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Governance and Violence during the Axis Occupation of Greece:
A New Approach

The present article will focus on one of the least explored aspects of life
inside “Hitler’s Greece;” the formation, development and role of the
“counter-states” created by the Resistance forces between 1942 and
1944. Nazi-occupied Europe has been often presented as a monolithic
entity that was ruled efficiently and tyrannically by the Wehrmacht and
its assorted agencies.! However, “fortress Europe” was much more pen-
etrable and fragmented that suggested. The Wehrmacht had to rely on
a series of often undependable allies that included fascist parties such
as the Croatian Ustasha,? hyper-conservative clerics such as Cardinal
Tiso,? ultra-right aristocrats like Admiral Horty* and semi-criminal mi-
litias such as the French Milice® and the Greek Special Security Service
of Colonel Lambou.® Accordingly, the most distant and impenetrable
areas of Europe; forests, swamps, mountains and working class slums,
remained consistently outside the control of the Wehrmacht. These ar-
eas provided ideal hiding places for resisters in the early period of the
occupation and served as the basis for the development of a number of
shadow-states that ranged from the Byelorussian forest fief of Bielski’
to the Maquis redoubts in the wastes of Vercors® and from the partisan
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republics set up by Tito’s guerillas® to the Resistance’s outposts in the
Cretan White Mountains, where British Liaison Officers moved about
in full uniform in broad daylight.°

As the Axis grew weak these shadow-states developed into fully
fledged parallel governments that controlled vast areas. For peasants in
the Auvergne, the Pindus Mountains or the Ukrainian steppe, the real
government was neither the Wehrmacht nor its local puppets, but the
partisans who exacted taxes, punished collaborators and miscreants,
provided health care for the ailing people and drafted their sons and
daughters into their armies. However, the study of these practices and
institutions has been neglected in favor of high politics and the more
salacious aspect of the Resistance, such as collaboration and violence.
As a result, we know very little about the institutions set up by the gue-
rilla organizations, their governance practices or about civilian re-
sponses to these ventures. Nevertheless, the decision to support the Re-
sistance or join a collaborationist militia was not taken in a void. Such
choices were shaped by the civilians’ relations and encounters with the
Resistance organizations. Studying these phenomena outside the con-
text of rebel governance leaves us with a partial and often distorted un-
derstanding of Resistance policies and civilian choices, as Ana Arjona
argued “whether a social contract exists between a community and a
group, and what specific behaviors the group adopts, should be taken
into account when trying to understand why civilians behave in the way
they do in war zones.”?

The lack of research is even more impressive, if we consider the ex-
tent to which these governance structures shaped the life of civilians
and the course of the war, as David Kilcullen noted “rebels play a cen-
tral role in defining how civilians live their lives during wartime not
only through violence, but equally through the development of struc-
tures and practices of rule.”*? In fact, governance took precedence over
military activities from early on and eventually became the main task
of the Resistance forces. The Resistance organizations were aware of
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their weakness vis-a-vis the Wehrmacht and knew that any head-on col-
lision would result in a catastrophe. Their ultimate purpose was not to
oust the Axis troops by force of arms, but to set up a “competitive sys-
tem of control over the population” that would allow them to mobilize
the population and set the foundations for a future takeover. In short,
the guerillas aim was not to “outfight” but to “outgovern” the Axis and
its allies. If they managed to do this, they had a good shot at surviving
the occupation and at seizing the reigns once the war was over. Effec-
tive governance was, therefore, the key to the victory, as David Galula
argued “If the insurgent manages to dissociate the population from the
counterinsurgency, to control it physically, to get its active support, he
will win the war because, in the final analysis, the exercise of political
power depends on the tacit or explicit agreement of the population or,
at worst, on its submissiveness.”*® Yet, winning the allegiance of the
civilian population was seldom easy since “persuading local inhabitants
to give support voluntarily guerrillas must either adapt their message to
local beliefs, or educate civilians to change their preferences.”'4
However, as several recent studies showed not all armed actors
choose to engage with the civilian population and those who do often
adopt strikingly different methods and policies. Some organizations
such as the Colombian FARC?®® or the Maoist rebels in India provided
their constituents with services such as healthcare, education and dis-
puted resolution.® Other groups like The Shining Path!” adopted a pred-
atory form of government and steered clear of providing such collective
goods. Scholars have attributed these differences to a series of different
factors. Jeremy Weinstein argued that governance strategies are shaped
by resource endowment availability. According to Weinstein resource,
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poor groups are depended on civilian consent to acquire provisions, ma-
terial and recruits. Such groups, therefore, adopt pro-civilian policies to
placate their constituents and earn their support. At the same time, such
groups tend to abstain from acts of violence against the civilian popu-
lation. Accordingly, resource rich groups tend to adopt predatory forms
of governance and engage in large scale violence against their constit-
uents.'® Other scholars stressed factors such as territorial control, the
form and quality or pre-war governance institutions'® and political ide-
ology.?° The latter was also underlined by Resistance scholars like Mark
Mazower, who attributed the success of Left-Wing Resistance move-
ments like EAM to their “stress on social reform and ideological prop-
aganda among the rank and file...self-identification as an ‘organiza-
tion’ based upon social rather than kinship roles... [and]... deliberately
low-profile leadership.”?!

The present article will contribute the understanding of this phenom-
enon and shed new light on these controversial issues by providing a
comparative study of rebel governance in Axis occupied Greece. The
study will build on a series of new and unexplored sources; British SOE
and Resistance archives, oral testimonies, memoirs, diaries and the Re-
sistance press to address three questions: What was the role and func-
tion of the guerilla counter-state? How did group ideology impact gov-
ernance strategies? How and in what extent civilians endorsed or re-
sisted such strategies and what was their contribution to making of these
institutions? The article will track the origins and development of the
rebel “counter-states” in free Greece, discuss the tactics pursued EAM
in its effort to win over the civilian population and explore civilian re-
sponses to their efforts. This approach will not only shed light on this
little-known aspect of the Resistance but will also provide new insights
on contested issues such as violence and collaboration.
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Bandits to Liberators: The Making of Free Greece

The emergence of the Greek Resistance movement has been usually
presented as a response to social and political grievances that arose dur-
ing the occupation. A recent study encapsulates this narrative as fol-
lows, “the partisans came out of hiding and entered the villages, where
they promoted national liberation and the need for struggle against the
enemy — an initiative that impressed the villagers and resulted in many
of them joining the partisans.”??> However, the appearance of the Re-
sistance and the establishment of “Free Greece” was a much more grad-
ual and tortuous process. The two largest Resistance organizations
EAM, a loose coalition of various radical parties that was dominated by
the Greek Communist Party (KKE), and the republican EDES (Ethni-
kos Dimokratikos Ellinikos Syndesmos — National Republican League
of Greece) were formed in late 1941. Yet, the first guerilla bands did
not appear until a year later. In fact, some areas were completely devoid
of guerilla activity until the spring of 1943. Moreover, such bands were
hardly representative of the rural population. Most guerillas were highly
educated urbanites, professional officers and KKE members.?

