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the army were drawn into civil wars in support of rival emperors —‘increased the
social security and power of the upper Ten Thousand'.

To conclude this section, I wish to emphasise that I make no claim to be
producing the ‘Marxist interpretation of Greek history: it is 2 would-be Marxist
interpretation. After reading by far the greater part of Marx’s published work
(much of it, I must admit, in English translation), I myself believe that there is
nothing in this book which Marx himself (after some argument, perhaps!)
would not have been willing to accept. But of course there will be other Marxists
‘who will disagree at various points with my basic theoretical position or with the
interpretations I have offered of specific events, institutions and ideas; and I hope
that any errors or weaknesses in this book will not be taken as directly due to the
approach I have adopted, unless that can be shown to be the case.

I

Class, Exploitation, and Class Struggle

(D)
The nature of class society

‘The concept of class has never remained a harmless concept for very long.
Particularly when applied to human beings and their social conditions it has
invariably displayed a peculiar explosiveness.’ Those are the first two sentences
of a book, Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society, by Ralf Dahrendorf, a
leading German sociologist who in 1974 became Director of the London School
of Economics and Political Science. And Dahrendorf goes on to quote with
approval the statement by two prominent American sociologists, Lipset and
Bendix, that ‘discussions of different theories of class are often academic sub-
stitates for a real conflict over political orientations’. I fully accept that. It seerns
to me hardly possible for anyone today to discuss problems of class, and above
all class struggle (or class conflict), in any society, modemn or ancient, in what
some people would call an ‘impartial’ or ‘unbiased’ manner. I make no claim to
‘impartiality’ or ‘lack of bias’, let alone “Wertfreiheit’, freedom from value-
Jjudgments. The criteria involved are in reality much more subjective than is
commonly admitted: in this field one man’s ‘impartiality’ is another man’s
‘bias’, and it is often impossible to find an objective test to resolve their
disagreement. Yet, as Eugene Genovese has put it, ‘the inevitability of ideo-
logical bias does not free us from the responsibility to struggle for maximum
objectivity’ (RB 4). The criteria that I hope will be applied to this book are twor
first, its objectivity and truthfulness in regard to historical events and processes; and
secondly, the fruitfulness of the analysis it produces. For 'historical events and
processes’ I should almost be willing to substitute *historical facts”. I do not
shrink from that unpopular expression, any more than Arthur Darby Nock did
when he wrote, ‘A fact is a holy thing, and its life should never be laid down on
the altar of a generalisation’ (ERAW 1.333). Nor do I propose to dispense with
what is called — sometimes with a slight sneer, by social and economic his torians
— ‘narrative history’. To quote a recent statement in defence of ‘narrative
history’ by the present Camden Professor of Ancient History at Oxford:

I do not see how we can determine how institutions worked, or what effect beliefs or
social structures had on men’s conduct, unless we study their actions in concrete
situations . . . The most fundamental instinct that leads us to seek historical knowledge
is surely the desire to find out whar actually happened in the past and especially to
discover what we can about events that had the widest effect on the fortunes of
mankind; we then naturally go on to inquire why they occurred (P. A, Brunt, * What is
Ancient History about?, in Didaskalos 5 [1976] 236-49, at 244).

Can we actually identify classes in Greek society such as I shall describe? Did
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the Greeks themselves recognise their existence? And is it profitable to conduct
an investigation along these lines? Is our understanding of the historical process,
and of our own society, illuminated and strengthened by thinking in terms of
classes and of a ‘class struggle’ in the Greek world? When I find Lévi-Strauss
saying, ‘[ am not a sociologist, and my interest in our own society is only a
secondary one’ (SA 338), [ want to reply, ‘l am a historian who tries also to be a
sociologist, and my interest in our own society is a primary one.’

[ am not going to pretend that class is an entity existing objectively in its own
right, like a Platonic ‘Form’, the nature of which we merely have to discover.
The word has been used by historians and sociologists in all sorts of different
senses;! but I believe that the way in which Marx chose to use it is the most
fruitful, for our own society and for all earlier ones above the primitive level,
including Greek and Roman society. Now Marx never, unfortunately, gave a
definition of the term ‘class’, and it is true that he uses it rather differently on
different occasions, above all when he is speaking of actual historical circum-
stances, in which the nature of the particular classes involved could differ
considerably.? Even when, at the very end of the unfinished third volume of
Capital, pp.885-6 (cf. 618),7 he was about to answer his own question, *‘What
constitutes a class?” he only had time to say that the reply to this question
‘follows naturally from the reply to another question, namely: What makes
wage-labourers, capitalists and [andlords constitute the three great social classes?”

