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The classical Athenian “state” had almost no formal coercive apparatus to ensure order or compliance with law: there was no professional police force or public prosecutor, and nearly every step in the legal process depended on private initiative. Yet Athens was a remarkably peaceful and well-ordered society by both ancient and modern standards. Scholars often mention purely informal enforcement mechanisms, including social sanctions, as critical in regulating behavior and maintaining order. But while some aspects of informal social control, such as governance of the oikos and informal dispute resolution procedures, have been extensively studied, social sanctions have not. 
This article will offer a comprehensive examination of how social sanctions operated in practice. What form did social sanctions take: shunning, renunciation of friendship, public ridicule, exclusion from associations or business dealings? What were the ramifications for the average Athenian? How important were social as opposed to legal sanctions in regulating behavior? Did legal sanctions complement or crowd out social sanctions? This article draws on recent research in legal sociology to explore the operation and limits of social sanctions in classical Athens. 
