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In his discussion of the monarchical form of constitution Aristotle poses the following problem for kings:

The ... question, which also raises difficulties, is that of the king's bodyguard. Should the man who is to be king have a force about his person which will enable him to coerce those who are unwilling to obey? If not, how can he possibly manage to govern? Even if he were a sovereign who ruled according to law, and who never acted at his own discretion and went outside the law, he must necessarily have a bodyguard in order to guard the law’ (Aristotle Politics III. 15, 1286b 27–30. Tr. Barker 1946).

This passage would seem very strange to the modern reader, who would take it for granted that such a bodyguard should exist. And that it should exist not only in connection with a special kind of constitution, kingship, but rather with every form of constitution. Yet the question of a ‘bodyguard’ as an enforcement apparatus does not arise at all in Aristotle's discussions of the other two forms of government, that is aristocracy (or oligarchy) and democracy (or polity). The reason for this is that unlike what has been traditionally assumed the polis was not a State but rather what the anthropologists call a ‘stateless society’. The latter is a relatively egalitarian unstratified community characterized by the absence of coercive apparatuses, that is by the fact that the application of violence is not monopolized by an agency or a ruling class, and the ability to use force is more or less evenly distributed among an armed or potentially armed population. As the polis was stateless, there was not a ready made state-apparatus, one over 
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which anyone who wished to, or was urged to, rule could preside. Thus a bodyguard had to be especially created for him. The same problem did not exist for aristocracy and democracy, because in these forms of constitution there was actually no ruler and both kinds of constitution were expected to derive the force needed for their defense directly from their ‘natural’ followers: aristocracy from the body of ‘best men’, and democracy from the demos. This observation could be demonstrated by occasions in which such constitutions had collapsed. At Athens, for example, in 462 the absence of 4000 hoplites, who had been taken by Cimon to help Sparta subdue the Helot revolt in Messenia, facilitated the democratic advances initiated by Ephialtes, while the absence of thousands of thetes, when the fleet was stationed at Samos, was vital for the oligarchic coup of 411 (Finley 1981: 29).

While it is agreed today that the early State played a significant role ‘in the direct exploitation of the producers through taxation, compulsory labor and other obligations’ (Khazanov 1978: 87), the statelessness of the Greek polis means exactly that it was not an instrument for the appropriation of surplus production, and those modes of early agrarian State exploitation did not exist in ancient Greek world (at least before the Hellenistic Empires).

The statelessness of the Greek polis makes social anthropology a proper discipline for its analysis. However, such an analysis could not be carried out without qualifications. The main obstacle to the application of social anthropology to the Greek arena seems to be that anthropologists tend to identify the stateless community with the tribe (Gellner 1981: 24–25; 1988a: 152; 1991: 64), while it is agreed that the classical polis was not tribal and it is strongly doubted today whether tribal forms existed in ancient Greece even in archaic times. Being both, stateless and non-tribal, the Greek polis posses a serious problem for many basic assumptions of modern social anthropology. Thus, for instance, the assumption that the State is a necessary condition for civilization, or that stateless communities are ‘primitive’, while Greek society was both civilized and stateless. Consequently modern social anthropology not only ignored the statelessness of the ancient polis but on the contrary its evolutionary school reinforced the myth of the classical ‘Greek State’ while adding to it another myth, that of the archaic ‘Greek Tribe’.

Polis and State2
a. Definitions
Broadly speaking, the traditional definitions of State could be classified into those based on (a) stratification and (b) authority or the structure of the government itself (Cohen 1978a: 2–5; 1978b: 32–34; I have modified Cohen's position slightly limiting myself to traditional definitions of the State).

Definitions based on stratification stress the correlation between States and the existence of permanent social classes. In those definitions the State is either identified with the ruling class or viewed as dominated by the ruling class, and is used as an instrument for the appropriation of surplus production. Though those definitions have been usually associated with Marxism, and especially with Engels's ‘Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State’ (1884 [1972]), stratification is considered today as a universal correlate of the early (and pre-modern agrarian) State (Claessen and Skalník 1978: 20–21). Thus Gellner observes that

In the characteristic agro-literate polity, the ruling class forms a small minority of the population, rigidly separated from the great majority of direct agricultural producers, or peasants. Generally speaking, its ideology exaggerates rather than underplays the inequality of classes and the degree of separation of the ruling stratum. This can turn into a number of more specialized layers: warriors, priests, clerics, administrators, burghers. The whole system favours horizontal lines of cultural cleavage, and it may invent and reinforce them when they are absent (1983: 9–10)3.

Gellner himself does not think that his model of the agrarian State applies to the classical Greek world, pointing out that the Greek world lacked horizontal cultural differentiation and a military-clerical domination (1983: 14; 1988a: 22). The citizens of the polis were not professional soldiers or administrators. Further, the cultural horizontal cleavages which Gellner sees as characteristic of stratified agrarian communities were absent in the Greek case; the Greeks emerged from the Dark Age as the ‘nation’ of Homer, that is, no class had a monopoly on literacy and culture. Indeed Gellner calls Greek society a ‘domination-free society’ (1988a: 22).

Yet, the existence of exploitation (notably slavery) or of privileged groups (notably the citizens) in the polis could not be denied. In the same manner one could not deny that in a certain sense the citizens did have a monopoly on the application of physical force. These have led to attempts to modify Gellner's model of the agrarian State in order to make it applicable to the ancient Greek arena. I will return to these attempts later on.

