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The Class Struggle in Greek History
on the Political Plane

(1)
‘The age of the tyrants’

In this chapter I propose to concentrate mainly on the ways in which the class
struggle in Greek history manifested itself on the political plane.

After the Dark Age which succeeded the Mycenacan civilisation, our earliest
contemporary picture of Greece is that of the poet Hesiod, in the Works and
Days, written from the standpoint of a Boeotian countryman, in the late eighth
century B.C. or at the beginning of the seventh.! Here the lot of the farmer is
presented as hard, with unceasing toil.? But we must not think of anything
resembling the miserably poor "Potato Eaters’ whom Van Gogh portrayed with
such heartrending sympathy (see IV.ii above and its nn.3-4 below). In fact,
Hesiod is writing for rcasonably well-to-do frechold farmers,® who are assumed
to have a number of slaves,! as well as the occasional hired hand, the hés,® and
various kinds of cattle. When the poet advises his reader to have only one son —
or, if he has more, to die old (WD 376 ff.) — one remembers that this theme, the
desirability of transmitting one’s property undivided to a single heir, has often
obsessed members of a privileged class, especially perhaps those who are on the
lower edge of that class and whose descendants may fall below it if they inherit
only a part of the ancestral estate.’ The mentality is very different from that ofa
peasant serf in a ‘labour rent’ system such as that of Poland from the sixteenth
century to the cighteenth (as analysed with great acuteness by Witold Kula),
wrhere the peasant’s obligation to perform the traditional amount of labour for
his lord was paramount, and he could not hope to rent additional land and profit
from the sale of its produce unless he could find additional labour inside his own
family, with the resule that ‘in this economic system, in which the families of
rich peasants are those which have the most members, they are not larger
because they are richer, but on the contrary, richer because larger’.”?

Access to political power in Hesiod's Boeotia, as in all other Greek states of
which we know anything at this time, is clearly the exclusive preserve of a
hereditary aristocracy, described by Hesiod as ‘gift-devouring princes’ (déro-
phagoi basilées),” who scom justice and give crooked judgments. The outlook of
these blue-bloaded gentlemen is superbly expressed in the Theognidea, poems
probably put together at 2 later time, around a nucleus of genuine poetry written
by_ Theognis of Megara at some time between the mid-seventh century and the
mid-sixth.” But now, in Theognis’ world, the situation is very different from
what it had been in Hesiod's time. The old secure days of aristocracy are gone.
The poct himself, a class-conscious aristocrat if ever there was one, had been
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driven into exile and his lands confiscated: for this he cries bitterly 1o Zeus for
vengeance, praying that he may drink the blood of those who havi: fis lands "
For Theognis, society is divided into just two groups, his termunzlogy far
which (as always in ancient Greeee)' is an inextricable smixuure of the soctl and
the moral. On one side are Theognis and his like. who are Guite literaliy th
Good (the agathoi or esthloi), and on the other sidc are the Bad (the kaior or
deiloi).”? Everything depends on birth: in one of his most emetional pieces the
poet bewails the corruption of heredity that comes fron: mienmarriage berwees
the Good and the Bad (lines 183-92). " In mating rams and asses and horses, be
says, men look for thoroughbreds; but now, provided he gets alarze dowry. 3
‘good’ man (he means of course a man of blue blood} does not hesitate to marry
the ‘bad daughter of a bad father’ — a kakén kakou, the daughter of what [ have
sometimes heard called ‘a pleb’. The result is that plenros emeixe genes: perhaps
‘wealth confounds heredity' (190, cf. 192). Correspondingly, a woman will no
disdain a ‘bad’ husband, provided he is rich (187-8). A nice illustration would be
the marriage of Pittacus of Mytilenc in Lesbos, deseribed {perhaps quite untairly)
by the aristocratic poct Alcacus as a kakopatridés {1 man wirh a low-born
father)," to a girl from the arrogant Penthelid family of the same town — who.
according to Aristotle, were in the habit of going round striking prople with
clubs, an unfortunate trait which led to their being attacked {and some of them
killed) by a certain Mcgacles and his associates (Pol. V.10. 131 (P26-5). " Mere
wealth, withour good birth, remains a trivial quality for Theognis; and he s
being bitterly sarcastic when he apostrophises Wealth (Platus} as “the farest and
most desirable of all the gods’, and says, *With you a man beeomes Goail
(esthlos) even if he's really Bad® (1117-18). As for the ‘demos’ (87p0s). the lower
classes (the great majority of the population), who had been taking the wrong
side in this acute class strife, the right way to treat them is to kick them hard,
prod them with a sharp goad, and put a harsh yoke on their necks—then you will
not find a démos anywhere so philodespotos, one that so loves its master (847-
50).' Theognis must have thoroughly approved of the way Odysseus treats the
low-class agitator Thersites in Book IT of the Iliad (211-78): he thumps him intc
silence, and of course everyone applauds (see VILi below).

