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Abstract:  
The reforms of Ephialtes in Athens in 462/1 represent a break with the traditional 
political order by transfering  much of the powers of the venerable and ancient 
Council of the Areopagus to the young democratic institutions. A few years later, in 
the Eumenides, Aeschylus warns the Athenians against both anarchy and despotism. 
This article aims to return to the political meaning of this double warning for 
democracy, by giving back to the term anarchia its original meaning of power-
vacuum. 
Keywords:  
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Resumo:  
As reformas de Ephialte em Atenas no ano 462/1 constituem uma ruptura com a 
ordem política tradicional, transferindo grande parte dos poderes do venerável e 
antigo Conselho do Areópago para as jovens instituições democráticas. Alguns anos 
depois, nas Eumênides de Ésquilo, um duplo aviso é dado contra a anarquia e o 
despotismo. Este artigo pretende retornar ao significado político na democracia 

desse duplo aviso, devolvendo ao termo ἀναρχία o significado original de vacância 
do poder. 
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In the Oresteia, trilogy performed in Athens in 458, Aeschylus depicts the 
vacancy of power and the advent of a tyrannical power in the Agamemnon3 and the 

Libation Bearers4 before pronouncing a double warning against ἀναρχία and 
despotism in the Eumenides5. This trilogy is performed in the context of the reforms 
of Ephialtes that deprive the Aristocratic Council of the Areopagus of much of its 
powers that are transfered to the democratic institutions. This break into the 
traditional political order gives rise to a double fear echoed by Aeschylus, that of 
power-vacuum and that of despotic power. They appear as two extreme evils both 
opposed and correlated. This double fear is expressed in the form of a warning first 
by the Erinyes who are stripped of their power following the decision of Athena to 
establish a court to judge Orestes, then by Athena herself when she establishes the 

Areopagus. The notion of power-vacuum is expressed by the adjectives, ἄναρκτος 

(v.525) and ἄναρχον (v.696), formed with the privative particle ἀν- and the noun 

ἀρχός ("chief, leader", from ἄρχω, "to rule, govern, command"). The notion of 
tyrannical power is expressed by the participle δεσποτούμενον (v.526, v.696) which 
refers to the tyrant's illegitimate and violent power or the master's power over slaves 
in the domestic sphere as opposed to the political order. 

 
I would like to show through the analysis of this double warning in the 

Erinyes' song and then in Athena's speech that the use of the adjective ἄναρκτος 
does not simply refer to the notions of anarchy, disorder or license6 but to the 
notion of power-vacuum and that it must be understood in correlation with that of 
despotism as part of a reflection on the foundations of a legitimate authority and on 
the criteria of a proper exercise of power in a democratic regime. 

 

                                              
3 The king of Argos, Agamemnon, is murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and his lover Aegisthus when he 

returns from the Trojan War. 

 
4 Orestes, so as to avenge the murder of his father and resume his place in the palace, kills the two criminals 

who exercise a tyrannical power. 

 
5 Orestes pursued by the Erinyes of his mother Clytemnestra finds refuge in Athens where he is acquitted by 

the tribunal of the Areopagus established by Athena. 

 
6 The double condemnation of ἀναρχία and despotism in this play has been commented notably by Beer, 

1981, who invites us to interpret the use of the adjective ἄναρχος in The Eumenides in connection with the 

mention of ἀναρχία in Agamemnon and to give an overall political interpretation of the trilogy that would 
highlight the danger of anarchy leading to tyranny to which Aeschylus would oppose the defense of the 

powers of the Council (βουλή, v.884), i.e. of the Areopagus. However, the term ἀναρχία is not analyzed and 
translated by anarchy. 
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The staging of the vacancy of royal power leading to the establishment of a 
tyrannical power in the Agamemnon7 and The Libation Bearers, allows Aeschylus to 
develop in The Eumenides a broader political reflection on two evils likely to 
overthrow political order: despotism and power-vacuum in a broad sense. 

