the argument, of 

course, is that the Athenians should choose not to govern themselves democratically: the survival 

of the polis being prior to the form of its politeia.  There were vocal skeptics, but Peisander 

managed to persuade the assembly as a whole - at least to the extent that the demos decided to 

send him and ten other men to meet with Alcibiades and Tissaphernes in order to learn the 

details (8.54.2).   

 Before he left Athens to meet with Alcibiades, Peisander organized other oligarchic 

sympathizers residing in Athens into an underground network aimed at overthrowing the 

democracy.  Specifically (and this will be important for subsequent argument), Thucydides wrote 

(8.54.4) that he "visited all of the xynomosiai which chanced previously to exist in the city for 

the control of courts and officials and exhorted them to unite, and by taking common counsel to 

overthrow the democracy."  Before Peisander's initiative, the xynomosiai were secret clubs 

whose members swore to work together within the democratic system in order to accomplish 

various legal and political objectives.  The members of one xynomosia apparently did not work 
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in concert with the members of another xynomosia.  After Peisander's initiative, however, the 

members of Athens' xynomosiai did work in concert and with the goal of overthrowing the 

democratic system.   

 While Peisander was in Asia Minor (likely Magnesia) meeting with Alcibiades, the 

members of the newly coordinated and revolutionized xynomosiai made important, preliminary 

moves of the coup d'état.  As described by Thucydides, they implemented a two pronged plan.  

The first prong - carried out in secret - was to intimidate the population.  Most notably, they 

killed Androcles, "the foremost leader of the demos" ( ).  He 

was a man that rank and file democrats would have look to for guidance in such uncertain times.  

But he was not the conspirators' only victim: Thucydides wrote that they killed anyone deemed 

to be "inconvenient" ( ).  The second prong was to spread political propaganda.  

Part of their propaganda, of course, was that, if some sort of oligarchic regime governed Athens, 

the Athenians would receive, in return, Persian financial support.  But they also openly floated, 

perhaps in assembly speeches, a specific proposal: only those serving in the war should be paid 

by the state and no more than 5000 men - those who can serve as hoplites and/or financial 

backers - should have control of the affairs of state.  

 According to Thucydides, the Athenians who were then in Athens and supported the 

democracy were unable to counter the intimidation and propaganda campaign carried out by the 

conspirators.  His description of, and explanation for their inability is very important for the 

present argument.  Thus it will be quoted in full (8.66).   

 

 

 

And no one of the others any longer spoke against them, through fear and  

because it was seen that the conspiracy was widespread; and if any one  

did oppose, at once in some convenient way he was a dead man.  And no  

search was made for those who did the deed, nor if they were suspected  

was any legal prosecution held; on the contrary, the populace kept quiet  

and were in such consternation that he who did not suffer any violence,  

even though he never said a word, counted that a gain.  Imagining the  

conspiracy to be much more widespread than it actually was, they were  

cowed in mind, and owing to the size of the city and their lack of knowledge 

of one another they were unable to find out the facts.  For the same reason  
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it was also impossible for any man that was offended to pour out his grievances  

to another and thus plot to avenge himself, for he would discover any person  

to whom he might speak to be either a stranger or, if an acquaintance, faithless  

(Trans Smith). 

  

 Thucydides describes the "official" overthrow of the Athenian democracy immediately 

after the passage just quoted.  There were two important, contributing events.  The first such 

event occurred during a meeting of the assembly - held, strangely, not in the Pnyx, but a few 

kilometers away in the deme of Kolonos - wherein the demos ratified this motion, made by 

Peisander: there are to be all new magistrates who shall work without pay; four hundred men 

shall be chosen to rule as they see fit; the Four Hundred should convene the Five Thousand when 

it seems advisable.  Thucydides, echoing the dynamic described in 8.66, wrote that these 

measures were adopted "with no one objecting" ( ).  The second 

important event occurred immediately after the meeting at Kolonos when the newly appointed 

Four Hundred, accompanied by 120 youths, broke into the Bouleterion and ordered the bouleutai 

to leave their post.  Thucydides, now clearly stressing the leitmotif of his narrative, wrote that the 

boule "quietly withdrew without making any objection" (

) and that "the citizens at large raised no disturbance but kept quiet" (

).  Thus the Athenian democracy was 

overthrown for the first time in its history.    

 Thucydides - particularly in the passage quoted at length above - strongly suggests that 

the individuals in Athens who supported the democracy were unable to respond to the coup d'état 

because they had a "revolutionary coordination problem."  The generic term "coordination 

problem" simply refers to a situation wherein individuals would like to participate in a particular 

group activity but do not do so because they are unsure whether or not other individuals will also 

participate: the cost of inaction or non-participation, that is, is lower than the cost of acting with 

an insufficient number of participants.  Such problems are very common.  Something as 

commonplace as meeting a group of friends for coffee, for example, can become a coordination 

problem: if an individual is not sure that the other individuals will attend, he or she might not 

make the effort to go to the coffee shop.  Coordination problems in revolutionary situations (like 

that confronting the Athenians in 411), however, have special characteristics and thus require a 

separate analysis.  

 Timur Kuran's article "Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European 

Revolution of 1989" elucidates the general operative dynamic of the revolutionary coordination 

problem.  As indicated by the title of his article, Kuran inquired into the dramatic fall of 

Communism in Europe after four decades of stable rule.  He was particularly interested in both 

accounting for the experts' failure to predict its catastrophic collapse and explaining why that 

collapse seemed so explicable after the fact.   But his theoretical insights are also of great use for 

an analysis of late fifth century Athens: they both clarify the dynamic described by Thucydides 

in the passage quoted above and account for the emergence of that dynamic.    

 Kuran's theoretical analysis rests on the fundamental distinction between an individual's 

"private preference" and his "public preference" about the regime in power.  The former 

preference refers to how an individual actually feels about the regime and is, more or less, 

beyond his immediate control.  The later preference refers to how an individual appears to feel 

about the regime and is, to a considerable degree, under his immediate control.  If an individual's 

private preference about the current regime is not the same as his public preference - that is if he 
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appears to support the regime but actually does not support it - he is engaging in what Kuran 

calls "preference falsification." 

 Kuran suggests that each individual makes a simple cost/benefit analysis in order to 

determine the nature of his public preference concerning a regime that he does not actually 

support.  Specifically, each person has two payoffs to consider.  The first payoff is "external" and 

refers to what members of the ruling regime will do to him should he publically oppose the 

political status quo.  The value of that payoff is, under most circumstances, directly tied to the 

current extent of public opposition to that regime: the lesser the extent of current public 

opposition, the more severely a regime will punish such opposition; the greater the extent of 

current public opposition, the less severely a regime will punish such opposition.  The second 

payoff is "internal" and refers to the psychological toll one inflicts on one's self by preference 

falsification.  The value of that payoff is directly tied to the extent to which one actually opposes 

the current regime: the more one opposes a regime, the more "costly" the toll of acting like a 

supporter of that regime.  If the actual internal cost of preference falsification is lower than the 

expected external cost of publically opposing the current regime, an individual will falsify his 

preference and appear to support the regime.  However, if  the actual internal cost of preference 

falsification is greater than the expected external cost of public opposition, an individual will 

align his two preferences and publically display his opposition to the current regime.  Kuran calls 

the tipping point at which that alignment occurs - that is, the point at which an individual will 

change his public preference to match his private preference - his "revolutionary threshold."   

 Kuran developed a simple model - called a threshold sequence - in order to explain the 

relationship between the public preferences of particular individuals concerning the ruling 

regime and the stability of the state.  Here is an example of a threshold sequence. 

 

{10, 10, 20, 30, 30, 40, 50, 60, 80, 100} 

 

Each of the ten numbers in that sequence represents the revolutionary threshold of one person (or 

ten percent of the entire population; the analysis would be the same).  Thus the person 

represented on the far left with a revolutionary threshold of "10" will publically display his or her 

opposition to the current regime only if one person has already done so.  If one person has not 

already publically displayed his opposition to the current regime, the person represented on the 

far left will continue to falsify his preference and appear to support the regime.  Likewise, the 

person represented fourth from the left with a revolutionary threshold of "30" will publically 

display his opposition to the current regime only if three people - or thirty percent of the 

population- have already done so.
1
 

 The threshold sequence presented above thus describes a stable political status quo (i.e. in 

equilibrium) despite the fact that many individuals are either greatly dissatisfied with the regime 

or, if supporters, willing to participate in the early stages of a revolution.  The person represented 

on the far left of the sequence, again, is willing to publically oppose the regime if only one 

person (or ten percent of the population) does so first.  But, according to the model, that will not 

happen.  Likewise the person represented in the position third from the left is willing to act if 

only two people "go first."  But, again, that will not happen.  Thus the tragic irony of the 

revolutionary coordination problem: many people want to depose the regime and, if they did act, 

they likely would succeed.  But they do not act, and the unpopular regime stays in power. 

                                                 
1
 It is to be noted that different individuals will have higher or lower thresholds depending on all sorts of 

circumstances.  It ultimately comes down, one would think, to the combination of personality type and experience.  
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 To use the standard social-scientific terminology, the individuals represented in the 

threshold sequence who want to overthrow the current regime are handicapped by "pluralistic 

ignorance."  Individuals, that is, do not know the relevant political thoughts of their fellow 

citizens.  And given the regime's repressive policies, it would be virtually impossible for such 

information to become widely known: individual A would either not take the risk to find out 

what individual B thinks or, if he somehow did find out, take the risk to tell individual C.  And 

even if everybody suspected or even knew that the vast majority of his fellow citizens are 

falsifying their preference, he still would not know those citizens' revolutionary thresholds.  He 

would not know, that is, how many people would have to publically oppose the regime before 

those citizens also publically oppose the regime.  It thus would be rational (safe) for every 

individual to suppose that other individuals - despite the fact that they are adamantly opposed to 

the regime - will only engage in public dissent if a large percentage of the population has already 

done so.  Thus nobody publically opposes the regime: each person thinks that an insufficient 

number of people will follow him (thus the expected external cost incurred by action is too high).     