In the poems of Theognis we sce bitter class struggle with a vengeance. What
had happened to cause the remarkable change since Hesiod's day? The answer.
in a word, is the Tyrants.'” Between the mid-seventh century and the late sixth
(and later still in Sicily) many Greek citics, dominated until now by hereditary
aristocracies, experienced a new form of personal dictatorial rule, by the so-
called tyrants (tyrannoi). Attempts have of coursc been made to deny any
important class basis to the rule of the tyrants and to pretend that they were no
more than isolated adventurers, greedy for power and profit. Take any one
Greek city on its own, and it may be difficult to prove that its tyrant was
anything more than a self-secking, power-hungry despot. But one might as
well try to represent the English Reformation as nothing more than the con-
sequence of King Henry VIII's annoyance with the Pope for refusing to help him
get rid of Catherine of Aragon. Certainly, each Greek tyranny has some features
peculiar to itself, as does the Reformation in each of the various countries of
Europe; but in either case it is when one looks at all the examples together that
the general picture begins to become clear. When the rule of the Greck tyrants
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ended, as it usually did after quite a short period, of a generation or two,™
hereditary aristocratic dominance had disappeared, except in a few places, and
had been succeeded by a much more ‘open’ society: political power no longer
rested on descent, on blue blood, but was mainly dependent upon the possession
of property (this now became the standard form of Greek oligarchy), and in
many cities, such as Athens, it was later extended in theory to all citizens, in a
democracy. This was a change of fundamental importance and it provides a
good example of the process [ am trying to illustrate.

.The classes I would recognise here are on the one hand the hereditary ruling
aristocrats, who were by and large the principal landowners and who entirely
monopolised political power, and on the other hand, at first, alt other classes,
sometimes together called the ‘demos”—an expression now often used in a much
wider sense than in the fifth and fourth centuries, to mean roughly ‘commoner’
as opposed to ‘aristocrat’. At the head of the demos there were likely to be some
men who had become prosperous themselves and who aspired to a political
position commensurate with their economic status.™ Those of the tyrants who
were not (as some were)® renegade aristocrats themselves may have come from
this class: we rarely have any reliable information about the social origins of
tyrants, but in some cases they do appear to be commoners of some wealth and
position: an example (though probably not a characteristic one) is Phalaris of
Acragas in Sicily, in the second quarter of the sixth century, who is said to have
been a tax-farmer and then a contractor for building a temple.?! (There was once
a widespread view, propagated in particular by Percy Ure.? and taken over by
George Thomson and others, that many tyrants were, so to speak, 'merchant
princes’, who had made their fortune in commerce; but in fact this cannot be
proved for any single tyrant, and the most one can say is that some tyrants may
have been the sons or grandsons of men who had had successful trading ventures
and had then acquired the necessary social standing by turning themselves into
landowners; cf. IILiii above.) A few of these prosperous commoners may even
have achieved the ultimate social cachet of providing themselves with a warhorse
(roughtly the equivalent of a Rolls-Royce)® and thus becoming hippeis
(‘knights’); but in my opinion the great majority of the hippeis would normally
be members of the ruling nobility. Below the leading group of men 1 have
mentioned came the mass of well-to-do and middling peasants: those who are
often referred to as "the hoplite class’, because they provided the heavy-armed
infantry (hoplitai) of the Greek citizen armies of the seventh and following
centuries, who played a notable part in defeating the invading Persian armies at
Marathon (490) and Plataea (479), and by whom the inter-city warfare that was
endemic among the Grecek states was largely conducted. Membership of the
hoplite class depended entirely upon the ownership of a moderate amount of
property, sufficient not merely to provide a man with a full ‘panoply” (complete
mlhtlary equipment, including body-armour and shield), the only qualification
that is sometimes mentioned by modern writers, but also to ensure him and his
family an adequate livelihood even if he had to go abroad on campaign or stay on
guard away from his farm for weeks or even months on end. A man who had
too little property to become a hoplite served only in the fleet (if there was one)
or as a light-armed soldier, using a bow or sling or dagger or club rather than the
spear, the gentleman’s weapon (cf. my OPW 372-3). In the literature of the fifth
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and fourth centuries the term ‘demos’ is often used particularly of this ‘sub-
hoplite’ class. Some of them would be poor peasants (frecholders or lease-
holders), others would be artisans, shopkeepers, petty traders, or men who
earned their living in what was then considered (as we have seen: Il viabove) to
be the meanest of all ways open to free men: namely, as hired labourers —
misthotoi or thétes. (The last expression, used in a specialised sense, was actually
the technical term at Athens for those who were too poor to be hoplites.)