Fielding the bands was not a simple process since both organizations
had to solve a series of crucial issues from procuring weapons and
equipment to finding suitable recruits. More importantly, they had to
determine the most effective tactics to gain the trust and support of the
peasantry. David Galula noted that “Revolutionary warfare is first and
foremost a political contest since in this type of warfare the objective is
the population itself, the operations, designed to win it over (for the
insurgent) or to keep it at least submissive (for the counterinsurgency),
are essential of a political nature.”?*

Victory was, thus, depended on the ability of the insurgents to mo-
bilize civilian support. However, such support was not a given. Rural
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Greece was a land of conservative, small proprietors who viewed both
the left and the anti-monarchist republicans of EDES with suspicion.
Deciding which course to follow was therefore of pivotal importance
and debates over the appropriate tactics were particularly fierce. For
instance, a series of meetings between EAM political cadres, prospec-
tive military leaders and KKE politicos in the Peloponnesian city of Pa-
tras in late 1942 ended up in a shouting match between the military
cadres, who insisted that the “peasants only respected force,” and the
political cadres, who insisted that they should provide a modicum of
social services and try to recruit the brightest and bravest peasants in
the EAM before they resort to violence.?®

Guerrilla bands might have lacked a road map for success, however,
most of them counted on the peasants’ patriotism and the more optimis-
tic expected to be greeted as liberators. Yet, during this period villagers
were much more likely to flee before them or betray them to the Axis
rather than to join them in the spot. An ELAS officer from the area of
Thessaly noted that the first time his band ventured into a habituated
area “the peasants locked themselves in, we tried to raise their spirits
with our singing, however, they refused to show up, we ultimately had
to drag them out by force.”?® EDES cadres also complained often that
the peasants were “bereft of patriotism” and were “in no mood for Re-
sistance.”?’

How can we explain such reactions? The peasants were certainly
patriotic, and it is quite probable that the nationalistic proclamations of
the guerilla bands did not lacked a certain appeal among veterans of the
recent Greco-Italian War. However, as a recent study of civilian atti-
tudes in occupied Eastern Europe noted, “in the eyes of the occupied
population, the partisans’ practical impact on everyday life was more
directly important than the partisans’ long-term aims.”?8 Indeed, while
peasants were not entirely without sympathy, they were first and fore-
most concerned about the wellbeing of their families. This led many of
them to steer clear from the guerrilla bands, since their presence put
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their families and communities in dire danger of reprisals and placed an
overwhelming strain on their resources.

The ragtag appearance of many guerrillas who were dressed in a
motley assortment of uniforms and equipped with antique weapons as
well as their constant demands for food and provisions, also, did little
to help their cause, as it led many peasants to dismiss them as “loafers,
vagabonds and thieves” who only took up arms “to live at the expense
of the peasants.”? Such accusations were not altogether inaccurate. An
ELAS guerilla from the Olympus area noted in his memoir, “provision-
ing was done during the night when we requisitioned sheep from the
shepherds. The shepherds took us for bandits and after all that’s how
we acted to take what we wanted.”*® Many of the first bands actually
survived in the raid and extortion, while others acted as henchmen to
local notables. The first ELAS bands in northern Peloponnesus survived
by leasing their services to affluent farmers. The guerillas protected
their estates from raiders and bandits, helped them “deal” with their
personal rivals and on occasion performed contract killings. In return
they received money, provision and hide-outs.3!

These alliances might have seemed at odds with the radical procla-
mations of the Resistance, however, guerilla leaders knew that “guerilla
warfare is like the elections, you first have to attract the support of the
power-brokers before you attempt to do anything.””*? Indeed, what often
determined the success or failure of a band during this early period was
neither strength of arguments nor the rhetorical prowess of the guerilla
leaders, but their ties to local communities and ability to mobilize local
support networks. Armed groups do not operate in a void, as Paul Sta-
niland noted, “insurgent groups are built by mobilizing prewar politi-
cized social networks. These preexisting social bases provide infor-
mation, trust, and share political meanings that organizers can use to
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create new armed groups.”® Lack of access to such ties could have dire
consequences. ELAS successive failures to establish a foothold in east-
ern Macedonia and Peloponnesus were to a great extent to the lack of
local cadres. Accordingly, ELAS was able to establish a foothold in the
ragged uplands of Tzoumerka, a region which according to a local cadre
“thoroughly lacked revolutionary traditions” thanks to the support of
extended pastoral clans like the Tsakas and Tsoumanis families.3

However, such alliances operated on a quid pro quo basis. Local
communities and notables expected to receive a series of “services”
from the guerillas. Protection from rivals and predators was the most
important among them. Stathis Kalyvas has argued that the foremost
mechanism for allowing rebels to gain support is “shielding” — i.e. pro-
tecting the civilians from threats of violence by a rival violent actor.®
The breakdown of social order and the outbreak of a dire financial crisis
made such services particularly sought-after by peasant communities
and notables. The division of the countryside into separate Italian, Ger-
man and Bulgarian zones of occupation, the looting of the country’s
wealth and resources and the allied blockade imposed from late 1941
onwards suffocated the economy and led to the prolonged financial cri-
sis and eventually to a famine that claimed tens of thousands of lives in
Athens, Thessaloniki and many Aegean islands.® Rural areas managed
to weather this storm thanks to the intensification of farming and the
emergence of a parallel underground market that facilitated the transfer
of produce and material from the countryside to the cities.?’