- as indeed they did, at the period of which and during which he was writing, He
did not live to write down his answer to even that prior question, which would
have produced a definition of the classes of nineteenth-century capijtalist society
rather than of class in general; and whether he would then have gone on to give an
explicit general definition of class, we cannot tell. But after collecting scores if not
hundreds of passages in which Marx operates with the concept of class (some-
times without actually using that word), I have little doubt what essential form it
took in his mind. (I can give only a preliminary sketch here: 1 shall attempt to
provide a proper account in Section ii of this chapter and subsequently.)

Class as a general concept (as distinct from a particular class) is essentially a
relationship; and class in Marx’s sense must be understood in close connection
with his fundamental concept of 'the relations of production’: the social relations
into which men enter in the process of production, which find legal expression
to a large degree either as property relations or as labour relations. When the
conditions of production, such as they are at any given time, are controlled by a
particular group (when, as in the great majority of such cases,? there is private
property in the means of production), then we have a ‘class society’, the classes
being defined in terms of their relationship to the means and the labour of
production and to each other. Some of the most important ‘means of produc-
tion’ in the modem world - not only factories, but also banks and finance
houses, even railways and aircraft — were of course absent in Classical antiquity,
and so, to a great extent, was that wage labour which is an essential element,
indeed the essential element, in the relations of production characteristic of a
capitalist economy. (As we shall see in III.vi below, free wage labour played an
infinitely less important part in the Greek and Roman world than it does today.)
In the ancient Greek world the principal means of production was land, and the
principal form in which labour was directly exploited was unfree labour — that of
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chattel slaves above all; but debt bondage was far more widespread than many
historians have realised, and in the Roman empire agricultural labour came to be
exploited more and more through forms of tenancy (at first involving mainly
free men), which in the late third century were converted into legal serfdom. (I
shall give precise definitions of slavery, serfdom and debt bondage in [ILiv
below.) In antiquity, therefore, wealth may be said to have consisted above allin
the ownership of land, and in the control of unfree labour; and it was these assets
above all which enabled the propertied class to exploit the rest of the population:
that is to say, to appropriate a surplus out of their labour.

At this point I must introduce an important and difficult subject which needs
careful treatment and can easily lead to serious confusion, and which Lintend to
deal with properly in Chaprer IV below. I refer to the fact that a large part of
production in antiquity was always carried on, until the Later Roman Empire
(and to a certain degree even then), by small free producers, mainly peasants,
but also artisans and traders. In so far as these numerous individuals neither
exploited the labour of others (outside their own families) to any appreciable
extent nor were themselves exploited to any marked degree, but lived not far
above subsistence level, producing little surplus beyond what they themselves
consumed, they formed a kind of intermediate class, between exploiters and
exploited. In practice, however, they were only too likely to be exploited. As I
shall explain in Chapter IV, this exploitation could be not only direct and
individual (by landlords or moneylenders, for instance) but also indirect and
collective, effected by taxation, military conscription or forced services exacted
by the state or the municipalities.

It is very hard to assess the condition of these small free producers accurately.
The vast majority were what I shall call peasants (see my definition in IV.ii
below), a term covering a wide variety of conditions, which nevertheless can be
convenient to use, especially where we are in doubt about the precise situation of
the people concerned. In Chapter IV I shall try to show the wide variety of
mstitutions involved, and how the fortunes of some groups might fluctuate very
considerably according to their political and legal as well as their economic
position.

* Kk ok % Kk K

Other categories than those of class, in the sense in which I am using that
concept, have of course been proposed for the analysis, or at least the descrip-
tion, of Greek society. I shall consider some of them in Section v of this chapter,

Historians, who are usually dealing with a single society, rarely trouble
themselves with any reflections about their choice of categories: they are seldom
aware of any problem in this respect; often it does not even occur to them that
there is any need to go beyond the concepts employed by the members of the
society they are studying. Indeed, a practising historian in the British — and
American — empirical tradition may well say to us (as the author of a major
recent book on the Roman emperor has virtually done: see the opening of
Section v of this Chapter): “Why on earth should we waste time on all this
theoretical stuff, about class structure and social relations and historical method?
Why can’t we just go on doing history in the good old way, without bothering
about the concepts and categories we employ? That might even involve us in the
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philosophy of history, which is something we prefer to abandon with disdain to
philosophers and sociologists, as mere ideology.” The reply to this, of course, is
that it is a serious error to suppose that unconsciousness of ideology, or even a
complete lack of interest in it, is the same thing’as absence of ideclogy. In reality
each of us has an ideological approach to history, resulting in a particular
historical methodology and set of general concepts, whether conscious or
unconscious. To refuse — as so many do — to define or even to think about the
basic concepts we employ simply results in our taking over without scrutiny,
lock, stock and barrel, the prevailing ideology in which we happen to have been
brought up, and making much the same kind of selection from the evidence that
our predecessors have been making and for the same reasons.