There was a very simple reason why tyranny was a necessary phase in the
development of many Greek states: institutions suited ta maintaining in power
even a non-hereditary ruling class, let alone a democracy, did not exist (they had
never existed) and had to be created, painfully and by experience, over the years.
As far as we know, democracy had never before been established in a thoroughly
civilised society, and the Greek poleis which developed ithad to build it up from
the very bottom: they had both to devise the necessary institutions and to
construct an appropriate ideology —a brilliant achievement of which I'shall have
something more to say later (Section ii below). Even non-hereditary oligarchy,
based entirely on property ownership and not on right of birth, was something
new and untried, lacking a traditional pattern which could be utilised without
potentially dangerous experiment. Until the necessary institutions had been
devised there was no real alternative to aristocracy but the dictatorship of a
single individual and his family — partly according to the old pattemn of Greeck
kingship, but now with a power that was not traditional but usurped. Then, as
the tyrant and his successors (from his own family) brought new men into
positions of responsibility, and political areté (competence and ‘know-how’)
gradually seeped down into at least the upper layers of the social strata below the
nobility, a time came when the propertied class (or even the whole body of
citizens) found that they could dispense with the tyrant and govern by them-
selves. As Glotz so admirably putit:

The people regarded tyranny only as an expedient. They used it as a battering-ram
with which to demolish the citadel of the oligarchs, and when their end had been
achieved they hastily abandoned the weapon which wounded their hands (GC 116)**

The metaphor of the ‘battering ram’ must not of course be taken to imply that
the whole process was conscious and directed by the demos — in the sense
explained above, of those outside the ruling aristocracy — towards securing
power ultimately for themselves. The movement might often begin as asimple
revolt by the demos, or (more usually) some sections of it. against oppression
and exploitation, simmering possibly for years and breaking out only wher: a
willing and capable leader presented himself — a leader, perhaps, whose aims
eventually tumned out to be mainly selfish. The motives of the tyrants have often
been scrutinised; but this is a singularly pointless quest, since with hardly an
exception we have no real evidence except later traditions, often at least partly
fictitious, and inferences from actions,-which will support different hypotheses.

There is one political figure in the age of the tyrants about whom we know
much more than any of the others: Solon the Athenian, at the beginning of the
sixth century (he was archon in 594/3), whose political outlook and activities
can be seen clearly in some of their aspects in his own excellent poems, consider-
able fragments of which have survived.?® There is no doubt at all about Solon’s
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perfectly serious conception of his own role, as a would-be impartial arbitrator
in a situation of severe class strife, who was pressed by the demos to make
himself tyrant, but refused.?® Although Solon also refused to make a general
redistribution of land, as demanded by the impoverished lower classes, he did
take the extraordinary step of cancelling all debts, and he forbade for the future
not merely enslavement for debt but also any kind of debt bondage, by the
simple expedient of prohibiting the giving of the body as security*” —a much-
needed reform affecting Athens alone, of course: we have no 1dea how many
other Greek states, if any, followed the example of Athens here (sce 11Liv above
and its n.2 below). Other leading political figures who werc less reluctant than
Solon to take unconstitutional power need not necessarily have had less worthy
motives, although no doubt many of them will have been primarily concerned
with gaining political power. Cylon, who staged an abortive coup at Athens
ncarly thirty years before Solon's archonship, failed completely: either the
discontent had not yet reached fever-pitch, or the Athenians knew enough
about Cylon to reject him. Peisistratus later completed Solon's work at Athens
by enforcing (if with a certain amount of ‘fiddling”)** the new constitution of
Solon — admirable and progressive in its day ~ which (in my opinion) the old
anistocracy of Eupatrids had been sabotaging.?®