A second set of definitions of State focuses on the structure of the governmental system itself, looking for institutional hierarchy and centralization, territorial sovereignty, the monopoly of the application of physical coercion (Cohen 1978b: 34). Here the best starting point would probably be Max Weber's celebrated definition of the state as that agency within society which possesses the monopoly of legitimate violence (Weber 1978: 54). Thus as Gellner observes ‘The “state” is that institution or set of institutions specifically concerned with the enforcement of order (whatever else they may be concerned with). The state exists where specialized order-enforcing agencies, such as police forces and courts, have separated out from the rest of social life. They are the state’ (1983: 4).

This definition is far from being true for the polis. The rudimentary character of State-coercive apparatus in the polis has been noted by Sir Moses Finley among others. With the partial exceptions of Sparta, the Athenian navy, and tyrannies, the polis had no standing army. Only in the case of tyrannies were militias used for internal policing (Finley 1983: 18–20). (Tyrannies were indeed attempts to centralize the means of coercion, that is to create a State). As for police, it seems to be agreed that the ancient polis ‘never developed a proper police system’ (Badian 1970: 851); the nearest thing to it was usually a ‘small number of publicly owned slaves at the disposal of the different magistrates’ (Finley 1983: 18).

The absence of public coercive apparatuses meant that the ability to apply physical threat was evenly distributed among armed or potentially armed members of the community, that is, the citizen-body. Thus, as Lintott has observed, policing was done by self-help and self-defense (that is with the help of friends, neighbors, family) (Lintott 1982; Rihll 1993: 86–87). There was no public prosecution system, and cases were brought to the popular courts either by interested parties or by volunteers. In the same manner, court orders were not carried out by the officials but by the interested parties, sometimes by self-help.

In Athens, for instance, what could be seen as a State law-enforcement apparatus, were the Eleven who had the charge of the prison and executions, and who, like most Athenian magistrates, were ordinary citizens chosen by lot for one year. The Eleven did not normally make arrests on their own initiative. Those were carried out by self-help, by interested individuals or by volunteers (Lintott 1982). In other words the prisoners were brought to the Eleven. Further, imprisonment was not normally a form of punishment imposed by the courts in the classical polis (Todd 1990: 234) (which is not surprising, since prisons are typically part of the bureaucratic machinery of the State); in Athens it was more usual to detain people in the public prison under the supervision of the Eleven until they were tried or while they were awaiting execution (by the Eleven)4. The Eleven were also responsible for the execution without trial of kakourgoi, that is, robbers, thieves and other criminals who were caught red-handed and confessed. Again the kakourgoi were not arrested by the Eleven but brought to them by ordinary citizens (Hansen 1976: 9–25)5. There was also in Athens a corps of Scythian archers ‘probably more decorative than useful, especially for keeping order in law-courts and assemblies’ (Badian 1970: 851). Anyway, they were not ‘any kind of police force in the general modern sense’ (Hansen 1991: 124)6.

To the extent that this apparatus could be described as a police force, its rudimentary character becomes obvious when one is considering the size of the population in Attica (that is above 200,000 including non-citizens (Gomme and Hopper 1970: 862). Thus Finley emphasizes that:

Neither police action against individual miscreants nor crisis measures against large scale ‘subversion’ tells us how a Greek city-state or Rome was normally able to enforce governmental decisions through the whole gamut from foreign policy to taxation and civil law, when they evidently lacked the means with which, in Laski's vigorous language, to coerce the opponents of the government, to break their wills, to compel them to submission (Finley 1983: 24).

As for the differentiation or the separation of State institutions ‘from the rest of social life’, Finley has noted also that Athens, with all its impressive political institutions and empire, had virtually no bureaucracy at all (Finley 1977: 75). Athens's political institutions, the Assembly (ekklesia) the Council (boule) and the Law-courts (dikasteria), were popular, not differentiated from the demos7. The various offices in Athens (most of the magistrates, including the archons but not the generals [strategoi]) were designated by lot for one year (Finley 1977: 75). Designation of political offices by lot for short periods is another way of preventing the differentiation of a state. It also bore directly on the “constitutional” and actual power of those officials. ‘This leads to the elision of anything that could properly be termed an executive power, and reduces officers to individuals not distinct from the demos’ (Osborne 1985: 9).

In Athens it is possible to distinguish also between ‘government’ in the sense of political institutions and officials, on the one hand, and ‘government’ in the sense of people who formulated policy. While the political institutions and offices were staffed by amateurs, thus exhibiting no division of labor, one can speak of a certain kind of a division of labor considering the ‘professional politicians’ in Athens, that is the demagogues and those who proposed and spoke in the assembly. Yet in the sense that these people could be called a government, this was certainly a non-State government. The Athenian leader did not have any formal position and State coercive apparatus at his disposal. He was simply a charismatic individual, a demagogue, who could persuade the people in the Assembly to accept his policies, but still risked losing his influence (and his life!), and having his policies rejected at any moment (Finley 1985: 24).

b. Slavery
The existence of exploitation (notably slavery) or of privileged groups (notably the citizens) and the fact that to a certain sense the citizens did have a monopoly on the application of physical force have led to attempts to modify (Gellner's) model of the agrarian State in order to make it suitable for the ancient Greek world. An analysis of these modifications could elaborate further on the differences between the polis and the agrarian or early State.