 If one utilizes the concepts developed by Timur Kuran, it is relatively easy to account for 

the Athenians' inability to respond to the coup d'état despite the fact that - as will be made clear 

later - a significant majority of the population supported the democracy.  Recall that the oligarchs 

implemented a two-pronged plan of intimidation (assassination) and propaganda ("if we have a 

different form of democracy, the Persians will assist us in our efforts to defeat the Spartans").  

Individual A therefore knows that, if he demonstrates political dissent without sufficient support, 

he will suffer a very high "external cost."  And he also has some reason to believe that other 

individuals might actually support the change of regime and thus will not support his public 

protest - they might actually believe that the Athenians will receive Persian assistance should 

Athens be governed as an oligarchy.  Consequently individual A, concluding that the expected 

external cost of public opposition is greater than the internal cost of preference falsification, 

falsifies his preference and appears to support the regime, although he does not actually support 

it.  Then individual B, employing the same thought process as individual A did and noticing that 

individual A appears to support the coup, will falsify his preference too.  Then individual C will 

follow suit, then individual D, and so on.  Thus an "ignorance cascade" would sweep through the 

Athenian population resulting in higher and higher revolutionary thresholds for particular 

individuals and, consequently, a high average number in the population's threshold sequence.  

The supporters of democracy will then have a revolutionary coordination problem: despite the 

fact that most individuals do not support the coup, nobody does anything to oppose it.  Like 

Thucydides wrote - describing and identifying the ramifications of pluralistic ignorance - , they 

would be "powerless because of the size of the city and ignorance of each other" (

). 

 Thus the first point of the first sub-thesis appears to stand: the Athenians in Athens were 

unable to respond to the coup of the Four Hundred due to a revolutionary coordination problem.  

Many individuals wanted to act in defense of their democracy, but, given the high stakes and the 

uncertainty, waited for others to act before they did.  It is even reasonable to conclude that the 

threshold sequence discussed above - { 10, 10, 20, 30, 30, 40, 50, 60, 80, 100} - sufficiently 

models the population in Athens at the time.  It is, of course, virtually impossible to thoroughly 

defend that suggestion.  Three points do, however, suggest that that it is not unreasonable: (i) the 

threshold sequence certainly accounts for the inaction of the Athenians as described in 

Thucydides 8.66; (ii) the threshold sequence takes into consideration the fact that many - perhaps 

a majority - of the Athenian thetes (the poorest Athenians and amongst the democracy's strongest 



9 

 

supporters) were stationed at Samos at the time of the coup: the average revolutionary threshold 

in that sequence is "43" and, for the sake of convenience, a revolutionary threshold above 50 

indicates support for the political status quo; (iii) as will be demonstrated below, that threshold 

sequence accounts for subsequent events inside Athens.  

 

(b) 

   

 Thucydides strongly suggests (8.72) that the regime leaders' fear of the Athenian naval 

forces stationed at Samos was the ultimate cause for the collapse of the regime of the Four 

Hundred.  And they had reason to be afraid: when word of the coup came to Thrasyboulos - soon 

to be general and future democratic hero - he had all the soldiers and sailors stationed at Samos 

swear an oath (inter alia) to be a democracy and be enemies of the Four Hundred.  They even 

threatened to kill ambassadors sent to them by the Four Hundred (8.86) because they "overthrew 

the democracy."  When the members of the Four Hundred learned of that determination, a split 

within their leadership emerged.  Some - the so-called moderates - wanted to empower five 

thousand men to govern Athens in fact, not only in name as had been the case up to that point: 

(their reason being that doing so would placate many of the Athenians stationed at Samos and 

thereby allow Athens to both continue fighting the Spartans and maintain her empire).  Others - 

the influential men, as Thucydides refers to them -  wanted to make peace with Sparta quickly.  

They clearly concluded that, should they ally with the Spartans, they could both defeat the forces 

at Samos and maintain control of Athens (thereby saving their own lives).  The members of this 

later group thus sent ambassadors to Sparta to negotiate an end to the war and fortifi ed Eetionia 

in order to facilitate the entry of Spartan ships into the Piraeus. 

 As described by Thucydides, the immediate cause for the collapse of the Four Hundred 

was the assassination of Phrynichos, a leading member of the Four Hundred and a participant in 

the aforementioned embassy to Sparta.  Thucydides wrote that, before his return from that 

diplomatic visit, conversations critical of the regime were conducted in secret and between only 

a few individuals - and that despite the fact that the "hard liners" were fortifying Eetionia more 

energetically and thereby increasing the probability that their city would be subjected to Spartan 

rule.   After noting that fact, Thucydides wrote the following (8.92).   

But finally, Phrynichos, after his return from his mission to Lacedaemon,  

was stabbed in the full market as the result of a plot by a man of the  

frontier-patrol, and before he had gone far from the senate-chamber  

suddenly died.  The assassin escaped, while his accomplice, an Argive  

fellow, was seized and put to the torture by the Four Hundred, but did  

not reveal the name of anyone who instigated the deed nor anything else,  

except that he knew many who were wont to come together in the house of the 

commander of the frontier-patrol and at other houses (Trans. Smith). 

 Significantly, Thucydides causally connects the conspicuous assassination of Phrynichos 

with a large-scale anti-regime uprising in the Piraeus.  The uprising had three cascading stages 

each of which was defined by the status and number of its participants.   

 

 *The first  stage of the cascade was comprised of "moderate" regime members.  

 Thucydides clearly connects the commencement of this stage with the assassination of 

 Phrynichos: "then (i.e. after the assassination), when no single action had been taken in  
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 consequence of this, Theramenes and Aristocrates and all the rest who were of the  

 same way of thinking went to work more boldly."  And in another marked phrase, 

 Thucydides, echoing, yet upending the leitmotif of his account of the coup, asserts that 

 Theramenes concluded that "it is not possible to keep quiet  any longer."  The moderates 

 then acted in earnest.   

 *The second stage of the cascade was comprised of the hoplites who had been   

 fortifying Eetionia.  After Theramenes (et al.) broke his silence, those forces -   

 again, men who had been working to advance the interests of the hard-line conspirators -  

 arrested Alexicles, a general of the oligarchic faction and "very favorably inclined  

 toward the members of the political clubs."  Significantly, Thucydides wrote:   

 "and, most important of all, the mass of the hoplites were in sympathy with all   

 this."   

 *The third  stage of the cascade was comprised of everybody else.  After the arrest  

 of Alexicles, chaos erupted both in the Piraeus and in the city.  "Thereupon," 

 Thucydides narrates, "the hoplites and many of the people of Piraeus at once mounted 

 the fortification (i.e. Eetionia) and began to tear it down."  The rioters shouted - clearly 

 nobody was "keeping  quiet" anymore - "whoever wants the Five Thousand to rule in 

 place of the Four Hundred, let him set to work"  But - and this is key - Thucydides 

 explicitly states that they really meant "whoever wants the demos to rule."     

 

 On the next day, the Athenians who opposed the regime of the Four Hundred fully 

mobilized against the regime.  They first held an assembly in the theater of Dionysus.  There is 

no word on what they discussed there, yet they obviously articulated a consensus and formulated 

a battle plan.  They then marched on the city.  The regime members, quickly realizing that they 

had no chance to defeat such a large number of coordinated men, offered to surrender and turn 

over control of the city to the Five Thousand.  The mobilized hoplites, concerned for the safety 

of the state - a Spartan fleet was set to sail -, agreed to meet in the theater of Dionysos to discuss 

homonoia.  And in a latter assembly meeting - held in the Pnyx - the Four Hundred were 

formally deposed and the Five Thousand installed.  Thus, wrote Thucydides, "the oligarchy and 

stasis came to an end."  