In some cases, such transactions led to a profound reversal of social
and financial relations. Farming communities in the plains of Macedo-
nia and Thessaly and pastoral villagers were able to make a killing by
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trading in the black market. A contemporary report from Central Mac-
edonia noted that the bourgeoisie and the poorer classes were suffering
“however, for the peasants this is the best period in living memory.”%
However, this newly found source wealth was constantly threatened by
Axis troops, corrupt officials and bandits.®® The collapse of the state
and the withdrawal of the gendarmes allowed marauders and predatory
mountain clans, such as the Zikos in Epirus and the Bakogiannis in
Thessaly, to rob and extort protection money from peddlers, farmers
and simple villagers alike. This situation had a debilitating effect on the
underground economy, as it eventually deprived farmers of the incen-
tive to produce a surplus and rendered peddlers increasingly unwilling
to take risks. This situation, also, led to a further increase of the already
inflated prices.*°

The inability of the state to deal with this situation led many notables
and peasant communities to turn for protection to the guerrillas, “sev-
eral murders took place after the gendarmes moved out from our village
in early May,” noted a magistrate from a Maniate village in mid-1943;
“the situation had become really dangerous, the villagers conferred and
the majority decided to ask ELAS to take over the village, they pro-
ceeded to do so and the local authorities were abolished.”** However,
the guerrillas were certainly not Robin Hoods. In most cases, the gue-
rillas asked and obtained a portion of black-market profits and imposed
a tax in kind to all peasants. Ultimately, their foremost aim was not to
liberate the peasants from the scourge of banditry, but rather to gain
control of the black-market routes. The guerillas hoped that the income
from racketeering would allow them to solidify their presence, expand
their activities and recruit more men. In short, the guerillas aimed to re-
organize the local rackets and replace an erratic and inefficient form of
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extortion with a methodic and efficient one. Early guerilla bands oper-
ated in a manner that closely approximated “the activities of blue-collar
criminals.” The growing availability of resources allowed them to move
from “once-for-all, predatory operations to parasitical ones that yield a
steadier, more dependable flow of income” i.e. taxation, a tactic that ap-
proximated those of organized crime groups.*?

This change had significant repercussions for the function and form
of the rebel-state. The establishment of a monopoly of violence and the
formation of extensive zones of control allowed the guerrillas to start
providing a series of state-like functions; education, health care and in-
frastructure maintenance. The provision of these social services had a
twofold rationale. To stem defection and legitimize their presence to
local societies. Memoirs abound with images of enthusiastic peasants.
However, even after the successful anti-bandit drives, recruits were
scarce. Moreover, the existence of multiple guerrilla organizations of-
ten led the peasants to “‘shop around” for the best deal. Many peasants
casually defected from one organization to the other in the hope to gain
material rewards, exact revenge or simply placate the strongman of the
day. An EAM report noted that peasants in the uplands of western Rou-
meli “would declare for EAM whenever one of our bands appeared and
when EDES guerilla showed up they would defect and join them.”* A
cadre from Epirus similarly complained that “ the locals are willing to
sell themselves for a few breadcrumbs... neither we nor our rivals
[EDES] can claim that they prevail in this, as the side that is willing to
give the most to the locals will be the one to finally prevail in this
area.”** At the same time the guerillas were aware that “taxation and
extortion are two sides of the same coin,”* and many peasants believed
that by accepting the guerrillas rule, they simply replaced a mercurial
and somewhat irrational set of predators with a much more organized
and ruthless one. The guerillas, thus, hoped that by diverting funds to
such activities they would be able to show that “that at least part of the
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funds directly benefited local residents,” and thus to endow their pres-
ence with a veneer of normalcy and respectability.*®

The increased attention to hearts and minds, also, coincided with an
effort to tone down violence and centralize administration. Bandits and
collaborationists weren’t the only victim of the guerrillas. Indeed, the
arrival of the guerillas provided thousands of peasants with a perfect
pretext to settle accounts that lingered for years. The ferocity of denun-
ciations and the ruthlessness of many guerillas terrified even seasoned
cadres such as G. Douatzis, an ELAS kapetanios in Euboea who noted
to an audience of EAM cadres “the people were terrified... | have al-
ready made myself clear in the meeting we held two nights ago, when |
said that we are people’s fighters and not murderers... as I understand,
both our people and the peasants have misunderstood badly our mission
and aims since they are bent on killing anyone who has even exchanged
a few words with an Italian.”*” This was not an isolated incident. In fact,
some cadres went even further by forming “red republics” in small
towns such as Kalabaka, Almyros and Dimitsana.*® In these towns the
arrival of ELAS was accompanied by executions, large scale looting
and destruction of property. EAM tried to nip in the bud such attitudes,
since they undermined its effort to build support across the political
spectrum under the umbrella of the Popular Liberation Front. Radical
cadres were thus denounced as leftist deviation and were quietly moved
to different areas. During the same time EAM, also, made efforts to
include a number of “reactionaries” in its administration hoping that
this would sooth the worries of the more conservative segment of the
peasantry.*

This shift is encapsulated in a small how-to guide that was distrib-
uted to new officers from mid-1943. The small booklet covered a series
of topics from military tactics to social etiquette when dealing with the
peasants. The anonymous author warned guerrilla officers that bravery
and smarts were not enough to attract peasant support. In fact, their first
duty should be to win hearts and minds by protecting the peasant’s
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property and setting up institutions that would help to disseminate EAM
agenda. According to the pamphlet, the guerrilla ought to be “a leader,
a missionary... the guides of the peasantry.” The pamphlet underlined
that the guerrillas must appear as the “guardian angels of their proper-
ties and the sweat of their brow” and assist the peasantry in their every-
day toils: “the purposes of guerrilla warfare are not limited in this [war-
fare], but are extended into the field of the urgent practical needs of our
people... and follow faithfully the activities of EAM in the cities.
[ELAS] does not only fight for freedom, but also for the bread and the
livelihood of the rural masses... thus the guerrillas of ELAS protect the
people from brigandage, re-establish the law, restore justice.”

However, despite the increase in remittances and rapid territorial ex-
pansion, this emphasis on hearts and minds would have remained a dead
letter without the ample help of a third party; the British Special Oper-
ations Executive. The British Secret Services had established a presence
in the country since before the war. Their presence increased during the
North-Africa campaign and accelerated even further in the eve of the
Sicily landings, when several SOE missions were established across the
country. The purpose of these missions was to augment the guerillas
military and operational capabilities by providing money, equipment
and know-how. The presence of the British was a major boost to the
guerilla organizations, since it provided them with much needed finan-
cial help, EAM received a little over 100.000 golden sovereigns in the
spring of 1943 and helped them to legitimize their presence to the eyes
of the more affluent peasants and the small town bourgeoisie, who
viewed the guerillas as little better than bandits. British financial help
allowed the guerillas to provide an even greater range of social ameni-
ties and led to a rapid improvement of living conditions in Free Moun-
tain Greece,* a British officer noted that the food available on some
guerilla strongholds “was better... than most people in Britain would
have at the time.”®!

