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from a Eurocentric perspective and challenges orthodox readings of
Greek history as part of the history of the West. Since the Greeks
lacked a national state or a unified society, economy or culture, the
polis has helped to create a homogenising national narrative. This
book re-examines old polarities such as those between the Greek
poleis and Eastern monarchies, or between the ancient consumer
and the modern producer city, in order to show the fallacies of
standard approaches. It argues for the relevance of Aristotle’s concept
of the polis, which is interpreted in a novel way. Finally, it proposes
an alternative way of looking at Greek history as part of a
Mediterranean world-system. This interdisciplinary study engages
with modern debates on globalisation, nationalism, Orientalism
and history writing, while also debating recent developments in
classical studies.
KOSTAS

VLASSOPOULOS

University of Nottingham.

is Lecturer in Greek History at the

UNTHINKING THE GREEK
POLIS
Ancient Greek History beyond Eurocentrism

KOSTAS VLASSOPOULOS
Department of Classics
University of Nottingham

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS

Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo
Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 8RU, UK
Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York
www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521877442
© Kostas Vlassopoulos 2007
This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provision of
relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take place
without the written permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published in print format 2007
eBook (EBL)
ISBN-13 978-0-511-36647-5
ISBN-10 0-511-36647-7
eBook (EBL)
ISBN-13
ISBN-10

hardback
978-0-521-87744-2
hardback
0-521-87744-X

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of urls
for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication, and does not
guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

To the liberty of oppressed peoples

Contents

Acknowledgements
Abbreviations

page ix
xiii

Introduction
PART I

1

DEFINING THE CONTEXTS OF THINKING

ABOUT THE POLIS

11

1 An archaeology of discourses

13

2 The ancient discourses on the polis

68

3 Making use of Aristotle: concepts and models

85

PART II

RETHINKING THE CONTEXTS. THE POLIS

AS AN ENTITY: A CRITIQUE

97

4 East and West, Greece and the East: the polis vs. Oriental
despotism

101

5 The consumer city: ancient vs. medieval/modern

123

PART III

BEYOND THE POLIS: THE POLIS AS PART
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Introduction

This work is a study of history, and ‘all of history is contemporary history’.1
Which, then, are the contemporary issues that influence the perception and
articulation of this study? Our era is characterised by the exasperating
contradictions of the ideology that one could call ‘Occidentalism’.
Occidentalism is the ideology that there exist clearly bounded entities in
world history, such as the West, the Orient and the primitives, and that
these metaphysical entities have a genealogy (or rather only the Occident
has a true genealogy);2 that there is a pattern in human history, which leads
to the evolution of the modern West, which is the natural path of history,
while the history of the Rest of the world is a story of aberrations that have
to be explained; that the whole world is actually following the lead of the
West and one day it will manage to assimilate; that the conceptual tools
and the disciplines created by the West are in some way the natural way to
organise experience and analyse reality, and that the reality of the past, and
the present outside the West, ought to be explicable in these Western
terms.3
These are not simply academic arguments; they have a real, deadly
impact in the world around us. German Christian democrats and French
conservatives oppose the entry of Turkey into the EU, because Europe is a
Christian culture;4 the French Front National argues for the expulsion of
African immigrants, because they partake of an alien culture;5 nonWestern countries are invaded to impose liberty and democracy, because
they are presumed to be unable to achieve them by their own means;6 anger
and despair among the oppressed of the Middle East are denigrated as
religious fanaticism, in contrast to Western liberal secularism.7
1
3
4
6

Croce 1921: 11–26. 2 For this metageography, see Lewis and Wigen 1997.
For these issues, see Chakrabarty 2000: 3–23.
See e.g. Guardian, 27 November 2002; also 17 September 2002. 5 Guardian, 25 April 2002.
Ali 2002. 7 See a characteristic example: Huntington 1998.
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At the same time, the bastions of Occidentalism, evolutionism and the
idea of progress seem less and less plausible.8 Colonialism, once thought of
as part of a left-behind past, is again on the agenda. The growing progress
of secularism is a mirage; it is not only in the Orient that ‘religious fanatics’
gain control; for the first time since more than a century ago, leaders of
Western powers argue that they owe an account of their actions only in
front of the Supreme Being.9 In an age of globalisation and borders
surpassed, nationalism is a more potent force than ever. The growing
advancement of civil rights is reversed; habeas corpus is a dead letter even
in the country of its inception.10 The triumph of the modern rational state
is reversed; in whole regions of the globe state power has collapsed and
‘feudal’ groups and interests fight each other and run countries;11 areas that
were safely visited a hundred years ago are as impenetrable now as they were
three centuries ago.12
Few I hope would dispute that Greek history has played an important
part in fostering Occidentalist/Eurocentric agendas in the past;13 it is
equally true that it continues to do so in the present.14 But this book will
not focus on the ways that Greek history has been used to support these
agendas in the larger political, cultural and social environment. My subject
is to study this process the other way round. The central argument of this
work is that the modern study of Greek history has been fundamentally
shaped by the perspectives of Occidentalism/Eurocentrism. We can easily
point to a number of key aspects. To start with, Greek history is always
treated as part of Western or European history.15 It is not treated as part of
the continuous history of an area of the Mediterranean through the ages; it
becomes part of a chain of historical evolution that starts in the Near East,
moves to Greece, passes to Rome, before moving on to the Middle Ages
and the modern Western world. Greece, as part of the Mediterranean, is
nothing more than a temporary setting for this chain of evolution. Ancient
Greek history is not written from the perspective of the continuous history
of this geographical area; rather, the history of this area becomes irrelevant,
once the torch has passed to the next bearer of Western civilisation.
As a consequence, the history of the ancient Greeks has been separated
from the history of the wider Mediterranean and the Near East; it has
8
11
13
14
15

9
See Albrow 1996.
Guardian, 4 May 2003. 10 Guardian, 26 November 2001.
See Mbembe 2001 on Africa. 12 Hobsbawm 1997.
Turner 1981; Bernal 1987; Canfora 1989.
Hanson and Heath 1998; Berlinerbau 1999; Hanson 2004.
See the two different, but equally characteristic, Occidentalist perspectives on Greek history in
Hanson 2002; Meier 2005.
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become a segregated and apparently autonomous entity.16 The story
of the opposition between Oriental despotism and Western freedom,
which originated with the Greeks, is too well known to be rehearsed
here.17
Even more, this Eurocentric perspective has created an implicit mentality whereby Europe, in its medieval, early modern and modern forms, has
become the sole standard of comparison for ancient Greek history (as a
matter of fact, for all areas and periods of history). To give just one
example, the economic history of antiquity is still written from a perspective that tries to assess to what extent ancient economies approximated
medieval/modern European economies.18 The implicit assumption is that
the path that medieval, early modern and modern European economies
followed is the normal path that every economy should have followed;
therefore, the issue becomes whether ancient economies did follow that
path, and, if not, why not. The idea that there is no reason to take the
(northern) European economies as the standard of comparison; the idea
that there can exist other, non-European, standards of comparison; or the
idea that economies are parts of wider world-systems and conjunctures,
which we cannot randomly abstract, seem unimaginable from the viewpoint of the current dominant perspective.19
Finally, one of the effects of the appropriation of ancient Greek history
for the history of Europe has been the imposition of a quasi-national
framework on Greek history. The Greeks had no centre or institution
around which their history could be organised; Greek-speaking communities were scattered all over the Mediterranean and they never achieved
political, economic or social unity; while their cultural unity was not
centred on a dominant institution, such as a church or a temple.
Therefore, Greek history could not be written in the way that Roman or
Jewish history could, centred on the Roman state or the Jewish temple. The
emergence of nationalism and racialism in nineteenth-century Europe, and
the construction of national narratives for all European nations, influenced
deeply the way modern historians attempted to narrate Greek history; the
homogenising fictional entity of the nation was ready at hand. But equally
important were the needs of the Eurocentric account of historical evolution. The story of the evolution of the West, passing from one stage to the
next and from one locale to another, necessitated a clear story of beginning,
16
18
19

Bernal 1987: 281–336. 17 Koebner 1951; Venturi 1963; Vidal-Naquet 1964; Hall 1989.
Finley 1973b: 123–49. See the comments of Nafissi 2005: 237–43.
For such an approach, see Pomeranz 2000, 3–27.
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acme and fall. A homogenising national narrative could serve such a
function, and was thus easily adopted.
The concept that came to encompass and serve all these needs of
Eurocentric history is the concept of the polis, the Greek city-state. It has
served to differentiate the Greeks, originators of liberty and democracy,
from Oriental monarchies and despotisms. Moreover, since the Greeks
lacked a national state, the city-state served as the equivalent: the various
Greek poleis were so many replicas of the common national form of state
and society, the city-state. It could thus serve as a handy means of homogenisation.20 It could also serve ideally the Eurocentric scheme of historical
evolution: the polis could be portrayed as a historical form that emerged,
prospered and finally declined, passing the sceptre to new forms, such as
the Hellenistic monarchies and the Roman empire. Finally, it could be
used to pursue all sorts of Eurocentric comparisons. To give an example,
the Greek polis, perceived as a consumer city, has been compared to
medieval and modern producer cities, in order to explain why ancient
economies did not develop the way modern European economies did.21
As it is clear already from the title, this work is polemical to a large
extent; but the reader is entitled to ask: has it been the case that all study of
ancient Greek history so far has been Eurocentric and dominated by the
currents of thought and methodologies that you criticise? Am I not constructing straw men, given the variety of views expressed by different
scholars? Am I not conspiratorial, when arguing that alternative traditions
to the current orthodoxy have been silenced or marginalised?
I am using the term silencing to describe the process of the formation of
the modern orthodoxy and the exclusion of alternatives in two different
ways. On the one hand, it refers to the process by which certain approaches
and the people who foster them are put aside and marginalised; but this is
the least important for my discussion here, and in the absence of a history
of scholarship for the twentieth century it would be impossible to substantiate.22 But I do not intend this work to be conspiratorial;23 I hope it is
relatively easy for the reader to see that many scholars have supported a
variety of alternative views and that there is no concentrated or conscious
effort to silence certain views. The problem is indeed deeper and much
more difficult to handle: silence is created by the very act of historical
writing.
20
22
23

Gawantka 1985. 21 Finley 1977.
The lonely efforts of Karl Christ are not enough: Christ 1972, 1999.
And in this way I differ profoundly from Bernal 1987, as much as I agree with his general theme.
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Silences enter the process of historical production at four crucial moments: the
moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the
making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and
the moment of retrospective significance (the making of history in the first
instance).24