 
The third play puts an end to the vicious circle of vendetta inside the family8 

through the institution of an effective civic justice9. The cruel and bloody discord 

that resorts to violence10 (Agamemnon, Ἔρις, v.1461, The Libation Bearers, ἔριν, v.474, 
the Erinyes, v.1186-1193), will be transformed into a peaceful and beneficial debate 

based on persuasion (The Eumenides , ἔρις, v.968-975).  
 
However, in view of Athena's decison to establish a court to judge Orestes 

(v.482-489), the Erinyes protest in the second stasimon, denouncing "the upheavals 

caused by new laws" (νῦν καταστροφαὶ νέων / θεσμίων, v.490-491) which will lead to 
the triumph of crime (v.490-565). As far as the Erinyes are concerned, if Orestes is 
acquitted, when he has shed maternal blood, the Temple of Justice will collapse and 
the door will be opened to all crimes (v.494-495, v.502 , v. 515).  

 
Deities of vengeance, guardians of a triple command guaranteeing the moral 

and social order (through the respect of gods, relatives and guests, v.269-271, v.544-
547), the Erinyes inescapably pursue the criminals by repaying evil for evil (v.272, 

v.542-543). They embody an archaic justice based on the terror that they inspire (τὸ 

δεινὸν, v.516, καρδίαν ἄνα τρέων, v.522)11 and the pain that teaches wisdom 

(ξυμφέρει / σωφρονεῖν ὑπὸ στένει, v .519-520). 

                                              
7 The substantive ἀναρχία is used in the v.883 of Agamemnon with an institutional meaning (absence of an 

ἀρχός or ἄρχων) to designate the vacancy of power caused by the hypothetical death of the king on the 
battlefield before power-vacuum becomes effective with the murder of Agamemnon. 

 
8 Cf. Euripides, Orestes, v.511, v.816-818, v.1007-1008. 

 
9 Podlecki, 1989: 18, Orestes' judgment by the Areopagus and its characterization as the first trial for 

homicide are an invention of Aeschylus. On the political significance of the play, cf. Meier, 1995: 107-171, 
who presents it as an essential testimony of the advent of politics and Athenian democracy, from the 
reforms of Clisthenes to those of Ephialtes; Boedeker & Raaflaub, 2005: 117-118, who explain the change 
at three levels, domestic, divine and political. 

 
10 Cf. MOREAU 1985 who analyzes the forces of chaos at work in Aeschylus' plays, cf. p.287 and p.330, on the 

abomination of internal war and the assimilation of murder within the city or the family to a monstrous 
sacrifice. 

 
11 Cf. also v.389-390. The notions of fear and respect are recurrent. The terms of the family of σέβειν (v.524, 

v.690, v.697, v.700) express a religious respect (towards the divine, but also towards relatives). One also 

finds αἰδόμενος for the respect due to hosts (v.547). A certain number of terms more properly express fear 

(τρέων v.522, φόβος v.691, δεδοικὼς, v.699). The term τὸ δεινὸν (v.516, v.698) expresses something 
impressive and frightening which imposes submission because of its terrible or extraordinary aspect. The 

verb ταρβοῦντες lies between dread and religious fear (v.700). See Romilly, 1971: 111. 
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The coordination, ἢ πόλις βροτός θ 'ὁμοί / ως (v.523-4), places the Erinyes' 
words both at the level of the individual and the community12. They apply not only 
to the individual case of Orestes but to the just conduct of the whole city. 

 
The Erinyes pronounce in the third strophe a double injunction in the second 

person of the singular, thus addressing the spectator: 
 
 

Mήτ’ ἄναρκτον βίον 
μήτε δεσποτούμενον 

αἰνέσῃς·  

παντὶ μέσῳ τὸ κράτος θεὸς 

ὤπασεν, ἄλλ’ ἄλλᾳ δ’ ἐφορεύει. 

Ξύμμετρον δ’ ἔπος λέγω· 

δυσσεβίας μὲν ὕβρις τέκος  

ὡς ἐτύμως, ἐκ δ’ ὑγιεί- 

ας φρενῶν ὁ πάμφιλος 

καὶ πολύευκτος ὄλβος. 
 