While these changes led to a considerable improvement in peasant-
guerrilla relations, the threat of violence was never far off. Indeed,
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many peasants felt that they had no choice, but to comply with the guer-
rillas demands. A peasant who was approached by ELAS guerrilla to
provide his mules noted that “the guerrillas gave me a receipt, they told
me “here take this and when we’ll take over the state we’ll pay you
back,” T honestly didn’t expect to get paid, but they had guns and |
didn’t, what could I have done?’* While he was not threatened, he cer-
tainly felt that he had no choice, but to do what was asked of him. An-
other peasant noted that “the guerrillas had guns, we had no choice but
to support them, thus, many of us enlisted in ELAS, others joined EAM
and many applied for a KKE membership.”?

However, peasants were not completely helpless. Indeed, many used
the weapons of the weak; humor, cunning, ridicule and minor sabotage
to resist the guerrillas demands and assert their rights. Many peasants
recalled with a great sense of pride how they managed to outsmart the
guerrillas by feigning support or by providing them with useless advice.
A Thessalian peasant recalled that “we had to become good actors” to
cope with the situation and adopt “a theatrical attitude.””** One shepherd
from the area of Tzoumerka recalled that he had learned by heart many
ELAS songs and the names of local big-wigs, which he used whenever
he came into trouble with the EAM authorities. In one occasion, he re-
torted to a guerilla band that tried to requisition a part of his flock by
stating ““I have contributed for the struggle much more than any of you”
and dared them to contact a local EAM bigshot whom he claimed as a
personal friend. The guerrillas were unable to call off his bluff, so he
was able to keep his flock intact.® Similar methods were used to protest
against the overthrowing of respected community leaders. One of the
first acts of ELAS, after entering a village, was to ask for the replace-
ment of local leaders and the creation of an EAM committee in their
stead. Peasants were rarely able to reject such demands; however, they
often managed to resist and subvert them by staffing such committees
with underage children or even individuals with mental disabilities. In
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one case an 8-year old girl was elected as village ipefthinos (“responsi-
ble one”) by her compatriots.®® When such tricks did not pay off, the
peasants could always retort to bribery or ask the help of a relative who
served in the Resistance organizations.®” However, there were limits to
the guerillas’ tolerance. While they allowed individuals “to voice disa-
greements with the specifics of rebel governance,” any efforts to chal-
lenge the resistance project in its entirety were punished with outmost
brutality.®

Nevertheless, guerilla cadres didn’t see such acts of Resistance as a
form of political reaction or an outcome of their short comings. Instead,
most of them appointed it to the peasants’ innate conservatism and
backwardness. Most mid-ranking and senior cadres were urbanite intel-
lectuals and laborers, who saw the peasants as the proverbial sack of
potatoes. Yet, the same cadres, also, believed that the peasants were
malleable and prone to change after all such attitudes were, but a by-
product of Capitalism, a social system that was in acute crisis and bound
to disappear after the end of the war.>® The task of EAM was to hasten
this collapse and the inevitable transformation of society by re-educat-
ing the peasantry and enfranchising a range of social groups; youths,
women and minorities that had been marginalized by the pre-war re-
gime. EAM appointed women to village councils and in the spring of
1944 accelerated the transformation of gender roles in rural Greece, by
giving women the right to vote and join the armed forces for the first
time in the country’s history.®® EAM brought equally radical changes
to the lives of youths. The first step taken by EAM was the creation of
a youth section, EPON, in the summer of 1943. EPON was divided into
a military branch that was soon absorbed by ELAS and a civilian branch
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whose task was to “organize culture in every village” and, thus, prepare
the new generation to become the “builders of the new Greece.”®!

EPON had a twofold purpose; to serve as a breeding ground for fu-
ture cadres and provide much needed social services to the peasantry.
EPON cadres cultivated the fields of guerillas and war invalids, repaired
roads, tended to refugees and displaced persons, while many volun-
teered as nurses and teachers. Moreover, EPON cadres were responsi-
ble for the steady diet of propaganda fed to the peasants. They wrote
slogans and scribbled graffiti on the walls of public buildings that were
known as “Efimerides Toihou,” the wall newspapers, edited newspa-
pers and periodicals and delivered fiery speeches to the peasantry dur-
ing national holidays.®? However, while EAM had the monopoly of
propaganda in its territory, and censored news and information care-
fully®® this propaganda had a very moderate effect, in fact, “most of it
went over the villagers’ heads... especially the older ones, they really
did not understand what was going on, and they were only interested
where the next bit of food was coming from it seems to me, for them-
selves and for their children.”®*

Moreover, not all cadres were supportive of such radical changes.
Indeed, in many areas the social status quo persisted with EAM’s bless-
ing. In many cases EAM cadres refused to allow their female relatives
to take part in the organization. Such attitudes were not confined to “re-
actionary” mountain villages but were quite widespread in the “red”
villages of the Thessaly plain, where many cadres vetoed the refusal of
women in the village administration. In one case, an EAM council
leader threatened to defect to the Germans along with all his fellow vil-
lagers unless EAM sanctioned the dissolution of the local village
women’s committee. The prefectural EAM commission obliged and the
women’s organization was promptly disbanded.®®
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The same problems were evident from one of the more lauded insti-
tutions of EAM: The “Peoples Courts.” EAM strove to impose a mo-
nopoly of violence and create an alternative judicial system from early
on. The creation and success of such as system was of pivotal im-
portance, as Zachariah Mampilly noted “the establishment of a force
capable of policing the population, followed by a broader judicial mech-
anism to regulate disputes... is the key determinant as to whether the
rebel group is able to make the transition from a roving insurgency to a
stationary one.”®® The guerillas attacked gendarmerie stations and en-
couraged the peasants to stop using the services of local courts and vil-
lage councils that were replaced with their own committees run by an
ipefthinos or “responsible one” who substituted for all intends and pur-
poses the pre-war village mayor. The ipefthinos often doubled as the
president of the “Peoples Courts” that were set up by EAM in most
towns and large villages. Such courts, that were in theory comprised by
the most respected and educated citizens, tried a wide array of cases that
ranged from domestic violence to arson and petty theft. More serious
infractions such as treason and murder were tried by military courts.
The decisions of the courts were enforced by ELAS and the Ethniki
Politofilaki (National Guard).