A subject for investigation that is decidedly more promising than the motives
of individual tyrants is the social basis of their power. Here again the evidence is
far from satisfactory and its interpretation is much disputed, recently in parti-
cular in regard to the extent to which the tyrants received support from the
hoplite class. I think I have said enough above to indicate how I would set about
solving such a problem. The fact is that the situation must have varied greatly
from polis to polis. In some cases the tyrant might be installed mainly or entirely
by superior force from outside, either by a more powerful city. or (as in Asia
from the late sixth century to the late fourth) by the king of Persia or one of his
satraps or a local dynast.*® In other cases the tyrant may have come to power
with the aid of a mercenary force,™ and may have maintained himsclf in power
for some time by its aid. In the absence of any such external pressures, the tyrant
would have to rely upon discontented sections of the demos. My own feeling is
that the lowest classes (the poorest peasants, the landless labourers, the humbler
artisans and the like) would not at this early datc have formed a source of
strength effective enough to bring to power a tyrant who was not acceptable to
the bulk of the hoplite class, whose role, if it came to armed conflict, would
surely at this period have been decisive.3 Many humble citizens in somc poleis
are artyway likely to have been clients of nobles or to have had such a dependent
relationship to them that they could do little to oppose them. I mysclf have no
doubt at ail that a considerable proportion of the hoplite class in many poleis,
especially at its lower levcls, must have given support to tyrants. This thesis,
first argued in detail by Andrewes (GT, 1956) but criticised by Snodgrass in
1965, is now sufficiently established, in my opinion, by Paul Cartledge's
excellent article, ‘Hoplites and heroes’, in JHS 97 (1977) 11-27.%

For Aristotle, there was an essential distinction between the two Greek forms
of monarchia (one-man-rule), namely basileia, traditional kingship according to
established forms of law, and tyrannis, the rule of a tyrant. They differed in their
very origin. Kingship, says Aristotle, ‘camc into existence for the purpose of
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helping the better classes [hoi epieikeis — just another name for the propertied
class] against the demos’ (the common people). whereas tyrants arose ‘from
among the common people and the masses, in opposition to the notables [ho
gnérimod], so that the demos should not suffer injustice at their hands . . . The
great majority of the tyrants began as demagogucs, so to speak, and won
confidence by calumniating the notables’ (Pol. V.10, 1310%9-16}. A little later he
says that the king ‘wishes to be a guardian of society. so that those who possess
property may suffer no injustice and the demos may not be subjected to arrogant
treatment’, whereas the tyrant does just the opposite and in practice considers
only his own mterests (1310b40-1132). The tyrants, who had fulfilled their
historic role long before Aristotle’s day and by his time were often the oppressive
and despotic figures he conceives most tyrants to have been, reccive almost
uniformly hostile treatment in our surviving sources. One single figure emerges
only slightly tamished:*! the Athenian tyrant Peisistratus, who receives some
positive encomia from Herodotus, Thucydides and Aristotle (sce n.28 again).

I must not leave the subject of Greck tyranny without recalling some passages
in Marx, inspired by the seizure of power in France by Louis Napoleon in
December 1851: these are cited in ILiii above.

(i)
The fifth and fourth centuries B.C.