Do not approve a life that is not subject to any authority, nor a life 
subject to despotic power. The deity has granted sovereign authority to 
everything that is in the middle, even if it governs everything differently. 
It is a measured word that I utter: Hubris, indeed, is the daughter of 
Impiety, while from a sound reason comes the happiness beloved of all 
and much-prayed-for. 
(Aeschylus, Eumenides, v.525-537)13 
 

 
This passage first poses a textual problem. Several forms have been 

transmitted for the adjective whose most common form is ἄναρχος14: ἄναρκτον in 

the oldest manuscript (ed. Page 1972, M c.Xth-XIth), ἀνάρκητον in manuscripts of 

the fourteenth and fifteenth century (ed. , FG c.XIVth and E c.XVth), ἀνάρκετον 

proposed by Triclinius (c.XIVth), and ἀνάρχετον by Wieseler. 
 

The form ἄναρκτος has probably been corrected because of a metric problem: 
verse 525, first verse of strophe 3, has one syllable less than the corresponding verse 

in the responsio, the first verse of antistrophe 3, v .538 (Ἐς τὸ πᾶν δέ σοι λέγω). The 

                                              
12 On the frequent parallel established by Greek authors between city and individual, cf. Romilly, 2005: 127. 

The analogy will be developed in a masterful way by Plato (the echo with this passage is underlined by 
Podlecki, 1989: 20).  

 
13 Throughout the article, I give a personal translation of Greek texts. 
 
14 The first occurrence of the adjective appears in Homer under the form ἄναρχος in the catalog of vessels to 

describe people who nearly find themselves "without leader" in the military sphere (Iliad, II, v.703 and 
v.726). From Homer to Aristotle, we find 12 occurrences of this adjective. 
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form ἀνάρχετον is the most correct, formed on the same model as ἀπεύχετον (The 
Libation Bearers, v.155, v.625), but it is not attested15. This correction is adopted by 
Mazon 1925. 

 
Alternatively, v.538 has been corrected by the removal of δέ (Lachmann). This 

correction is adopted by Page 1972, West 1990, and Sommerstein 1989: 177. We 

adopt this last solution. It allows to keep the form ἄναρκτος attested also in 
Thucydides16. 

  

The adjectives ἄναρκτον and δεσποτούμενον are used to qualify the substantive 

βίον, referring to the life of each individual. The double refusal of ἀναρχία and 
despotism is applied to the way that everyone conducts its life. Two kinds of life at 
the opposite extremes must be rejected: a life "without command"17, "without 
leader", that is to say a life that is not governed at all, totally free, without any 
constraint, that obeys no authority as opposed to a life entirely subject to a master, 
of total and unconditional obedience, of complete servility18. They both appear as 
the consequence of the abolition of the prerogatives of the Erinyes and the 
dissolution of ancestral laws that they denounce19. 

 
This double condemnation is pronounced in the name of moderation 

presented as a divine principle (παντὶ μέσῳ τὸ κράτος θεὸς / ὤπασεν which echoes 

ξύμμετρον). Moderation corresponds to a reasonable behavior (σωφρονεῖν, v.520, ἐκ 

δ 'ὑγιεί / ας φρενῶν, v.535-6), worthy of a free man (ἑκὼν δ'ἀνάγκας ἄτερ, "willingly, 
without constraints" , v.550), respectful of divine and human laws (σέβοι δίκαν, 

v.524, βωμὸν αἴδεσαι Δίκας, v.539, σέβας / εὖ προτίων, v.544-5, αἰδόμενος, v.547) 

and guarantee of happiness ( ὄλβος, v.537, v.551, v.563), whereas ἀναρχία and 

despotism appear as two fatal extremes, associated with ὕβρις20 resulting from 
impiety (δυσσεβίας), the criminal and impious attitude of someone who does not 

                                              
15 Cf. Chantraine, 1968: 299-300, 303. 
 
16 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian war, V, 99. The adjective is used to describe islands that refuse to 

submit to the Athenian ἀρχή as opposed to the islands subordinate to Athens (ἀρχόμενοι, ὑπήκοοι).  
 