 Timur Kuran's work, particularly his concepts of the "spark" and the "revolutionary 

bandwagon," helps explain the remarkable series of events described by Thucydides.  Recall the 

threshold sequence analyzed above - a threshold that was suggested to apply (roughly) to Athens: 

{10, 10, 20, 30, 30, 40, 50, 60, 80, 100}.  As was noted, that sequence describes a stable status 

quo despite fairly widespread dissatisfaction with the ruling regime.  Suppose, however, that the 

person represented on the far left of the threshold sequence with the revolutionary threshold of 

"10" lowered his revolutionary threshold to "0."  The precipitating cause for that change could be 

virtually anything: he witnessed a gross injustice carried out by the regime, for example.  The 

population's threshold sequence would then look like this: {0, 10, 20, 30, 30, 40, 50, 60, 80, 

100}.  Now that person represented on the far left would not wait for somebody to "go first" 

before he publically displays his opposition to the regime; he will, instead, "go first." And after 

he acts, the person represented second from the left will stop falsifying his preference and 

publically express his opposition to the regime because his revolutionary threshold ("10") has 

been met.  Then, the person represented third from the left will act, and so on.  Thus, using 

Kuran's terminology, the first person's action was a "spark" that ignited a "revolutionary 

bandwagon." 
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 It is reasonably clear, then, that the Assassination of Phrynichos was a spark that ignited a 

revolutionary bandwagon that ultimately brought down the regime of the Four Hundred.  Before 

that assassination, supporters of democracy - despite the fact that they constituted a majority of 

the citizen population - were handicapped by pluralistic ignorance and thus unable to rise up en 

mass against their oppressors.  But the assassination radically altered the underlying strategic 

dynamic.  Now individual B (with revolutionary threshold of 10) saw (or heard about) what 

individual A did and thus knew what he thought.  Thus he (individual B) aligned his public and 

private preferences and publically opposed the regime.  Then individual C (with a revolutionary 

threshold of 20), seeing what individuals A and B did and thus knowing what they think "no 

longer stays quiet," to quote Thucydides, and joined in the uprising too.  Thus a knowledge 

cascade swept through the city of Athens (the Piraeus): the greater the number of individuals 

who aligned their preferences and acted out publically against the regime, the greater the extent 

to which people knew that (despite earlier appearances to the contrary), others did not support 

the regime and were willing to actively oppose it, if others do too.  In short, pluralistic ignorance 

was quickly replaced by common knowledge: everybody knew that everybody knew that 

everybody knew that a large number of individuals did not, in fact, support the regime of the 

Four Hundred and were willing to act.  And the generation of that knowledge - as will be 

discussed more fully below - allowed the supporters of democracy to coordinate their efforts to 

overthrow the Four Hundred.   

 The analysis presented above places a lot of causal weight behind "one person's" action.  

It is true that that analysis is grounded in a seemingly plausible theory of collective action; and 

Thucydides did narrate the events thus analyzed.  Nevertheless, one might reasonable want to 

know whether or not the Athenians also considered the assassination of Phrynichos to have been 

such a significant event in the history of their democracy.  Two facts demonstrate that the 

Athenians did think so.  First, as evidenced by an extant inscription dated to 410 (ML 85), the 

demos, at the very first Dionysia after the restoration of the democracy, publically honored 

Phrynichos' assassins and their accomplices.  Significantly, that is the very Dionysia before 

which all Athenians, as explicitly mandated by the decree of Demophantos, were to swear the 

oath to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers.  Second, as is made clear in Lycurgus' speech 

Against Leocrates (delivered in 330), the assassination of Phrynichos was still remembered as an 

important event eighty years after the fall of the Four Hundred.  Thus the second point stands: 

the conspicuous assassination of Phrynichos worked to "solve" the democrats' aforementioned 

revolutionary coordination problem and thereby made possible the successful mobilization 

against the regime of the Four Hundred.   

 

(c) 

 

 The comments presented thus far have validated two points in support of this paper's first 

sub-thesis.  The first point is that the Athenians who were both in Athens and supported 

democratic rule were unable to respond to the coup of the Four Hundred initially because they 

had a "revolutionary coordination problem." The second point is that the conspicuous 

assassination of Phrynichos - a leading figure in the regime of the Four Hundred - worked to 

"solve" the democrats' aforementioned revolutionary coordination problem and thereby made 

possible the successful mobilization against that regime.  The following comments will now 

validate the first sub-thesis' third and final supporting point: Athenian democrats considered the 

assassination of Phrynichos to be an act of tyrant killing.   
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 There are two complimentary reasons to conclude that Athenian democrats would have 

interpreted the assassination of Phrynichos to be an act of tyrant killing.  The first reason is 

simply the fact that Athenian democrats would have considered the regime of the Four Hundred 

to be a "tyranny" (and its members tyrants).  Andokides' reference (Myst. 75) to the period of the 

Four Hundred's domination as "during the time of the tyrants" ( ) explicitly 

supports that assertion.  But it is also very important to note that, in the years immediately 

preceding the coup of the Four Hundred, Athenian democrats widely feared that members of the 

elite would form a xynomosia, overthrow the democracy, and establish a "tyranny."  In 

Aristophanes' Wasps (performed in 422), for example, the chorus of potential jurists (i.e. hard-

line democrats) accuses Loathecleon several time in quick succession of conspiring to become 

tyrant.  And in response, Loathecleon shouts back "how you see tyranny and conspirators 

(xynomotai) everywhere" ( ) and satirizes 

the frequency with which people hurl such accusations.  And Thucydides (6.60.1) asserts that the 

Athenians were so frightened by the mutilation of the herms (415 BCE) because "the whole thing 

seemed to them to have been done in connection with an oligarchico-tyrannical conspiracy" 

( ).  

Consequently, since the democracy was, in fact, overthrown by elites organized in xynomosiai, it 

is reasonable to conclude that Athenian democrats considered the regime of the Four Hundred to 

be a tyranny. 

 The second complimentary reason to conclude that Athenian democrats interpreted the 

assassination of Phrynichos to be an act of tyrant killing is that the demos went to considerable 

lengths to publically encourage all citizens to act like Harmodios and Aristogeiton in response to 

a tyrannical threat.  Two "publicity mechanisms" should be mentioned. 

 

 * Statues of Harmodios and Aristogeiton placed in the agora.  The earliest statues of the 

 two tyrannicides were sculptured by Antenor and placed in the agora soon after the 

 expulsion of Hippias (510).  Xerxes' forces stole both statues in 480/79.  The Athenians 

 then placed another pair of statues - made by Kritios and Nesiotes - in the agora circa 

 477.  And, based on later Roman versions, it is reasonably clear what those statues 

 looked like.  Both were heroically nude and depicted in the very moment before they 

 killed the tyrant.  The elder Aristogeiton is approaching his victim; he holds a sword in 

 his right hand behind him, while in his left hand he holds a scabbard.  His left arm is fully 

 extended, parallel to the ground, and draped with his chlamys.  The younger Harmodios 

 holds a sword in his right hand high above his head as though he is about to make a 

 downward strike.  The iconography of Harmodios, it is very important to note, became 

 very popular in Athens.   

  

 *  Sitesis (i.e. free meals) in the Prytaneion for the descendants of Harmodios and 

 Aristogeiton.  An extant inscription - dated circa 440-432 - records a decree (the 

 "Prytaneion Decree") of the demos that bestowed this very conspicuous honor for the 

 oldest living descendants of the two tyrannicides (IG I
3
 131).  

 

It is beyond question that, as a result of such publicity, all Athenians would have known of 

Harmodios and Aristogeiton and their daring deed.  But the demos did not publicize the 

tyrannicides as an end in itself.  Instead, the demos sought to inspire other citizens to act like 
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Harmodios and Aristogeiton.  Their message, clearly, is that, if someone does act like Harmodios 

and Aristogeiton, they would give him such fantastic honors too.     

 Aristophanes' comedy the Lysistrata - produced no more than three months before the 

coup of the Four Hundred - provides particularly vivid evidence for the popularity of the ideal of 

"acting like Harmodios and Aristogeiton" in response to a tyrannical threat.  As is well known, 

the comedy's plot centers on a sex strike that women from various poleis organized in order to 

compel their husbands to end to the Peloponnesian War.  Aristophanes makes clear, however, the 

"tyrannical" nature of the women's objective: not only do they occupy the acropolis like Hippias 

- explicitly noted - but they boast of their elite status (638-645) and organize themselves in a 

xynomosia (213-236) - just the sort of thing that would have conjured up the specter of tyranny.  

The scene that is important for the present argument depicts the moment the male chorus leader 

realizes what the women are really up to.  Not surprisingly, he knows exactly what to do. 

 

ñ ò ñ

ò

     Actually, this plot they weave against us, gentlemen, aims at tyranny!   

     Well, theyôll never tyrannize over me: from now on Iôll be on my guard,  

     Iôll ñcarry my sword in a myrtle branchò and go to market fully armed  

     right up beside Aristogeiton.  Iôll stand beside him like this: that way  

     Iôll be ready to smack this godforsaken old hag right in the jaw! (630-635:  

     Trans. Henderson) 

 

In those six lines, the male chorus leader - immediately after identifying the tyrannical 

threat - humorously announces his intention to act like Harmodios, Athens' beloved tyrant killer.  

He announces that intention in two ways.  First, he proclaims "I will carry my sword in a myrtle 

branch."  Those words constitute a direct quote from a skolion (drinking song) that extolled both 

Harmodios and Aristogeiton.  Four such tyrannicide skolia are preserved in Athenaeus' 

Deipnosophistai (15 695 a-b).  Two of those four skolia begin with the exact words spoken by 

the male chorus leader - "I will carry my sword in a myrtle branch" - and then continue "just like 

( ) Harmodios and Aristogeiton when é they killed a tyrant."  As is well known, such 

sympotic skolia were originally capped and thus subjected to potentially innumerable 

permutations.  However, based on the facts that two of the skolia preserved in Athenaeus are so 

similar to each other and that Aristophanes quoted their opening lines, it is virtually certain that 

the phrase "I will carry my sword in a myrtle branch just like Harmodios and Aristogeiton when 

é they killed a tyrant" was a fixed and thus popular refrain.  Consequently, the audience 

watching Aristophanes' Wasps would have completed the male chorus leader's quotation in their 

heads and thus might have expected the actor to act "just like" the tyrannicides.   

 The second way the male chorus leader announced his intention to act just like 

Harmodios in response to the tyrannical threat is by declaring that he "will go to the agora" and 
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stand "like this" "beside Aristogeiton."  It is virtually certain that, while speaking those lines, the 

male chorus leader struck a pose in obvious imitation of the Kritios and Nesiotes statue of 

Harmodios.  Three points support that interpretation.  First, the male chorus leader's decision to 

do what he said he would do was motivated by his concern of a tyrannical threat.  Second, the 

statue of Harmodios was in the agora and next to (the statue of) Aristogeiton.  Third, as noted 

above, the statue of Harmodios had a particularly well known iconography.  Thus, after 

obliquely - yet obviously - announcing his intention to act "just like" Harmodios, he did, in fact, 

act just like (the statue of) Harmodios.  And that literal mindedness, of course, constituted the 

joke.   