Before the end of the sixth century virtually all the tyrants had disappeared,

except in Sicily, and in the Greck cities of Asia and the offshore islands in which

many tyrants ruled as Persian quislings.! The two centuries that followed, the
fitth and fourth,? were the great age of Greek democracy, when democratic

constitutions of various kinds, successful or unsuccessful in different degrees,

were introduced, often by violent revolution, and sometimes with the interven-
tion of an outside power. The regimes they displaced were usually oligarchies of
wealth: political rights had been confined not merely to a Few (the oligoi) but
the propertied Few (cf. ILiv above). At its broadest, such an oligarchy might
extend to the whole class of the hopla parechomenoi (those ablc to afford to serve
as cavalry or hoplites: see Section i above), who may perhaps have accounted for
something between one-fifth and one-third of all citizens in most cases (sce esp.

Ps.-Herodes, Peri Politeias 30-1, discussed in my OPW 35 n.65). If the property
qualification for the excrcise of political rights was put rather higher, the
oligarchy might consist of what [ have defined as ‘the propertied class’ par
excellence (sce 111.1i above): those who could live off their own property without
having to work for their living. And of course the membership of the oligarchy
might be more restricted still; at its narrowest it might even be confined to a few
leading families, forming a hereditary dynasteia. 1 think one could say that,
broadly speaking, the narrower the oligarchy, the smaller the chance of its
surviving for a long time, except in special circumstances, such as the backing of
an outside power.

Classical Greek democracy?® is far too large a subject for me to discuss in any
detail here, and I shall content myself with a very brief summary of its principal
characteristics, as we can see them both in contemporary (and often hostile)
specifications of démokratia® and in what we know of its practice.* Unfortunately,
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we have so little information about other Greek democracies that 1am obliged to
treat the Athenian democracy as if it were typical, as it evidently was not,
although it was certainly the most respected and illustrious of Greek demo-
cracies, and the most highly developed one of which we have any knowledge.

A. (i) The first and most characteristic feature of démokratia was rule by
majority vote of all citizens, dctermined in a sovereign Assembly (ekklésia,
normally voting by show of hands) and large popular lawcourts, dikastéria,
consisting of dicasts (dikastai) who were both judges and jurors, voting by ballot
and inappellable. Even many Classical scholars have failed to realise the extra-
ordinary originality of Greek democracy, which, in the fundamental sense of
taking political decisions by majority vote of all citizens, occurred earlier than in any
other society we know about: see my OPW 348 (Appendix XXIV).

(i) Démokraria was the rule of the ‘demos’ (87uos), 2 word used in two main
senses, to mean cither the whole citizen body (and its Assembly), or the poor,
the lower classes. Since the majority of citizens everywhere owned little or no
property, the propertied class complained that démokratia was the rule of the
démos in the narrower sense and in effect the domination of the poor over the
rich. In so far as this was truc, democracy played a vital part in the class strugglc
by mitigating the exploitation of poorer citizens by richer ones - a fact that
scldom receives the emphasis it deserves. (I have discussed this subject sufficiently
in l[.iv above.)

(i) Only adult males were citizens in the full sense, and women had no
political rights. When I use the term “citizen', therefore, it must be understood to
include aduit males only.

(iv) We must never forget, of course, that Greek democracy must always
have depended to a considerable extent on the exploitation of slave labour,
which, in the conditions obtaining in the ancient world, was if anything even
more essential for the maintenance of a democracy than of any more restricted
form of constitution. (I have explained the reason for this in I1Liv above: sec the
thirt.:l paragraph of its § 1) However, even though we may regard slavery, sub
specte aeternitatis, as an irredeemably evil feature of any human society, we must
not allow the fact of its existence under Greek democracy to degrade that
democracy in our eyes, when we judge it by even the highest standards of its day, for
Greek states could not dispense with slavery under any other constitutional
form either,® and virtually no objection was ever raised in antiquity to slavery as
an institution (see VILiii below).