17 Cf. Dindorf, 1873, ἀνάρχετος, p.27, domino carens, ἄναρχος, duce carens (Dindorf considers the repetition in 

v.699 as an interpolation), Italie 1964, ἄναρκτος, p.21, domino carens, ἄναρχος, p.22, duce carens. Cuny, 2003, 
“ni à une vie sans rien qui la commande ni à une vie où tout est régenté ». 

 
18 On the depiction of tyrannical power in tragedy, cf. Cerri, 1982, Podlecki, 1986, 1993, Lanza, 1997, Saïd, 

1998: 281-282. 
 
19 Cf. v.747, v.778-779, v.793, v.839, v.845-846. 
 
20 The ὕβρις is a concept both moral and legal: it denotes outrage, violence, insult, disrespect, impiety and by 

extension excess, pride, insolence. It is associated with κόρος (satiety linked to an excess of success and 

wealth) and opposed to δίκη (justice). It leads to bewilderment and disaster (ἄτη). See Fisher, 1992, Cairns, 
1996, Demont, 2006. 
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respect the divine principles of justice and is driven by greed (v.541, v.554)21. The 
following verses (v.538-565) describe the conduct of the just man and of the unjust 
man and the opposite destiny that awaits them. 

 
The praise of moderation, also expressed by Aeschylus at the end of The 

Suppliants, v.1060-1062 and in Agamemnon, v.367-384 (μέτρον τὸ βέλτιστον, "due 
measure is the supreme good", v.378) and v.750-782, is traditional in Greek 

morality. It echoes the inscription μηδὲν ἄγαν ("nothing in excess") on the Temple 
of Apollo at Delphi, mentioned by Plato in the Protagoras and attributed to the Seven 
Sages (343b). This precept appears in the Elegies of Theognis (v.335 and v.401) 

associated with the middle (πάντων μέσ 'ἄριστα), the virtuous behavior (ἀρετή) and 
the proper time (καιρός). Hesiod, in The Works and Days, in an exhortation to justice, 
also warns against immoderation, v.20222. 

 
Several elements invite us to give also to this passage a political meaning23. On 

the one hand, the call to moderation is reminiscent of the political elegies of Solon 
who, through his reforms in 594/3, sought to resolve the civil war that was ravaging 
the city and prepared the establishment of the democratic regime in Athens. In the 

following  years, the στάσις led twice to ἀναρχία in an institutional meaning: the 
vacancy of the charge of the eponymous archon, in 590/89 and 586/524. Solon 
called the nobles, characterized by their pride, their greed and their power, to 
moderation, so as to avert division and hatred (4b W). 

 
 

ὑμεῖς δ᾽ ἡσυχάσ̣αντ̣ε̣ς̣ ἐνὶ φ̣ρεσὶ καρτερὸν ἦτορ, 

οἳ πολλῶν ἀγαθῶν ἐς κόρον [ἠ]λ̣άσατε, 

ἐν μετρίοισι τ̣ί̣θ̣ε̣σ̣θ̣ε μέγαν νόον∙ οὔτε γὰρ ἡμεῖς 

πεισόμεθ᾽, οὔθ᾽ ὑμῖν ἄρτια τα[ῦ]τ̣’ ἔσεται. 
 
You, calm down your violent hearts in your chests, you who pursue 
goods in large quantities until satiety, measure your ambition. Indeed we 
will not obey and for you it will not be suitable either. 
(Aristotle, The Constitution of the Athenians, 5 §3 ; 4c W ; 5 G-P, 2-5) 

 
 
And he sought the obedience of the people in a balance between freedom and 

constraint in such a way as to restrain (κατέχειν) the people without enslaving him. 

                                              
21 Smith, 1976: 58, scholia 526-529, οἱ μὲν παντάπασι τυραννούμενοι κακῶς βιούσιν, οἱ δὲ ἄναρχοι πονηρῶς, 

"those who live completely subject to a tyrant are unhappy, those who live without a leader are bad". 
 