Nevertheless, there are very great virtues in the traditional approach of the
historian, the essence of which — the insistence on recognising the specificity of
the historical situation in any given period (and even area) — must not be
abandoned, or even compromised, when it is combined with a sociological
approach. Indeed, anyone who is not capable (whether from a deficiency of
intellect or from lack of time or energy) of the great effort needed to combine the
two approaches ought to prefer the strictly historical one, for even mediocre
work produced by the purely fact-grubbing historian may at least, if his facts are
accurate and fairly presented, be of use to others capable of a higher degree of
synthesis, whereas the would-be sociologist having insufficient knowledge of
the specific historical evidence for a particular period of history is unlikely in the
extreme to say anything about it that will be of use to anyone clse. :

The study of ancient history in Britain has long been characterised by an
attitude to detailed empirical investigation which #n itselfis most admirable. In a
recent reassessment of Rostovtzeff's great Social and Economic History of the
Roman Empire, Glen Bowersock of Harvard University (who had himself been
through the Oxford Greats School and was a graduate pupil of Sir Ronald
Syme) has spoken of a general raising of eyebrows in Oxford when Rostovtzeff,
who had come there in 1918 as an exile from his native Russia, ‘announced that
he would lecture on no less a subject than “The Social and Economic History of
Eastern and Woestern Hellenism, the Roman Republic, and the Roman
Empire’. He adds, ‘“Together with the immodest grandeur of Rostovizeff's
topic went, perhaps inevitably, an occasional cloudiness of thought’; and he
records Rostovtzeff's own remark in the Preface to his book, ‘Evidently the
English mind, in this respect unlike the Slavonic, dislikes a lack of precision in
thought or expression.’> Now here we come right up against a problem which
faces every historian: how to reconcile full and scrupulous attention to all forms
of evidence for his chosen subject and a study of the modern literature relating to
it with a grasp of general historical methodology and sociological theory
sufficient to enable him to make the most of what he leams. Few if any of us
strike exactly the right balance between these very different desiderata. It has
been said that the sociologist comes to know ‘less and less about more and
more’, the historian ‘more and more about less and less’. Most of us fall too
decisively into one or other of these categories. We are like Plutarch’s truly pious
man, who has to negotiate a difficult course between the precipice of godless-
ness and the marsh of superstition (Mor. 378a), or Bunyan’s Christian in the
Valley of the Shadow of Death, treading a narrow path between, on the right
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hand, ‘a very deep Ditch . . . into which the blind have led the blind in all Ages,
and have both there miserably perished’, and on the left, ‘a very dangerous
Quagg, into which, if even a good Man falls, he can find no bottom for his foot
to stand on’.

I fecl much happier, in dealing with the history of the ancient Greek world, if I
can legitimately make use of categories of social analysis which are not only
precise, in the sense that [ can define them, bur also genteral, in the sense that they
can be applied to the analysis of other human societies. Class, in my sense, is
eminently such a category. Nevertheless, I realise that it is a healthy instinct on
the part of historians in the empirical tradition to feel the need at least to begin
from the categories and even the terminology in use within the society they are
studying — provided, of course, they do not remain imprisoned therein. In our
case, if the Greeks did not *have a word for’ something we want to tatk about, it
may be a salutary warning to us that the phenomena we are looking for maynot
have existed in Greek times, or at any rate not in the same form as today. Andso,
in Section iv of this chapter, I propose to begin from the categoties employed by
the ancient Greeks themselves, at the time of their greatest self~awareness (the
fifth and fourth centuries B.C.), to describe their own society. It will im-
mediately become obvious that there is a striking similarity between those
categories and some of the features of Marx’s class analysis: this is particularly
clear in Aristotle’s Politics.