The silence at the moment of fact creation means that evidence for a
subject or an event might exist, and yet not be utilised as a historical fact
(e.g. archaeological evidence is underutilised by historians); the silence at
the moment of fact assembly implies that there is uneven power in the
production of sources (e.g. our literary archives represent the voice of elite
Greeks, while subaltern Greeks are generally voiceless); the silence in the
making of narratives implies that certain ways of writing a narrative
eliminate certain kinds of evidence and certain subjects (e.g. writing
Greek history as a story of the rise, acme and decline of the polis silences
the history of the Greek communities in the Black Sea, where such a
narrative cannot be constructed); finally, the silence at the moment of
retrospective significance forces certain questions, while making others
impossible (e.g. if Greek history is important, because it is the beginning
of European history, then it is worth asking why the Greek polis did not
develop economically like the medieval European city, but it becomes
pointless to compare the Greek poleis with Indian cities).
There are therefore multiple silences; this is the reason that alternative
views and approaches can exist, but without challenging the overall framework. A new fact can be added (e.g. numismatic evidence) without challenging the way of constructing a narrative or the wider metanarrative; a
new assembly of facts can be created, which gives voice and opens a window
to people and subjects previously underrepresented (e.g. the intensive
surveys opening a window to the silent countryside and the lower classes
that inhabited it), and still be situated within the same narrative. The
varieties of alternative views that are endorsed in this study, along with the
variety of views that are criticised, accept and deny different kinds of
silences. What has not been done so far is an examination of all these
silences and, even more, of the narratives and metanarratives that form the
necessary background of writing Greek history.
The purpose of this book therefore is to examine and make explicit the
forms of silences employed in writing Greek history. The making of
sources and archives is more extensively discussed in the final chapter,
suggesting how we can utilise the variety of sources at our disposal, in order
24

Trouillot 1995: 26.
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to overcome the usual Athenocentric and Hellenocentric accounts. The
main part of this book though is more concerned with the making of
narratives and the metanarratives on which these narratives depend. But it
should be clear from the discussion above that the creation of silences is
inherent in any kind of historical production. It would be a self-delusion to
pretend that one can substitute the bad silences for the light of truth. But it
is possible, legitimate and necessary to question certain kinds of silences
and offer different criteria, different questions and different forms of
silences.
The current study therefore has two aims: to challenge the implicit
assumptions and the larger discursive framework behind the study of
Greek history; and to offer an alternative analytical and conceptual framework. I argue that the current dominance of the polis as the single
organising tool of the study of Greek history is responsible for the problems
underlined above. I will examine the various ways in which the polis has
been used as the key analytical tool to study the political, economic and
social history of the ancient Greeks and show the insurmountable problems
that are created. I therefore attempt to supplement an ‘unthinking’ of the
concept of the polis with other analytical levels and conceptual tools.
To achieve the above aims, this study follows developments in the wider
historical discipline. Comparative history and the history of historiography
are two fundamental aspects of my work. There is a strong tendency among
many ancient historians to consider both as optional and rather irrelevant
to the day-to-day practice of the historian. In this understanding, comparative history resorts to nothing more than trying to find arguments or
evidence in other periods or societies, when we lack them for the period or
society that we study; and the history of historiography resorts to the study
of first-rate minds from second-rate minds, or otherwise little more than
a combination of intellectual curiosity and antiquarianism.25 In my perspective, they both are an indispensable part of historical thinking. They
function as the anthropological conscience of historiography: they remind
us that the past is a foreign country, since people do things in a different
way there. They challenge and help to rethink (or, indeed, unthink26) all
that is taken for granted.
25

26

The general absence of undergraduate courses in both comparative history and the history of
historiography of antiquity speaks volumes about general attitudes. There are of course exceptions;
but as always, this reinforces rather than undermines the rule.
The concept of ‘unthinking’ refers to Wallerstein 1991. My attempt to unthink the foundations of
my discipline has been fundamentally shaped by Wallerstein’s attempt to unthink the foundations
of the social sciences. This does not imply identification with all of his theses; Wallerstein has justly
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The history of historiography shows that there is no inevitability in the
way we have come to study history; that there have been alternative
approaches, which have been silenced, and may be still worth pursuing;
and that there are certain metahistorical reasons for which some approaches
have been endorsed instead of others. Comparative history helps to illustrate issues and aspects that have not been clearly visible; it allows us to view
our subjects from alternative perspectives; and it provides us with controlled and explicit historical assumptions, in order to approach our
sources. A fundamental difference between my use of comparative history
and that of many ancient historians is the starting point: many ancient
historians start from problems encountered in the field of ancient history
and turn to comparative study, in order to illuminate these points; their
comparative quest is driven from the particular problems of their field, and
is seen only from the entrenched perspective of their discipline.27 Thus,
they end up finding what they are already geared to find.
On the contrary, I start from the perception that our colleagues in other
fields of history have been devising new approaches, methods, perspectives
and issues, which have not found resonance in the world of historians of
antiquity.28 A key issue of this work is to look at the study of ancient Greek
history from the perspective of what has been accomplished in other fields
of history and to attempt to introduce such concerns to the study of ancient
history.29 There is of course a growing number of other ancient historians
who pursue a comparative agenda; but there are differences about which
comparative agendas should be adopted and this study makes an argument
in favour of certain agendas, instead of others.
Post-colonialism and the critique of Orientalism have by now a long
history;30 yet, until now they had a very limited influence on the study of
ancient history. To a certain extent, this is because even the few scholars
that have attempted to converse with this current of thought have mainly
turned their attention to works dealing with literary criticism, such as the
work of Said; very little attention has been paid to the historical studies

27
28

29

30

been criticised as partly remaining within a Eurocentric perspective; see e.g. Washbrook 1990. I also
find his economistic outlook often reductive and unsatisfactory. Yet, I find his challenge to the
foundations of the modern social sciences both fully justified and highly stimulating. I have
attempted to develop some of his many challenges and insights, without necessarily accepting all
of his conclusions.
See the remarks of Detienne 2000.
The chief influences on this work are the historiographical traditions of the Annales, the Past and
Present and the Subaltern Studies. See Kaye 1984; Dosse 1994; Chaturvedi 2000; Ludden 2002.
To give an example, I attempt to introduce the insights of Braudel’s Civilisation matérielle (Braudel
1982, 1984) to the study of Greek economic history.
See the pioneering Said 1978.
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emanating from post-colonialism, which are far more challenging and
relevant. My work attempts to take this historical production into account;
in particular, I have found the historiographical production of India
extremely stimulating.31 The other shortcoming is the general indifference
towards the work of those scholars studying the ancient societies of the
Near East. Many misconceptions are due to the neglect of scholarly
achievements in this field in the last fifty years.32 I present some very
important insights coming out of this work, and I hope this will act as a
catalyst towards further constructive interaction.
The study and critique of nationalism and ethnocentrism has been an
equally strong influence.33 Since the Historicist revolution of the nineteenth century, the national state has become the unchallenged unit of
analysis for historical narrative and analysis.34 The emergence of social
history, gender history and ethnohistory has done much to undermine the
coherence of national narratives and present the multiple histories of the
lower classes, women and outcasts.35 There has been a large discussion, in
particular among American historians, on the need for new units of
analysis and new forms of historical narrative, which will enable us to
study and portray the multiple histories of various groups of peoples,
instead of the homogenising and subjugating national narrative.36 I have
followed these insights by arguing that the domination of the concept of
the polis on the study of Greek history serves to homogenise and submerge
these various histories. And I attempt to offer an alternative analytical
framework by studying Aristotle’s conceptualisation of the polis and its
constituent koinôniai.
Globalisation is probably the key word of the early twenty-first century.37 The challenge to the national state as the unit of analysis has not
come only from those arguing for levels below the national level; it is
equally important to pay attention to those arguing for new conceptual
tools in order to study diasporas,38 international systems of moving goods,
peoples and ideas,39 and the interlinked history of various groups of
peoples and states.40 This study uses the work of scholars on globalisation,41 world-systems theory42 and world history43 in order to argue
that Greek history has to be liberated from the Eurocentric narrative of a
31

Prakash 1990; Chakrabarty 2000; Chaturvedi 2000.
The best reflection of this work is van de Mieroop 1997b. 33 Anderson 1991; Duara 1995.
34
Iggers 1968. 35 Bender 1986. 36 Bender 2002a. 37 Robertson 1992, 2003.
38
Gilroy 1993; Clifford 1994. 39 Curtin 1984.
40
See the innovating Linebaugh and Rediker 2000. 41 Appadurai 2001.
42
Wallerstein 1974; Abu-Lughod 1989. 43 Wolf 1982; Stuchtey and Fuchs 2003.
32
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segregated and autonomous Greek history. We need to insert Greek
history into the interlinking history of the wider Mediterranean and
Near Eastern world;44 but in order to do this, while avoiding the old
billiard approach of interaction between autonomous and separate entities,
we need new concepts and analytical tools; I attempt to provide a beginning for such a framework. Eric Wolf many years ago asked some questions
that I still find relevant:
If there are connections everywhere, why do we persist in turning dynamic,
interconnected phenomena into static, disconnected things? Some of this is
owing, perhaps, to the way we have learned our own history. We have been
taught, inside the classroom and outside of it, that there exists an entity called
the West, and that one can think of this West as a society and civilization
independent of and in opposition to other societies and civilizations. Many of
us even grew up believing that this West has a genealogy, according to which
ancient Greece begat Rome, Rome begat Christian Europe . . . If history is but a
tale of unfolding moral purpose, then each link in the genealogy, each runner in
the race, is only a precursor of the final apotheosis and not a manifold of social and
cultural processes at work in their own place and time. Yet, what would we learn of
ancient Greece, for example, if we interpreted it only as a prehistoric Miss Liberty,
holding aloft the torch of moral purpose in the barbarian night? We would gain
little sense of the class conflicts racking the Greek cities, or of the relations between
freemen and their slaves. We would have no reason to ask why there were more
Greeks fighting in the ranks of the Persian kings than in the ranks of the Hellenic
Alliance against the Persians. It would be of no interest to us to know that more
Greeks lived in southern Italy and Sicily, then called Magna Graecia, than in
Greece proper. Nor would we have any reason to ask why there were soon more
Greek mercenaries in foreign armies than in the military bodies of their home
cities. Greek settlers outside of Greece, Greek mercenaries in foreign armies and
slaves from Thrace, Phrygia or Paphlagonia in Greek households, all imply
Hellenic relations with Greeks and non-Greeks outside of Greece. Yet, our
guiding scheme would not invite us to ask questions about these relationships.45

I have used this introduction to present the greater framework within
which I situate my study. My debts and reactions to developments in the
particular field of ancient history are discussed in much more detail in the
historiographical part of this work, and in many other cases in all other
parts of the book, of course. I also regret that cultural and religious history
have received little place in this study. This should not be taken to imply
that they are derivative on the ‘deep’ economic, social and political structures. But apart from problems of personal competence and familiarity,
44
45

A move in this direction is of course Horden and Purcell 2000; see also Gras 1995b.
Wolf 1982: 4–5.
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and pressure of time and space, the reader will hopefully agree that the kind
of approach, which is espoused here for social, economic and political
history, is readily applicable to cultural and religious history as well.46
From the perspective defended in this work, it is possible to move
beyond national histories into histories of how the interaction and interdependence between various communities and groups has shaped the past;
to move beyond teleological and Eurocentric Grand Narratives into an
understanding of the multiple, yet co-existing, and co-dependent courses
of history; to save the peripheries, the subalterns and the marginal from ‘the
enormous condescension of posterity’,47 without therefore fragmenting the
past into a ‘histoire en miettes’. Greek history is an ideal field to apply all
these concepts. The Greeks never had a centre around which one could
organise their history; their communities were scattered over a wide space;
their interactions with other communities and polities played a paramount
role in their history; the varying temporal and spatial settings and configurations of their communities makes it feasible and necessary to apply
the historical concepts that we have described. The Greek poleis are
fascinating because they defy the obligatory logic of all the great explanatory schemes of Occidentalism. They are the decisive proof that history
matters; what greater pleasure for the historian?
46
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See for example the similar approach of Antonaccio 2003.
Thompson 1980: 12.