B. The great aim of democrats was that their society should achieve as much
freedom (eleutheria) as possible.” In strong contrast with many twentieth-
century societies which boast of their freedom but whose claim to have achieved
it (or even to aim at it ) may be denied and derided by others, the opponents of
Greek democracy fully accepted the fact that freedom was indeed the goal of
democrats, even when they disparaged that goal as involving license rather than
real liberty. Plato, one of the most determined and dangerous enemies that
freedom has ever had, sneers at democracy as involving an excess of frecdom for
everyone — citizens, metics, foreigners, slaves and women and (a brilliant
conceit) even the animals in a democracy are simply ‘full of eleutheria™ (Rep.
VIIL 562a-4a). Since public debate was an essential part of the democratic process,
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an important ingredient in democratic eleutheria was freedom of speech, parrhésia.®

C. Because under democracy every citizen had an equal vote, political
equality (fsotés) was, so to speak, a built-in feature of Greek démokratia.® Greek
democrats would say that their society was characterised by isoriomia {perhaps
‘equality before the law’, although not a ‘correct translation’, conveys the
essential idea best to a modern reader) and iségoria, the equal right of everyoneto
speak his mind freely.!® There was no pretence, however, of economic equality .

D. It was a fundamental principle of democracy that everyone who exercised
any powecr should be Aypeuthynos, subject to euthyna, the examination of his
conduct (and audit of his accounts) which every official had to undergo, at
Athens and most if not all other democracies, at the end of his term of office,
normally one year."!

E. Democrats believed deeply in the rule of law, however much they might
be accused by their opponcents of habitually overriding their laws by decrees
(pséphismata) passed ad hoc and ad hominem - an accusation that was conspicu-
ously untrue of Classical Athens, even if the strictures of Aristotle and others
under this head may have been justified in relation to some other democracies. *

Since it is alleged by some ancient sources and even by some modern scholars
that Greek democrats believed in making appointments to office by lot rather
than by election, I must emphasise that this is true only of minor offices and of
those not involving military command. The issue is well put by the author of the
Pscudo-Aristotelian Rhetoric to Alexander, which we may as well now call {with
its latest Teubner editor, M. Fuhrmann, 1966} Anaximenes, Ars Rhetorica:

In democracies it is necessary for the minor magistrates (the majority) to be appointed

by lot, for this avoids cvil strife, but for the important ones to be elected by the whole

cirizen body (2.14, 1424317-20).

And the same work goes on to say that even in oligarchies it is desirable to
appoint to most offices by lot, reserving only the greatest ones for “asecrct vote
under oath and with strict precautions’ (2.18. 1424'40-3).

* ok ok Kk ¥ K

The evidence that survives from the fifth and fourth centuries is very frag-
mentary, and although a large proportion of it relates to Athens, thereis also a
scatter of evidence for scores of other poleis, cach different in some respects from
every other. Generalisation is exceedingly difticult and oversimplification is an
ever-present danger. [have, however, done my best to examine virtually all the
important evidence that is in any way relevant (far more than I have found it
possible to cite), and I now propose to make a scrics of general statements
concerning the class struggle in the fifth and fourth centuries, based upon the
specific evidence I have mentioned.

1. In an ancient Greek polis the class struggle in the basic economic sense (sce
my definitions, in IL.ii above) proceeded of course without cessation in so far as
it was between property-owners and those workers whose labour provided
them, directly or indircctly, with their leisured existence: that is to say, chattel
slaves in the main, but in a few places principally serfs (see IILiv above); some
hired labourers, relatively few in number (see II1.vi above); those unfortunates
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who were obliged by nced to borrow at intcrest and (probably in the great
majority of poleis other than Athens) might become debt bondsmen on default;
and more indirectly their tenants. This struggle was of course very one-sided: it
expressed the master’s dominance, and its essence was his explottation of the
labour of those who worked for him. I know of no parallel to the mass liberation
of the Messenian Helots (see IlLiv above, § I1, and its n.18 below), who in
370-369 obrained their freedom with the aid of powerful outside intervention at
a time of unprecedented Spartan weakness, and became once more the independent
polis of Messene.