The most obvious modification for the model of the Agrarian State would be to follow I. Morris in drawing the main horizontal line (which separates rulers from ruled) between the citizens and the slave population (Morris 1991: 46–49). Again, seeing the citizens as a ‘ruling class’ conflicts with Gellner's model of the agrarian State because the absence of a division of labor: the citizens were not professional soldiers or administrators. Thus a further modification seems to be suggested by Runciman who says that two necessary conditions are paramount in a polis:

First, a polis must be juridically autonomous in the sense of holding a monopoly on the means of coercion within a territory to which its laws apply. Second, its form of social organization must be centered on distinctions between citizens, whose monopoly of the means of coercion it is, who share among themselves the incumbency of central government roles, and who subscribe to an ideology of mutual respect, and non-citizens, the product of whose labour is controlled by the citizens even if the citizens do the same work (when not under arms) (1990: 348).

Runciman still considers coercion in what he calls ‘a citizen-state’, as a means of appropriation of surplus production. His model assumes that the citizen-body acts as a sort of a centralized body towards the slaves or the non-citizens in general. Is this view justified?

With the conspicuous exception of Sparta, the absence of any organized militias or otherwise professional bodies for internal policing is recognized today. How, then, were the slaves controlled?

Ancient Greece was characterized by chattel slavery; that is, slaves were usually owned by individual masters and not by the public. Further, and this is important, the control of the slaves was also ‘private’, that is, by self-help. In an illuminating passage in the Republic Socrates equates the slave owner with the tyrant. It is the business of the slave-owner to control the slaves. But why is it that ‘Such slave-owners ... don't live in fear of their slaves’. The answer is that ‘the entire polis (pasa e polis) would run to help (boethei) him’ (Plato, Republic 578d-e. Plato, Republic 361a-b.)8. That Socrates refers here to self-help rather to any organized or professional help becomes more obvious from what follows: But imagine now that ‘some god were to take a single man who owned fifty or more slaves and were to transport him and his wife and children, his goods and chattels and his slaves, to some desert place where there would be no other free man to help him; wouldn't he be in great fear that he and his wife and children would be done away with by the slaves?’ (Plato, Republic 578e).

The emphasis here is not on the absence of a State in some desert place, and not even on the absence of citizens, but rather on the absence of other free men who constitute the natural group from which help could come. In Xenophon's phrase in a similar passage all the slaveowners in the community act together as ‘unpaid bodyguard’ (Xen. Hiero, 4.3; and see Fisher 1993: 71–72).

The absence of any ready militia to crush slave-revolts is complementary to the fact that ‘slaves never represented a cohesive group either in their masters' or their own mind so for all their exploited situation they did not engage (for the most part) in social conflict’ (Figueria 1991: 302; see also Vidal-Naquet 1981: 159–167), and that we don't know of any slave revolts in ancient Greece again with the conspicuous exception of Sparta. As for the latter, the Helots were not at all chattel slaves but a local population which was enslaved by Sparta and were only able to revolt outright because of their ethnic and political solidarity, while ‘these conditions did not obtain for chattel slaves of classical Greece’ (Cartledge 1985: 46)9. And indeed the Greeks had already discovered that slaves were easy to handle when they were disoriented, thus Aristotle says that:

This is the way in which we suggest that the territory of our polis should be distributed, and these are the reasons for our suggestions. The class which farms it should ideally, and if we can choose at will, be slaves – but slaves not drawn from a single stock, or from stocks of a spirited temper. This will at once secure the advantage of a good supply of labor and eliminate any danger of revolutionary designs (Aristotle, Politics VII. 10, 1330a 24–29)10.

Disorientation and deracination were important tools for the control of the slaves. Another was manumission and a certain incorporation into the Greek society. In their analysis of slavery in Africa Kopytoff and Meir suggest that while emphasis has been usually laid on ‘how slaves are excluded from the host society ... the problem for the host society is really that of including the stranger while continuing to treat him as a stranger’ (Miers and Kopytoff 1977: 15–16). Consequently African slave societies offer social mobility to the slaves from the status of the total stranger towards the incorporation into the kinship group in what Kopytoff and Meir call the ‘slavery to kinship continuum’ (ibid.: 19–26). In classical Greece manumission and a certain mobility existed along with what might be called a ‘slavery to citizenship continuum’. One potential source of large scale manumission in the polis were shortages in warriors and rowers for the army and the navy (Fisher 1993: 67–70). The fact that usually the process of incorporation was arrested at a very early stage and full incorporation of slaves into the citizen body was rare and could have taken more than one generation does not undermine its existence and importance (Morris 1991: 174). It is important to note that Greek slaves were incorporated also culturally into the Greek society. Plato's and the Old Oligarch's complaints that in Athens slaves could not be identified by their physical appearance were perhaps an overstatement of this phenomenon. In other words, the cultural horizontal cleavages which Gellner sees as characteristic of stratified agrarian communities were absent in the Greek case.

