CHAPTER I

THE CITY-STATE

Most modern political ideals — such, for example, as justice,
liberty, constitutional government, and respect for the law — or
at least the definitions of them, began with the reflection of Greek
thinkers upon the institutions of the city-state. But in the long
history of political thought the meaning of such terms has been
variously modified, and always that meaning has to be understood
in the light of the institutions by which the ideals were to be re-
alized and of the society in which those institutions did their work.
The Greek city-state was so different from the political commu-
nities in which modern men live that it requires no small effort of
the imagination to picture its social and political life. The Greek
philosophers were thinking of political practices far different
from any that have prevailed commonly in the modern world, and
the whole climate of opinion in which their work was done was
different. Their problems, though not without analogies in the
present, were never identical with modern problems, and the
ethical apparatus by which political life was evaluated and criti-
cised varied widely from any that now prevails.*In order to un-
derstand at all accurately what their theories meant, it is neces-
sary first to realize at least roughly what kind of institutions they
had in view and what citizenship connoted, as a fact and as an
ideal, to the public for whom they wrote. For this purpose the
government of Athens is especially important, partly because it is
the best known but chiefly because it was an object of special con~
cern to the greatest of the Greek philosophers. .

SOCIAL CLASSES

As compared with modern states the ancient city-state was ex-
ceedingly small both in area and in population. Thus the whole
territory of Attica was only a little more than two-thirds the area
of Rhode Island, and in population Athens was comparable with
such a city as Denver or Rochester. The numbers are exceedingly
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uncertain but & figure somewhat in excess of three hundred thou-
sand would be approximately correct. Such an arrangement of
a small territory dominated by a single city was typical of the
city-state.
~This population was divided into three main classes that were
politically and legally distinct.” At the bottom of the social scale
were the slaves, for slavery was a universal institution in the an-
cient world, Of all the inhabitants of Athens perhaps a third were
slaves. Consequently as an institution slavery was as character-
istic of the city-state economy as wage-earning is of the modern.
Tt is true of course that the slave did not count politically in the
city-state., In Greek political theory his existence was taken for
granted, just as the feudal ranks were taken for granted in the
Middle Ages or as the relation of employer and employee is taken
for granted now. Sometimes his lot was deplored and sometimes
the institution (though not its abuses) was defended. But the
comparatively large number of slaves — and still more the exag-
geration of their numbers—has given rise to a myth that is
seriously misleading. This is the idea that the citizens of the city-
state formed a leisure class and that its political philosophy was
therefore the philosophy of a class exempt from gainful labor.
This is an almost complete illusion. The leisure class in Athens
could hardly have been larger than it is in an American city of
equal size, for the Greeks were not opulent and lived upon a very
narrow economic margin. If they had more leisure than the mod-
erns, it was because they took it — their economic machine was
not so tightly geared — and they paid for it with a lower stand-
ard of consumption. The simplicity and plainness of Greek living
would be a heavy burden to the modern American. Certainly
the overwhelming majority of Athenian citizens must have been
tradesmen or artisans or farmers who lived by working at their
trades. There was no other way for them to live. Consequently,
as with most men in modern communities, their political activities
had to take place in such time as they could spare from their pri-
vate occupations. It is true that Aristotle deplored this fact and
thought it would be desirable to have all manual work done by
slaves, in order that citizens might have the leisure to devote them-
selves to politics. Whatever may be thought of the wisdom of this
ideal, it is certain that Aristotle was not describing what existed
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but was proposing a change for the improvement of politics.
Greek political theory sometimes idealized a leisure class, and in
aristocratic states the governing class might be a landed gentry,
but it is quite false to imagine that in a city like Athens the citi-
zens were typically men whose hands were unsoiled by labor.

The slaves being put aside, the second main group in a Greek
city was composed of the resident foreigners, or metics. In a com-
mercial city like Athens the number of such persons might be large
and meny of them would not be transients. But there was no form
of legal naturalization, and residence extending over several gen-
erations would still leave a metic outside the citizen-body, unless
indeed he were taken in by inadvertence or connivance. “The metic
like the slave had no part in the political life of the city,though he
was a freeman and his exclusion implied no social discrimination
against him.

" Finally, there was the body of citizens or those who were mem-
bers of the city and entitled to take part in its political life. This
was a privilege attained by birth, for a Greek remained a citizen
of the city to which his parents belonged. Moreover, what citizen-
ship entitled a man to was membership; that is, some minimum
share of political activity or participation in public business. This
minimum might be no more than the privilege of attending town-
meeting, which itself might be of greater or less importance accord-
ing to the degree of democracy that prevailed, or it might include
eligibility to a narrower or a wider range of offices. Thus Aris-
totle, obviously thinking of Athenian practice, considered that eli-
gibility to jury-duty is the best criterion of citizenship. { Whether
a man were eligible to many offices or only a few would again
depend upon the degree of democracy that prevailed in his city..
But the point to be noted is that, for a Greek, citizenship always
meant some such participation, much or little;, The idea was
therefore much more intimate and much less legal than the modern
idea of citizenship.{ The modern notion of a citizen as a man to
whom certain rights are legally guaranteed would have been better
understood by the Roman than by the Greekyfor the Latin term
tus does partly imply this possession of private right. The Greek,

however, thought of his citizenship not as a possession but as some-
thing shared, much like > membership in a family. This fact had a
profound influence upon Greek political philosophy. It meant
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that the problem as they conceived 1t was not to gam & man his
rights but to msure him the place to which he was entitled Some-
what differently stated, 1t meant that, m the eyes of Greek think-
ers, the political problem was to discover what place each kind or
class of men merited 1n a wholesome society so constituted that all

the significant sorts of social work could go on

POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

The mstitutions by which this body of aitizen-members under-
t00k to transact its political busmess can be 1llustrated by taking
Athens as the best-known type of the democratic constitution*
The whole body of male citizens formed the Assembly or Ecclesia,
a town-meeting which every Athenian was entitled to attend after
he had reached the age of twenty years The Assembly met regu-
larly ten times m the year and m extraordinary sessions at the
call of the Council “The acts of this town-meeting coriesponded,
as nearly as anything in the system did, to modern enactments mn
which the whole public authority of the body-politic 1s embodied.
This 15 not to say, however, that the formation of policies and the
effectrve discussion of measures took place, or was mntended to take
place, m this body Direct democracy conducted by the whole
people assembled 1s rather a political myth than a form of govern-
ment Moreover, all forms of Greek government (except extra-
legal dictatorship), whether aristocratic or democratic, mncluded
some sort of assembly of the people, even though 1its share in
government might actually be small

The mteresting thing about Atheman government 1s therefore
not the Assembly of the whole people but the political means which
had been designed to make the magistrates and offiqqals responsi-
ble to the citizen-body and answerable to 1ts control” The device
by which this was effected was a species of representation, though
1t differed m 1mportant ways from modern 1deas of representation

1 The constitution of Cleisthenes, whose reforms were adopted m 507
B¢ » Minor changes were made from time to time, largely 1n the direction of
mereasing the number of magistrates chosen by election and lot and also the
number of paid services, both devices of popular government, but the re-
forms of Cleisthenes established the constitution of Athens as 1t was during
the period of Athens’ greatest power and as 1t remained There was a brief
olhgarchic reaction at the close of the Peloponnesian war but the old forms
were restored m 403