22 Cf. also Euripides' Hippolytus, v.253-266, with the formula μηδὲν ἄγαν. 
 
23 Rose, 1958:  it is a constitutional recommendation. 
 
24 Aristotle, The Constitution of the Athenians, 13 §1. 
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δῆμος δ᾽ ὧδ᾽ ἂν ἄριστα σὺν ἡγεμόνεσσιν ἕποιτο, 

μήτε λίην ἀνεθεὶς μήτε βιαζόμενος∙ 

τίκτει γὰρ κόρος ὕβριν, ὅταν πολὺς ὄλβος ἕπηται 

ἀνθρώποις ὁπ̣όσοις μὴ νόος ἄρτιος ᾖ. 
 
And the people would perfectly follow the leaders if they were not held 
too loose nor too compelled. Satiety indeed gives rise to excess when a 
great happiness follows men whose reason is not right. 
(Aristotle, The Constitution of the Athenians, 12 §2 ; 6 W ; 8 G-P) 
 

 
There are many echoes between this fragment and the Erinyes' strophe25: the 

double refusal of a too coercive power and an excessive freedom (μήτε λίαν ἀνεθεὶς 

μήτε βιαζόμενος echoes μήτ' ἄναρκτον βίον / μήτε δεσποτούμενον), the generation 

of ὕβρις (τίκτει γὰρ κόρος ὕβριν echoes δυσσεβίας μὲν ὕβρις τέκος), a sound mind 

(ὑγιείας φρενῶν responds to νόος ἄρτιος) and happiness (πολὺς ὄλβος responds to ὁ 

πάμφιλος / καὶ πολύευκτος ὄλβος). 
 
Solon defines his own political position in the middle of the two sides26 by 

seeking justice that gives each one his share (36 W v.18-20, 34 W v.8-9, 5 W), by the 
rejection of tyranny (the exercise of power by violence, 34 W, v.7-8) and the praise 
of a power that adjusts strength and justice (36W, v.16). 

 
On the other hand, the term κράτος (v. 528), which designates "strength, 

might, power, sovereign authority" was probably not chosen at random by 
Aeschylus. Indeed, it is the term which served to form the word δημοκρατία whose 
appearance can go back to the time of Clisthenes and the establishment of the 
democratic regime in Athens in 508/727, but can also be contemporaneous with the 
reforms of Ephialtes in 462/1, which strengthen democracy a few years before the 
Oresteia was performed28. In addition, democracy is also defined by the notion of 

middle: it places the ἀρχή in the middle, ἐς μέσον29. Aeschylus seems to say 
indirectly that a regime which places power in the middle, must be measured to be 
respectful of divine and human laws. 

                                              
25 Cf. Sommerstein, 1989: 178 ; Noussia-Fantuzzi, 2010: 290. 
 
26 Cf. Loraux, 2005, Caire, 2016: 322-326. 
 
27 Cf. Herodotus, Histories, VI 131 ; Aristotle, The Constitution of the Athenians, 29 §3. 
 
28 Cf. Hansen, 1993: 96-98. The first occurrences of the term date from the second half of the fifth century. 

In 463, Aeschylus uses in the Suppliants the expression δήμου κρατοῦσα χεὶρ, v.604 (in Agamemnon, he uses 
the adjective δημόκραντος, formed on κραίνω). 

 
29 Cf. Herodotus, Histories, III 80, 142, IV 161, VII 164, cf. Vernant, 2005: 125-127. 
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Finally, the criticism of ὕβρις associated with the double rejection of ἀναρχία 
and despotism may recall the criticism of tyrannical monarchy and democracy in the 

debate on constitutions in book III 80 of Herodotus' Histories: ὕβρις characterizes 

these two types of regime. The two evils of monarchy (ἕνα ἡμέων μούναρχον) 
denounced by Otanes who wants to put the affairs in the hands of all the Persians 

(ἐς μέσον Πέρσῃσι) are ὕβρις and envy (φθόνος) that transform the monarch into a 

tyrant (ἄνδρα τύραννον)30. The two evils of democracy are, according to Megabyze, 
who speaks both against monarchy and democracy in favor of an oligarchy of the 

best, ὕβρις and ignorance. 
 
This parallel highlights the political stake underlying in Aeschylus' play, 

establishing a parallel between a life without leader and a form of democracy in 
which no form of authority is respected, and a life subject to a despot with the 
exercise of a tyrannical monarchy. In both cases, the people and the tyrant go 
beyond the limits in favor of a criminal freedom that does not observe any 
principles. 