* k * A Kk K

Let us now get down to fundamentals. I begin with five propaositions. First,
man is a social animal — and not only that, but, as Marx says in the Grundrisse
(E.T. 84), ‘an animal which can develop into an individual only in society’.
(Although in the same passage Marx contemnptuously and rightly dismissed the
individual and isolated hunter or fisherman who serves as the starting-~point for
Adam Smith and Ricardo - or, for that matter, Thomas Hobbes — as an
uninspired conceit in the tradition of Robinson Crusoe, it is impossible not to
recall at this point Hobbes’s famous description of the life of his imaginary
pre-societal man, in Leviathan 1.13, as *solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’.)
Secondly, the prime task of man in society is to organise production, in the
broadest sense, including both the acquisition from outside his society, by trade
or forcible appropriation, of such necessary or desirable things as the society
needs but cannot produce, or cannot profitably produce, within itself, and the
distribution of what is produced. (In an area which is large or, like the Greek
world, much split up by mountains or the sea, the nature of the transport system
may be an important factor.) I shall use the term ‘production’ in this convenient,
extended sense, as Marx commonly does.? It should hardly be necessary to add
that production, in the very broad sense in which 1am using the word, of course
includes reproduction: the bearing and rearing to maturity of offspring (cf.
Section vi of this chapter). Thirdly, in the very act of living in society and
organising production, man necessarily enters into a particular systern of social
and economic relations, which Marx referred to as ‘the relations of production’
or ‘the social relations of production’.” Fourthly, in a civilised society such as
that of the ancient Greeks or ourselves, the producers of actual necessities must
(for obvious reasons, to be noticed presently) produce a surplus beyond what
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they actually consume themselves. And fifthly, the extraction and perpetuation
of such a surplus has led in practice to exploitation, in particular of the primary
agricultural producers: this exploitation, with which the whole concept of class
is associated, is the very kernel of what I refer to as ‘the class struggle’. (I shall
deal with it in Sections ii and iii of this chapter. As I shall there explain, when I
speak about ‘the class struggle’ in the ancient world I am never thinking of a
struggle on the political plane alone, and sometimes my ‘class struggle’ may
have virtually no political aspect at all.)

I should perhaps add, for the benefit of those who are accustomed to ‘struc-
turalist’ terminology, that I have not found it useful or possible to draw the
distinction employed by Lévi-Strauss and his school between social relations and
social structure (see e.g. Lévi-Strauss, SA 279, 303—4). I shall sometimes speak of
a set of social relations as a social structure, or social formation.

I am of course thinking throughout in terms of the civilised societies of the last
few thousand years, which, having developed technologically far beyond the
level of primitive man, have aimed at providing themselves with a sufficient and
stable supply of the necessities and luxuries of civilised life, and consequently
have had to devote a very considerable volume of effort to ensuring that supply.
Some anthropologists have argued that by reducing their wants to a minimum,
primitives existing in a favourable environment may be thought happier than
men in at Jeast the earlier stages of civilisation, and may even enjoy a good deal
of leisure; but for my purposes primitive society® is irrelevant, since its structure
is totally different from that of Graeco-Roman antiquity (let alone the modern
world), and any exploitation which may exist at the primitive stage takes place
in quite different ways. Moreover, primitive society has not proved able to
survive contact with developed modermn economies — to put it in the crudest
possible way, with Hilaire Belloc (The Modem Traveller, vi),

Whatever happens we have got
The Maxim gun, and they have not.

Now in a primitive food-gathering and hunting tribe the mere day-to-day
provision of food and other immediate necessities and of defence against wild
beasts and other tribes and so on may be virtually a whole-time job for all adult
members of the tribe, at least in the sense that in practice they do not extend their
economic activities much further.® In a civilised community, however, it is not
possible for everyone to spend all his time on these basic activities: there must be
at least some members of the community who have enough leisure — in the
technical sense of being released from directly producing the material necessities
of life — for governing and organising and administering a complex society; for
defending it against outsiders, with whatever weapons may be needed; for
educating the next generation and training them in all the necessary skills, overa
period of perhaps ten to twenty years; for the arts and sciences (whatever stage
of development these may have reached); and for the many other requirements
of civilised life. Such people (or some of them) must be at least partly freed from
the cruder tasks, so that they may fulfil their specialised functions. And this
means that they will have to be maintained by the rest of the community, or
some part of it, in return for the services they provide. The producers will now
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have to produce more than what they themselves consume — in other words, a
surplus.®® And ‘the appearance of a surplus makes possible — which does not
mean “necessacy” —structural transformations in a society’ (Godelier, RIE 274).