Post-war memoirs lauded the ipefthinos and the Peoples Courts as
instruments of impartial administration and swift justice. Yet, archival
material and personal testimonies present a very different picture. Cor-
ruption and maladministration were the rule in many parts of free
Greece. Often the ipefthinos used their positions to extort money for
favors, persecute their enemies and enrich themselves and their families
by appropriating EAM funds. A senior EAM member who travelled
from Athens to Thessaly noted in his report: “We always thought that
the ipefthinos would be those forced to endure the greatest sacrifices,
deprivations and hardship, yet in the countryside they have a very dif-
ferent idea of their position. In fact, the ipefthinos and their relatives are
those who endure the least hardship ... we can certainly claim that those
who occupied such positions were not the appropriate persons, but ra-
ther self-seeking crooks and you can certainly appreciate how much
harm this does to our cause.”®’
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In more than one occasions the ipefthinos dissolved the people’s
courts and replaced their members with their own relatives and friends.
People’s judges were also far from incorruptible. Many of them showed
preferential treatment to their relatives, friends and anyone who could
afford to pay them off. Others tried cases while heavily inebriated. It
was no wonder therefore, that these institutions in many cases created
far more problems than they set out to address.5®

EAM cadres’ familiarity with such narratives led them to turn with
a profound fury against “deviants” such as prostitutes, many of whom
were brutally murdered, homosexuals, whom like their Yugoslav coun-
terparts they viewed as “freaks” and believed that “no perverts could
hold positions or be party members,”®® drunks and drug addicts. More-
over, EAM put a strict prohibition on the fraternization between male
and female cadres.”

ELAS officials marketed their organizations as the heralds of radical
change. Yet, while leading cadres might have embraced such ideas,
their foremost concern was to prevail over their rivals and outlive the
Axis. If they managed to achieve this, they had a good shot at seizing
power in the aftermath of the war. However, in order to achieve this,
they had to gain the support of the peasantry. Resistance cadres were
pragmatists, they knew that those who joined them took considerable
risks and therefore expected considerable returns both in the short term
and the long term. The Resistance therefore had to provide its faithful
with a series of perks; privileged access to resources and positions of
powers and immunity from prosecution, were the most important. At
the same time, both organizations were ready and willing to sacrifice
their principals when occasion called for it. Thus, influential men were
allowed to stop their wives from joining EAM, brutalize civilians and
toe the line of EAM whenever it didn’t suit their personal interests. Cor-
ruption and favoritism allowed the Resistance organizations to keep
their clientele, however, they also undermined the organizations legiti-
macy and effectiveness. A blowback was not far behind.
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Crisis and transformation

The summer of 1943 was the high point of the Resistance. The Italian
capitulation allowed the two organizations to expand rapidly towards
the lowlands and acquire a huge amount of weapons and materiel. The
growing availability of weapons and the almost unlimited supply of
British funds led to a massive increase of the guerrilla forces. Within a
few weeks EDES expanded from a mere 1500 to over 8000, while
ELAS forces almost tripled.”* Yet, this expansion had an important
side-effect; it diluted the nucleus of the guerilla bands and with it their
discipline and ideological character. Most early resisters were hard, de-
termined and highly ideological men, who were willing to put their lives
on the line for their cause. Moreover, in the early days of the Resistance
most recruits were carefully vetted since the partisans were wary of trai-
tors and infiltrators. Finally, the majority of recruits received careful
and consistent indoctrination.”> Such precautions were hereafter ne-
glected by the guerrilla organizations that started to use recruitment tac-
tics they had previously shunned. For instance, in Epirus EAM and EDES
cadres gave new recruits a cash payment, that ranged between three to
five sovereigns and promised continuation of payment for at least two
more months. This situation was not confined to Epirus and it persisted
well into the autumn of 1943, despite the repeated instruction of the
BMM that it was “not allowed or possible to offer or promise money ...
in order to move ‘Andartes’ to their org” and the strict prohibition against
guerrillas remaining “in or near their place of residence.””®

As news of the Resistance organizations largesse spread in the coun-
tryside scores of déclassé peasants and criminals; petty thieves, thugs,
rapists, rustlers and even former collaborators rushed to enlist. Vasilis
Papapanos, a law student and communist youth member described his
new fellow-fighters as “derelict men...the most rotten and useless ele-
ments of our society, dregs... who only joined us so as to get a plate of
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food.”"#The presence of these men had a catastrophic impact on the
bands discipline, combat worthiness and relations with the civilian pop-
ulation. Many of the new recruits engaged in criminal activities such as
racketeering, pimping, drug dealing and murder for hire.” An ELAS
guerilla from the area of Boeotia recalled that several guerillas dubbed
in black market and protection rackets, “when [ELAS] broadened the
recruit basis... many of those who joined, did it to satisfy their personal
interests.” ELAS guerillas in Attica and Boeotia requisitioned oil and
sheep from peasants and sold them in the bustling Athenian black mar-
ket.”® Soon, even Resistance newspapers started to complain of the gue-
rillas attitudes and warned the leadership that unless they curtailed such
behaviors the peasants would turn against them. An article in Smolikas,
the official newspaper of the western Macedonian ELAS, noted that
“our relations with the people are going from bad to worse ... the people
see us as tyrants, as an occupation army... instead of the protectors of
their honor and property; this is because of our unscrupulous behavior
and the violence that has been so often used.” 7/

The situation reached breaking point in the winter of 1943-1944.
ELAS and EDES had clashed repeatedly with the Axis forces. How-
ever, this time the situation was different since Wehrmacht unleashed
some of the deadliest counterguerrilla operations of the occupation; Op-
eration Panther began on 18 October and had as its main goal the open-
ing of the loannina—Kalabaka motorway; it was followed by operations
Tiger, Puma, Adler and Hubertus. The aim of these operations was two-
fold: to re-open specific strategic routes that were held by the guerrillas,
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and to destroy the material and social basis of the Resistance by carry-
ing out a scorched-earth policy.”