 The comments presented above advanced two complimentary reasons in support of this, 

the third point of the first sub-thesis: Athenian democrats interpreted the assassination of 

Phrynichos to be an act of tyrant killing.  The first reason was that democrats would have 

considered the regime of the Four Hundred to be a tyranny.  The second reason was that, in the 

period preceding the coup of the Four Hundred, tyrant killing was a very popular, 

"democratically correct" response to tyranny.  The third point thus appears adequately defended.
2
     

 

*  

 

 The comments presented in the previous sub-section defended the first sub-thesis of this 

paper's first (and primary) thesis: At the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, 

Athenian democrats concluded that an act of tyrant killing made possible the successful 

mobilization against the regime of the Four Hundred.  In order to defend that sub-thesis, three 

points were validated.  The first point (defended in part a) was as follows: The Athenians who 

were both in Athens and supported democratic rule were unable to respond to the coup of the 

Four Hundred initially because they had a "revolutionary coordination problem."  The second 

point (defended in part b) was as follows: the conspicuous assassination of Phrynichos worked to 

"solve" the democrats' aforementioned revolutionary coordination problem and thereby made 

possible the successful mobilization against the regime of the Four Hundred.  And the third point 

(defended in part c) was as follows: Athenian democrats interpreted the public assassination of 

Phrynichos to be an act of tyrant killing.  The first sub-thesis should thus be considered 

adequately defended.  

  

(ii)  

Second Sub-Thesis 

 

 It will be recalled that this paper's first (and primary) thesis is as follows: The demos 

mandated that all Athenians swear the oath of Demophantos in order to facilitate future efforts to 

mobilize in response to organized attempts to overthrow the Athenian democracy.  That thesis 

obviously assumes that, at the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian 

democrats actively sought out a means to mobilize against future coup attempts.  That is 

certainly a safe assumption.  But, for the sake of thoroughness, the point needs to be sufficiently 

demonstrated.  Thus the brief comments presented in the following sub-section will validate this 

                                                 
2
 One might note briefly three further facts in support of the third point.  First, just as two individuals killed 

Hipparchos, two individuals killed Phrynichos.  Second, both the famous assassination of Hipparchos and the 

assassination of Phrynichos occurred in the agora and in broad daylight.  Third, the assassination of Phrynichos took 

place within sight of the statues of Harmodios and Aristogeiton.  
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- the second - sub-thesis: at the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian 

democrats sought a means to facilitate their efforts to mobilize against future organized attempts 

to overthrow the democracy.    

 The cumulative weight of the following three points demonstrates that, at the time that 

the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian democrats sought a means to facilitate 

future efforts to mobilize in response to organized attempts to overthrow the democracy.  The 

first point is that, when the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, it would have been 

reasonable for democrats to conclude that their domestic enemies would once again attempt to 

overthrow the Athenian democracy.  It is true that there was a democratic rebellion - an event 

that demonstrated the apparent widespread support for the democracy - and, after the collapse of 

the Four Hundred, many prominent oligarchs were killed or exiled.  However, as Timur Kuran 

notes, staunch supporters of an oppressive oligarchy may actually participate in a popular 

revolution, if they think it may succeed, so as to appear to support the new political status quo.  

And after the establishment of the new regime such men would claim that they, like so many 

others, were falsifying their preference during the previous period of oligarchic rule.  

Consequently, Athenian democrats - to return to the Athenian situation - could not really know 

how many of their fellow citizens actually preferred oligarchy over democracy.  It would thus be 

prudent for democrats to assume that many Athenians were crypto-oligarchs who would, if given 

the chance, strike again.  And, since the Athenians were still at war with the Spartans, it would 

have been reasonable (responsible) to assume that such an opportunity would arise. 

 The second point in support of the second sub-thesis is that democrats must have known 

that the only way they could defend their regime against attempts at a coup d'état is if they 

mobilized a sufficient number of Athenian citizens.  The democrats certainly could not expect 

help from the citizens of nearby states: democratic Athens was at war with many of those land 

powers.  And they could not count on the citizens of "allied" or subject poleis either: by 410 

BCE Sparta had a considerable naval presence on the Aegean; very few of the "allied" poleis had 

navies; and - quite significantly - a considerable percentage of the citizens of those poleis were 

(likely) either oligarchs or anti-Athenian.  Thus the fate of the Athenian democracy came down 

to the number of Athenians who would be willing to defend it.  If a greater number of Athenians 

defended the democracy than attacked it, the democracy would likely survive.  But if more men 

attacked it than defended it, the attackers would likely prevail.    

 The third point in support of the second sub-thesis is that, when the decree of 

Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian democrats would have known that it is very difficult 

to mobilize against an organized attempt at a coup d'état.   Indeed, they experienced an important 

paradox of individual (rational) behavior in revolutionary situations: despite the fact that a 

majority of individuals would like to respond, it might be rational for each individual not to 

respond.  And the paradox must have been particularly perplexing considering the pre-coup 

democratic fervor for defending the democracy against "tyranny" - a fervor vividly reflected in 

Aristophanes' Lysistrata.  It is true that individual Athenians eventually did act in defense of the 

democracy.  But they did so months after the coup: had the Spartans gained control of the polis - 

what the hard-line oligarchs were working to achieve - such an uprising would have been much 

more difficult to effect.  The democrats thus must have considered themselves fortunate that 

someone did, finally, act.  And that thought only would have reinforced their appreciation of the 

difficulties involved in mobilization. 

 The brief comments presented above defended this, the second sub-thesis of the first (and 

primary) thesis: at the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, Athenian 
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democrats sought a means to facilitate their efforts to mobilize against future organized attempts 

to overthrow the democracy.  To validate that sub-thesis, it was shown, first, that it would have 

been reasonable for democrats to fear that their domestic enemies would once again try to 

overthrow the democracy.  Next, it was shown that the only way that the democrats could defend 

their democracy - should those enemies stage a coup - is if they mobilized a sufficient number of 

Athenian citizens.  And finally, it was shown that, when the decree of Demophantos was 

promulgated, democrats would have known that it is very difficult to mobilize against organized 

attempts at a coup.  The second sub-thesis should thus be considered valid.   

 

(iii)  

Third Sub-Thesis 

 

 The comments presented in the following sub-section defend this third (and final) sub-

thesis of the first (and primary) thesis: As a result of the fact that all Athenians swore the oath of 

Demophantos - and oath, again, to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers - , supporters of 

democracy would have been better able to mobilize in response to organized attempts at a coup 

d'état.  In order to defend that sub-thesis clearly, this sub-section's comments are divided into 

three parts.  The first part (a) introduces the concept of common knowledge and explains its 

relationship to coordinated activity.  As will become quite clear, this first part establishes the 

basic conceptual framework for the subsequent argument and analysis.  The second part (b) 

defends this first step of the argument in support of the third sub-thesis: as a result of having 

sworn the oath of Demophantos, the Athenians generated common knowledge of widespread 

credible commitment to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers.  For obvious reasons, the defense 

of that step in the argument will require - first - an analysis of the manner by which all Athenians 

actually swore that oath.  The third part (c) of this section defends this second step of the 

argument in support of the third sub-thesis: the Athenians would have been better able to solve a 

revolutionary coordination problem if it was common knowledge that a majority of Athenians 

are credibly committed to killing tyrants and rewarding tyrant killers.  If both steps of the 

argument are valid, the third sub-thesis should be considered adequately defended. 

 

(a) 

 

Two important points developed by the modern social scientist Michael Chwe provide 

important intellectual context for the argument presented in this sub-section.  The first point is 

that the generation of common knowledge of credible commitment is virtually a necessary 

condition for solving coordination problems.  Unlike what one might initially suspect, there is 

not common knowledge of fact X if everybody knows fact X.  Nor is there common knowledge 

of fact X is everybody knows that everybody knows fact X.  Instead there is common knowledge 

of fact X if everybody knows that everybody knows that everybody knows fact X, and so on.  

Thus there is common knowledge of widespread credible commitment to participate in action Y 

if everybody knows that everybody knows that everybody knows that many individuals are, in 

fact, set on participating in action Y.  Only when that full "epistemic circle" (or complete "meta 

knowledge") exists, notes Chwe, can people coordinate.   

A simple example effectively demonstrates the central importance of common knowledge 

for the solution to coordination problems.  Imagine that two generals - A and B - for the same 

army would like to join forces in order to attack an enemy.  Assume too that neither general has a 
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sufficient number of soldiers to confront the enemy alone: should either general bring his 

soldiers out of their defensive positions without the help of the other general's soldiers, his 

soldiers would be defeated by the enemy.  What, then, would general A have to know before 

ordering his troops to leave their current position?  First, that general B is committed to the plan 

of a coordinated strike.  Second, that general B knows that he (general A) is committed to the 

plan.  Third, that general B knows that he (general A) knows that general B is committed to the 

plan.  If this last link is missing, general A would reasonable conclude that general B will assume 

that general A thinks that he (general B) is not committed to the plan and thus will not act (that is 

B will not act).  Thus general A will not act either; it would be too risky.  Obviously, general B 

must know the same three points vis-à-vis general A.      