PART I

Defining the contexts of thinking
about the polis

CHAPTER

1

An archaeology of discourses

I have chosen the title of this book, Unthinking the Greek polis, to indicate
that it is an attempt to look back, question and deconstruct the various
discourses that underlie the modern study of the Greek polis. Today the
polis is certainly the organising principle of the study of ancient Greek
history. Every study of the political, economic, social, cultural and religious
life of the ancient Greek world has to engage seriously with this concept. It
has come to look as if it is perfectly natural to analyse Greek history within
such a framework. But in fact, instead of being the natural, or the most
plausible, way of studying Greek history, the polis approach is a relatively
recent one, being the product of specific decisions and methodologies
within larger discursive arguments.
The Greek word polis has a very ancient pedigree. It is thought to be an
Indo-European word denoting the sense of ‘stronghold’.1 But it is its
widespread and all-encompassing use by the ancient Greeks of the first
millennium B C E that has given it an importance transcending its linguistic
meaning. Nevertheless, it is only since the middle of the nineteenth century
with the publication of works such as those of Burckhardt and Fustel2 that
the word polis has started to attract the attention of modern scholars, and
has become part of Western European discourses and literature.3 It is
therefore important to pay much attention to the following question:
how had these wider discourses formulated the study of ancient Greek
history, and the content of that history, before the polis became the
organising principle of the study of ancient history?
Let me clarify my question somewhat. It is obvious that the polis was a
concept (indeed a constellation of meanings) of fundamental importance
1
2

3

For references, see Hansen 2000b: 145.
Fustel de Coulanges, La cité antique: Etude sur le culte, le droit, les institutions de la Grèce et de Rome,
Paris, 1864; Jacob Burckhardt, Griechische Kulturgeschichte, I–II, Berlin, 1898.
See Gawantka 1985. I think it is much more than a coincidence that the term city-state was coined first
for Rome and not for any Greek polis; see Hansen 1998: 15–16.
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for the political, economic, social and cultural world of the ancient Greeks.
Therefore, the discovery of this importance by modern scholarship was
clearly a great advantage. But the utilisation of this discovery was predetermined by the nature and limits that the history of Greece had already
acquired by then; and in fact, its utilisation was severely limited by the
progressive hardening of these limits.
We need, then, to study the historiography of Greek history in a nonteleological way;4 this does not mean that the historiographical excursion,
which will follow, will cover all the aspects and approaches to the study of
Greek history. My historiographical survey is limited to the creation of
a framework for the critique of the current approaches to the polis. But
I believe it is important to show that there have been many alternative ways
of approaching Greek history, which have been sidestepped and forgotten.5
This is crucial for two reasons: on the one hand, in order to understand that
the polis approach emerged as an alternative to these other ways of studying
Greek history, and that the features of this approach have been determined by
this opposition; on the other hand, since my aim is to offer not just a critique,
but an alternative approach to the study of Greek history, the historiographical excursion will provide us with glimpses of previous attempts to provide
such a framework, which can be still adopted and utilised.
Moreover, despite having a specific aim in mind, it is necessary to
broaden our field of enquiry. The polis approach depends on a number
of larger metahistorical premises: the placement of Greek history within
European history; an evolutionist and/or progressivist philosophy of history; a mechanistic and/or functionalist historical methodology; specific
decisions about the subject and the extent of Greek history and its unit of
analysis; decisions about the narrative genres within which Greek history is
pursued; and so on. We need to study the polis-centred approach within
these larger discursive contexts. And, given that my argument will be that
we have to pay more respect to the ancient Greek perceptions of their
history, we need to start the historiographical enquiry with their own
approaches.
Therefore, the study of the historiography of the Greek polis needs to be
placed within a study of the historiography of Greek history. In what
follows, I define six periods in the study of the history of ancient Greek
4
5

For a similar approach, see Collini et al. 1983, 3–21; Heilbron 1995: 1–15.
To give an example, one can cite the attempt of Eduard Meyer to bring together the history of Greece
with the history of the Near East. His attempt e.g. to study the parallel development of Greek and
Jewish history under the common influence and pressure of the Persian empire, remains still
unsurpassed. See Ampolo 1997: 90–3.
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communities: (a) ancient Greek accounts of their own history (b) from the
Renaissance to the French Revolution (c) from the French Revolution to
the 1860s (d) from the 1860s to the Second World War (e) the formation of
modern orthodoxy in the post-war period and (f) alternative approaches
since the 1980s.6
THE GREEKS AND THEIR HISTORY GENRES

It is always bewildering to find out how recent the history of Greece is.
In antiquity, there existed a history of the Jews (e.g. the Jewish Antiquities
of Josephus); a history of the Romans (e.g. the Roman Antiquities of
Dionysius of Halicarnassus or Livy); and since the revolutionary feat of
Eusebius, there even existed a history of the Christians, or more precisely
of the Christian Church.7 But until the eighteenth century, nobody had
ever written either a history of the Greeks, or a history of Greece.8
There is a very elementary difference between Roman and Greek history to which
perhaps not enough attention has been paid. Roman history, to the ordinary
educated man, has definite limits in space and time: it has a beginning, it has an
end; and it is obvious, if you speak of Roman history, that you mean the history of
a well-defined territory . . . With the Greeks it was the opposite. There were no
obvious limits of time and space, no proper beginning, no agreed end and no
geographical boundaries.9

The Greeks had no centre or institution around which their history could
be organised; Greek-speaking communities were scattered all over the
Mediterranean, and they never achieved political, economic or social
unity; while their cultural unity was not centred on a dominant institution,
such as a church, or a temple.
When Greeks wrote history, they wrote under five categories.10 We will
not be much interested in a late classical category, which centred on the
careers and feats of illustrious individuals (e.g. the Histories of Alexander).
Instead, we will pay much more attention to the other four categories: the
6

7
8

9

I owe much to Ampolo 1997. Since it is a little book meant to be more an introduction than a
comprehensive account, I have avoided citing it for every single assertion in the following pages. Yet,
my debt is no less for that.
Momigliano 1990: 80–108, 132–52.
See the comments of Adolph Holm: ‘the conception of a history of Greece belongs only to recent
times. The Greeks themselves might have conceived the idea, since they contrasted Hellenism with
barbarism; but we find no Greek history written by a Greek; even Ephorus wrote chronicles of the
Hellenes and the barbarians. In modern times Englishmen were the first to write histories of Greece’:
The History of Greece from its Commencement to the Close of the Independence of the Greek Nation,
London and New York, 1894, 7.
Momigliano 1984a: 133–4, 1990. 10 For what follows, see the account in Fornara 1983: 29–46.
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first and most ancient, tracing its origin to the Homeric epics, was the
narration of a single war or military engagement: although it would be a
great mistake to think of the work of Herodotus in these terms, since as a
pioneering work it did contain many more avenues and agendas than this,11
nevertheless, both Herodotus, and much more Thucydides, ultimately
attempted to narrate a single great war. Many other authors continued
throughout antiquity to write narratives of single wars.
Since Xenophon decided in his Hellênika, instead of restricting himself
to completing the unfinished Thucydidean narrative of the Peloponnesian
war, to continue his narrative of the political and military history down to
his own time,12 a third genre developed under that name: it was contemporary history, which each historian brought down to his own time
(Zeitgeschichte). It is important to recognise that despite the name
Hellênika, this was no history of the Greeks, or of Greece, in the modern
sense: those accounts dealt only with the history of a limited number of
Greek communities, and even for these, only to the extent that their history
was at some points connected with the political and military affairs and
concerns of the ‘great powers’, which, strictly speaking, formed the subject
of the Hellênika. The writers of Hellênika felt no need to be comprehensive,
and reasonably so. Therefore, the history of each individual community, or
of whole regions (such as the Sikelika), which remained outside the scope
of the Hellênika, was narrated under the category of local history; here it is
important to emphasise that, with very few exceptions, all this vast literature on local history was already lost when ancient texts were transmitted
to the West in the Renaissance.13
Finally, when the Greeks extended their vision to the past and the
beginnings of history, they wrote, starting with Ephorus, universal history,
narrations of ‘all the deeds of Greeks and barbarians’.14 It is again important to emphasise that, with the partial exception of Polybius, whose work
is limited to a short period of time, but nevertheless has an important
particular agenda surpassing the aims of universal history, the only work of
universal history that survived in the Renaissance was that of Diodorus
(and this with very serious gaps).
It is important not to ignore that a whole part of Greek discourses on
their past was not conducted under the name of history.15 To give one
11
13
14
15

See Momigliano 1958; Payen 1997. 12 Dillery 1995.
On the lost works of Greek historiography, see Strasburger 1990.
On the origins of universal history, see Momigliano 1982a.
Von Fritz 1956; Weil 1964; Huxley 1972, 1973.
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example, the Aristotelian tradition of social, political and historical studies
(and his approach to the polis in particular) was not thought of as part of
history-writing in antiquity; yet its value for our assessment of Greek
perceptions of their past is definitely high. But we are not going to deal
with this issue here, since the whole next chapter is devoted to it.