The absence of coercive apparatuses made the polis less equipped for domination through conquest. The price of such domination would have been the creation of a Spartan-type community, that is turning the community into a military camp11. Consequently, in many cases, though Greek colonization started indeed with a conquest, the new poleis preferred either to annihilate the local inhabitants, or expel them, or to sell them as slaves, rather than to enslave them and create a Spartan-type community (Rihll 1993: 92–105). The absence of coercive apparatuses also prevented the increase of the number of slaves beyond a certain point. Thus the relative number of slaves within the total population seems also to conflict with Gellner's model of the agrarian State. While in the latter the rulers form only a tiny fraction of the total population, in the Greek polis the slaves (‘the ruled’ in this case) were at most 35–40 percent of the total population (Fisher 1993: 34–36; Cartledge 1993: 135).

c. Exploitation
The idea that the (agrarian) State was an instrument for the appropriation of surplus production is not confined to Marxists, and it is agreed today that the early State played a significant role ‘in the direct exploitation of the producers through taxation, compulsory labor and other obligations’ (Khazanov 1978: 87). This feature of the polis, according to which internal coercion was not organized or professional but rather exerted by self-help, that is, by volunteers, means that the polis was not a State, but rather, as Aristotle says, an association or partnership (koinonia). This does not mean, of course, that the polis' economy was not based also upon the appropriation of surplus production of the slaves (or the ‘poor’ in general), but that exploitation and slavery could exist in stateless conditions. This point is made clearer when we examine to what extent modes of exploitation associated with the agrarian State existed in the polis. Khazanov observes that: ...‘one characteristic of most, if not all, early states deserves special attention because it may well turn out to be one of their distinctive features. I am referring here to the significant role played by the early state in the direct exploitation of the producers through taxation, compulsory labor and other obligations’ (ibid.)12.

In their Pre-capitalist modes of production Hindess and Hirst include direct State taxation, appropriation and compulsory labor in the ancient mode of production (Hindess and Hirst 1985: 86–87). Among modern historians Ste. Croix applies the same modes of exploitation to the Greek polis. He distinguishes between what he calls direct and individual exploitation on the one hand (wage-laborers, slaves, serfs, debtors etc.) and indirect or collective, that is State exploitation, on the other. The latter is defined by Ste. Croix as ‘when taxation, military conscription, forced labor or other services are exacted solely or disproportionately from a particular class or classes ... by a State dominated by a superior class’ (Ste. Croix 1981: 44).

Let us examine to what extent these modes of State-exploitation (taxes, forced conscription and forced labor), existed in the polis.

As for taxation, Ste. Croix himself admits that ‘in the cities before the Hellenistic periods it may often have been quite light’ (Ste. Croix 1981: 206). In fact the absence of direct taxation of citizens has been a recognized feature of the polis (Austin and Vidal-Naquet 1977: 121; by contrast there was no hesitation in taxing non-citizens. See, ibid.: 122–123). Taxation usually characterized tyrannies, yet the latter were indeed attempts to create centralized power, that is to create a State. Further, not only was direct taxation not imposed on the poor of Athens, it was also the legal duty of the rich to undertake liturgies. The liturgy-system was a system whereby the rich carried a large financial burden and were recompensed by corresponding honours. It points to the fact that generally speaking the economic burden of the polis fell directly upon the rich rather than the poor citizens and points further to the Greek polis being an association rather than a State. Of course, it could be still claimed that the economic burden fell indirectly on the poor – the rich exploited the poor. Yet this was ‘individual exploitation’ rather than ‘State-exploitation’.

If we move to Ste. Croix's second mode of State-exploitation, that is forced conscription of the poor, Ste. Croix himself admits that, ‘In the Greek cities military service ... (the hoplite army) was a “liturgy” expected of those I am calling “propertied classes”’ (1981: 207). However, invoking Marx who has already noted that ‘Military service hastened to so great an extent the ruin of Roman plebeians’, Ste. Croix (1981: 208) maintains that while conscription bore heavily on the poor it ‘presented no really serious burden on the well-to-do, who did not have to work for their living’ (Ste. Croix 1981: 207–208).

However, as Paul Millett says, while this was true for the Roman plebeians, ‘in Athens, if anything, the reverse seems to have been the case, with wealthier citizens bearing the costs of the campaigns while the mass of the people enjoyed any benefits’ (Millet 1993: 184; Pritchett 1991: 473–485). Ste. Croix's claim that military service impoverished the poor ignores the centrality of war in the economy of agrarian society in general and the polis in particular. War also promised the participants a direct share of the booty (Pritchett 1971: 82–84; 1991: 363–401, 438–504) and through soldiering people could escape poverty, that is could be fed and paid (Pritchett 1971: 458–459)13.

Further, the history of Athens becoming a democracy shows that, from the class point of view (though perhaps not from the individual point of view) conscription was a privilege, not a duty. It was the invention of the infantry hoplite army which hastened the downfall of the aristocracy-cum-oligarchy, and the centrality of the Athenian navy in maintaining the empire hastened the development of democracy. From the opposite reasons and from a purely class point of view it was not in the interest of the oligarchy to arm the masses (that is to ‘conscript’ them). Aristotle has pointed out their dilemma:

Changes may happen in oligarchies owing to internal reasons and without any attack from outside alike in war and in peace. They happen in war when members of the oligarchy are compelled by distrust of the people to employ an army of mercenaries. If a single man is entrusted with the command of these mercenaries, he frequently becomes a tyrant, as Timophanes did at Corinth; and if command is vested in a number of persons, they make themselves a governing clique. Fear of such consequences sometimes forces oligarchy to employ a popular force, and thus to give the masses some share in constitutional rights (Politics V. 6, 1306a 20–26, and see also Plato, Republic 551e).

It is exactly the decentralized and relatively egalitarian nature of the polis which made forced ‘conscription’ the enemy of class domination. Consequently, arming the masses, that is increasing the military participation ratio, had to be accompanied by the increase of the political participation ratio. Thus ‘conscription’ was not forced upon the disenfranchised but rather was forced by external conditions, like wars, upon the franchised.

It seems, then, that when one examines closely Ste. Croix's argument about class exploitation in the Greek polis his argument is very weak concerning what he calls ‘indirect and collective’ exploitation by a ‘State dominated by a superior class’.