 
The challenging of the Erynies' power by Athena and the break with the old 

order foreshadow a double misfortune in the form of ἀναρχία and despotism. 

However, the double warning against ἀναρχία and despotism is repeated in the 
speech of Athena during the establishment of the Areopagus (v.681-710) in the 
third episode: 

 
 

τὸ μήτ’ἄναρχον μήτε δεσποτούμενον 

ἀστοῖς περιστέλλουσι βουλεύω σέβειν, 
 
neither to escape any power nor to be subjected to a despotic power31, 
this is the principle that I advise the inhabitants to defend and respect, 
(Aeschylus, Eumenides, v.696-697) 
 

 
The goddess reaffirms the principle according to which fear and respect (σέβας 

/ ἀστῶν φόβος τε συγγενὴς, v.690-1, τὸ δεινὸν, δεδοικὼς μηδὼν, v.698-699)32 must 

keep the citizens away from crime (τὸ μὴ ἀδικεῖν, v.691, ἔνδικος, v.699) but from 

now on this role will be ensured by the new council of judges (δικαστῶν ... 

                                              
30 Cf. Sophocles, Oedipus Rex, the choral song v.863-910, on ὕβρις who gives birth to the tyrant (v.873) who 

does not fear justice (Δίκας ἀφόβητος, v.885). 
 
31 Podlecki, 1989, « neither anarchy nor despotism » ; Sommerstein, 1989, « a system which is neither anarchic 

nor despotic » ; Ramelli, 2009, « una vita non troppo libera, non troppo dominata ». 
 
32 On the evolution of the nature of fear from the Erinyes to Athena, cf. Rose, 1958, Romilly, 1971: 111-114. 
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βουλευτήριον). Like the Erinyes, she warns the citizens against the upheaval of 

established laws (αὐτῶν πολιτῶν μὴ 'πικαινούντων νόμους, v.693)33, which echoes the 
verses 490-491 of the song of the Erinyes34. We no longer find the idea of excess. 
The emphasis is placed on the continuity of the court and the stability that must be 
ensured by no longer amending the laws. As opposed to the respect of the authority 
of the newly established court by a θεσμός (a term which gives it as much authority 

as to the ancient law embodied by the Erinyes, v.391), ἀναρχία and despotism can 
be understood in this context as the lack of authority to enforce the laws on the one 
hand and the forced imposition of arbitrary decisions on the other. 

 
The law is now embodied by a human court that must enforce it, hence the 

importance of the maintenance and stability of laws through the respect and fear of 
this court. One can think, in this regard, to Pericles' Funeral Oration in Book II 37 
§3 of Thucydides' History of the Peloponnesian War. The freedom allowed by 

democracy is limited by fear (διὰ δέος) and obedience to laws and magistrates. It is 
necessary to give weight to the new human order thus established. The fear of the 
Erinyes is strengthened by the fear of the Areopagus35, while Athena strives to 
transform the Erinyes, archaic deities of private vengeance, into benevolent 
divinities integrated into the new civic order, now based on a human tribunal and 
that interrupts the endless reciprocity of the law of retaliation. This integration of 
the Erinyes is all the more important as it must avert the dangers of the civil war in 
which the Erinyes could throw the Athenians36, and that echoes the contemporary 
political struggles. 

 
The Oresteia is performed in 458, shortly after the reforms of Ephialtes in 

462/1 which limit the powers of the aristocratic Council of the Areopagus to the 
judicial sphere and the judgment of blood crimes and transfer its political powers to 
the democratic institutions (Ecclesia, Boule and Heliaia)37. This deepening of 
democracy provokes strong political tensions marked by the ostracism of Cimon 
and the murder of Ephialtes. The reforms were perceived by the opponents as a 

                                              
33 The establishment of the text is debated, cf. Said, 1993: 132 ("depending on the correction adopted, it may 

be a warning against any innovation, any modification of existing laws or against any ratification of 
additional laws"). 