RENAISSANCE TO THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

Since the Renaissance, therefore, and the rediscovery of an extremely
limited quantity of the historiographical production of antiquity (limited
both in amount and in scope), there existed no Greek history tout court
until the eighteenth century. What was the reason?
The European neoclassical tradition,16 which was decisively influenced
by classical historiography,17 perceived history largely as a narrative of
military and political deeds performed by great persons.18 The counterpart
to this definition of the historical field was the perception of historia
magistra vitae, whereby the past served as a rich field of exempla for modern
use.19 This had a double effect. On the one hand, it meant that early
modern scholars did not attempt to write narrative histories of ancient
Greece.20 It was the ancient historians who had narrated the political and
military events of ancient Greece in an exemplary manner. If the task of the
historian was to bear witness of the events in an exemplary narrative,
whether personally, or through the living witnesses he has examined, little
remained for moderns to do; accordingly, they concentrated their efforts
either to periods of ancient history for which no ancient account survived,21
or, from the eighteenth century onwards, to compilations that would bring
together into a single account all the stories related by ancient historians.22
On the other hand, what we now term social, economic and cultural
history remained outside the field of neoclassical history writing. Instead,
the evidence for these aspects of past life was concentrated in systematic
accounts, called Antiquitates, organised around subject matter and not
16
19
21

22

Hicks 1996: 7–14. 17 Momigliano 1980a. 18 Burke 1969: 105–30; Levine 1991: 267–90.
Grell 1993: 125–64. 20 Momigliano 1950: 6–8, 1977b: 254–6.
As for example the Hellenistic period: see J. Foy-Vaillant, Imperium Seleucidarum, Sive Historia
Regum Syriae, Paris, 1681; idem, Historia Ptolemæorum Ægypti Regum, ad Fidem Numismatum
Accommodata, Amsterdam, 1701.
Such is the first Greek history ever written by T. Stanyan, The Grecian History: From the Original of
Greece, to the End of the Peloponnesian War, I–II, London, 1707–39; and the first ancient history by
C. Rollin, Histoire ancienne des Egyptiens, des Carthaginois, des Assyriens, des Babyloniens, des Mèdes et
des Perses, des Macédoniens, des Grecs, Amsterdam, 1736.
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according to time.23 Partly, the reason was that Antiquitates emerged as
textual commentaries, enabling the reader and the scholar to emend classical
texts and comprehend their true meaning. But more important was the fact
that early modern scholars lacked a conceptual apparatus in order to narrativise these aspects and to insert them into a temporal framework.24 Political
and military history had great men as actors and narrated events; but social,
economic and cultural history could not function simply with great men as
subjects of action,25 and could not be organised only around events. It
needed collective subjects and concepts of time that did not exist either in
the classical tradition that had survived, or in the outillage mental of early
modern thinkers.
This is the reason that a central contradiction in the humanist study of
antiquity from Renaissance onwards remained unresolved.26 While the
purpose of the humanist agenda was to imitate antiquity, thus positing no
fundamental historical difference between antiquity and modernity, the
attempt to resurrect antiquity from its vestiges, in order to imitate it,
revealed exactly how different antiquity was.27 The efforts of philologists
and antiquaries to reconstruct texts, coins and monuments were based on
an understanding of the peculiarities of ancient institutions, practices and
beliefs. To give just one example, the revival of Roman law was based on
the belief that there existed no fundamental difference between Roman
society and early modern Europe. But the application of Roman law
necessitated the reconstruction of the texts and its exegesis; and this in
turn necessitated the study of the Latin language and the Roman institutions and practices, in order to emend texts and understand their meaning.
This study revealed in fact how different Roman society was from those of
early modern Europe; some lawyers and humanists in sixteenth-century
France (François Hotman, Andrea Alciato) came to accept this, and to
argue that Roman law was inapplicable to their society.28 The contradiction
between relevance and altérité within humanist scholarship remained unresolved, precisely because there was no conceptual apparatus that could
23
24
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28

Momigliano 1950.
See Klempt 1960: 69–75; Bravo 1968: 29–40. Stanyan’s history is a good example. He is interested in
cultural history; but he has no way of narrating it, apart from introducing little notes about the
eminent artists and thinkers who flourished in each period he deals with.
Unless, of course, one was writing about great inventors of things, customs and institutions in the
ancient tradition. This is probably why it was easier to write a history of learning, artists and scholars
than any other kind of social, economic or cultural history; and why this form of cultural history was
the first to enter into narratives of ancient history.
Muhlack 1988: 165–70. 27 See Grafton 1987; Levine 1991.
Kelley 1970: 53–148; Monheit 1997.

An archaeology of discourses

19

narrativise these issues, and no discourse that could explain what constituted the basis of these differences and the source of historical change.29
But if the ancient authors of history provided examples of noble conduct, ingenious stratagems and despicable actions, the political, social and
economic life of Greek communities was also directly available and relevant to early modern Europeans through the discourse of civic Humanism.
This discourse can be traced back to the ancient Greeks, and in particular
to Aristotle, and was still evolving up to the eighteenth century.30 It viewed
the polis or civitas as a community of citizens, who are heads of households.
The civitas could be governed in a variety of ways, depending on whether
the governing element was an individual (monarchy), a few (oligarchy),
many (democracy) or a mixed constitution,31 and whether the governing
element governed for the public benefit, or for its own sake (corrupted
constitutions). The participation in the political community was dependent on political virtue, and the preservation of the community was equally
dependent on the virtue of its members. But the political community was
perennially threatened by the substitution of virtue for the particular
interest of the citizens, or of the governing element alone. This was the
phenomenon of corruption, and each form of civitas was always susceptible
to be transformed into its corrupt form, or to a different form.
Therefore, the central concern of this paradigm was how to attain and
retain civic virtue: the totality of relationships between humans, and between
humans and things, were viewed through this looking glass. What we would
call economic aspects were of interest only to the extent that they guaranteed,
or satisfied, the political virtue of the citizens and the community. Political
economy was still viewed until the end of the eighteenth century as the
administration of the public household, in a way that could make the political
community and its members as efficient as possible.32 In the same way the
multitude of koinôniai that form the political community were of interest
only to the extent that they serve the autarky and the good life of the
community; the same holds true for the study of relations between polities.
29
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31
32

This is not to deny that there were efforts to construct such an apparatus. The French scholars and
humanists of the sixteenth century are perhaps the best example; see Huppert 1970. But whatever
explanation one is to give, their efforts did not manage to create a long-term historical paradigm.
Pocock 1975c. But see now Nelson 2004.
See Nippel 1980.
Adam Smith, still in 1776, argued that ‘Political oeconomy, considered as a branch of the science of a
statesman or a legislator, proposes two distinct objects; first, to provide a plentiful revenue or
subsistence for the people, or more properly to enable them to provide such a revenue or subsistence
for themselves; and secondly, to supply the state or commonwealth with a revenue sufficient for the
publick services’; Smith 1976: Book I V , 138, 1.
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The paradigm was formed by selecting and focusing only on those aspects that
can be administered, or geared, to the benefit of the political community. The
processes that go beyond, or defy, this administration by the political community were beyond the analysis of the paradigm.33
Thus, the discourse of civic Humanism blended what from the nineteenth century onwards would be seen as the three distinct fields of society,
economy and the state into the single whole of the polis or civitas. In so
doing, and in presenting the civitas as a voluntary association of citizens, it
gave politics the pre-eminent role: the image of the lawgiver, who constructs or reshapes the polity, was of crucial value. Therefore, the political
history and experience of the ancients was readily available to early modern
Europeans: their solutions to constructing a successful and virtuous polity,
and in reforming a corrupted community, could be studied and potentially
applied to modern problems. Furthermore, in analysing the forms of
polities on the basis of their governing element, this discourse allowed
direct comparisons between ancient and modern democracies, oligarchies
and monarchies. The history of ancient communities was used as a comparative standard for modern polities, even as arguments in contemporary
political debates. Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy was an early example of
the use of the historical experience of the Greek and Roman polities, in
order to draw conclusions about similar phenomena in the contemporary
world. Sparta and Athens provided a context for discussing the current
issues and affairs of European societies, in issues such as the mixed
constitution, the use of luxury, corruption or the role of education in
society.34
The only genre in which Greek history was presented as a continuous
narrative was universal history. The Christian version of universal history
had evolved since late antiquity; it amalgamated the universal history of the
ancients, and in particular the idea of the succession of empires,35 and the
tradition of sacred history that was initiated by Eusebius.36 But Greek
history had a very limited role to play in this genre. Universal history in our
period was mainly organised in two schemes: the one was the succession of
the four empires; Greek history was treated as part of the history of the
33
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Ste Croix has described this phenomenon in Thucydides, in relation to international relations.
Relations between polities cannot be administered by a higher authority, since there is no authority
overarching the polis. Therefore, the rules applying to the relations of individuals within the political
community cannot apply to the relationships between polities; Ste Croix 1972: 5–34. On the early
modern conception of the issue, see Tuck 1999.
See Rawson 1969 on Sparta; Roberts 1994 on Athens.
Fabbrini 1983. 36 Momigliano 1990: 132–52.
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second empire (the Persian) and played a role in the history of the third
one (the Macedonian); the other was the scheme of the three aetates
(from Creation to Abraham, from Abraham to Jesus, from Jesus until the
present).37 In both cases, Greek history played a subordinate role, in the
one to Rome, in the other to sacred history.
Lastly, it is important to clarify how Greek communities were conceived
in this period. What is remarkable about the treatment of Greek history is
the absence of a homogeneous national identification of the Greeks, and
the inclusion of a large number of Greek communities in early modern
accounts. Accounts of the Greek polities were seldom amalgamated under
a unified national label: for the authors of this period, every ‘polity’ could
easily approximate a ‘nation’. Thus Montesquieu could speak about the
‘esprit d’une nation’, while putting Athenians and Spartans on the same
level with the Chinese, the Japanese and the French; Greeks, Italians and
Germans, nations which were divided into a great number of polities, were
simply represented by some of their polities, and not as a unified whole.38
Moreover, the nature of those contexts of discussion permitted the inclusion of a fairly large number of Greek polities. Universal history had of
course ideological aims to serve that directed its narrative; but its universal
character enabled it to be all-inclusive; each human community was part of
humanity and could claim a place in the narrative of universal history. To give
an example, the English Universal History covered a huge number of Greek
polities and their history.39 The Antiquitates were by definition inclusive: a
large number of Greek (and in fact non-Greek, as in the Aristotelian manner)
polities were always represented in works such as that of Ubbo Emmius.40
We can also see this attitude persisting in some places until the end of the
Enlightenment. The manual of universal history of A. H. L. Heeren, one of
the most popular historical works of the period is a good example.41 There,
the motif of the succession of empires plays its clear role in the main
narrative of Greek history from the Persian wars to Chaironeia, which leads
from the Persians to the Macedonians and Romans. But the account of
Greek history before the Persian wars is dedicated to tracing the various
regions of Greek communities and narrating their history up to the end of
37
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Meyer-Zwiffelhoffer 1995: 256–67; Klempt 1960. 38 See Gawantka 1985: 83–8.
The Universal History, Ancient and Modern from the Earliest Account of to the Present Time, London,
1736–44. See Ampolo 1997: 118–27.
Vetus Graecia, I–III, Leiden, 1626.
Handbuch der Geschichte der Staaten des Alterthums, mit besonderer Rücksicht auf ihre Verfassungen,
ihren Handel und ihre Colonien, Göttingen, 1799. Though slightly after the Revolution, it is
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the classical period: they can have their history narrated, but the main
account has to serve a different function. This characteristic difference
between the unifocal character of Roman history and the multifocal character of Greek history is nicely illustrated by two French histories of the 1780s
with the same title: Histoire générale et particulière de la Grèce.42
COUNTER-TENDENCIES