The second important point developed by Chwe is that the performance of public rituals 

generates common knowledge and thus may be helpful in solving various, large scale 

coordination problems.  To validate that point, Chwe analyzes several rituals from several 

different cultures - European royal progresses of the pre-and early modern period to tribal 

dances.  But his most extensive case study centers on the American Super Bowl.  His analysis of 

that ritual - and, as is well known, millions of people watch that football game every year, often 

attending Super Bowl parties - centers on the peculiar fact that companies pay more money per 

viewer to advertise their products on that telecast than they would to advertise that product on 

several, less popular telecasts.  To advertise on the Super Bowl, that is, companies pay x dollars 

to reach y number of people.  But if they advertised that product on several different shows they 

would pay x-1 dollars and reach y+1 viewers.  Chwe suggests that companies do so because they 

know that each viewer who watches their commercials during the Super Bowl knows that 

mill ions of other individuals saw that same commercial at the same time.  Companies pay a 

premium, that is, for the generated common knowledge about their commercial.  That explains, 

Chwe argues, the fact that companies tend to advertise ñsocial goodsò (i.e. products and services 

that people will buy if they believe that other people will also buy them) during the game.  

Appleôs advertising campaign for their Macintosh computer during the 1984 Super Bowl is 

Chweôs most effective example.  Since, at that time, it was completely incompatible with its 

competitors, potential buyers (quite rationally) would be hesitant to purchase it lest an 

insufficient number of other individuals also bought it to support the development of software 

and allow for file exchange.  An individual would only buy the computer, that is, if he knew that 

a sufficient number of other individuals would also buy it. 

The previous comments - grounded in the work of Michael Chwe - introduced the 

concept of common knowledge, demonstrated that common knowledge is required to solve 

coordination problems, and noted that public rituals are an effective means to generate common 

knowledge.  As will now be seen, when one combines Chwe's insights with Timur Kuran's 

theory of revolutionary action, the oath of Demophantos is quickly revealed to be a ("rational") 

ritual that generated common knowledge of widespread credible commitment to both kill tyrants 

and reward tyrant killers that would help Athenian democrats solve a revolutionary coordination 

problem and thus facilitate their efforts to mobilize in response to a coup d'état.   

 

(b) 

 

 The ritual requirements articulated in the decree of Demophantos provide the primary 

information upon which must rest any reconstruction of the oath ceremony here under 

consideration.  Two such requirements articulated in that decree are more or less straight 
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forward.  First, the decree explicitly states that "all Athenians" must swear the oath.  That 

requirement - as fantastic as it might appear to be - must be taken literally: it is stated twice in the 

decree, one time with the emphatic adjective .  Second, the oath had to be sworn

are full grown victims.  And the preposition 

likely means that the people conducting the sacrifice performed some sort of downward motion 

during the ritual.   

 Two ritual requirements articulated in the decree are ambiguous but of considerable 

importance for the reconstruction of the oath ritual.  Both are presented here in bullet-point form 

for clarity. 

 *Administration: ("by tribes and by demes").  This 

 requirement does not mean that all Athenians swore the oath twice, once with their tribe 

 and once with their deme.  Rather, the members of a given tribe were required to swear 

 the oath together deme by deme.  Thus when the members of tribe Pandionis swore the 

 oath, for example, it was sworn 11 times - once for each of its 11 demes.  The text of the 

 decree does not make clear, however, whether or not the members of all ten tribes swore 

 the oath together and at the same time. 

 *When: ("before the Dionysia").  The Dionysia was held annually in 

 the month of Elaphebolion.  The Athenian demos promulgated the decree of 

 Demophantos in the month of Hecatombaion, eight months before that festival.  The text 

 does not make clear whether or not the oath had to be sworn more or less immediately 

 "before" the festival or sometime within the eight months following the promulgation of 

 the decree and "before" the festival. 

 

 Julia shear has recently attempted a reconstruction of the ceremony by which all 

Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos.  There are three interpretive pillars to her 

reconstruction.  The first pillar is that the Athenians, organized by tribe and deme, swore the oath 

together in one location at the same time.  She presents no evidence in support of that pillar.  Her 

second interpretive pillar is that the Athenians swore the oath on 9 Elaphebolion, (likely) the day 

before the first day of the Dionysia.  Shear presents several, interconnected arguments in support 

of that pillar.  One argument is based on the philological ground that, in epigraphic texts,  

often means "just before":  there would be time, Shear argues, for the Athenians to swear the 

oath on the day after the proagon (the eighth) and just before the start of the festival (the tenth).  

Another argument in support of the second pillar is grounded in the (ideological) fact that 

democrats sought to display their power and unity during the Dionysia.  And the oath of 

Demophantos was, at least in part, an attempt to display the democrats' power and unity.  Also, 

in a hyper ideologized sense, the whole citizen body was considered to be present at that festival: 

thus the fact that the Athenians stationed with the fleet in the northern Aegean did not take the 

oath would be overlooked.  And the final argument in support of Shear's second pillar is 

grounded in interpretive efficiency: her interpretation does not require one to assume that another 

(now lost) document clarified when the Athenians were to gather to swear the oath.  The third 

interpretive pillar in Shear's reconstruction is that the Athenians swore the oath in the Agora.  

Shear presents several arguments in support of that pillar: the Athenians customarily mustered in 

the agora by tribes; the lithos - upon which incoming Archons swore their oath - was in the 

agora; the alter of the Twelve Gods was in the agora, thus providing a location for the sacrifice; 

the statues of Harmodios and Aristogeiton were in the Agora; the stele containing the text of the 
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decree of Demophantos was placed in front of the Bouleterion, a prominent building in the 

agora; the northwest corner of the agora might have been associated with the Dionysia.    

 According to Shear's reconstruction, the oath ceremony here under consideration was 

exceptionally large in scale and remarkably dramatic.  As she puts it (p. 158): "On the appointed 

day, the Athenians would have assembled in the marketplace in their military formations as each 

deme was called forward to the lithos to swear its oath." It is difficult, indeed, to imagine the 

Athenians staging a more impressive ritual: a lengthy procession of all 139 demes, the repeated 

slaughter of sacrificial victims, and a constant drumbeat of pledges to kill subversive Athenians.  

And the power and underlying message of that ceremony would have been reinforced by two 

marked events that occurred during that Dionysia, a festival, according to Shear's reconstruction, 

commencing the day after the oath ritual.  The first event was the public announcement of the 

honors given by the demos to those involved in the assassination of Phrynichos.  The evidence 

for that announcement has already been given.   The second marked event (not noted by Shear) 

was an apparently traditional proclamation - likely made on the first day of the Dionysia - that 

the demos would give a talent to anyone who kills a tyrant.  The evidence for that proclamation 

is found in Aristophanes' Birds (1072-1075).  In that larger context, the pledge to be a 

tyrannicide - a pledge sworn only a day or two earlier - would be shown to be practical, 

necessary, and traditional. 

   Shear's reconstruction of the oath ritual (i.e. the ritual employed for the oath of 

Demophantos) is almost certainly inaccurate.  The most serious objection - an objection that is 

nearly, if not completely sufficient - is that the performance of the ceremony as she reconstructs 

it would simply take too much time.  There were 139 demes in Athens.  Thus, if one were to 

assume that it took ten minutes for the members of a deme to precede to the given location, 

organize themselves into some sort of unified whole, and swear the oath, the whole oath ritual - 

if run without interruptions - would take nearly twenty four hours to complete.  Secondary 

objections to Shear's reconstruction might also be raised.  Even if "all Athenians" (even if taken 

figuratively) could have congregated in the Agora, the ritual envisioned by Shear would have 

been so chaotic and distracting that, as a result, the advantage accrued by having so many people 

perform the together would be undercut.  Also, one might wonder why the demos provided, in 

Hecatombaion, the text of an oath that would not be sworn for eight months.  It would make 

sense, however, for the demos to provide the text of the oath eight months before the Dionysia if 

all ten tribes were required to make their own arrangements for the performance of the ritual 

before the festival. 

 It is more reasonable to conclude that the members of each of the ten tribes organized 

their own, separate oath ceremony.  Four simple points support that conclusion.  First, under 

such circumstances, the oath ritual would not take too long to complete.  If, for the sake of the 

example, each of the ten tribes had 13.9 demes and it took ten minutes for each deme to swear 

the oath, the oath ceremony would last less than two and one half hours.  Second, it is well 

known that the members of each tribe were accustomed to working together to achieve certain 

objectives and had their own meeting places to do so.  Josiah Ober, in fact, has recently argued 

that each tribe had a theater wherein its members could meet to conduct tribal business.  And as 

will be demonstrated below, such a venue would be ideal for the oath ceremony.  Third, such a 

decentralized oath ritual would make sense of the fact that the demos provided a text of the oath 

eight months before all of the Athenians had to swear it: the members of each tribe had to figure 

out all the specifics (when, where, how), but needed to complete the ritual before the beginning 
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of the Dionysia.  Fourth, the decentralized oath ritual conforms to the requirement that "all 

Athenians" had to swear the oath "by tribe and by deme." 

A somewhat schematic, yet not completely unrealistic, depiction of the oath ceremony is 

as follows.  The members of a given tribe gathered together at a location (perhaps a theater) at a 

time that they had chosen beforehand.  The members of the first deme of that tribe - the order 

might also have been determined in earlier tribal meetings - preceded as a group to some sort of 

"stage" (or orchestra).  One or more of the deme members then struck a perfect victim and the 

deme members, perhaps while making some sort of downward motion (and facing the audience) 

swore to oath of Demophantos in unison.  Upon completing the oath, the members of that deme 

returned as a group to the "audience."  And the members of the next deme then followed the 

same steps as the members of the first deme.  Thus the members of the tribe Pandionis, for 

example, saw and heard the oath sworn 11 times. 