The guerrilla armies were unable to resist the onslaught of the Wehr-
macht. Within a matter of days both ELAS and EDES were chased out
of their mountain strongholds, while entire units disintegrated before
firing a single shot against the advancing troops. During the same pe-
riod ELAS attacked EDES strongholds in Epirus. The fight between
ELAS and EDES soon degenerated into an all-out civil war, during
which neither side gave nor expected quarter. Prisoners were often mur-
dered and tortured, while peasants were looted with abandon by all
sides.”® The guerrilla armies soon came to resemble the Landsknecht
columns that terrorized the central European peasantries during the
Thirty Years War. Dressed in a combination of peasant rags, stolen
clothes and Axis uniforms and armed with a motley assortment of
weapons the guerillas stole from friend and foe alike and savaged those,
who attempted to resist. Peasants were murdered and tortured for failing
to provide a few kilos of grain or a pack animal, an EDES cadre noted,
“the destruction they have perpetrated is often far worse than what the
German did... many houses were completely looted and many people
have been left without clothes on their backs... protests, curses, threats
are all that we hear every single day.”® The incompetence and coward-
ice of the neophyte guerillas was finally admitted by the upper echelons
of ELAS authorities who noted that “the rapid expansion of ELAS had
landed in the ranks... a number of men who are completely foreign to
the character and the goals of ELAS... they use the guns that were given
them to protect the honor, the property and the freedom of the people...
to satisfy their own personal interest.”8!
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Guerilla infighting and Axis raids had a catastrophic impact on the
rural population and the Resistance organizations. EDES lost to EAM
over half of its territory, however, EAM fared little better. The violence
and venality of the ELAS troops and EAM administrators led to a thor-
ough counter-revolution in northern Greece where local peasants, many
of them of Pontic Greek origin, formed militias under the auspices of
the German forces.®? Blowback was equally fierce in Peloponnesus
where ordinary peasants, die-hard royalists and disenchanted former
EAM members, joined the government sponsored ““Security Battalions”
militias.®® These militias were formed in low-land affluent areas that
had suffered from EAM’s exactions, such as the plain of Imathia and
Pieria, the fertile Messenian lowlands and the olive and grain producing
areas in the islands of Euboea and Lefkada. However, presenting the
militiamen as outraged peasants does not capture their full range of mo-
tivations. Many of them came from the rural demimonde and were gal-
vanized by the prospect of loot and violence, while others came from
ethnic minorities and sided with the Axis to address grievances and set-
tle scores, that dated from the time of the Balkan Wars.®*

Many of these organizations, also, set out to form their own parallel
states. Security Battalion officers in Euboea and Messenia exacted
taxes, tried peasant disputes and offered a number of services that were
previously provided by EAM.® However, such efforts were seldom
successful. Collaborationist militias lacked a coherent ideology. Many
of these militias were home-guard units that were formed to protect a
specific village or area from the exactions of EAM. Infighting between
different militias was, also, far from uncommon, as was violence and
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corruption. Units like the Poulos Battalion in Central Macedonia essen-
tially operated as an organized crime group.®® The members of this
group blackmailed peasants, extracted protection payments and en-
gaged in robbery, theft and rape. Some militia leaders like major S.
Stoupas tried to curtail such attitudes.®” However, their efforts came to
naught. Some ethnic militias, like those raised by Cham Albanians in
north-western Greece, were slightly more successful in this respect,
however, most of the militia leaders were essentially little different than
warlords, whose only concern was their personal prestige and the pro-
tection of their own small kingdoms.2®

Yet, the presence of the militias threatened the very existence of
ELAS since collaborationist formations controlled some of the more
productive areas and many important mountain passes. Furthermore,
despite their lack of governance skills, militia leaders were fierce and
capable warriors and such militias bested ELAS in more than one occa-
sions. Military setbacks and loss of territory undercut ELAS’ financial
basis, dealt a crippling blow to the underground barter economy and
weakened the political grip of ELAS, as many cadres either opted for
neutrality or defected to the other side. In the areas of Karditsa and
Trikala, local EAM cadres repeatedly vetoed ELAS operations against
local collaborationist militias and some even brokered agreements with
militia leaders, who agreed to protect them in exchange for their support
in case ELAS emerged victorious.®

However, these were not the only problems faced by the Resistance
groups. Anti-guerilla operations had led to the thorough destruction of
many prosperous communities. A Red Cross representative, who trav-
elled to Thessaly and Epirus in late-1943, noted the “flourishing com-
munities of Pindus lay in ruins, their population, dishevelled and dev-
astated, has taken refuge in the mountains... all their property has been
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destroyed.”®® This crisis, also, had serious social repercussions, since
poverty and hardship had reduced many areas to an anarchic state. A
Red Cross official noted “there is no safety neither in the forest nor in
the mountains...hunger has brutalized the people and narrowed their
consciousness; banditry offers relief from hunger and looting is used to
quell their needs.”!

Guerilla rule was often harsh and exacting; however, peasants knew
that if they followed a certain set of rules they would be protected and
allowed to carry on with their lives. Ultimately, the guerillas won the
completion for government because they were able to provide the peas-
antry with the rarest and dearest collective good; safety. However, the
inability of the guerillas to face up to the Wehrmacht and the lawless-
ness of the guerilla bands eventually broke the covenant between the
organizations and the civilians and legitimized the mobilization against
the guerrilla bands.

EAM, therefore, had to start its state-building efforts from scratch in
the midst of a profound political and humanitarian crisis. ELAS re-
sponded by militarizing its administrative apparatus and unleashing a
fresh wave of violence, that was aimed against defectors and collabora-
tors of every hue. At the same time, EAM in an effort to raise its pres-
tige, set up a rival administration to the internationally recognized gov-
ernment in exile. This “government” was known as PEEA (Politiki
Epitropi Ethnikis Apeleftherosis — Political Commission for National
Liberation). EAM officials hoped that this move would serve to legiti-
mize their “state” and undermine the efforts of their rivals, who pre-
sented them as mere bandits and usurpers. The militarization of admin-
istration had a significant impact on the policies of EAM and its rela-
tions with the civilian population. EAM increased taxes, imposed
stricter restrictions on the movement of people and goods and diverted
funds and personnel from civilian institutions and organizations such as
EPON to the guerilla bands.%