But during the eighteenth century, the picture we have presented showed a
variety of changes. The transformation of the wider European discourses,
which were associated with the main current of the Enlightenment, and the
diverse parallel or counter-currents, changed profoundly the context of
thinking about Greek history. If it was not until after the French
Revolution that Greek history emerged as an independent field, it is still
the case that the changes during the eighteenth century shaped to a large
extent what was to follow.
Some people came to argue that antiquity was fundamentally different
from modernity, and defined it on the grounds of how it differed from
modernity. This created a whole discourse on how antiquity was different,
why it was so and why it had not developed in the same way as modern
Europe had. At the same time, others came to see antiquity as particularly
relevant: its history could provide examples of how to reform society
during the great crisis of the late eighteenth century;43 equally, Greek
history came now to be written as a narrative, in order to foster arguments
in contemporary political debates. Others came to value Greek history for
different reasons: precisely because it was different from contemporary
society, and allowed the discovery of alternative forms of expression and
feeling. From this perspective, they came to discover how the field of
history could be expanded in order to encompass social, cultural and
economic history. They discovered the collective subject of the Volk and
the temporal concept of the Zeitgeist. Finally, others came to discover new,
‘secular’ temporalities, within which history could be narrated: they discovered that history could be seen as moving through distinct stages, and
they discovered new metahistories. The emergence of Greek history as an
independent field during the Sattelzeit was shaped by all these different
developments.44
42
43
44
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During this period emerged a completely new way of approaching
antiquity. This was the idea that there was a complete and insuperable gap
between antiquity and modernity. This attitude had diverse sources. One
was the famous Querelle des anciens et des modernes, which had taken place
from the end of the seventeenth till the first two decades of the eighteenth
century.45 In this debate, the modernes had come to argue against the essence
of Humanism, that modernity had come to surpass antiquity in many, if not
all, fields of learning and technology. The debate had no clear winners, but a
consensus was more or less reached, in which it was recognised that modernity had surpassed antiquity in the sciences and technology, but was still
behind in the creative arts. The importance of the Querelle lay in that it was
the first construction of a notion of modernity in opposition to antiquity.
But the gap was soon to grow wider. During the eighteenth century,
many thinkers came to believe that their age was experiencing developments that were unique and differentiated it from all past history. The
cessation of bloody civil and religious wars, commercial expansion and the
advances of science were seen as symptoms and causes of a larger process.
There emerged what has been described as ‘the Enlightened narrative’: a
narrative and metahistory of how the spread of commerce since the end of
the Middle Ages had destroyed the feudal relations of dependence, diffused
property, created a stable system of states and introduced order and good
government, and thus liberty and the security of individuals.46
Seen in this perspective, the ancient republics ceased to be valuable
exempla. They were based on agriculture and slavery; their raison d’être
was war and conquest; the community had absolute right over its subjects,
without recognising individual rights; thus, their political quarrels took the
form of bloody civil wars and political stability was impossible.47 The old
paradigm of civic Humanism seemed to many now as redundant: the
changes in property and manners, the role of commerce and civility,
created a new form of society, economy and state, in which the virtue of
the citizen was irrelevant.48
The debate on the populousness of ancient nations is a good illustration
of wider trends.49 The issue was long treated by antiquarians; but it was
also of direct interest in contemporary debates about the desired density of
population and the measures needed to achieve it. David Hume’s contribution to the debate illustrates nicely the new perspective of the modernes.
He showed that the debate on ancient populations was not simply a matter
45
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By far the best account is Levine 1991. 46 See Pocock 1999: 1–6.
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of numbers; instead it involved the whole social structure of ancient and
modern societies.50 He argued that slavery, constant warfare, brutal civil
wars and the low volume of trade, which were essential characteristics of
ancient Greek polities, were unfavourable to high populations; therefore,
free labour, political stability and the expansion of trade, which characterised modernity, proved that modern societies had larger populations.
Thus, for the first time some thinkers attempted to reflect in a systematic
way about the differences between antiquity and modernity. They also
tried to discover and show the structural interconnections between the
various features of ancient societies, and their modern counterparts.
Finally, some of them, belonging to the Scottish school of moral philosophy and conjectural history (Adam Smith, John Millar), tried to discover a
scheme of historical development that would explain how the world had
passed from antiquity to modernity: ancient societies were incorporated in
these schemes as part of a less developed, agricultural stage, before the
commencement of the modern commercial one.51 Thus emerged a new
way of thinking about antiquity: a new temporal framework and a new,
Eurocentric, standard of comparison.
But others felt that antiquity was still directly relevant for contemporaries and refused to accept this fundamental gap. It would be superfluous
to refer here extensively to the works of thinkers like Rousseau52 or
Mably.53 What is important to note is that the politicisation of Greek
history in the decades before the French Revolution had ultimately important repercussions. The use of the models of ancient republics by the
French revolutionaries created heightened reactions; as we shall see in the
next period, the liberal and conservative reaction to the Revolution
forced the universal acceptance of the axiom that there existed a clear
gap between antiquity and modernity. More relevant here is that, paralleling the politicisation of Greek history by Rousseau and Mably, some
English scholars, with whom we will deal shortly, started writing narrative
histories of Greece for the first time as arguments in the contemporary
political debates.
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Meanwhile, there emerged a new evaluation of Greek history, mainly in
Germany, along with a new historical language.54 The currents that contributed to this were diverse, but they all shared an opposition to the main thrust
of the Enlightenment:55 a stress on the field of the experience and feeling,
instead of rationality (Hamann);56 a stress on national character, instead of the
universalising principles of the Enlightenment (Herder);57 on simplicity and
originality, instead of subtlety and artificiality (Winckelmann);58 and a resistance to the secularising tendencies of the Enlightenment.
The feelings and traditions, which bound a people together, and which were
expressed in their culture, were not rationally grounded, nor to be rationally
justified. Such feelings and traditions sprung from a common language, a common
heritage of customs, a common facing of the exigencies of life in a particular locale.59

The concept of the Volksgeist, the living psychic unity of a nation, was their
discovery: it allowed the construction of a new historical subject, a new
actor in historical narrative.
At the same time, other people discovered the concept of Zeitgeist, the
most renowned among them being Giambattista Vico.60 Vico tried to save
sacred history from the attacks of sceptics, who used the historical traditions
of the Babylonians, the Egyptians and the Chinese, narrating histories much
older than allowed by the Bible, in order to challenge it.61 They were
mistaken, argued Vico, because they imputed their own assumptions and
ideas to periods that were very different. Instead of the wise lawgivers and
statesmen, which pagan annals credited with the beginnings of their history,
in reality the early stages of nations were characterised by savagery and
ignorance. Only gradually did the nations manage to move towards civilisation; each particular phase of their history was autonomous and different,
having its own institutions, practices and values. In this way Vico discovered
the historicity of each society and each different historical period.
A new language was now created that allowed scholars to write about
culture in its totality, in its historical development, and with a historical
actor at its centre.62 These developments coincided and interacted with the
contemporary re-evaluation of Greek culture and history in Germany:63
the discovery of the history of Greek art;64 the discovery of the Homeric
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and the archaic as distinct historical periods;65 the new evaluation of
mythology, religion and social institutions.66 This combination would
bear fruits in the coming period.
Before moving on, it is important to look at an approach that did not
survive the French Revolution. Between Christian universal history and the
emergence of nineteenth-century Eurocentric philosophies of history, the
Enlightenment saw the emergence and demise of alternative ways of
looking at world history; if they did not survive, this does not minimise
their value.
The eighteenth century saw the emancipation of Greek history from the
theological scheme of universal history, which predominated until then.
The reaction to the Christian apologetics of such a universal history took
two forms: the one was an investigation of alternative, non-theological
approaches to universal history; the other was the study of national and
regional histories in their own merit.67 Greek history was treated until then
as part of a universal history within a Near Eastern background, due to the
fundamental importance of the Old Testament for Christian conceptions
of universal history. The break-up of this theological presumption left it
open, which background would be adopted for the study of Greek history,
and whether Greek history would form an independent field. We know
that in the end Greek history became a (peculiar) form of national history,
severed from this Near Eastern background.68 But there were alternative
approaches and I will now focus on them.
One alternative approach was mainly employed in Enlightenment
Germany;69 and indeed Germany retained a tradition of writing universal
history long into the nineteenth century, when it had been practically
abandoned by everybody else.70 A group of German historians, mainly
associated with the pioneering University of Göttingen, attempted to rethink
and rewrite a universal history, which would not follow the premises of
Christian theology and its scheme of the four monarchies.71 Johann
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Christoph Gatterer introduced a scheme of Völkersystemen.72 He wanted to
study how the history of the various peoples and polities interlinked, and, in
order to do this, he argued that we should study how a group of peoples was
brought together under a dominant people or polity; he distinguished eight
such systems in world history: the Assyrians, the Persians, the Macedonians,
the Parthians, the Germans and Slavs, the Arabs, the Mongols and the
Tartars. In his system, Greek history was not an independent history, but
formed part of the wider concurrence of political power and cultural development in the Eastern Mediterranean.
A. H. L. Heeren, whom we have already encountered, offered an alternative path.73 He argued that peoples and states, although each having
individual characteristics, are brought together into systems (Vereine), due
to their political, economic, social and cultural interaction; and that these
systems have their own existence and history, beyond that of every individual member of the system.74 Heeren was the author of an influential
study of the interactions between the various peoples of the ancient
Mediterranean.
The epochs of the Roman and Macedonian empires are far from being the most
important or the most instructive, either as respects the polity or the trade of the
Ancients. The variety, which distinguished the Ancient forms of government,
was necessarily overwhelmed by an universal dominion, and Commerce herself
was apt to be fettered with the same bondage in which every other civil relation was
necessarily confined. We must ascend to a more distant age, if we would contemplate the constitutions of the Ancients in all their diversity, and their commerce in its most tranquil and flourishing condition. The period immediately
preceding the establishment, and during the continuance of the Persian monarchy, appears to offer the historian the most satisfactory survey and the richest
field of inquiry . . . In like manner, by ascending to the age referred to, we behold,
as it were, everything in its proper place, before the success of one nation had
deprived the rest of their independence.75
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He presented a survey of the communities of the whole Mediterranean
basin and their interrelationships in a period before the domination of a
single power over the whole world, roughly between 600 and 300 B C E .
Two hundred years later, and a modern study in these lines is still a
desideratum.
It is an important question why this approach was so totally abandoned
that even the names of Heeren or Gatterer are unknown to most ancient
historians nowadays; I am afraid I have no clear-cut answer to offer. Part of
the answer is the enormous success of philology and source criticism: in the
post-Wolf, post-Niebuhr age, the works of the German Enlightenment
historians were found inadequate and were ridiculed.76 Moreover, sources
for Near Eastern history, before the decipherment of the cuneiform scripts
in the 1860s, could not bear the kind of treatment that philologists and
historians gave to classical sources.77 Therefore, while Greek history
became an autonomous field based on a critical examination of its sources,
Near Eastern history was relegated to a quasi-mythic prehistory. It was not
until the end of the nineteenth century, with the pioneering work of
E. Meyer, that its history could be written in the same way as ancient
Greek and Roman history. But this is only a partial answer. In order to
understand the total abandonment of this approach, we have to turn our
attention to the fundamental readjustment of European realities and discourses in the aftermath of the French Revolution.
FROM THE FRENCH REVOLUTION TO THE