 It will be recalled that the comments presented in this part of the paper - part "b," that is, 

of the third sub-thesis - attempt to validate this complex point: as a result of having sworn the 

oath of Demophantos, the Athenians would have generated common knowledge of widespread 

credible commitment to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers.  The comments presented in this 

part thus far have attempted to explain how the Athenians swore the oath.  The following 

comments will now defend head on both parts of the aforementioned complex point: (i) as a 

result of having sworn the oath of Demophantos, the Athenians would have generated common 

knowledge of widespread commitment to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers; (ii) the 

commitments generated by that oath ritual would have been considered largely credible.    

 Three aspects of the oath ritual would have facilitated greatly the generation of common 

knowledge of widespread commitment to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers.  For clarity, each 

is presented in bullet-point form. 

 * Each participant was in the presence of the other participants (his fellow tribesmen) and 

 could see that the other participants actually were paying attention to the ceremony.  

 Michael Chwe points out that inward facing, circular architecture - like Kivas from New  

 Mexico and the City Hall in Fort Worth Texas - helps large numbers of individuals 

 quickly build common knowledge from "eye contact."  For that reason, it is not unlikely 

 that Athenians, a people who certainly benefited from the use of such structures, swore 

 the oath in a theater or theater-like structure.  If they did, they would have maximized the 

 number of people an individual could see, as demonstrated by this schematic 

 representation. 

[Graphic illustration] 

 

 * The oath was repeated several times during each tribal ceremony.  The importance of 

 repetition for the generation of common knowledge is obvious enough: if a message is 

 repeated several times, everybody knows that everybody else has heard it.  And, as noted 

 above, during each tribe's performance of the oath ceremony (wherein they swore to kill 

 tyrants and reward tyrant killers), its members would have heard the oath to kill tyrants 

 and reward tyrant killers sworn as many times as the tribe had demes.     

 * As suggested by the expression , the demesmen swearing the  

 oath likely moved in unison, likely some sort of downward motion (see: Plescia, Joseph. 

 The Oath and Perjury in Ancient Greece).  It is also possible that the men also touched or 

 held part of the sacrificial victim.  Such synchronized movement - if conducted 
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 successfully - would demonstrate to both tribesmen (the "audience") and demesmen that 

 each individual was fully aware of what he was doing (i.e. paying attention).   

 

 There are also three reasons to conclude that the widespread commitment to kill tyrants 

and reward tyrant killers would have been considered largely credible.  First, everybody would 

have known that the demos does, in fact reward tyrant killers: as already noted, statues of 

Harmodios and Aristogeiton were prominently placed in the agora; the oldest descendants of 

those two tyrannicides received sitesis one hundred years after that famous act of tyrant killing; 

and the demos honored not only the two men who assassinated Phrynichos, but also each of their 

accomplices.  Consequently, very few Athenians would doubt a pledge to also do so in the 

future.  Second, everybody knew that individual Athenians did, or would, kill a (subversive) 

Athenian and/or plan in that assassination.  The assassination of Phrynichos is the obvious and 

single most conspicuous example, of course.  But it is also important to appreciate the fact that, 

after that assassination, hundreds of Athenians - the exact number is unknown - armed 

themselves in order to kill (if necessary) the supporters of the Four Hundred.  It would thus be 

reasonable to believe their pledge to do so again.  And third, everybody would have known that 

the vast majority of Athenians did not reluctantly swear the oath, but rather welcomed the 

opportunity to publicize their commitment to defend the democracy.  After the fall of the Four 

Hundred, democrats certainly knew that pluralistic ignorance - or, as Thucydides put it, 

 -, prevented them from defending their 

democracy.  Thus most would have been eager to let their fellow citizens know what they really 

think.    

 A simple yet important point must be made here: despite the (likely) fact that each 

Athenian swore the oath with his fellow tribesmen and not with "all Athenians", the cumulative 

effect of the many separate, tribally organized oath rituals would have been to generate common 

knowledge amongst all Athenians that every Athenian publically committed to killing tyrants 

and rewarding tyrant killers.  In support of that assertion, one might note, first, that the members 

of each tribe would have known that the members of the other nine tribes were required to swear 

the same oath that they did (and in likely the same way).  They would have learned that from a 

variety of sources: the decree of Demophantos; tribal meetings; deme meetings; casual 

conversations with individual citizens.  And it is also important to note that, at the time the 

Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos, most Athenians lived within the city walls due to the 

Spartan occupation of nearby Decelea.  It would thus be virtually impossible to be unaware of 

the fact that well over one thousand men were engaged in a group activity.  Consequently, 

despite the fact that the oath was sworn by different people on ten different occasions, the 

ultimate effect would have been the same as if all swore the oath together at the same time. 

   

(c) 

 

 The following comments defend this, the second step of the argument in support of the 

third sub-thesis: the Athenians would have been better able to solve a revolutionary coordination 

problem if it was common knowledge that a majority of Athenians are credibly committed to 

killing tyrants and rewarding tyrant killers.  Two complimentary points validate that assertion. 

 The first complimentary point is that, in the postulated post-oath epistemic environment, 

the average democrat would lower his personal revolutionary threshold and thus participate in a 

resistance earlier than he otherwise would have.  The rationale for that decision would be 
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grounded in what he thinks others think and thus how he thinks those others will act.  To validate 

that assertion, the following comments will examine the amount of information (typical) 

democrat A would have to have before publically opposing the political status quo in the early 

moments after a coup d'état.  For the sake of the argument, assume that the regime members - 

like those in the coup of the Four Hundred - have implemented a two pronged plan of 

intimidation and disinformation. 

 

 *Democrat A does not know whether or not a majority of citizens would like to work 

 together to defend the democracy.  In this epistemic environment, democrat A would not 

 likely participate in the early stages of a resistance.  The reason is that he would likely 

 assume that the majority of citizens support the new regime and that, consequently, few 

 people would follow him.  He would therefore conclude that the expected external cost of 

 publically resisting the regime would exceed the actual internal cost of preference 

 falsification.   

 *Democrat A knows that a majority of citizens would like to work with others to defend 

 the democracy.  In this epistemic environment, democrat A is more likely to act earlier 

 than in the previous scenario, but still would not act in the early stages of the resistance.  

 The fundamental reason is that he does not know if the members of that majority know 

 that they are, in fact, part of a majority.  Thus democrat A would reasonably suppose that 

 those individuals have concluded: (i) that a majority of other individuals support the  

 regime; (ii) that those other individuals will therefore not follow them if they publically  

 join in the resistance; (iii) that they would therefore suffer greatly for publically opposing 

 the regime; (iv) that it is rational to not act.  Therefore, democrat A would suppose that 

 those other individuals would not follow him if he publically opposed the regime.  Thus 

 he - employing the same cost/benefit analysis presented in the previous scenario - will not 

 act either.       

 *Democrat A knows that each member of the aforementioned majority knows that he is a 

 member of the majority.  In this epistemic environment, democrat A is likely to act earlier 

 than he would in the previous scenario, but still might not participate in the earlier stages 

 of a resistance.  The fundamental reason is that he does not know if every individual of 

 the majority knows that the other members of the majority know that they are members 

 of a majority.  Thus individual A would reasonably suppose that those individuals have 

 concluded: (i) that the other members of that majority suppose that the other 

 members of the majority do not know that they are part of the majority; (ii) that those 

 individuals thus think that other individuals - despite the fact that they are part of a 

 majority - will not follow them if they publically oppose the regime; (iii) that they would 

 therefore suffer greatly for publically opposing the regime; (iv) that it is rational to not 

 act.  Therefore, for the reason articulated in the previous scenario, he would not act 

 either.   

 *Democrat A knows that each individual of the majority knows that every other 

 individual of the majority knows that all members of the majority know that they are part 

 of the majority.  In this epistemic scenario - common knowledge - democrat A is likely to 

 publically participate in a resistance movement earlier than he otherwise would have.  He 

 would do so because he would reasonably conclude that a large number of individuals 

 would follow him.  However, since complete common knowledge ("all the way down") is 

 an analytic fiction and one can never really know what another is thinking, he - a typical 
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 democrat - would not publically act right away in a resistance movement (i.e. lower his 

 threshold to 0).  But he would lower revolutionary threshold from, say, a "40" to a "30," 

 or a "20" to a "10."  And other democrats would do likewise.  Thus a threshold sequence 

 that had, for example, looked like this - {10, 20, 30, 30, 40,  40, 50, 60, 80, 100} would 

 now - after the oath ritual - look like this: {10, 10, 20, 20, 30, 30, 40, 50, 70, 90}.  A 

 latent bandwagon will have emerged.   

 

 The second complimentary point in support of the second step of the argument here under 

consideration is that, in the postulated post-oath epistemic environment, bold democrats - those 

who, before the oath, would have had a revolutionary threshold of "10" - would lower their 

revolutionary threshold to "0."  There are two interrelated reasons to suppose that such 

individuals would make that decision.  The first reason is that that bold democrats know that, if 

they "go first" and "kill a tyrant," they would receive, in return, money (one half of the money 

raised from the sale of the "tyrant's" assets) and fame; and they know that, should they die 

attempting to kill the tyrant, they would become even more famous amongst the Athenians 

(likely have a statue made in their image) and their children would be taken care of by the state.  