2. There were, however, very many Greeks who owned little property and
no slaves: the majority of these will have fulfilled my definition of *peasants’ (sce
[V.ii above), and a good number of others will have been artisans or traders
(IV.vi). Collectively, these people were the ‘demos’, the common people, and
they must have formed the great bulk of the citizen population in the vast
majority of Greek poleis. How did this demos participate in class struggle? If
class is a relationship of exploitation, then the answer to this question must
depend upon the extent to which the members of a particular demos were either
exploited or, although in danger of falling into that condition, were successful in
avoiding it by political class struggle. What happened in practice would depend
largely upon the result of this political class struggle, which (as we shall see) was
essentially for control of the state. We must look closely at the nature of this
struggle, and how it was related to the state, It is convenient and profitable to
deal with this topic here, in relation to the fifth and fourth centuries, since before
that period our knowledge is insufficient, and after it the Greek poleis were
mainly no longer their own masters but were subject to a greater or less extent to
the dictation of a suzerain, whether a Hellenistic king or the Roman government
(sce Section iii of this chapter). Moreover, [ can discuss the subject in the very
terms used by contemporary thinkers, Aristotle and Plato above all.

When I speak of control of the *state’ Tam referring to what the ancient Greeks
called the politeia - literally, the ‘coustitntion”, the fundamental laws and customs
governing political hfe: but the Greck word has on occasion something very like
the force of the modern expression, *way of life’. [socrates describes the politeia
as the very soul of the city (the psyche poless, VI1.14). Aristotle declares that
when the politeia changes, the city is just not the same city {Pol. 111.3, 1276P3-4).
For him, the body of citizens having full political rnights.™ the politeuma, is
‘master in all respects of the polis; politeuna and politeia are identical” (I11.6,
1278210-11), the two words ‘signify the same thing’ (1279%25-6). The con-
stitution is the ruler or rulers, who may be One man, or a Few, or the Many:
each of these ought to rule in the interests of all members of the community but
in practice will often not do so (127927-39). ror Aristotle makes it plain in
numerous passages that what one must expect i practice is that the rulers will
rule in what they regard as their own personal or class interest. (It is worth
remarking here, by the way, that Aristotle and other Greck intellectuals did not
regard the preservation of the rights of property as a main function of the state, ¥
in the way that so many later thinkers have done, in particular Cicero, who
fervently belicved that states exist primarily 1n order to protect private property
rights (De offic. 11.73, cf. 78, 85;1.21). and of course Locke and the many other
political theorists of more modern titnes who have held similar views.
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We can accept the fact that what we call "the state” was for the Greeks the
instrument of the politeuna, the body of citizens who had the constitutional
power of ruling. And as I have already shown (in ILiv above), the Greeks
habitually expected an oligarchy to rule in the interests of the propertied class, a
democracy mainly in the interests of the poorer citizens. Control of the state,
therefore, was one of the prizes, indeed the greatest prize, of class struggle onthe
political plane. This should not surprise even those who cannot accept the
statemnent in the Communist Manifesto that *political power, properly so called, is
merely the organised power of one class for oppressing another’ (MECW VI.505).

3. Class struggle on the political plane, then, was above all in most cases for
control of the state. If in a Greek polis the demos could create and sustain a
democracy that really worked, like the Athenian one, they could hope to protect
themnselves to a high degree and largely to escape exploitation. The only long-
lived example of really successful democracy which can be cited with confidence
is Athens between 507 and 322/1, when the democracy was securely in power
except for two brief oligarchic revolutions in 411 and 404-3 (see below and
nn.29-34). Many other democracices existed, but our knowledge of them is slight.