1860S

These seventy years saw the revolutionary readjustment of European discourses and the formation of Greek history as an independent field. One
cannot differentiate the one from the other, and this is the approach
adopted here. The so-called ‘twin revolutions’, the French Revolution
and the Industrial Revolution readjusted the European political, economic
and social discourses.78 The French Revolution put inescapably on the
agenda the issue of the nature of the political community and the rights of
its members.79 For the first time in many centuries people felt that they
could rebuild society from scratch; the Jacobin attempt to reshape French
society, and its demise, fuelled a huge debate on the nature of society and
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its institutions, the form and nature of social change, the relevance of the
past for the present and the attainable future of humanity.80 Moreover, the
Revolution saw the development of nationalism as a potent political force
and it helped to reshape perceptions of identity and belonging and collective destinies.81
The Industrial Revolution had equally important consequences. The
West was now in a position to bid for unchallenged world supremacy due
to the great advancement of its technology, productivity and power;82 these
monumental changes impressed so much the (European) people of the
time that they tried to explain this successful Western bid for world
supremacy. All the great nineteenth-century thinkers strove to explain
‘the rise of the West’.83 Many different answers have been attempted.
What they all shared was a belief that a comparison of the successive stages
of the West (antiquity – Middle Ages – modernity) would enable scholars
to understand its rise.84 At the same time, the rise of the West was
accompanied by the fall of the East. The East was now finally relegated
to a position of eternal stagnation, outside history proper; the West owed
nothing to the East, but had advanced by its own internal dynamic.85
Racial theories, such as the discourse on the Indo-Europeans, served to
intensify this gap.86
These historical changes affected the study of ancient Greek history in
three ways. The first was the construction of temporalities. Greek history
became now an independent field of study. What were the temporal
frameworks that historians used in order to narrate Greek history? We
have already seen some created; but in this period they were further
articulated, others were added and, in a sense, the temporalities within
which Greek history is still studied were ultimately settled. The second
issue was constructing the subject of Greek history: Was it a geographical
area? A people? A concept? And what were the frameworks within which
historians could conceive and analyse such a subject? Finally, the last issue
was historical narrative. What were the sources used to construct such a
narrative? What was included and what was excluded? Or, in other words,
how were temporalities and conceptions of the historical subject applied to
the writing of Greek history?
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TEMPORALITIES

We have already seen how during the eighteenth century diverse groups of
thinkers came to argue in favour of a radical discontinuity between antiquity and modernity. Now, the Jacobin use of antiquity to reshape contemporary society gave added importance and urgency to the issue.87
A group of French liberals, the so-called Idéologues, tried to argue that
the invocation of ancient models by the Jacobins was fatally wrong, because
it misinterpreted both antiquity and modernity.88 Antiquity could not be
imitated by the moderns, because social, economic and political structures
had fundamentally changed. The liberty of the ancients, centred on citizen
participation and based on agriculture, slavery and small polities, could not
be imitated in the world of the moderns, based on commerce, free labour
and large states; therefore, only the liberty of the moderns was relevant,
centred on the individual enjoyment of property, freedom of conscience
and the rights of the private sphere.89 Antiquity was therefore totally
different from modernity and the only way to understand it was by its
own means. Antiquity was a wholly different structure from the structure
of modernity and one had to show how every aspect of antiquity fitted
together to form this different structure.
Because the Idéologues argued forcefully that antiquity had no relevance
for modernity, French historians focused their interest on what seemed to
matter: the Revolution, the Middle Ages and the national history of
France, in an attempt to understand what should be retained and what
should be dismissed from the past and how that past threw light on the
present.90 Consequently, there was very little work concerning ancient
history and almost nothing concerning Greek history.91 But the great
contribution of the Idéologues to the study of ancient history bore fruit in
the next period, through the work and influence of a fellow soul, namely
Fustel de Coulanges. I will examine his contribution in the next part. What
needs to be stressed for the time being is that, since the Idéologues, French
ancient historians have shown a particular interest in a structural study of
antiquity that shows the interdependence between its various aspects and
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its difference from modernity; an approach that we can describe as distantiation. Their main interest has not been how actual people have shaped and
changed their history, but how structures have shaped the behaviour and
attitudes of ancient people.92
But not everybody was convinced about this radical discontinuity.
German historians were equally adamant that the misapplication of
ancient models was fatal. In fact, the ancestor of German ancient historians, B. G. Niebuhr, wrote with the explicit aim in mind of refuting the
demand of the French revolutionaries for an agrarian law that would limit
and redistribute property; a demand that revolutionaries legitimated by
appeal to the reforms of the Gracchi. Niebuhr showed that the Gracchan
reforms pertained to the public property of ager publicus, and not to the
sacrosanct private property.93 But in the attempt to do so, he discovered the
importance of source criticism: given that the origins and nature of the ager
publicus was so confused in ancient sources, one could not trust the
accounts of ancient historians as such, and source criticism was necessary
to show which reading of the ancient historians was correct. A further step
was the realisation that one could actually write an account of ancient
history which did not depend on the priorities and aims of the ancient
sources.94 The crucial question was then, in Momigliano’s words, ‘how are
we going to proceed, where we cannot be guided by the ancient historians?’95 The aim was to give life to antiquity, to present an account of how
ancient people shaped and changed their lives. This approach can be
described as actualisation.96 In the exemplary words of Mommsen, the
task of the historian was ‘To take down the Ancients from the imaginary
high heels, from which they appear to the mass of the public, and to shift
them into the real world of the reader, where there was hate and love,
sawing and hammering, imagination and lies – and therefore the consul
had to become a mayor.’97
These thinkers came to argue that the categorical distinction between
antiquity and modernity was rather misleading. There had been important
changes during the long span of antiquity. Moreover, these changes were
coherent enough to divide ancient history into distinct periods. Finally,
these periods were not unique to antiquity; rather, they were recurrent
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stages in the history of every nation, civilisation and society. This was an
elaboration of the Viconian theory of historical cycles and was followed by
many German historians and their followers in other countries.98 Thomas
Arnold called for ‘a more sensible division of history than that which is
commonly adopted of ancient and modern’:
The largest portion of that history, which is commonly called ancient is practically
modern, as it describes society in a state analogous to that in which it is now, while
on the other hand much of what is called modern history [he means the Middle
Ages] is practically ancient, as it relates to a state of things which has passed away.99

Thus, although accepting that there is a larger, universal frame of development, they argued that every nation and every society passed through
successive stages of birth, adulthood and maturity.100 Antiquity was not
homogeneous: it had passed through successive stages, each with its own
characteristics. One could still see similarities between antiquity and modernity: but they were similarities between equivalent stages of antiquity and
modernity.101 Thus, the Homeric age was seen as the Greek Middle Ages,
the archaic period as similar to early modern Europe, the classical resembled
the nineteenth century and the Hellenistic period would be seen as the
equivalent of late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century imperialist Europe.
Interestingly enough, though many thinkers fostered the approach on
theoretical grounds, and it was applied to Roman history by Niebuhr and
Mommsen, it was not applied to Greek history until the last decades of the
nineteenth century, with the work of Beloch and Meyer.102 Indeed, from
Niebuhr onwards the majority of German historians turned their attention
to Roman history for two generations.103 We have learnt in the last few
decades how misleading their modernist assumptions for the nature of the
ancient economy and society have been.104 What has seldom been grasped
is that their attempt to actualise their narratives of ancient history was
revolutionary and valid, despite the fallacy of their modernist assumptions.
The overthrow of modernism, followed by the dominance of an approach
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influenced by the French structuralist distantiation, should accordingly be
viewed with mixed feelings.
The last approach can be described as evolutionist or developmental.
There were indeed many different sources of this approach.105 One was
Scottish conjectural history;106 another, related to the first one, were the
evolutionary schemes deriving from the sociology of Saint-Simon and
Comte;107 and, finally, there were the various philosophies of history that
followed in the wake of Herder.108 Probably the best indication of why all
these currents should be seen together is that Marxism, another developmental approach,109 was equally influenced by all three of them.110 I will
focus here on the philosophies of history, simply because they present my
point more clearly. They had strong philosophical overtones. Yet, the fact
that few scholars subscribe to these nowadays should not obstruct from our
view the real influence of this approach.
In every philosophy of history, each society or civilisation is viewed from
the perspective of how, or what, it has contributed to the larger process at
hand (whether the development of the Spirit, Civilisation, the West, the
State, Capitalism, etc.), and only to the extent that it has done so.111
Combining a Christian perception of a linear history moving towards
redemption, and the argument of the modernes that the world was actually
advancing, the new philosophies of history were showing not Greeks
borrowing from Orientals, or any other primeval source of wisdom and
civilisation, but each society and civilisation building upon the foundations
of their predecessors and thus leaving them behind for ever: thus, the
Greeks built upon the Orientals and superseded them, the Romans upon
the Greeks, etc.112 This perspective had a double effect. It meant that Greek
history was inserted as part of a process that was clearly Eurocentric. Greek
history existed as an independent field only as a stage in the larger
Eurocentric development: otherwise, later periods of Greek history were
subsumed under the Roman empire; the history of Greek communities
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after the classical period had no interest in itself and was not studied from a
Greek perspective.113 When later Droysen, under the heavy influence of
Hegel’s philosophy of history, came to invent the concept of Hellenismus,
as a new stage in the development of world history, the history of Greek
communities in the last three centuries B C E was subsumed within this new
stage.114 It also meant that Greek history was seen to have a unity, only to
the extent that it was such a stage in the Eurocentric progression; no other
conception of Greek history was admissible.
The new philosophies of history created, therefore, a radical distinction
between an ancient Orient which had remained static, and a Greece which
came now to be totally separated and inserted, under certain terms, in the
Eurocentric narrative. In a sense, the belief in the existence of two different
entities, the East and the West, can be traced back to the ancient Greeks.115
The discourse, to use Foucault’s terminology, started thousands of years
ago; but until the nineteenth century, the Orient could still be seen as
superior to the West in a number of respects, or even as a model to be
followed by the West. The Industrial Revolution and the imperialist run of
the long nineteenth century created a fundamentally new perception of the
differences between the East and the West. All the great thinkers of the
nineteenth century strove to explain what separated the East and the West
and explained their allegedly divergent paths. Greece then was critical, in
being the original and primeval West. It had nothing to do anymore with
the East. Antiquity came to be restricted to the Greeks and the Romans: the
Near Eastern societies and cultures were to be excluded from the
Altertumswissenschaft.116 The invention of the Indo-European racial discourse
helped further to severe the links with the East; the Eastern contributions
and connections were systematically minimised and denigrated.117 Greek
history then was withdrawn from accounts of universal history; it acquired
its own beginning and end.
Thus, we can see how three temporalities of antiquity and Greek history
emerged. The one posed an unbridgeable gap between antiquity and
modernity; it constructed antiquity as a homogeneous and unified entity,
on the basis of how it differed from modernity, and it largely saw no
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developmental link between antiquity and modernity. On the contrary, the
emergence of modernity was usually attributed to some fundamental
discontinuity that took place in Europe in the late Middle Ages.118
The second approach was more positive to the idea that antiquity was not
a homogeneous entity; it distinguished between different periods within
antiquity, and argued that every ancient society had seen phases of development and change; it argued that the best way to understand them was by
comparing different periods of antiquity with their counterparts in modern
times. This approach was more historically sensitive; but what marred it
ultimately, was again its Eurocentric and modernist angle. Historical change
and development could be seen only on the terms posed by change and
development in modern European history: the expansion of trade, the
emergence of the bourgeoisie, the decline of superstition, etc. The German
modernist approach, as we will see in later pages, followed this approach and
fell with the demise of its theoretical foundation.
The third approach (evolutionism and philosophy of history) created
the long-term narrative into which Greek history was inserted, and helped
to set the terms on which Greek history would become an independent
field. It ensured that Greek history existed as an independent field only to
the extent that it formed a stage in the larger Eurocentric process. In the
archaic and classical periods, when it existed as an independent field, it was
abstracted from the larger Mediterranean and Near Eastern background
that it formed part; in the later Hellenistic and Roman periods, it was
subsumed under the stages of Hellenismus and Rome. The effects that this
had on the study of Greek history will be analysed later on.
The three different approaches were not always mutually exclusive.
Herder discovered both national individuality and a philosophy of history
which saw nations from the perspective of how they contributed to the
process of universal history.119 Fustel was adamant on the unbridgeable gap
between antiquity and modernity, and engaged in a structural analysis of
ancient society, and yet saw the modern world emerging out of antiquity as
a result of a series of revolutions.120 The liberal Anglican followers of Vico
and Niebuhr could see both recurring stages of national development in all
periods of history and a universal progression of history.121 There was, and
still is, plenty of space for ambiguities and contradictions here.
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CONSTRUCTING THE SUBJECT