But the promise of such positive incentives - regardless their credibility - would not entice such 

individuals to "go first" if they thought that the resistance they started would fail.  Thus the 

second complimentary reason to suppose that bold democrats would decide to go first: those 

incentives were presented within an epistemic context of common knowledge of widespread 

credible commitment to kill tyrants.  They thus would conclude - as described above - that 

people would follow them (i.e. that there was a latent bandwagon).  It would thus be rational to 

"go first." And if a bold citizen did do so, a citizen that recently lowered his revolutionary 

threshold to 10 would then follow him.  Then a citizen that recently lowered his revolutionary 

threshold to 20 would follow him, and so on.  The resulting dynamic, that is, would resemble 

that described on page X.  

 The preceding section presented a defense of the third sub-thesis of the paper's first (and 

primary) thesis: as a result of the fact that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos, 

supporters of democracy would have been better able to mobilize against organized attempts to 

overthrow the Athenian democracy.  The section was divided into three parts.  The first part (i) 

introduced the concept of common knowledge and explained its relationship to coordinated 

activity.  The second part (ii) defended this (the first) step of the argument in support of the third 

sub-thesis: as a result of having sworn the oath of Demophantos, the Athenians generated 

common knowledge of widespread credible commitment to kill tyrants and reward tyrant killers.  

The third part (iii) defended this (the second) step of the argument in support of the third sub-

thesis: the generated common knowledge of widespread credible commitment to both kill tyrants 

and reward tyrant killers would have helped the Athenians solve a revolutionary coordination 

problem.  The third sub-thesis should thus be considered adequately defended.    

 

***  

 

 The comments presented above (I) defended this paper's first (and primary) thesis: The 

demos mandated that all Athenians swear the oath of Demophantos in order to facilitate future 

efforts to mobilize in response to organized attempts to overthrow the Athenian democracy.  In 

order to defend that thesis, three sub-theses were validated.  The first sub-thesis (validated in 

sub-section i) was as follows: At the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, 
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Athenian democrats concluded that an act of tyrant killing made possible the successful 

mobilization against the regime of the Four Hundred.  The second sub-thesis (validated in sub-

section ii) was as follows: At the time that the decree of Demophantos was promulgated, 

Athenian democrats sought a means to facilitate their efforts to mobilize in response to future 

coup attempts.  And the third sub-thesis (validated in sub-section iii) was as follows: As a result 

of the fact that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos - and oath, again, to kill tyrants and 

reward tyrant killers -, Athenian democrats would have been better able to mobilize in response 

to future coup attempts.  This paper's primary thesis should thus be considered adequately 

defended.  

 

II  

Second Thesis 

 

 The comments presented in the following section (II) defend this paper's second thesis: 

The violent overthrow of the Thirty (403 BCE) may be attributed, in considerable part, to the fact 

that all Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos.  That is, no doubt, a rather bold claim: the 

overthrow of the Thirty and subsequent reestablishment of democracy is one of the most 

significant events in the entire history of Classical Athens.  Indeed, it is one of the most 

significant events in the entire history of democracy in the ancient Greek world.  Nevertheless, 

the thesis can be defended.  And that defense rests on the validity two complimentary sub-theses.   

 The first complimentary sub-thesis is that - accepting the argument presented in section I 

- the Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos in order to facilitate the type of response that 

did, in fact, bring down the Thirty.  It will be recalled that the Athenians swore that oath in order 

to ensure that, should a group of individuals attempt a coup d'état, there would be, in response, a 

spark, a revolutionary bandwagon, and, finally, a large scale, coordinated response.  Athenian 

democrats, that is, wanted to be able to reproduce - should it become necessary - the sequence of 

events that led to the overthrow of the regime of the Four Hundred: spark = assassination of 

Phrynichos; revolutionary bandwagon = cascaded uprising in the Piraeus; large-scale, 

coordinated action = assembly meeting in the theater of Dionysos and subsequent march on the 

city.  And, as just asserted, a similar sequence of events - albeit on a much larger level - unfolded 

to bring down the thirty.  The specifics of that sequence can best be presented in bullet-point 

form.  

 

 *Spark: The spark that set in motion the series of events that ended with the   

 overthrow of the Thirty occurred in the winter of 404/3 when the Athenian   

 Thrasyboulos led perhaps as few as thirty men from Thebes into Attica (Xen. Hell. 

 2.4.2).  That small force secured Phyle, a hill lying approximately 20 kilometers north of 

 the Athenian acropolis.  The Thirty quickly sent a force of hoplites and cavalry to 

 dislodge those men.  They failed: they were defeated and forced to withdraw (in a 

 snowstorm), receiving additional casualties in the process.   

 *Revolutionary Bandwagon: Thrasyboulos' bold advance would have been irrational  

 had he and his men not expected that other individuals would join them.  He must have 

 expected, that is, that his "spark" (going first) would be followed by a "revolutionary 

 bandwagon."  And that is, in fact, what happened.  Xenophon, a man who served in the 

 cavalry (i.e. for the Thirty) asserted that (within a month or so) the number of 

 Thrasyboulos' forces had increased more than tenfold to 700 men (2.4.5).  The same 
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 author  wrote that, shortly thereafter, the rebels numbered 1,000 (2.4.10).  And Diodorus 

 (14.33.1) indicates that the numbers swelled to 1,200.  It is unlikely that hundreds of men 

 joined en bloc.  Rather, the swelling of the rebel forces must have been characterized by a 

 more or less constant influx of small numbers of men: more joined as they heard that 

 more were joining.  Eventually, Thrasyboulos had enough men to march on the Piraeus 

 (NB: this is after the Battle of Acharnae: an ambush wherein the rebels killed 120 of the 

 enemy).  And there he was joined by hundreds of additional men willing to follow his 

 lead and overthrow the Thirty.  The author of the Ath. Pol. (38. 3), after noting the rebel's 

 march to the Piraeus, asserted: "now the whole demos came to their side." 

 *Large-scale coordinated action: If the rebel forces were to have any chance of 

 overthrowing the Thirty - a regime defended by citizen hoplites and cavalry, and a 

 Spartan garrison - they would have to coordinate a variety of activities (related to 

 finances, supplies, personnel) on a very large scale.  And there is evidence that they did 

 so.  Xenophon writes (Hell. 2.4.25): "The later (i.e. the rebels), who were now numerous 

 and included all sorts of people, were engaged in making shields, some of wood, others 

 of wicker-work, and in painting therm." The same author wrote that the rebel forces also 

 conducted foraging operations (2.4.26) and even brought siege engines against the city 

 (2.4.27).  And it is perhaps while the rebels were engaged in such activities that Lysias, a 

 metic who would soon become a famous speech writer, worked to procure weaponry 

 (shields), funds, and mercenaries.  Other individuals likely performed similar services.  

 But perhaps the best evidence of the rebels' effective, coordinated mobilization is their 

 performance on the battlefield.  There were two pitched battles.  In the first, the "battle of 

 Munychia," they defeated the Thirty's forces, killing over 70 of their men, including 

 Kritias, that regime's most prominent member.  They fought their second pitched battle 

 against a force led by Pausanias, a Spartan King.  The fighting was fierce, with 

 Thrasyboulos' forces taking most of the casualties: 150 were killed.  Nevertheless, 

 the rebel forces' showing essentially forced the Spartans to withdraw their support 

 from the Thirty and accept democratic rule in Athens: it would be too costly to prop 

 up an oligarchy in the face of an obviously coordinated and motivated majority who 

 opposed it. 

 

 The second complimentary sub-thesis in support of the second thesis is that Athenian 

democrats appear to have causally connected the oath of Demophantos to the subsequent, 

successful mobilization against the Thirty.  The defense of that sub-thesis rests on logical 

inferences from two simple points.  Thus, after the presentation of each point, the reasoning 

whereby that point might be considered evidence in support of the second sub-thesis will be 

articulated explicitly.   

 The first point in support of the second sub-thesis is that Athenian democrats almost 

certainly attributed the fall of the Thirty to a collective act of tyrannicide.  Vases (or fragments of 

vases) painted with an image of Harmodios and Aristogeiton constitute the best evidence in 

support of that point.  There are three such vase fragments that date to the years 470-450.  No 

vases (or fragments thereof) are extant that both carry the image of Harmodios and/or 

Aristogeiton and date to the years circa 450-404.  Intriguingly, however, Harmodios and 

Aristogeiton appear on five vases that date to circa 400 - that is, right after the fall of the Thirty.  

Three of those five vases are Panathenaic prize amphorae and quite likely date to 402 - they were 

presumably commissioned, that is, to commemorate the first Panathenaia held after the fall of the 
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Thirty.  Following the tradition of Panathenaic prize amphorae, each of those three vases carries 

a picture of Athena depicted in the act of advancing upon an enemy: her right leg leads her left 

leg, in her right hand she holds a spear in the throwing position, and in her left hand she holds a 

shield covering her upper body.  On that shield is painted an image of the Kritios and Nesiotes 

statue group of Harmodios and Aristogeiton.  The interpretation (or, rather, one interpretation) of 

the entire image thus appears to be rather straight forward: democratic Athens (symbolized by 

the goddess Athena) is protected (symbolized by the goddess' shield) by tyrant killers.  Given the 

facts that the demos commissioned the image on Athena's shield and that the Panathenaia in 

question was likely the first to occur after the fall of the Thirty - not to mention the fact that two 

other vase fragments carrying an image of the two tyrannicides date circa 400 -, it is virtually 

certain that democrats considered the Thirty - likely called, at that time, the "Thirty Tyrants" - to 

have fallen in a collective act of tyrannicide.
3
  

 The logic connecting the apparent fact that Athenian democrats attributed the fall of the 

Thirty to an act of collective tyrannicide to the second sub-thesis is simple and straight forward.  