 
34 On the close correspondence between the Areopagus and the Erinyes, cf. Saïd, 1993: 164-166. 
 
35 Cf. Smith, 1976: 62, scholia 697-698, "I advise my citizens to govern democratically but to be bound by fear 

(δημοκρατεῖσθαι μὲν, ὑπὸ φόβου δὲ [μὴ] εἶναι)." 
 
36 Cf. Athenas's exhortations (v.858-866) against Ἄρη / ἐμφύλιον (v.862-863), to which respond the wishes of 

the Erinyes (v.977-987, στάσιν v.979), once integrated into the new order of justice. Cf. SAÏD, 1993. 
 
37 Aristotle, The Constitution of the Athenians, 25, Wallace, 1989 ; Hansen, 1993: 61-62 ; Bruyn, 1995 ; Braun, 

1998. The political context is that of the deepening of Athenian democracy (from 457, the Zeugites have 
access to the archontat). 
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dissolution of the Areopagus' powers and ancestral laws, just like the deprivation of 
honors that the Erinyes decry38. 

 
Aeschylus' position on these reforms is much debated39. He seems both to 

support the limitation of the powers of this Council to the judicial sphere while 
emphasizing its importance through the glorification of its origins and by laying 

stress on the maintenance of established order and stability. The expression τὸ μήτ' 

ἄναρχον μήτε δεσποτούμενον sounds like a political slogan calling for moderation 
and warning both supporters of oligarchy and democracy40. The repetition of this 
double condemnation, from the Erinyes' speech to the one of Athena, highlights the 

integration of the old order into the new one thus legitimized. ἀναρχία and 
despotism are opposed to an ideal of moderation and right measure that must be 
maintained, based on the principles of a just behavior demonstrating a respectful 
fear of the laws and the institutions that must enforce these laws. The sovereign 
power, the κράτος, is placed by Athena in the hands of the Areopagus, who must by 
his authority, based on his divine institution, impose fear and respect and maintain 
the right balance41. 

 

The commentators agree that it is above all the danger of ἀναρχία that 
Aeschylus decries here42. But one must ask to what extent the social and moral 

disorder described corresponds to ἀναρχία or despotism. Both of them may go 

hand in hand. In the context of the ἀναρχία caused by the death of Agamemnon, it 
is the tyranny of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus that was established in the domestic 
and political sphere. By transforming the Erinyes into benevolent divinities, Athena 

                                              
38 Cf. Saïd, 1993: 166-167, Aristotle, The Constitution of the Athenians, 25 §4, Politics, 1274a7-8. 
 
39 Cf. Saïd, 1998: 280-281. Garvie, 1969: 146 n.4, 246. Conacher, 1987: 197. Sommerstein, 1989: 216-218. 

Podlecki, 1989: 18. Saïd, 1993: 160-161, 166-168, the Areopagus identified with the Athenian people 
appears in the play as a democratic institution that integrates the old order. Musti, 1995: 31-34 (Aeschylus 
presents the Areopagus as a place of democratic civic resolution). The pro-Argian policy adopted by Athens 
at the time is also at stake in the discussion. 

 
40 Cf. Sommerstein, 1989: 219, "that which is neither anarchic nor despotic means a political system which 

strikes the mean between these extremes." 
 
41 Cf. Meier, 1995: 142, 157, the Eumenides is a symbol of  the establishment of a new global political order 

that integrates the old order and ensures the unity of the city, through following the μέσον, the right balance 
between old and new, vacancy of power and despotic government. Aeschylus pronounces a warning against 

two extremes, the ἀναρχία understood as "the absence of government" on one side which recalls "the 
anarchic anger of the people" in Agamemnon, and despotism, tyranny on the other, to the benefit, between 
the two, of the middle ground, the political government, specific to the city, which reconciles command and 
liberty, according to the order wanted by the gods ("la cité ne doit être ni laissée sans gouvernement ni trop 
commandée"). 