In view of the controversy which has been going on for years among eco-
nomic anthropologists about the whole notion of a *surplus’, I feel it is necessary
to make two observations on that concept. First, I use the term in a strictly
relative sense and with (so to speak) an “internal’ application, to mean that partof
the product of an individual man’s labour of which he does not directly enjoy the
fruit himself, and the immediate benefits of which are reserved for others. 1
would distinguish an ‘external’ application of the term surplus, namely the way
in which the notion is employed by anthropologists such as Pearson, to mean
something set aside by the society as a whole, or by those who make its decisions,
as ‘surplus to its needs’, and made available for some specific purpose - feasts,
war, exchange with other societies, and so forth.! Secondly, I agree with
Godelier that there is no necessary connection between the existence of a surplus
and the exploitation of man by man: there may at first be exchange considered
profitable by both sides, with certain persons taking upon themselves services
genuinely performed on behalf of the whole community** — its defence against
attack from outside, for example.®® The precise point in history at which
exploitation should be conceived as beginning is very difficult to decide, and I
have not made up my own mind. The question is not important for my present
purposes, because exploitation began long before the period with which I am
concerned in this book. Perhaps we could say that exploitation begins when the
primary producer is obliged to yield up a surplus under the influence of compul-
sion (whether political, economic or sodal, and whether perceived as compulsion
or not), at any rate at the stage when he no longer receives a real equivalent in
exchange — although this may make it very difficult to decide the point at which
exploitation begins, since it is hard to quantify, for example, military protection
against agricultural produce (cf. IV.iv below). A much more sophisticated
definition of exploitation (which may well be preferable) has been offered by
Dupré and Rey on the basis of their anthropological fieldwork in west Africa:
‘Exploitation exists when the use of the surplus product by a group (or an
aggregate) which has not contributed the corresponding surplus of labour
reproduces the conditions of a new extortion of surplus labour from the producers
(RPTHC 152, my italics). Although even a good and fully socialist society must
arrange for “surplus labour’ by some, to support the very young, the aged and
the infirm, and to provide all kinds of services for the community (cf. Marx,
Cap. 111.847, 876), it would necessarily do so in such a way that no individual or
group of individuals had a right to appropriate the fruits of that *surplus labour’
in, virtue of any special control over the process of production through property
rights, or indeed except at the direction of the community as a whole or its
organs of govemment.

In every civilised society there has been a basic problem of production: how to
extract a sufficient surplus (‘sufficient’ in a relative sense, of course) from the
primary producers, who are not likely to relish their position at the base of the
social pyramid and will have to be subjected to a judicious mixture of persuasion
and coercion — the more so if they have come to see the favoured few as exploiters
and oppressors. Now men's capacity to win for themselves the freedom to live the
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life they want to live has always been severely limited, until very recently, by
inadequate development of the productive forces at their disposal.

All emancipation carried through hitherto has been based on restricted productive
forces, The production which these productive forces could provide was insufficient
for the whole of society and made development possible only if some persons satisfied
their necds at the expense of others, and therefore some — the minority — obtained the
monopoly of development, while others — the majority — owing to the constant
struggle to satisfy their most essential needs, were for the time being (i-e. until the
creation of new revolutionary productive forces) excluded from any development

(MECW V.431-2, from the German Ideology; cf. Cap. 111820, quoted in Liv above).

