Ostracism: Pelitical Exile by R. L. Forter

Ten years of exile from one's native Attica,
nat to see violet-erowned Athens for ten
long years——this was the bane aof the Athenian
gtatesman, ostraciss, True, one kept one's
Athenian citizenship, nor wae one's property
configeated by the state te be zold at publie
augtion ta the highest bidder as would be
the case in banishment (phygé) for criminal
activities. Btill, te be deprived of the wvery
fulerum of civilized, meaningful 1life, to be
driven from one's city and be apolis, withour
a polis (ecity state) feor a full decade was,
for a man in the prime of life, an intolerable
burden. What preat sin, then, had the citizen
committed to be so harshly dealt witht The
apswer 1s reprettably, none: only that he
was a politician {Chough many may chink chat
thiz 1z crime emough).

The criginastor of ostracism is sometimes given, signilficantly enough, as
Cleisthenes, the father of Athenian democracy, whe was chief archon Iin

B0E B.C. The first victim was not claimed, howewver, bill 433, che lasc

in 417 B.0. There were in fact three phases in the use of estracism,
First, it was emploved as a democratic weapon to check constitutionally the
embitions of a would-be tvrant. Indeed, the f£irst person bo succumb was
Hipperchus, a cousin of the Athenian tyrant, Hippias, who had been driven
from the city in 510 B.C. Secondly, ostracism was used as a final settle—
ment between the claims of twe rival factions. Since ancient Athens was a
primery democracy, wherein every cltlzen was a member of parliament, the
divisiveness of strong party politics could not be tolerated in the interest
of 8 strong, unilied city. Trudeau or Clark, one must be dispatched Lo
Miami Beach for ten vears so that the country could know internal peace.

He matter that both mep were inpocent of any crime and ocoly guilty of
patrictism. The state came [irscy the rights of the individual must be
subordinated. In 483 Themistocles, architect of Athenian wictory in

the Perslan Wars, had exiled through ostracism his rival, Aristeides,

whose nickname was iromically "the Just",

In Ltz final stages, ostracism became a mere politicel game. 1In 417
theee was deep division between the policies of the solid, conservative
Wikias, and the flzshy radical, good-looking Alcibisdea. An ostracism
was decided upon to rid the astate of one of them, but the two potential
victins combined privately and each urged his followers to vote agalnst
a mutual enemy of thedirs, Hyperbelus. Hyperbolus was consoquently voted
by the Athenian people "the man the pecple would mest like to leave towm
for ten vears'". The institution had become a meckery and was soon
abandened.

The actual operation of an cstracism is quite revealing of the problems
of operating an ancient primary demccracy. Each year the Athenian



aggenbly {ekklesia} of adult males met and woted on whether to have

an catracism or pet. If they decided affirmatively a date would be
appolnted for the event, and the market place (agora) would be barricaded
with only ter entrances giving access. The citizens as they £iled
through the barriers inte the agora would give the scrutineers a

broken piece of pettery {(an pstrakon) upen which they had scratched
through the black glaze to the red clay beneath any unpopular citizen's
name, eg. Pericles, the son of Xanthippus. The officials then had ke
count this heap of rubble to make sure thers were at least §,000

ballots. If there were, the names were then tabulated and he who was most
often mentioned was summarily ordered to depart Attica. FPotsherds were
used because both paper, which had to be imported from Egypt {(papyrus),
and parchment were much too expensive for this pre-technelegical soclety,
and becsuse broken pottery was easily scratched on, needing ne ink, and
was as availsble as empty tin cans in our society. Morecover, the used
ballaots were of still further use tc the state, for they were shovelled
up and thrown into pot heles en the clty-streets, as a quick repair job,
where some were later discovered by archeclogilsts. In all of Athenian
history, however, only ten cstracisms teck place, a mark of some modera-
tion and good sense in using this potentlally capricicus weapon.
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