 
42 Cf. Romilly, 1975, « quand la démocratie s’accentue, le risque d’anarchie devient plus redoutable que les 

menaces de despotisme », p.79. Sommerstein, 1989: 177, it is above all a warning against anarchy 
corresponding to the state of moral chaos described in v.494-516. 
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seeks to ward off the risks of στάσις favorable to the advent of a tyrannical power. 
In the Athenian political context, democratic changes could provoke violent 
reactions43. The warning against despotism may underline the need to integrate the 
old order into the new order, through persuasion and compromise. When authority 
is vacant or no longer respected, whether embodied in an old principle (the Erinyes) 
or a new one (the Areopagus), the door is open to despotism, the arbitrary and 
illegitimate exercise of power. For Judet de la Combe, "ni l’Érinye, ni Athéna 
n’opposent l’absence d’ordre à la tyrannie ; les deux contraires sont la dilution du 
pouvoir dans la masse des citoyens, et donc sa disparition, et sa concentration dans 
les mains d’un seul."44 This last interpretation prefigures the Platonic theory of the 
degradation of regimes in the Republic and the idea that extreme democracy evolves 
into tyranny, an idea that is in fact already expressed in Herodotus (III 82). 

 

Thus, the term ἀναρχία, must be understood in opposition to the term of 
despotism which denotes the exercise of an excessive and arbitrary power based on 

constraint, when ἀναρχία denotes the absence of power, the vacancy of authority. 
These are two extreme evils opposed to an ideal of measure and piety and 
associated with the representation of a state of social and moral disorder caused by 
the non-respect of traditional moral, religious and social principles. To license, 

violence and impiety (εὐχερείᾳ, v.494, δυσσεβίας, v.534, ὕβρις), are opposed 
freedom respectful of the principles of a fair conduct led by σωφροσύνη and equality 
respectful of the traditional hierarchies, especially piety towards gods, hosts and 

relatives. To despotism and ἀναρχία, is opposed the power of the citizens45 
exercised within the framework of the respect of laws that regulate collective life 
and the fear aroused by the institution that allows to ward off the dangers of στάσις 
and to ensure concord46. 

 
The double condemnation of power-vacuum and despotism, as well as the 
celebration of the role of the Areopagus, will be echoed in Isocrates' Panegyricus at 

the beginning of the following century. Isocrates uses the substantive ἀναρχία in 
correlation with the term δυναστεία to highlight the civilizing value of νόμος whose 

                                              
43 See also the interpretation of ostracism as a way to avert the risks of στάσις and the advent of a tyrannical 

power. Cerri, 1982, who shows that tyranny is a constant reference point in the fifth century in Athens: on 
the one hand through the exaltation of the Athenian democracy opposed to the monarchical model and on 
the other hand through the permanent controversy between democrats and oligarchs who accuse each 
other of despotism, p.138-144 (on this last point see also Caire, 2016: 47-51, on the reference of tragedy to 
contemporary political issues, see p.146). Musti, 1995 : 31, on the fear of the formation of a personal power. 

 
44 Judet de la Combe, 2001: 310-311. 
 
45 According to S. Saïd, the sentence cannot be delivered by one man (v.470-471) as in the Eastern 

monarchical model (Said, 1983: 120-121) or according to the Hesiodic and Homeric model of the good 
king (Saïd, 1993: 161): it must be by a civic court. 

 
46 Cf. Saïd, 1993: 163-164, 167 (the Areopagus is the guardian of the city because in judging the lawsuits for 

murder, it preserves the city from the risks of στάσις and dissolution of the community). 
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implementation depends upon the exercise of a legitimate ἀρχή (Panegyricus, §39). 

ἀναρχία and despotism are associated with the representation of a pre-political state 
overcome by the creation of a civic space that allows to regulate the conflicts and to 
organize the common life through the adoption of laws and the establishment of 
political institutions that establish a new isonomic civic order breaking with archaic 

forms of resolution of conflict. The double warning against ἀναρχία and despotism 
whose first hints are expressed in the elegies of Solon but which now serves to 
define the place of democracy, is associated with a moral and political principle of 
moderation and balance in harmony with the universal divine order. It appears 
strongly anchored in Greek thought and related to the representation of the 
formation of the city and the passage from savagery to civilization47 and especially 
to Greek conception of politics. It reflects a fundamental questioning on power and 
the shifting boundaries between power-vacuum, the exercise of a legitimate power 
and the exercise of an authoritarian power. 
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