There are three steps to the logic.  First, in order to facilitate their efforts to mobilize in response 

to organized attempts to overthrow the democracy, Athenians swore an oath to (inter alia) kill 

tyrants and reward tyrant killers.  In a very real sense, they actually swore to become 

tyrannicides - a point made explicit in their pledge to treat a fallen assassin "just like Harmodios 

and Aristogeiton."  Second, after all Athenians swore that oath, many Athenians successfully 

mobilized against the Thirty and killed many of its supporters.  Third, the Athenian democrats 

(apparently) concluded that a collective act of tyrannicide overthrew the Thirty.  A very possible 

logical consequence is thus clear: Athenian democrats thought that the oath "worked." 

Democrats - at least partially - attributed the fall of the Thirty, that is, to the fact that all 

Athenians swore the oath of Demophantos. 

 The second point in support of the second sub-thesis is that, after the successful 

mobilization against the Thirty, Athenian democrats used a mass public oath (qua common 

knowledge generating device) to solve a large-scale collection action problem.  That is, they used 

the same tool to solve a similar type of problem.  The problem they sought to solve was to secure 

a post-civil war reconciliation agreement (and thus permanently end violent conflict between 

Athenians).  Little is known about the oath they swore to help secure the agreement.  However, 

in reference to that oath, Andokides wrote (Myst. 90): "the oath in which the whole city joined, 

the oath which you all swore one and all after the reconciliation." Based on that quotation, one 

may reasonably conclude that "all Athenians" swore the oath and that, as a consequence of so 

doing, the oath ceremony (or ceremonies) generated common knowledge of widespread 

commitment not to be vindictive.  That is an important element in support of the second point.  

However, in order to defend that point, it must be demonstrated: (i) that securing the 

reconciliation agreement was a collective action problem; (ii) that that "reconciliation problem" 

could be solved by the common knowledge generated by the amnesty oath.   

                                                 
3
 Further evidence potentially in support of the first point centers on honors given by the state to the descendants of 

Athens' famous tyrannicides, Harmodios and Aristogeiton.  For the fifth century, the only securely attested honor 

(i.e. listed by a fifth century source) is sitesis (IG I
3
 131).  But Isaeus - in a speech (5.46-47) delivered in 389 BCE - 

wrote that those descendants receive sitesis, proedria, and ateleia.  It is not unlikely that those additional honors were 

awarded after the fall of the Thirty.  If so, the increase could suggest a belief that tyrannicide "works" and thus 

justified the giving of greater honors in thanks and to increase the likelihood that people would continue to do it.  

And in a context after the fall of the Thirty, the act of tyrannicide that "worked" would have been the mobilization 

sparked by Thrasyboulos.  
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 The collective action problem facing the Athenians in their efforts to secure the 

reconciliation agreement must be analyzed from two perspectives.  The first perspective - which 

might be called the "macro" perspective - examines Athenian political action at the abstract level 

of collectivities or factions.  There are two relevant factions: the democrats and the oligarchs.  

That is, no doubt, an oversimplification of political reality.  But, in defense of that analysis, 

Athenians (e.g. the "Old Oligarch" and Demosthenes) understood their politics to be dominated 

by two factions and such an analysis does present the historian an opportunity to identify and 

appreciate major strategic dynamics.  The second perspective - which might be called the 

"micro" perspective - analyzes Athenian political action from the perspective of the individual 

Athenian.  In order to prevent the argument from becoming unnecessarily complicated, only the 

actions of individual democrats will be examined in detail.   

  From a macro perspective, Athenian democrats were confronted with a type of 

"prisoner's dilemma" game in their efforts to secure the reconciliation agreement.  For the sake of 

clarity, it will be helpful to analyze a formal presentation of the game. 

 

  oligarchs 

  cooperate defect 

democrats 
cooperate 3,   3 0,   4 

Defect 4,   0 1,   1 

 

In this idealized game, there are two "players": the oligarchs and the democrats.  Each player can 

either cooperate (work with his opponent) or defect (not work with his opponent).  Both players 

make their "move"- that is either to cooperate or to defect - at the same time.  Neither player can 

speak to his opponent and does not know what move he will make.  The ramification of their 

collective decisions - or the game's payoff structure - is common knowledge.  If both players 

cooperate - say live up to the ideals of the reconciliation and thus peacefully coexist - they 

receive the payoff written in the box in the upper left hand: 3 for democrats, 3 for oligarchs.  If 

democrats cooperate (i.e. uphold the ideals of the reconciliation agreement) but the oligarchs 

defect (e.g. work to overthrow the democracy), each player receives the payoffs listed in the box 

in the upper right hand: 0 for democrats, 4 for oligarchs.  The oligarchs thus receive their highest 

payoff in that scenario.  If democrats defect (e.g., engage in revenge killings, property 

confiscations) and the oligarchs cooperate (refrain from hostile acts) both players receive the 

payoffs listed in the box in the lower left hand corner: 4 for democrats, 0 for oligarchs.  In that 

scenario, the democrats receive their highest payoff.  And if both players defect (i.e. engage in 

hostile, partisan attacks), they will receive the payoffs listed in the box in the lower right hand 

corner.   

 The "problem" for the players in the prisoner's dilemma game is that it is rational for both 

players to defect despite that fact that, if both defect, they each receive a lower payoff than they 

would had they both cooperated.  For example, if the democrats defect, they could end up with a 

payoff of 4 if the oligarchs cooperate (4,0 lower left), - their best payoff -, or, if the oligarchs 

defect, they would receive a payoff of 1 (1,1 lower right).  But they know that they cannot 

receive a payoff of 0 - their lowest payoff - if they defect.  And since the democrats do not know 

what the oligarchs will do, but do know that they (i.e. the oligarchs) understand the payoff 

structure, they will defect: it is better to receive a payoff of 1 - with a chance of receiving a 

payoff of 4-  than cooperate and receive the "sucker's payoff" of 0.  And the oligarchs employ 
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that same reasoning too.  Thus both players choose to defect - that is engage in stasis - and 

receive their second worst payoff. 

 The type of prisoner's dilemma game that confronted the Athenians in their efforts to 

secure the post- civil war reconciliation agreement is called an iterated game.  That simply means 

that both players, the oligarchs and the democrats, play the game an indefinite number of times 

and each player can remember how his opponent played the game in earlier rounds.  The object 

of the game remains the same: maximize one's payoff (given the opponent's choice).  But now 

there is an opportunity for each player to "reward" his opponent for cooperating or "punish" him 

for defecting.  Both players can thus "get to know" each other and establish a certain amount of 

trust.  And, as will be explained briefly below, there is a chance that cooperation would then 

become a rationally self-interested move for both players.    

 In a very influential book entitled The Evolution of Cooperation, Robert Axelrod 

demonstrated that a strategy called "Tit for Tat" (a strategy devised by Anatol Rapoport) is an 

extremely effective strategy for players to follow in an iterated prisoner's dilemma game.  A 

player following such a strategy will begin play by cooperating and then play each of the 

following (indefinite number of) rounds of the game by doing what his opponent did in the 

previous round: if his opponent defected in round 10, he will defect in round 11; if his opponent 

cooperated in round 10, he will cooperate in round 11.  There are important refinements to that 

strategy - for example, "Tit for Tat with forgiveness" whereby a player will, very rarely, 

cooperate even after his opponent defects - but, as Axelrod proved, a player following a tit for tat 

strategy will, over the long run, receive a higher accumulated payoff than were he to pursue a 

different strategy.  The reason for that outcome is both that people (and states) tend to respond in 

kind to their opponents and that, in the long run, mutual cooperation between players often yields 

a higher payoff to each player.
4
  

 Viewed from the abstract "macro" perspective just outlined, it is relatively easy to 

understand how the mass public amnesty oath (qua common knowledge generator) would help 

the Athenian democrats solve their "reconciliation problem." Simply put, the performance of that 

oath generated common knowledge that, in the "first move" of the new, post civil war iterated 

prisoner's dilemma game, the democrats chose to cooperate.  Thus everybody knew that 

everybody knew that everybody knew that the democrats had cooperated.  And not only that: 

they pledged to continue to cooperate in the future.  That would have been an incredibly 

powerful act- oligarchs would have expected the democrats to engage in acts of retribution.  

Noting that fact, the author of the Ath. Pol. wrote (40. 2) that, in deciding to implement the 

amnesty, the Athenians behaved "in the most completely honorable and statesmanlike manner of 

any people in history."  The not unlikely consequence of that move would be for oligarchs, 

relieved by the democrats' move, to reciprocate (Tit for Tat).  Then, as explained above, the 

democrats would cooperate.  Over time, then, both formerly warring "players" would conclude 

that defection would not be in their interest.  Thus after a catastrophic collapse, the Athenians 

could begin the process of "going on together."
5
   

 From a "micro" perspective, Athenian democrats were confronted with a very difficult 

collective action problem: ensuring that individual democrats would live up to the ideals of the 

reconciliation agreement and thereby allow the "democrats" as a group (or player) to make the 

move to cooperate in the macro level, iterated prisoner's dilemma game.  To appreciate the 

                                                 
4
 On the "norm of reciprocity," see: Zagare and Kilgour (2000), pp. 296-299. 

5
 As Xenophon wrote in his Hellenica (mid fourth century) (2.4.43): "And é the two parties even to this day live 

together as fellow-citizens and the demos abide by their oaths."  