The absence of public coercive apparatuses was, then, complementary to absence of these modes of State-exploitation which characterized early States. Consequently to a large extent the Greek polis was not an instrument for the appropriation of surplus production. Here a major question arises: how did the Greek achieve the ‘good life’? or in other words, how did they manage to sustain civilized life? Slavery was one way to achieve the ‘good life’, but it could not be enough, probably because there were not enough slaves. We must remember that in agrarian States, the small civilized minority who appropriates the surplus production of the vast majority, consists of tiny fraction of the entire population, while in Athens the slaves were at most 35–40 percent of the total population. The absence of coercive apparatuses made the increase in the number of slaves beyond a certain point impossible and dangerous.

Thus slavery had to be reinforced and supplemented by war. This should not surprise us. As Gellner has pointed out, in the agrarian world wealth can generally be acquired more easily and quickly through coercion and predation than through production. Whether in a certain agrarian society violence would take the form of coercion or predation depends on how the means of coercion are distributed. Most agrarian societies are authoritarian, that is stratified State-societies, where the means of coercion are centralized or monopolized by a ruling class. In such societies coercion takes the form of State domination and State appropriation of surplus production. Yet there is another kind of agrarian societies – egalitarian stateless communities. These societies are characterized by a high Military Participation Ratio, that is, almost everybody carries arms in wartime. What characterizes such communities is that they resist coercion. In such stateless communities violence would take the form of defense, predation and war against the outside world (Gellner 1991: 62–63).

The centrality of war and booty in the economy of the polis has long been recognized. In the Phaedo Plato says that ‘All wars are undertaken for the acquisition of wealth’ (66c) and Aristotle points out five modes of acquisition ‘the pastoral, the farming, the freebooting, the fishing, and the life of the chase’ and he sees war as a ‘natural mode of acquisition’ (Aristotle, Politics I. 8, 1256b 23). Indeed ‘warfare in the ancient Greek world was a mode of production’ (Rihll 1993: 105)14. And Finley comments on this as follows:

Why did the Greek poleis war with each other incessantly? No simple answer is available. In the present context, the suggestion may suffice that Greek poleis lacked the resources in men, land and materials with which to provide for their citizens the “good life” that was the avowed purpose of the state. They could overcome chronic scarcities only at the expense either of a sector of their own citizenry or other states (Finley 1981: 33; 1985: ch. 6, esp. 158–159).

The Two Plans of Government.

Social Anthropology and the Greek Polis

a. Social Anthropology and the Myth of the Greek State
The statelessness of the Greek polis makes social anthropology a proper discipline for its analysis. Yet social anthropology not only ignored the statelessness of the ancient polis, but on the contrary reinforced the myth of the classical ‘Greek State’ while adding to it another myth, that of the archaic ‘Greek Tribe’.

It was the evolutionist tradition which prevailed in social anthropology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which reinforced the idea of the classical Greek State. According to evolutionism, human societies have been constantly evolving following the same pattern, though not necessarily the same timetable. The existence of primitive stateless communities (such as the Iroquois of North America) meant, according to evolutionism, that each historical western societies had also gone through this tribal stage before they evolved into their State-form. The task of historians and anthropologists alike was to try to establish the various evolutionary stages in history for every society (Kuper 1988: 1–7; Crone 1986: 56–58). Greek society was not exempted; on the contrary, it was used to exemplify the first historical transition from a tribal community into a State. As Lewis Henry Morgan put it in his Ancient Society
It may be here premised that all forms of government are reducible to two general plans, using the word plan in its scientific sense. In their bases the two are fundamentally distinct. The first, in order of time, is founded upon persons, and upon relations purely personal, and may be distinguished as society (societas). The gens is the unit of this organization; giving as the successive stages of integration, in the archaic period, the gens, the phratry, the tribe, and the confederacy of tribes, which constituted a people or a nation (populus). Such ... was the substantial universal organization of ancient society; and it remained among the Greeks and the Romans after civilization supervened. The second is founded upon territory and upon property, and may be distinguished as a state (civitas). ... Political society is organized upon territorial areas, and deals with property as well as with persons through territorial relations. ... It taxed the Greeks and the Romans ... after they had gained civilization, to ... inaugurate the second plan of government, which remains among civilized nations to the present hour’ (Morgan 1877 [1964]: 13–14).

It is not only the assumption that the classical Greek polis was a State which is important here, but the idea of duality, that is that in principle there could be only two modes of government, tribal (and stateless, though Morgan does not use this term) on the one hand, and States on the other. Another important duality which appears in the above quotation is that of State = private property on the one hand and tribal (and stateless) community = commune, on the other. Consequently if private property and ‘class’ conflict could be found in classical Greece, than the polis must have been a State (see, for example: Starr 1986: 43–45). A third important duality used by Morgan is that of tribe = primitive on the one hand and State = civilization on the other. From this one might conclude that if the Greek polis was civilized, then it must have been a State.

Here, of course, the contribution of classical Marxism to the notion of the Greek ‘State’ should be emphasized. There could be little surprise that Morgan's theory was accepted enthusiastically by Marx and Engels and was incorporated into the canonical Marxist teachings (Gellner 1988b: 39–68). The classical Marxist text in this matter is Engels's ‘Origins of the Family, Private Property the State’. According to Engels the first evolutionary stage of the Greeks was a stateless commune: ‘The gentile constitution had grown out of a society which knew no internal contradictions, and it was only adapted to such a society. It possessed no means of coercion except public opinion’ (Engels 1884 [1972]: 228).