If I were asked to name the fundamental features of ancient Greek society
which most distinguish it from the contemporary world, I would single out two
things, closely connected, which I shall describe in succession. The first, within
the field of what Marx called ‘the forces of production’, is a technological
distinction. The advanced countries of the modern world have immense pro-
ductive power. But go back to the ancient world, and you go down and down
the technological ladder, so to speak. The Greek world, compared with the
modern one, was very undeveloped technologically, and therefore infinitely
less productive. ' Great advances in technology occurred long before the Indus-
trial Revolution, in the Middle Ages and even the Dark Ages. These advances
were far more important than most people realise, not only in the most essential
sphere of all, that of sources of energy or ‘prime movers’ (which I shall come to
in a moment), but in all sorts of other ways. To take only one example — 1
wonder how many people who have not only read Greek and Latin literature
but have looked at Greek vase-paintings and at the reliefs on Greek and Roman
monuments have noticed the absence from antiquity of the wheelbarrow,
which at least doubles a man’s carrying capacity, but only appears in Europe in
the thirteenth century (in China it was known a thousand years earlier).!® As for
sources of energy, I will say only that animal power, in the form of the tractive
effort of the horse and ox, was nothing like fully realised in Classical antiquity,
in particular because of the extreme inefficiency of the ancient horse-hamess;®
and that only in the Middle Ages do we find the widespread utilisation of two
important forms of energy which were very little used in antiquity: wind and
water {cf. n.14 below). Wind, of course, was used for the propulsion of merchant
ships, though not very efficiently and without the stern-post rudder;!? but the
windmill was not known in Europe before (or not much before) the early
twelfth century. The water-mill® (hydraletgs) was actually invented not later
than the last century B.C.: the earliest known mention is by the Greek geo~
grapher Strabo, in a reference to Pontus, on the south shore of the Black Sea, in
the 60s B.C. (XIL.iii.30, p.556). But the most fascinating piece of evidence is the
delightful poem in the Greek Anthology, by Antipater of Thessalonica, to which I
referred in Liv above as being known to Marx: the poet innocently assures the
slave mill-girls that now they have the water-nymphs to work for them they can
sleep late and take their ease (Anth. Pal. IX.418: see Cap. 1.408). There is a little
evidence, both literary and archaeclogical, for the use of the water-mill in the
Graeco-Roman world, but it was rare before the fourth and fifth centuries, and
its full use comes a good deal later (see n.14 again). Marx realised that ‘the
Roman Empire had handed down the elementary form of all machinery in the
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water-wheel’” {Cap. [.348).

That is the essential background to my second basic distinction between the
ancient and the modern world, which is intimately connected with the first and
indeed largely grew out of it. In the ancient world, as we have seen, the
producers, as I am calling thern (men engaged in essential economic activitices),
produced a very much smaller surplus than is necessary to sustain a modern
advanced society. This remains vitally important, even if we allow for the fact
that the average Greek had a far more restricted range of wants and demanded a
much lower standard of living than the modemn Englishman, so that the volume
of production per head could be well below what it has to be today. But even if
we make allowance for this the disparity is still very striking. As I have shown,
the ancient world was enormously less productive than the modern world.
Therefore, unless almost everyone was to have to work practically all the time,
and have virtually no leisure, some means had to be found of extracting the
largest possible surplus out of at any rate a considerable number of those at the
lowest levels of society. And this is where we come face to face with the second of
my two fundamental distinctions between the ancient and the modern world,
one that occurs this time in the field of what Marx called ‘the relations of
production’: the propertied classes in the Greek and Roman world derived their
surplus, which freed them from the necessity of taking part in the process of
production, nor from wage labour, as in capitalist society, but mainly from
unfree labour of various kinds. The ancient world knew other forms of unfree
labour than strict ‘slavery’ (‘chattel slavery’, if you like), in particular what I
shall call *serfdom’ and ‘debt bondage’ (see IILiv below). But in general slavery
was the most important form of unfree labour at the highest periods ot Greck
and Roman avilisation; and the Greeks and Romans themselves always tended
to employ the vocabulary of actual slavery when referring to other forms of
unfree labour.

I have indicated that it is above all in relation to its function of extracting the
maximum surplus out of those primary producers who were at the lowest levels
of ancient society that [ propose to consider slavery and other forms of unfrec
labour in this book. In treating slavery in this manner I am locking at it in very
much the way that both masters and :laves have commonly regarded it.
(Whether the ancient belief in the efficiency of the institution of slavery in this
respect is justified or not is irrelevant for my purposes.) Perhaps I may cite here
the opening of the third chapter of one of the best-known books on North
American slavery, Kenneth Stampp’s The Peculiar Institution (p.86):

Slaves apparently thought of the South’s peculiar institution chiefly as a system of
labour extortion, Of course they felt its impact in other ways ~ in their social starus,
their legal status, and their pnivate lives — but they felt it most acutely in the lack of
control over their own time and labour. If discontented with bondage, they could be
expected to direct their protests principally against the master's claim to their work.

The feature of slavery which made it appropriate and indeed essential and
irreplaceable in the economic conditions of Classical antiquity was precisely that
the labour it provided was forced. The slave, by definition, is a man without rights
{or virtually without effective rights) and therefore unable to protect himself
against being compelled to yield up a very large part of what he produces. Dio
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Chrysostom, in the early second century of the Christian era, reports an
imaginary discussion about slavery in which there was general agreement about
the basic definition of the slave’s condition: that someone else ‘owns him as
master, like any other item of property or cattle, so as to be able fo make use of him
at his pleasure’ (Orat. XV .24).