French revolutionaries attempted to change society by decree. In this
respect they were following the glorious ancient tradition of the wise
lawgiver; and they were within the limits of a civic humanist discourse.
The response of liberals and conservatives to the Jacobin experiment led to
the final demise of this discourse. What they both tried to argue was that
society could not be reformed by will, because it was not a voluntary association of individuals; instead, society was a machine, with clear and wellregulated laws of function.122 Revolutionary attempts to remake society
at will would end up in anarchy, terror and, ultimately, despotism. One
should pay respect to the laws of social function, in order to effect any
change. Moreover, every society had a distinct past: it had evolved according to its own inherent pattern and the attempt to disregard this past and
employ in one society recipes that have been invented by another would be
catastrophic. Naturally enough, liberals tended to put the stress on the laws
of social function, conservatives on the determining importance of the past.
The results were radical. Before the nineteenth century, society (the
Greek koinônia) was thought of as a limitless aggregate of voluntaristic
associations and partnerships;123 now this notion was superseded by a
perception of society as a well-defined and clearly limited mechanism,
bringing together individuals and groups with invisible and necessary
bonds.124 In the same way, economy (the Greek oikonomia) was thought
of as the administration of the household and writ large (in the form of
politikê oikonomia) the administration of the public realm; now it came to
be conceived of as an independent field, a mechanism bringing together
individuals and groups, with its own limits, laws and rules.125 Finally, the
ancient conception of government or order (the ancient politeia) evolved
into the state, a field independent of ‘civil society’, with its own boundaries
and rules and its own internal mechanism.126
German intellectuals reacted to the French revolutionary occupation
and cultural domination by stressing the particular path of German
national history, thus arguing for the importance of national particularity,
instead of Enlightenment universality. Surely, one must here clearly differentiate between the combination of universal history, cultural interaction
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2000b.
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and national individuality in early thinkers such as Herder, and the
exclusionist, internalist and racialist conceptions of nationalism that developed later in the nineteenth century.127 But it is the later conception that
had the lasting effects and with which we are here primarily concerned. The
voluntaristic conception of society in the civic humanist discourse was
substituted by the objectivist conception of nationalism. Nationalist discourse argued for an isomorphism between language, society, culture and
state: all these were co-extending boundaries that distinguished one Volk
from the other.128 Therefore, the Greeks had their own national identity
that distinguished them from other contemporary peoples. The aim of
historical study, as we will see propounded in a while, was to recover this
national identity.
These developments shaped the conception of the subject of Greek
history. Greeks were now credited with a distinct form of society, a distinct
form of economy and a distinct form of state: there might be differences
between them, which could easily be explained within the evolutionary
scheme (e.g. the ethnê as tribal survivals), but overall they shared enough for
there to be a distinctive form of Greek society, economy and state. This can
be easily observed by tracing the changing vocabulary of the works written
in the first half of the nineteenth century, as Wilfried Gawantka has
done.129 The references to the ‘civitates et populi Graecorum’ or the
‘Griechische Staatenkunde’, implying the multiformity of Greek communities and polities, are gradually replaced by references to the Greek conception of the state and ultimately to the Greek form of the state; the idea
that each people ought to have its own distinct form of state was
established.
These influences became evident only gradually; it was not before the
next period that they transformed radically the nature and genres of Greek
history. During this period, the Antiquitates continued on a larger than
ever scale and with the same antiquarian aims.130 But there emerged a
significant difference: instead of recording the variety of institutions and
customs of the multiplicity of ancient Greek communities, priorities now
diverged. The Antiquitates were now restricted, almost without exception,
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On this distinction, and in particular concerning Herder, see Berlin 1977: 145–216. The issue has
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See Thom 1995. 129 See Gawantka 1985: 79–110.
See F. W. Tittmann, Darstellung der griechischen Staatsverfassungen, Leipzig, 1822; K. F. Hermann,
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to three Greek polities: the Spartan, the Athenian and the Cretan.131 On the
one hand this reflected the focus on contemporary political issues that lay
behind the creation of Greek history by British scholars; on the other hand,
these three forms of polities were taken to be representative of the two
variants of the Greek nation, the Dorian and the Ionian race. The nationalist and racialist aspirations and discourses of the period created the
powerful image of the Volk: the belief that there exist collective entities
called nations, with their own distinct personalities, characteristics and
features. In direct contrast to the preoccupation of previous works, the
message of the new works that appeared in this period was clear:
The real subject area of Greek antiquities is the direct expressions of the national
character . . . Before people saw the Greek antiquities as such as the premonition of
their own, all-pervading Volksgeist, the understanding of what were called Greek
Antiquitates was restricted to a large extent to learned, but dull, compilations . . .
The gigantic progress in the last twenty or thirty years has found its completion in
the efforts of nowadays, which centre all particularities of the rich Greek life in
historical conception under the focal point of the national spirit and the idea of
the state.132

We see then for the first time an attempt to delineate what was the
particular Greek form for every aspect of political, economic, social and
cultural life. Not any more the different characteristics of each particular
Greek community, but the particular ones of Greeks in general, as a
collective, but unified, entity. Finally, it is interesting to note the structure
of those Altertumskunde: in many cases, the books are divided into two
parts, under the titles of ‘Geschichte’ and ‘Antiquitates’: the historical part
narrates the political and military history, while the antiquarian part
describes those aspects of economic, social and cultural life that have not
yet made their entrance to the narrative part. The attempts to overcome
this dichotomy will be one of the most marked characteristics of the next
period, when the reshaping of the subject matter of the Antiquitates
changed the nature of ancient Greek history for good.133
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE

It is time to see how the new temporalities and new constructions of subject
were applied to the study of the new field that Greek history constituted.
But here we have to complicate our account by introducing a further factor.
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The first narratives of ancient Greek history had a distinct origin. They
were the results of the politicisation of Greek history in the age of the
American and French Revolutions; and they were to a great extent a native
product of Britain.134 The creation of a history of ancient Greece in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries served clear and important
political aims.135 The first histories of Greece by Gillies136 and Mitford137
were conservative reactions to the anti-royal, republican and democratic
messages of the American and French Revolutions; the study of ancient
Greek history revealed the follies and crimes of popular rule and the merits
of the mixed constitution. Thirlwall’s138 and Grote’s139 histories were a
powerful defence of the liberal ideas of political representation and freedom.140 The British reaction was, in terms of its theoretical foundations,
the most conservative, in comparison to the French and German scholars
we have dealt with. No important questions about the particular and
different nature of Greek society from that of modernity were asked; nor
was there any attempt to move beyond the accounts of ancient historians,
into those aspects of the economic, social and political activities that were
not covered by the ancient historians.141 The English approach found in
Grote its culmination and ultimate intellectual death. Almost no other
major and innovative work on ancient Greek history appeared in the
English-speaking world in the next hundred years,142 until the revolutionary work of Moses Finley and G. E. M. de Ste Croix in the postSecond World War period.143 Nevertheless, the English approach has
been crucial, since it provided the model for any subsequent narrative of
Greek history.
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See Turner 1981: 187–234.
‘The early conservative historians of Athens had determined the manner in which its democracy
would be considered and examined, and in doing so, they largely established which problems of
democratic government would be considered through discussions of Athens. This situation meant
that the debate over the Athenian constitution was primarily a debate over the conservative image of
democracy, and not over democracy itself ’; Turner 1981: 263.
The History of Ancient Greece, its Colonies and Conquests, I–II, London, 1786.
The History of Greece, I–VIII, London, 1784–1806.
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When modern scholars of the eighteenth and nineteenth century created
the history of ancient Greece, they did not follow the Greeks very closely.
They put aside almost completely the Greek attempts at universal history.
Instead they focused on another tradition of historiography that, although
initiated in antiquity, had nothing to do with the Greeks: national history.
This is the reason that Arnaldo Momigliano termed one of his chapters in
The Classical Foundations of Modern Historiography as ‘Fabius Pictor and
the origins of national history’,144 giving credence for the invention of
national history to a Roman, and not to a Greek historian. Therefore, the
Diodoran approach, presenting developments synchronously in mainland
Greece, Magna Graecia and the Near East was utterly discarded. Diodorus
was marginalised into a source to be mined for events that were not covered
by the Hellênika, chiefly developments in Magna Graecia and the Near
East (the different, but equally wide-ranging approach of Herodotus
suffered the same fate).
Modern scholars took as their basis the narratives of the Hellênika, in
order to create a history of a potential nation that was called Greece. It
naturally follows that this history of Greece was severely limited: the loss of
the vast majority of local histories, the discarding of universal history and
the narrative limits and aims of the Hellênika, which we have already
stressed, created a history of Greece from which seven-tenths of the
Greeks were more or less permanently excluded. As finally formulated by
Grote in the mid-nineteenth century, the history of ancient Greece came to
mean essentially ‘Central Greece and the Peloponnese from Solon (or
Homer) to Aristotle’. The Greek communities of Magna Graecia, Asia
Minor and the Black Sea were not an organic part of the history of Greece;
they usually received a treatment in the narrative of the archaic colonisations, and then they were usually forgotten, until they entered the politicalmilitary affairs of the great powers of the mainland. And of course, the
same holds true for the vast majority of the communities of the mainland,
apart from Athens, Sparta, Corinth, Argos and Thebes.
It is fascinating to find this problem raised in the very first History of
Greece ever to be written in 1707:
But as the affairs of Greece and Rome were very different, so they could not be
related altogether after the same manner. Rome you see at one view, as well in its
progress, as its rise . . . Which makes their affairs admit of a more clear and even
thread than the Grecians; who, besides that they had to do with most parts of the
then known world, were among themselves so many distinct republicks, almost
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wholly independent one of another, differing in laws and customs . . . To (relate
their matters in a more united manner) with the less confusion, I have observ’d a
rule of referring the chief transactions to Athens as the head, and mentioning the
other states only as they had dependence on it.145