However, such society was not equipped to deal with private property and class-conflict once they appeared, thus it needed a State:

But here was a society which by all its economic conditions of life had been forced to split into freemen and slaves, into the exploiting rich and the exploited poor; a society which not only could never reconcile these contradictions, but was compelled always to intensify them. Such a society could only exist either in the continuous open fight of these classes against one another or else under the rule of a third power, which apparently standing above the warring classes, suppressed their open conflict and allowed the class struggle to be fought out at most in the economic field, in the so called legal form. The gentile constitution was finished. It was shattered by the division of labour and its result, the cleavage of societies into classes. It was replaced by the state’ (Engels 1884 [1972]: 228).

Engels leaves no doubt as to the ‘State’ character of the ancient polis:

The people's army of the Athenian democracy confronted the slaves as an aristocratic public force and kept them in check; but to keep the citizens in check as well, a police force was needed ... This public force exists in every state; it consists not merely of armed men but also of material appendages, prisons and coercive institutions of all kinds (Engels 1884 [1972]: 230).

A contemporary Marxist interpretation of the so called ‘class struggle’ in ancient Greece could be found in Ste. Croix's The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World where he says:

We can accept the fact that what we call “the state” was for the Greeks the instrument of the politeuma, the body of citizens who had the constitutional power of ruling. ...Control of the State, therefore, was one of the prizes, indeed the greatest prize, of class struggle on the political plane. This should not surprise even those who cannot accept the statement in the Communist Manifesto that “political power, properly so called, is merely the organized power of one class for oppressing another”15.

Indeed, the notion of class struggle as offered by Greek sources in which the ‘classes’ fight for domination on more or less equal terms seems to fit neatly into the classical Marxist notion of class struggle. Let us take the following numerical calculation put forward by Aristotle when he advocates the rule of the middle ‘class’, the middling group of citizens:

It is clear from our argument, first, that the best form of political society is one where power is vested in the middle class and, secondly, a good government is attainable in those poleis where there is a large middle class – large enough, if possible, to be stronger than both of the other classes, but at any rate large enough to be stronger than either of them singly; for in this case its addition to either will suffice to turn the scale, and will prevent either of the opposing extremes from becoming dominant (Politics IV. 11, 1295b: 34–39).

While it seems to fit neatly into the classical Marxist scheme, this description is problematic from standpoint of the model of the early agrarian State proposed by Gellner. According to Gellner in agrarian stratified State – societies politics is limited to struggles within the ruling elite, thus there is no question of the ruled, the vast number of unarmed direct producers (which suppose to be the equivalent of the Greek ‘poor’), assuming control of the State. In fact, it is here where Gellner's model seems to conflict with classical Marxism (Hall 1985: 28–32). Consequently from Gellner's point of view what Aristotle describes here is a decentralized and egalitarian community. The ability to use force is distributed among armed or potentially armed members of the community, thus each class can command force, and, as expected in an egalitarian community, force is directly related to the size of the group. It might be related also to the type of weapons available to the various groups. Thus the rich could probably afford to be fewer than the poor, since they could afford better arms (such as the hoplite armor). However, society is still egalitarian and decentralized, since the disadvantage of the poor in weapons could be overcome by their numbers. From Aristotle's calculation it is also obvious that the various elements of society are, if not of the same size, at least of a similar order of magnitude. The situation in agrarian stratified State-societies is different. In the latter the ruling classes are only a tiny minority of the total population while the vast majority are peasant producers. Thus force is totally divorced from numbers. Further, as already noted, in agrarian stratified communities politics is limited to struggles within the ruling elite, thus there is no question of the ruled, the vast number of direct producers, assuming control of the State16.

We may reach here an interesting conclusion: the only reason classical Marxism was able to read into the Greek sources its notion of class struggle, a notion in which every class could potentially prevail, was exactly because the Greek polis was not an (agrarian) State, but rather a stateless and relatively egalitarian community.

It is important to note the ‘middle class’ in Aristotle's quotation above prevails because it is large enough, not because it establishes dominance over the other sections of the community. It has no means to do so: the armies engaged in the so called ‘class struggle’ or stasis are non-professional citizen armies, and they exist only as long as the hostilities last. There is, of course, the possibility that a victorious party would want to achieve domination, and that it would not dissolve and disarm itself, but rather go on to establish a tyranny. Tyrannies were indeed attempts to gain and centralize power, that is to create a State, and the only case where militias or bodyguards were available for the purpose of ruling.

Yet, normally the purpose of stasis was not the establishment of tyranny but rather change or appropriation of the constitution. The most obvious aspect of a constitutional change was a decrease or increase of the citizen body. Citizenship, quite apart from the implications of political, legal and religious status, carried with it substantial economic gains. Thus only citizens could own land, [in the Athenian case] only citizens could share the profits of the mines. Only citizens had access to public funds (liturgies, booty, and (in the Athenian case) the levies that came from the empire). Only citizens had the right to assistance with respect to food supply. Further, as Aristotle tells us, the constitution was an arrangement of offices and it determined the offices and their distribution within the various ‘elements’ of the citizen body. Sometimes offices carried with them profits, as in the case of the Athenian juror, the dikastes (Finley 1976; reprinted in Finley 1981: 81–82; Garnsey 1988: 80).