4. When, on the other hand, the propertied class were able to set up an
oligarchy, with a franchise dependent on a property-qualification, the mass of
poor citizens would be deprived of all constitutional power and would be likely
to become subject in an increasing degree to exploitation by the wealthy. In [Liv
above I quoted a number of statements by Greek writers who took this for
granted. As Plato says, an oligarchy becomes ‘two citics’, of Rich and Poor
respectively, for in oligarchies some have great wealth, others extreme poverty,
and almost everyone outside the ruling class is a pauper (Rep. VIIL.551d, 552bd).
Oligarchy, Plato adds. is a form of constitution that ‘abounds with many evils’
(544¢). As happened under the Roman oligarchy in Italy (see IIL.iv n.5 below),
‘the powerful” in Greek oligarchies must often have been able to usurp possession
of most of the best land, legally or illegally. Aristotle mentions that the leading
men (the gnérimoi) of Thurii, a Greek city in southern Italy, were able to profit
by absorbing ‘the whole countryside, contrary to law, for the constitution was
too oligarchic’ (oligarchikdtera): the eventual result was a violent revolution (Pol.
V.7, 1307227 ff., esp. 29-33). Aristotle goes on at once to gencralise about
‘aristocratic’ constitutions: since they are oligarchical, he says, the gnérimoi grasp
more than their share (pleoncktousin, 1307°34-5). No doubt in most Greek
oligarchics the law of debt was harsh, allowing forms of debt bondage, it not
actual enslavement for debt (cf. IlLiv, § III above). Even if they retained
personal freedom, defaulting borrowers might lose their property altogether
and be forced to become either tenant-farmers or wage-labourers, or they might
resort to mercenary service, an escape-route available only to the most able-
bodied. ' In oligarchics there may well have been forms of compulsory labour for
those without sufficient property to make financial contributions to the state orto
serve in the hoplite army (cf. the angareiai we so often encounter in the Hellenistic
and Roman periods: see Liii above and its n.8 below). And with the courts of law
staffed exclusively by magistrates and other members of the ruling class, it will
often have been difficult for a poor man even to obtain his legal rights (such as
they were) against members of the oligarchy - in whose eyes justice, as Aristotle
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realised, was likely to be equated with the interests of the propertied class: they
normally fele themselves to be absolutely superior and entitled to make all
political decisions at their own will (see IL.iv above). 7

5. An oligarchy, once securely in power, might survive for quite a long time
ifit remained vigilant and above all united, and if its members did not abuse their
political power too grossly. (In ILiv above I have quoted some of Aristotle’s
remarks on this subject.) Few examples are known of long-lived oligarchy. One
of the most obvious is Corinth, for nearly two centuries from the fall of the
Cypselid tyranny (probably ¢. 582) until the democratic revolution in 392. The
most enduring oligarchy of all was Sparta (see my OPH 124-49), where successful
revolution was unknown after the setting up of the ‘Lycurgan’ constitution in
(probably) the mid-seventh century until the coup effected by King Cleomenes
I1Tin 227, when there began a troubled period of two or three generations of civil
strife. Economic distress often drove the impoverished to attempt revolution,
with the aim both of capturing control of the state and of effecting some kind of
reallocation of property — most frequently in the form of a redistribution of land
(gés anadasmos), or the cancellation of debts (chreén apokopé). or both these
measures (see below, with n.55). There is an important proviso to be added: no
democratic revolution had much chance of success. or of leading to a stable
democracy, unless the impoverished masses received leadership from some
members of the governing class. According to a neglected passage in Aristotle,
however, light-armed forces and naval crews — drawn entirely from the lower
classes and therefore uniformly democratic in outlook — were very numerous in
his day, and since in civil conflicts ‘light-armed troops easily overconie cavalry
and hoplites’ (he is not thinking of pitched battles, of course), the lower classes
(the démoi) got the better of the wealthy (the euporoi: Pol. VL7, 1321211-21). |
may say that the only way in which oligarchy could be transformed into
democracy was by revolution: I know of no single case in the whole of Greek
history in which a ruling oligarchy introduced democracy without compulsion
and by a simple vote.

6. Conditions favouring successful revolution of either sort (from oligarchy
to democracy or vice versa) were most likely to arise when (as very often
happened) an outside power was called in by the would-be revalutionaries. This
might be an imperial state (Athens or Sparta), or a Persian satrap or other Asiatic
grandee (see my OPW 37-40), who could at the very least produce mercenaries
or money with which to hire them. Almost invariably, intervention by demo-
cratic Athens was in favour of democracy, by oligarchic Sparta or a Persian
monarch or satrap in favour of oligarchy or tyranny. '

7. Of course it was only adult male citizens of a pefis who could indulge
effectively in class struggle on the political plane, cxcept in very special cir-
cumstances, such as the democratic restoration at Athens in 403, after the rule of
the ‘Thirty’, when metics and other foreigners (and even slaves) participarted,
and some of them were rewarded with citizenship.™ And we must not forget
that land — by far the most important means of production and form of wealth,
as we have seen (IlLiii above) - could be owned only by citizens and by those
few foreigners to whom the exceptional right of ¢és enktésis had been granted by




























