These changes helped ELAS deal with his rivals, however, they had
a detrimental effect on civilian administration. A senior cadre from the
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area of Fthiotida described in early 1944 the state of self-government in
his region as “deplorable.” He noted that village committees were non-
existent, people’s courts had stopped working and schools were shut, as
aresult EAM enjoyed “no authority or prestige” in much of the region.%
The situation was similar in the nearby area of Fokida, where guerrilla
involvement in civilian affairs had become “a usual phenomenon, since
those who hold the weapons often feel that they are strong enough to
ignore the will of those who support them.” % Tensions between ELAS
and the peasantry were not helped by the persistence of anomic behav-
ior among ELAS troops who sought rents, terrorized the civilians and
shunned peasant mores and sensitivities.%

EAM was aware of peasant disenchantment, however, it had no way
to alleviate such pressures since the British had cut them off financially.
The SOE dispensed humanitarian help to peasants in EAM’s area but
refused to divert money to EAM as they were wary, they would be used
for military purposes.’® The organization had to rely on alternative
methods to finance its struggle and keep the civilian population sated.
Since EAM lacked the funds to keep its administration running it al-
lowed some communities and band leaders to operate as privateers and
use the proceedings to cover their needs. For instance, in the Preveza
area of Epirus pro-EAM communities engaged in regular raids against
lowland villages, which as a rule were either neutral or leaned towards
EDES. The reserve ELAS forces of large villages taxed rival commu-
nities, confiscated the livestock of alleged reactionaries and requisi-
tioned food, which was brought to the community and divided among
EAM supporters.®’

As time went on these tactics became increasingly common. Many
military units relied on plundering raids for their survival. The 50" reg-
iment of ELAS presents a characteristic case. This unit operated in the
ragged Pieria region. The regiment was almost destroyed in the winter
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of 1943-1944 when it lost almost half its strength. The unit was restruc-
tured in February 1944 and survived hereafter by attacking and looting
the rich villages that laid in the foothills of the two mountain ranges. A
leading cadre recalled that between July and August the regiment req-
uisitioned over 141.000 okas of wheat and several thousand heads of
sheep and cattle.®® These raiders were often accompanied by throngs of
civilians; most of whom were EAM members and black-market ped-
dlers, who looked to make a killing by buying and selling loot on site.
However, the efficacy of such tactics was mixed. Requisitioning expe-
ditions often resulted in scuffles among guerillas, while much bootie
was privately commandeered by senior cadres and ELAS officers.%
Moreover, the majority of loot and requisitioned food was diverted to
the guerillas, while civilians were left to fend for themselves. A British
officer stationed in Thessaly was impressed by the disparity in the life-
styles of the guerrillas and the peasantry: “where the village stocks have
not been seriously depleted by the Germans in their various drives, they
are depleted by the andartes ... | have not yet seen an ELAS outpost
where the andartes were not eating wheat bread and having a meat meal
at least once every three days.”1%

Violence was combined with a relentless propaganda effort. Despite
its dire financial problems, EAM and ELAS continued to publish a huge
number of newspapers and periodicals that reminded the “faithful”
about the efforts of infiltrators, traitors and enemy agents, who con-
stantly undermined EAM’s efforts. An EAM newspaper warned its
readers that “the enemy lurks everywhere, he hides within our ranks and
in the home front; he must be crushed without mercy.”2%* This mantra
was repeated ad nauseam in newspapers, speeches and became the main
theme of numerous theatrical plays staged by EPON members. EAM
newspapers constantly reminded their readers of the perils of careless
talk and their duty to report subversion: “our gravest duty... is vigi-
lance... even the most insignificant words uttered by the lips of the en-
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emies of the people and the fatherland,” and reminded them that “sen-
timentalism and gullibility are two psychological attitudes that hurt vig-
ilance.”102

The fixation with treason and spies created a morbid climate of fear
and suspicion. The slightest pretext was enough to lead someone to a
firing squad or one of the numerous ELAS prison camps that were
springing up in “free Greece.” A protest over the lack of food and the
continuous requisitions in the village of Valtetsiniko in Peloponnesus
resulted in the execution of 14 locals, who were falsely accused of being
the leaders of a German spy ring, that extended from Athens to
Tainaron.'%® Scores of civilians lost their lives in the numerous prison
camps. A post-war EAM report estimated that over 1000 persons were
executed in the Feneos prison camp alone. The situation was even
worse in the prison camp of Koumani in Achaea, that was run by
Vrasidas Makris, a pathological sadist and sexual deviant, who was de-
nounced and probably murdered by his comrades after the war.04

However, men like Makris were not renegades. Makris was a dedi-
cated party member, who followed the line laid down by the Pelopon-
nesus bureau of the KKE that decreed in the spring of 1944 “the
measures. .. against the reaction had been relaxed,” and consequently
decided that “we should make carefully planned disappearances of re-
actionaries and traitors.”'% Local cadres were encouraged to bring
“knife blade to the reaction,”% while newspapers urged civilians to
bring “fire and axe to those who had bent the head, wipe them out, do
not spare even their youngest, hot lead to these families of snakes.”%
This was no mere rhetoric, indeed by labelling entire villages as “fas-
cists” or “traitors” the EAM essentially gave the guerillas license to kill
any and all of their residents. Sometimes entire families including chil-
dren, young than ten years of age were murdered by guerrillas often
after gruesome torture.'% Partisans believed that such brutalities would
deter further defection, however, they only led violence to spiral further
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and led to a plummeting of morale and eroded the more standards to the
degree that it became difficult to keep violence focused against collab-
orators.

Communal justice in rural Greece emphasized conciliation between
the rival parties in a conflict. The ideology of EAM and its rivals “em-
phasized eradicating the enemy.” Such views helped to obliterate the
“‘gray zone’ of communal jurisprudence... in favor of a reading in
black and white” that led communities and parties to embrace increas-
ingly radical ways of conflict resolution. Yet, civilians were not just
victims, they were often enthusiastic participants who took advantage
of the guerilla struggle to settle their own scores. Merchants got rid of
unwanted business partners, whom they presented as agents of the re-
action, farmers wreaked revenge on neighbors who had been trespass-
ing on their land, and neighboring communities settled their differences
over water access and land rights through deadly raids. This radicaliza-
tion of violence was, also, augmented by the replacement of the old
elites with young militants. Both EAM and its rivals put a premium on
youth and in many cases replaced experienced and respected notables
with militant youths, whose claim to authority rested on their ability to
enact violence and their blind devotion to their organization’s goals.
Expectedly such men had no time or respect for traditional forms of
conflict resolution or compromise.