Thus, though each ‘class’ wished to impose its constitutional preferences upon the others, this was not meant to be done by a government which imposed law and order, but rather by the vivid memory of the outcome of the last armed struggle, or stasis, plus the new constitutional arrangements. In other cases, such the one which Aristotle advocates, in which one group or class was ‘large enough’, the outcomes of stasis could be foreseen in advance and the threat of stasis could be enough to bring about the constitutional preferences of the dominant group (see also Berent 1998).

b. Social Anthropology and the Myth of the Greek Tribe
While modern social anthropology enhanced the myth of the Greek State it was also partially to be blamed for the creation of another myth, that of the ‘Greek tribe’.

Indeed, the traditional view, dominant until recently, was that the classical polis had evolved from the archaic polis which was tribal. There is no doubt that the myth of the ‘Greek tribe’ was directly related to that of the ‘Greek State’: from 19th century evolutionist point of view the classical Greek State must have evolved from tribal forms. The notion of the latter seemed to be supported by the existence of the Athenian phylai, gene and phratries, which looked like lineage systems. Yet the notion of the Greek tribe has in the last two decades come under fierce attack which has started by the works of two French scholars, F. Bourriot and D. Roussel (Bourriot 1976; Roussel 1976). According to these two scholars the tribal model of archaic Greece was mainly a product of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century rationalizing. Heavily influenced by the evolutionist anthropological theories of the day, historians postulated that primitive Greeks must (like Morgan's Iroquois) have had ‘tribes’, ‘phratries’ and ‘clans’ (Donlan 1985: 295–296; Roussel 1976: 99–103). Roussel and Bourriot refuted the notion of the archaic Greek tribal community basically by pointing out there is no literary evidence in Homeric and Archaic literature of clan property, clan cults and joint family, nor that the obligation of assistance in blood-feuds (that is, self-help) rested within a joint family; rather they showed that the word genos is used in its normal meaning of birth or family origins (Smith 1985: 53; see also Bourriot 1976: 240–300; Roussel 1976: 30–31)17. Further, they showed that there is no archaeological evidence which supports the existence of continuous burial plots form the Dark-Age to the classical times (Bourriot 1976: 850–899; Smith 1985: 54–55).

Finley, who adopted enthusiastically Roussel's findings suggested that the notion of the tribal ‘polis runs counter to the evidence’ and that ‘In so far as it is not merely the by product of a linear theory of human social evolution, it reflects a fundamental confusion between family and clan or tribe’ (Finley 1983: 444–445; 1985: 91; Murray 1990: 13).

Comparing the archaic Greek social structure with contemporary theories of tribal structure gives reasons for further doubts over the alleged tribal nature of archaic Greece. Segmentary theory, which is associated with the works of E. E. Evans-Pritchard and E. Gellner, suggests that when a tribal community is divided in times of conflict, the division should be according to lineage. However, the divisions within the polis were usually ad-hoc associations. Self-help was exerted on an ad hoc basis by family, friends and neighbours in order to respond to particular situations or emergencies. The Greek political divisions in the case of civil war, the staseis, were ‘temporarily organized groups of citizens’ (Wheeler 1977: 168) and were not identical with the so-called Greek kinship units. The absence of segmentation in the Greek polis should be added to the proof that these were not kinship groups (at least as those are envisaged by segmentary theory).

It is important to emphasis that the inadequacy of social anthropology to the ancient Greek arena goes far beyond the shortcomings of evolutionism. Contemporary social anthropology has still retained the classical evolutionist basic assumption of the ‘two plans of government’ and its derivatives and it still identifies the stateless community with the tribe, or, as Gellner put it, social anthropology rejects the Hobbesian notion of the individualistic state of nature:

Long before modern social anthropology made the same discovery, Ibn Khaldun knew full well that the state of nature is not individualistic, but tribal. ... in the wilderness, the state of nature is a reality: the maintenance of order and the righting of wrongs is in the hand of an armed population itself, and not of a specialist law enforcement agency, i.e. the state. But this statelessness is not individualistic. Those who partake in it feel affection for their fellows of the same lineage. Order is maintained, at least in some measure, by the mechanisms of stateless tribal organization (1981: 24–25).

In another place Gellner says that ‘agrarian man seems to face the dilemma of being dominated either by kings or by cousins’ (1991: 64). Thus if one assumes, within the framework of social anthropology, that the polis was stateless one has also to assume that it was tribal. Yet, the Greek polis was neither a State nor a tribe and consequently the Greek citizen was dominated neither by kings nor by cousins. To a large extent the Greek ‘state of nature’ was indeed individualistic.

Further, contemporary social anthropology accept Morgan's supposition and still considers the (tribal) stateless community as primitive and the State as a necessary condition for civilization. Thus Sahlins observes that

A civilization is a society both massive and divided within itself. The population is large, perhaps ethnically diversified, divided by its labors into specialized occupations and, by unequal interests in the means of power, divided into unequally privileged classes. All the cultural achievements of civilization depend on this magnitude and complexity of organization. Yet a society so large, heterogeneous, and internally divided cannot stand without special means of control and integration... The cultural richness that we call civilization has to be instituted in state form’ (Sahlins 1968: 6–7; Khazanov 1978: 89–90; Crone 1986: 49–50).

Yet, the Greek polis and Greek society in general were both civilized and stateless. Further, Greek society was civilized in a manner which was different than that of authoritarian agrarian communities. While in the latter civilized life pertain only to a tiny minority which composed the ruling classes, in the Greek world civilization was shared by all. The Greeks indeed emerged form the Dark-Age as the Nation of Homer and the cultural development of Archaic Greece pertained to the life of almost everyone in the Greek world (Snodgrass 1980: 160–161).