I suggest that the most profitable way of approaching the problem of unfree
labour is to think of it in precisely the way in which I have introduced it, in terms
?f the extraction of the largest possible surplus from the primary producers. 1 think that
in antiquity slavery probably did provide the best possible answer, from the
purely economic point of view (that is to say, disregarding all social as well as
moral factors), having regard to the low level of productivity, and also to the
fact that free, hired labour was scarce, largely confined to unskilled or seasonal
work, and not at all mobile, whereas slaves were available in large numbers and
at prices the lowness of which is astonishing, in comparison with what is known
of slave prices in other societies. But given these conditions —the poor supply of
free, hired labour, the easy availability of slaves, their cheapness, and so on-Ido
believe that slavery increased the surplus in the hands of the propertied class to
an extent which could not otherwise have been achieved and was therefore an
essential precondition of the magnificent achievements of Classical civilisation.
I would draw attention to the fact that the distinction I have just drawn is based
not on a difference of status, between slaves and free men, but on a difference of
class, between slaves and their owners — a very different matter. (I shall return to
this difference later: see Sections iii and v of this chapter.)

It may not have been fully obvious that so far I have been preparing the
ground for the definition of the terms ‘class’ and ‘class struggle’ which I shall
offer in Section ii of this chapter. I had to make clear certain fundamental
features of ancient Greek society. I have now explained one of these, the
essential part played by what I am calling unfree labour; and I must now briefly
mention another, the fact that by far the most important means of production in
the ancient world was land. Wealth in Classical antiquity was always essentially
landed wealth, and the ruling classes of all the Greek states, as of Rome itself,
invariably consisted mainly of landowners. This is something which most
ancient historians now realise; but the whole question, like that of slavery and
other forms of unfree labour, will require 2 more extended discussion than I can
give it at this point (see IILi-iii below).

* * Kk * K K

In seeking to use the concept of class as a method of historical analysis there
are two quite different dangers that we must guard against: one, a matter of
definition, is in the province of the sociologist; the other, a matter of identifica-
tion, is a question strictly for the historian. After stating them together, I shall
briefly discuss them separately. First, we must be quite sure what we mean by
the term ‘class’ (and “class struggle’), and not slide carelessly and unconsciously
from one interpretation to another. Secondly, we must be careful to make a
correct historical identification of any class we propose to recognise.

1. The first problem, that of definition, is of a sociological naturc. Marx
himself, as I said earlier, never gave a definition of class in general terms. Some
may feel that no such general definition is possible, but I believe the one I shall
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produce in Section it below will serve well enough, although there may be some
special cases in which a unique set of historical circumstances makes qualifica-
tion necessary, Even if it could be shown that there are too many exceptions for
my definition to be considered a general one, I would at least claim that it holds
for the society, or rather series of societies, of the Graeco-Roman world,
discussed in this book. I hope that others will improve upon it.

2. The second problem is purely historical: one must thoroughly understand
the particular society one is considering, and know the evidence about it at first
hand, before one can expect to identify its classes correctly and precisely. Some
serious mistakes have been made in defining the actual classes existing in
particular socicties, and the results of employing unreal conceptions of those
classes, not corresponding closely with reality, have sometimes been disastrous.
Misconceptions about classes existing in historical societies have not, of course,
been confined to Marxists, by any means, but since they make more use of class
categories than other historians they are likely to commit even worse blunders if
they start out with misconceptions about the classes they recognise. It has beena
standard practice among ancient historians to refer to the goveming classes of
several Greek cities in the Archaic and Classical periods, in particular Aeginaand
Corinth, as ‘commercial aristocracies’ or ‘industrial and merchant classes” (see
my OPW 264-7, esp. n.61; cf. 216, 218-20, and Appendix XLI, esp. p.396). This
extraordinary notion, for which there is not a shred of ancient evidence, was
adopted without examination by Busolt, Eduard Meyer and other leading
historians {(even Max Weber was not entirely free of it), and it is still being
reproduced today in some quarters. Not a few Marxists have started out from
similarly mistaken positions. It is not surprising that attempts by George
Thomson (essentially a literary scholar and not a historian in the proper sense) to
expound the intellectual development of the Classical Greek world in Marxist
terms have not succeeded in convincing historians or philosophers; for
Thomson presents the development of Greek thought, and even of Greek
democracy, in the sixth and fifth centuries as the consequence of the rise to
power of a wholly imaginary ‘merchant class’. Thomson even describes the
Pythagoreans of Croton as ‘the new class of rich industrialists and merchants’,
who ‘resembled Solon in being actively involved in the political struggle for the
development of commodity production’.” In my opinion, this is little better
than fantasy. The one book I know in English which explicitly secks to give an
account of Greek history (before the Roman period) in Marxist terms is a prime
example of the methodological catastrophe involved in giving a would-be
Marxist account in terms of classes that are fictions and correspond to no
historical reality. The author, Margaret O. Wason, pretends that in the seventh
and sixth centuries, in most Greek states, there came to power a 'new bourgeois
class’, defined as ‘the class of merchants and artisans which challenged the power
of the aristocracy’. It is no surprise to find Cleon referred to in the same book as
‘a tanner’ (this of course reproduces Aristophanes’ caricature; cf. my OPW 235
n.7, 359-61, 371) and as ‘the leader of the Athenian workers’.?®