The acceleration of civil conflicts, the drop-in living standards and
the continued anomie of ELAS guerillas had a detrimental effect even
among the staunchest supporters of the Left. The “Indian summer” of
free Greece was over. A British officer, who toured Thessaly and Epirus
in the spring of 1944, wrote in a dispatch: “the peasants... are opposed
to the organization and I think would back anything, which offered free-
dom from such interference.”%® The situation was little better further
north in Macedonia where “on the quiet locals tend to speak against
EAM and ELAS quite harshly, complaining of requisitioning and
shooting of non-party people... many would welcome a British occu-
pation until an honest plebiscite was held.”!1? Indeed, by mid-1944 the
“Indian summer” of the Resistance was truly gone, as the bands had
outlived their purpose and had become an unbearable burden to the cit-
izenry whose only wish was to be left alone by all warring parties.
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Conclusion

In the autumn of 1943, an ELAS squad visited the farm of Mitsos
Tratsas near the small Thessalian village of Rodia. The guerillas asked
for several kilos of wheat, fresh meat and a pack animal. Tratsas pro-
tested and told the guerillas that he had already contributed his fair share
for the struggle. However, the guerillas had none of it. He was finally
forced to back down, but not before telling the squad leader, “I’11 do
want you want because you have those damned guns in your hands, |
was in the army once and | know how it feels to have a gun in your
hand....so | have to back down.” The case of Tratsas was far from
unique. In fact, it encapsulates the dilemmas faced by the guerrillas and
civilians during this turbulent period.*!

David Galula wrote that revolutionary warfare “is 20 per cent mili-
tary action and 80 per cent political.”**? The Resistance organizations
were aware of this axiom and the need to mobilize popular support.
However, this was seldom easy since their actions put in harm’s way
the very same people whom they claimed to protect. Peasants were
caught in the middle of a ruthless struggle between two opponents, who
demanded unguestionable obedience. Refusing material assistance and
intelligence to either had dire repercussions. If and when they helped
the guerillas, they would be targeted by the Axis troops as pro-Re-
sistance. At the same time, if they refused help or if they tried to protect
their properties and tried to mediate with the Axis troops, they would
be arrested and manhandled by the guerrillas who accused everyone,
who did not provided them with unguestionable support, of being Ger-
manophile.

However, civilians were not entirely helpless and small acts of Re-
sistance were common and widespread. Peasants used cunning, decep-
tion and sabotage to resist the impositions of the Resistance bands. Such
acts were often successful and forced the guerillas to change their poli-
cies vis-a-vis the civilian population. Yet, the guerillas tolerance had a
limit and while many guerilla leaders were happy to remove a crooked
official, lessen the tax burden or provide some small perks to the peas-
ants, whole-sale criticism of their policies was not tolerated. The limits

111. Vasiliki Papagianni, Kpovyéc e Mviung, Kozoyi-Avtiotaon-Eupidiiog
(Screams of Memory-Occupation-Resistance-Civil War) (Athens: Sokolis, 2005), 491.
112. Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare, 65.



Balkan Studies 53 (2020) 153

of tolerance were further narrowed after the disastrous winter of 1943-
44. Very few believed that the guerillas were able to take on the Axis
troops on, however, most assumed that they would be able put up a
staunch fight. Such hopes went up in flames along with scores of villages
in “free Greece.” The catastrophic defeat in the hands of the German
troops coincided with the outbreak of a ruthless civil war and the
defection of tens of thousands of civilians who formed pro-Axis militias.

These events finally broke the covenant between the guerillas and
the civilians and led to a radical re-alignment of Resistance policies.
EAM proceeded to grant almost unlimited powers to ELAS command-
ers and diverted funds and resources from civilian administration and
social services to its armed forces. The militarization of the Resistance
was also accompanied by an acceleration of violence. EAM and ELAS
were desperate to deflect the accusations of incompetence and coward-
ice. The recent setbacks were, thus, appointed to the pernicious influ-
ence of subversives and traitors of all hues. Accordingly, civilians who
expressed even the slightest objection to EAM’s tactics and policies
were persecuted as traitors and scores of them were led to the numerous
makeshift prison camps set up by ELAS. Unavoidably, this policy
stemmed all kinds of criticism since the slightest protest was punished
with the outmost severity.

The increasing severity and paranoia of civilian and military leaders
led many communities to react by defecting to the Axis and receiving
arms to set up home-guard militias. Very few of those who accepted
arms had any illusions about the outcome of the war or the eventuality
of an Allied victory. However, like most civilians in occupied territo-
ries, “they formed their attitude towards partisans by assessing the bal-
ance between the privations inflicted by irregular warfare and the ben-
efits of eventual victory.”'!3 The civilians initially sided with the gue-
rilla movement because of the partisans’ ability to guarantee their prop-
erty and safety. The successive defeats of the guerillas, the profound
lack of concern for civilian safety and their constant impositions amply
demonstrated that they weren’t able to do either, civilians, thus, de-
fected in the hope that a temporary alignment with the Axis troops was
their best chance to survive the privations of the war.
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Yet, despite these setbacks ELAS was able to prevail over its adver-
saries. This victory has been appointed to ELAS’ superior military ca-
pabilities, and the power of ideology. However, such explanations are
patently inadequate to explain the resilience of the Left-Wing guerillas.
Kilcullen noted in his pivotal study of counter-insurgency that insur-
gents do not have to be particularly good rulers, they just have to be
better than their adversaries, rebel governance “is a competition: you
don't have to be perfect, but you do have to do better than the other
side.”*** EAM prevailed because it managed to out govern its rivals for
the duration of the Occupation. This was made possible because of their
extreme adaptability and profound ruthlessness. EAM leaders were ar-
dent ideologues, however, they were also aware that they had to adopt
to the circumstances of the war, indeed, ideology might have provided
a roadmap, however, its imperative was “modified as guerrillas
learn[ed] how to stay alive and how to use their immediate environ-
ment.”1> EAM’s rivals were often hardy and pugnacious, however,
they were unwilling and unable to step into EAM’s shoes and govern
the civilian realm. As a result, these organizations were unable to co-
ordinate their military actions and mobilize the majority of the popula-
tion against ELAS. Isolated, disorganized and hopelessly divided, they
were, thus, picked one by one and destroyed by the ELAS bands.
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