It is obvious, then, that the notion of the ‘two plans of government’ employed by social anthropology is inadequate for the ancient Greek arena. We need now a ‘third plan’ which would be able to explain the existence of civilized life in the stateless conditions of ancient Greece. Yet, in the absence of the State, how were the internals divisions and the various interests checked? Further, in the absence of a central authority which symbolized and imposed identity, on the one hand, and the absence of kinship identity (and, in fact, also a territorial one18), on the other, how did the Greek polis manage to keep its cohesion? The answers to these questions lie beyond the scope of this paper.

Notes

* First published in Bondarenko, D. M., and Korotayev, A. V (eds.), Civilizational Models of Politogenesis, Moscow: Institute for African Studies of the Russian Academy of Sciences, 2000, pp. 228–254 under the title ‘Greece (11th – 4th Centuries B.C.)’.
1 This paper was extracted from my Cambridge Ph. D. thesis. I owe special thanks to the late Professor Ernest Gellner who commented on my thesis and on earlier versions of this paper and to my supervisor Dr. Paul Cartledge who has also helped me to bring this paper to its present form.

2 I have already argued some of the main points which appear in this section in previous papers. I repeat them here for the clarity of the argument. See, Berent 1996: 36–59; 1998.

3 Gellner's position is different from that of classical Marxism. According to the latter, stratification, or the emergence of classes, must precede that of the State. Thus, classical Marxism sees the State as a ‘third power’ and the prize of the class-struggle between the ruling and the ruled. Gellner, on the other hand, identifies the ruling classes with the (agrarian) State and limits struggles for power to the ruling strata only (that is, in Marxist terms he identifies only ‘one power’ – the ruling classes). See, Mann 1988: 48–49. And see also below.

4 Also a man condemned to pay a fine could face imprisonment until he paid it (MacDowell 1978: 257).

5 However, ephegesis was a process (rarely mentioned by the sources) in which arrest was carried out by the Eleven probably because the prosecutor lacked the power to make the arrest (Hansen 1976: 24–27).

6 Sparta had a ‘secret police’ (the krupteia), but only for use against the Helots and not against the Spartiates (Badian 1970: 851; Cartledge 1987: 30–32). Even so, Sparta is an exception which would need a special discussion.

7 This is the traditional view. However, Hansen argues that the dikasteria, the law courts, were a differentiated body. See, for instance, Hansen 1989: 102.

8 Tr. Desmond Lee, 2nd revised ed., Harmondsworth, 1974. Here, I must say, the traditional translations are imbued with statism, thus P. Shorey translates ‘because the entire state is ready to defend each citizen’ (Loeb edn, London 1935) and Desmond Lee translates ‘Because the individual has the support of society as a whole’. What is missing is the notion of self-help which is projected by the verb boethein. Boe means a shout and also a cry for help. The boe was a main way of calling the neighbours for help and people were supposed to run in response to a cry for help. The verb boethein became one of the standard Greek words for giving assistance. See Lintott 1982: 18–20.

9 The Helots were not slaves in the ordinary sense. They were an identifiable and cohesive population who have been enslaved en bloc by conquest. They were, therefore Greek, not foreign; they tended to be property of the city as a whole, not just owned by individuals. Hence Garlan in his Slavery in Ancient Greece ch. 2 classifies them as ‘community slaves’. Since these were actually communities many scholars (e.g., Ste Croix in his ‘Class Struggle’) find it helpful to classify them as ‘state-serfs’ rather them as slaves (Fisher 1993: 23–24).

10 Plato (The Laws 777) says that ‘The frequent and repeated revolts in Messenia, and in states where people possess a lot of slaves who all speak the same language, have shown the evil of the system often enough ... if slaves are to submit to their condition without giving trouble, they should not all come from the same country or speak the same tongue, as far as it can be arranged’ (Plato, The Laws, Tr. Trevor J. Saunders. Penguin edn, 1970), and see Garlan 1988: 177–183).

11 Such communities also existed on the island of Crete, in Thessaly, Heraclea on the Black Sea, Syracuse and few others. See Fisher 1993: 32–33.

12 Khazanov does not consider the Greek ‘State’ to be an Early State but ‘the next, higher state of development’ (1978: 77).

13 Another matter is the fact that one of the prime targets of war in ancient Greece had been the destruction of crops and other agricultural resources (see Foxhall1993: 134–136). Thus long invasions did not affect all alike – farmers were hit harder than those without land and some farmers were hit harder than others (see Osborne 1987: 154; Foxhall 1993: 142–143).

14 Millett says ‘As far as the Greek themselves were concerned warfare was conceived as potentially profitable’ (1993: 183–184).

15 Ste. Croix 1981: 287.

16 As Michael Mann observes, the direct producers and expropriators could unite against the State political elite, not to transform it, but to evade it. Thus when the ruled are involved in class conflict in agrarian States, they are not aiming at the control of the State, but rather at its disintegration (see Mann 1988: 51–56).

17 These features formed the traditional nineteenth – century notion of the tribal community based on the definition of the genos originally formulated by George Grote and modified by Lewis Morgan.

18 That the polis, as a political entity, or political system (to distinguish it from the polis in the sense of the city), was not defined by territorial terms was pointed out by Finley, Hansen and others. Finley says: ‘The polis was not a place, though it occupied a defined territory; it was people acting in concert...’ (Finley 1963: 56; 1982: 3–4; Hansen 1991: 58–59).
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