I may add that it would similarly be absurd to speak of a ‘class struggle’
between Senators and Equites in the Late Roman Republic. Here | am in full
agreement with a number of non-Marxist ancient historians of very different
outlooks. As P, A. Brunt and Claude Nicolet have so conclusively demonstrated
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also deny that there 15 any defimtion of ¢lass which iy so gencraliv sgreed upen
that we are all obhiged to accept 1t or run the nsk o' beng aceused of persersit:
The cc has been discussed ad naieam by sociologasts Junng the post fes
Jecade .1 to Section 1 abovey. After working through a good deaior'e «
hicerature, most of w hich seems to me almost worthhess., [ reel entitled to st
trom the ourset thar the disagreement abour the bese way of using the expre
‘class’ has been so great that anvone who attemipes an analvsis of any soaets 1
terms of class is entitled to establish his own criteria, within very wade b
and thar our verdict on the definition he adopts ought o depend Lon s
Jdariey and comsistency. the extent to which it corresponds with the hisweria
rcabities to which it 1s applied, and its frntrulness as a tool of histcoreal ard
suciofogical analysis. If in addition we tind (as we shali i this cases that €
notion of class in the sense in which we define it corresponds Josel wik
LONCCPLS in the best suaological thought of the suctety e a¢
crdmining our case, that of Aristotle espectadly: see Section iv ot th
chapter), then we shall he forunate indeed.

[ should like to quote here a statement by a leading Brinsh soaologasst T, B,
Bottomore, raising questions which are all too unfamliar to nany hiseoriar,
Speaking of the construction of general conwepts by sociologists, he says

In vome recent attempts to improve the “conceptual framework” of socology, @ e

nota  in that of Talcott Parsons and his vollaborators. the whole s i plac e

upon of concepts rather than upon the use of convepts m Thi

a retrograde step by with the work ot Durkhom and Max Weobor, soth v

whom introduced and : in the course of warking out explm.ton

theories. Webers expositton of his type” method deals more Jearls wirh o

matter than anv later and had his ideas been followed up soaoiogy wot ¢

have been much and annless discussion. In essentals his argunenty.

that the of a dufinition fi.e of a Y v unly to be determinee by o

fruattulness 1o rescarch and theorising 1971737, ol 1210,

I should not like it to be thought, however, that Tregard Marx’s conceprof dass o
r Weherian ‘ideal-¢ypr constract’, o the ot TRl Barna DRl ot
For me, as for Marx. classes and class v are red] dements which can «
empirically identified in mdividual cases. zas for Weber all sweh . 1
concep  and " become ‘pernicious, as soon as they are thought of -
empiri (Weher, MSS 103, repr. in Eldrdge. MITISR 228).

1 propose tirst to state my defimtion of class and class struggle, and o eaplan
and justify it in subseguent discussion. [ believe that this defimtion represents t ¢
central thought of Marx as accurately as possible: this claim o 1shall ey wo rustit -

Class (essentially a " is the collective social expression ot the fas
of exploitation, the way in © explatation is embodicd 10 4 social stracruar

exploitation | mean the appropriation of part ot the product of the labouar
s in a society this 1s the appropriation o wha

Mjrx called *surplus value
A class (a particular class) is a group of persons in a community identitied
their . in the whole svstem of soctal production, detined above
_to their relationship (primarily in terins of the degree ofownership
control) to the conditions of production (that s to say. the means and laboar "
production)? and to other classes. [egal position (constitunional rights o1, 1o -









































































































