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THE BARE BONES 

 ὀστρακισμός,ostrakismos was a 
procedure under the Athenian 
democracyin which any citizen could be 
expelled from the city-state of Athens for 
ten years.  

 While some instances clearly expressed 
popular anger at the citizen, ostracism 
was often used preemptively.  

 It was used as a way of neutralizing 
someone thought to be a threat to the 
state or potential tyrant.  

 The word "ostracism" continues to be used 
for various cases of social shunning. 



OSTRACA 

 From ostraka (ὄστρακον), referring 
to the pottery shards that were 
used as voting tokens.  

 Broken pottery, abundant and 
virtually free, served as a kind of 
scrap paper (in contrast to papyrus, 
which was imported from Egypt as 
a high-quality writing surface, and 
was thus too costly to be 
disposable). 

 Each year the Athenians were 
asked in the assembly whether they 
wished to hold an ostracism.  



THE PROCESS 

 Citizens gave the name of those they 
wished to be ostracised to a scribe, as 
many of them were illiterate, and they 
then scratched the name on pottery 
shards, and deposited them in urns.  

 The presiding officials counted the 
ostraca submitted and sorted the 
names into separate piles.  

 The person whose pile contained the 
most ostraca would be banished. 

 The person nominated had ten days to 
leave the city. If he attempted to 
return, the penalty was death. 

  



FORGIVE AND FORGET 

 Notably, the property of the man 
banished was not confiscated and 
there was no loss of status.  

 After the ten years, he was 
allowed to return without stigma.  

  



RECALL 

 It was possible for the assembly to 
recall an ostracised person ahead 
of time; before the Persian 
invasion of 479 BC, an amnesty 
was declared under which at least 
two ostracised leaders—Pericles' 
father Xanthippus and Aristides 
'the Just’ — are known to have 
returned.  

 Similarly, Cimon, ostracised in 461 
BC, was recalled during an 
emergency. 

  



AN ANOMALY IN LAW 

 Ostracism was crucially different from Athenian law at the time; there was 
no charge, and no defence could be mounted by the person expelled.  

 It can take place at most once a year, and only for one person.  

 Although ten years of exile would have been difficult for an Athenian to 
face, it was relatively mild in comparison to the kind of sentences inflicted 
by courts; when dealing with politicians held to be acting against the 
interests of the people, Athenian juries could inflict very severe penalties 
such as death, unpayably large fines, confiscation of property, permanent 
exile and loss of citizens' rights.  

 Further, the elite Athenians who suffered ostracism were rich or noble men 
who had connections or xenoi in the wider Greek world and who, unlike 
genuine exiles, were able to access their income in Attica from abroad.  



PAUSE FOR THOUGHT 

 Ostracism was simply a pragmatic 
measure; the concept of serving 
out the full sentence did not apply 
as it was a preventative measure, 
not a punitive one. 

 The two-month gap is a key 
feature in the institution, much as in 
elections under modern liberal 
democracies. It first prevented the 
candidate for expulsion being 
chosen out of immediate anger, 
although an Athenian general such 
as Cimon would have not wanted 
to lose a battle the week before 
such a second vote. 



CONTROL 

 Secondly, it opened up a period for 
discussion (or perhaps agitation), 
whether informally in daily talk or 
public speeches before the Athenian 
assembly or Athenian courts.  

 In this process a consensus, or rival 
consensuses, might emerge. Further, 
in that time of waiting, ordinary 
Athenian citizens must have felt a 
certain power over the greatest 
members of their city; conversely, 
the most prominent citizens had an 
incentive to worry how their social 
inferiors regarded them. 

  



THE SKINNY 

 A citizen could be expelled for ten years; this neutralized internal threats to the state.  

 Each year Athenians were asked whether they wished to hold an ostracism. Two month gap 
between nomination and vote. 

 Citizens scratched the name on pottery shards, and deposited them in urns.  

 The presiding officials counted the ostraca; the person nominated had ten days to leave the city; if 
he returned the penalty was death. 

 Property of the man banished was not confiscated; after ten years, he returned without stigma.  

 It was possible for the assembly to recall an ostracised person ahead of time.  

 Ostracism was exceptional in Athenian law; there was no charge, and no defence could be made.  

 Mild punishment compared with death, confiscation of property, exile and loss of citizens' rights.  

 Elite Athenians who suffered ostracism had connections or xenoi in the wider Greek world and 
were able to access their income in Attica from abroad.  
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