This exclusion was not simply the result of the loss of ancient information.
One reason was the presentism dominating the British approach, whose
practitioners were the inventors of Greek history as an independent field.
The political relevance of Greek history necessitated a focus on those
communities whose political and military history could be written using
the fragments of ancient historiography that had survived. Therefore,
accounts of Greek history concentrated on Athens and Sparta (and of
course later Macedonia).
But there were more lasting causes at work. Once the history of the
Greek polities was constructed as a history of a national entity called
Greece, its character necessarily changed. The history of Greece was something more than the aggregate of the individual histories of the Greek
polities: in fact, the history of the individual polities was important only to
the extent that it was relevant for this quasi-national history of Greece. The
Greeks were now identified as a Volk, with a distinct identity and destiny
that surpassed those of its individual members. The history of Greece was
therefore a history of an imagined entity and not a history of the Greek
communities: this is the reason that the history of Greece could end with
Chaironeia, although the history of the Greek communities obviously
continued beyond this point. Again, this is the reason that the history of
the Greek communities in Asia Minor or the Black Sea has no organic
connection with the history of Greece: their history cannot follow the
pattern of a national history with a clear progression and destiny – an
account with rise, acme, decline and fall.
This becomes most clear if one considers the fate of those communities
that form the nucleus of the history of Greece (e.g. Athens or Sparta) in the
post-Chaironeia accounts. Try to find an account of mainland Greece as
such in the Hellenistic period and you will utterly fail: the history of these
communities is now amalgamated into an account of the relations between
Hellenistic monarchies. There has never been a history of Hellenistic
Greece or of Greece in the Hellenistic period; the history of Greece has
no independent existence any more. This is obviously not simply because
the fate of those Greek communities was fundamentally linked with those
larger monarchies. The history of fourth-century Greek communities was
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equally enmeshed in relations with Persia (Persian funding of Greek wars,
Greek communities sending their citizens as allies to fight Persian wars,
Greek mercenaries in Persian armies, Greeks high in the service of Persians,
Persians fighting Greeks); yet you will never find an account of fourthcentury Greek communities under the heading ‘Persia and Greece’, while it
seems perfectly legitimate to title the same account of the third century as
‘Macedonia and Greece’.146
The history of the Greek communities was amalgamated under an entity
called ancient Greece, which along with Rome formed the ancestors of the
West. The incommensurability between the two linked entities (on the one
hand a huge number of communities scattered in space and without
political, economic or social unity, and on the other hand a city-state
and a city-empire with clear beginning and end) created little problem,
since it played perfectly the role it was assigned within this Eurocentric
discourse. If ancient Greece was to be an ancestor of the West, before
passing the sceptre to Rome, it had to have a beginning and an end (just
as the Orient, in most Western handbooks, has no history after it has passed
the torch of progress to the Greeks). Thence arose the great debate about
the origins of ancient Greece and the end of Greek history.
Before finishing this part, it is useful again to draw attention to an
exceptional case: the reference is to Karl Otfried Müller, the only important German historian of this period who dealt with Greek history.147 As we
shall see, the work of Müller embodies most of the characteristics of the
formative period of Greek history between the French Revolution and the
1860s; at the same time he spans the gulf between the two different currents
that will crystallise in the next period (the one represented by Fustel and
Burckhardt, the other by Meyer, Beloch and Rostovtzeff). Müller was one
of the key figures in the separation of Greek history from that of the Near
East, and in its independent treatment;148 moreover, the new concepts of
nationalism and racialism played a key role in his perception of Greek
history.149
He conceived a Greek history that was the amalgam of the interactions
and conflicts between the various Greek Stämme and Städte. His project
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then had a two-fold character: on the one hand, the writing of Greek
history should be based on the inclusion of the variety of Greek Stämme
and cities; therefore a variety of regional histories was necessary, before one
could embark on the writing of a synthetic Greek history.150 Müller
planned to cover the totality of Greek communities and was the first to
give great importance to the geographical setting for the history of every
Greek community.151 On the other hand, he attempted to study the
economic, social, political and cultural aspects of each city or Stamm as
an organic and coherent unity. And, in fact, here was the tendency to
construct ideal types and representations, as when he took Sparta as the
ideal personification of the imaginary Dorian state.152
Müller stands one step before the invention of the polis as the organising
principle of Greek history. But what is fascinating in his work is the way his
racial analysis creates a middle path between the static and a-chronic
structural analysis of the Fustel – Burckhardt current, and the dynamic
and interactive narrative of Meyer, Beloch and Rostovtzeff. He anticipated
Fustel and Burckhardt by creating a holistic image of the ‘Dorian polis’ (to
which an ‘Ionian polis’ would be the equivalent); but recognising that
Greece included a variety of different Stämme, with different characteristics, opened the way for a multiform picture and a dynamic analysis of the
interactions between the different Stämme and cities and the variety of
interlinking factors that created the differences between the various
Stämme and cities.153 Müller did not live to write his synthetic narrative
of Greek history; we can only regret the loss and simply speculate about the
way he would have constructed a synthesis of the history of his various
Stämme.154
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These regional studies started with his monograph on Aegina in 1817, the first monograph on a
Greek city ever to be written; followed by the three volumes of the series Geschichten Hellenischer
Stämme und Städte: Orchomenos und die Minyer, Breslau, 1820; and the two-volume Die Dorier,
Breslau, 1824.
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1860S

TO THE SECOND WORLD WAR: RESTRUCTURING
AND THE COMPETING CURRENTS

In the last decades of the nineteenth century the study of ancient history
was reshaped by the influence of two contrasting broad currents. We can
identify the beginnings of the first current with the works of Fustel
de Coulanges155 and Jakob Burckhardt.156 The second current can be
identified with what has been labelled the ‘modernist tradition’ in
ancient history: the works of Eduard Meyer,157 K. J. Beloch158 and
M. I. Rostovtzeff 159 are in this tradition, although I will argue that they share
a lot with the approaches of other scholars, not usually thought of as
modernists. The study of Greek history was finally dominated in the
second half of the twentieth century by approaches that stem from my
first current; while the second current was driven underground and has
remained a minority position since. The great importance of the concept of
the polis is clearly related to the emergence and final victory of the first
current. I hope to show that, notwithstanding its many faults, the second
current also had extremely important merits.
It must be stressed that each individual scholar did not share all the views
of the others that I include under the same current; hence ‘currents’ and not
‘schools’. The difference between the strong anti-Semitism and racialism of
Beloch and the views of Meyer is well known and led to very different
perceptions on issues that involved this aspect; but their overall affinities
were strong, as they themselves recognised.160 Equally important, the two
different currents shared features both in their attempts to restructure the
history of ancient Greece, as constructed in the previous period, and in the
limitations that had been imposed on the history of ancient Greece, to
which we already referred previously. Yet, I will still maintain that the
second current contained seeds that might have enabled the overcoming of
these limits.
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THE FIRST CURRENT: FUSTEL AND BURCKHARDT

The British creation of a history of ancient Greece in the period 1770–1850
went hand in hand with a proliferation of Altertumskunde by German
scholars. But there seemed to be no connections between the continuous
narratives of political and military events, as presented in the politically
motivated accounts of the British historians, and the static and systematic
presentations of the economic, social and cultural aspects of the German
Altertumskunde. It is not a matter of chance, I think, that there were almost
no general histories of Greece written by German historians in that period.161
This division of labour, between political narrative and Altertumskunde,
broke down for good in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Both Fustel and Burckhardt managed to overcome this division,
although they had different aims and stemmed from different traditions.162
Jakob Burckhardt’s work was the first work to introduce the very concept of
the polis into the study of ancient history.163 The aim of his Kulturgeschichte
was to present an organic account of the interrelationships between the
various cultural and social phenomena that had previously been presented
in the static and unconnected manner of the Antiquitates. He also presented
the development and change through time of Greek social, political and
cultural history, in contrast to the static presentation of the Antiquitates.164
The new antiquarianism of the nineteenth century, like that of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, was an answer to Pyrrhonism; but unlike the earlier
antiquarianism it claimed to be able to penetrate beyond phenomena into the
spirit of the people and the structure of a political organisation. It was a study of
antiquity revised in accordance with romantic notions of national character and
the organic state, which in its turn paved the way for the sociological investigation
of the ancient world introduced by Max Weber.165

Fustel was a direct descendant of the Idéologues. His work was another
attempt to defend private property and the liberty of the moderns from
radicalism and a false use of antiquity. Fustel’s work was influenced by the
anthropological discussions of the past and future of humanity, and of such
issues as the origin and evolution of family, private property, customs and
161
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religion, political institutions and the state.166 He raised the issue of the
relation between family, private property and religion, and the ancient city.
He attempted to show that the original Indo-European institution of the
family was based on private property and was held together by its domestic
religion of the ancestral spirits. The growing unification of families into
tribes, and finally cities, and the series of political revolutions that made
possible the incorporation of the plebeians resulted in a continuous crisis of
the ancient city, which was resolved only by the Roman conquest and the
creation of the Roman cosmopolitan empire.167
In his account, we can already find some of the dominant characteristics
of the approach to the polis still present nowadays. Fustel was influenced
by the Indo-European racial discourse. The ancient city had evolved from
the original Indo-European institutions: it had nothing to do with the
Semitic Orient, neither was its form influenced or shaped by the varying
relations to it. His ancient city had no real place in time and space. It did
not really matter when the changes in the institutions that he had portrayed
had taken place; nor was the geographical position of any importance for
the evolution of the ancient city. Finally, his ancient city was unitary: it did
not really matter that ancient Greek communities had very important
differences between them, or in comparison to the Romans; there could
have been exceptions to the rule, or varieties of the norm. The important
feature was indeed that there existed an ancient city as a specific and
distinct form of society and state, which could be portrayed as an organism
with emergence, acme and fall.
This kind of approach can be described by two labels: functionalism and
evolutionism. I use the word functionalism to describe the belief that entities
like society, economy and state have their own discrete boundaries and their
own laws and functions.168 They can be portrayed in either organicist
(society as an organism) or in mechanistic terms (society as a machine),
but the important notion is that they form totalities with clear boundaries.
I use evolutionism to describe the belief that these societies, economies and
states move progressively (or regressively, which is the same thing) and
wholeheartedly from one point or stage of the sequence to the next.169
Functionalism and evolutionism are not opponents, as so often they have
been portrayed.170 In fact, one cannot exist without the other. If societies are
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well-bound entities, where each part serves the maintenance of the whole,
then the only way to envisage history is through a progressive succession of
different forms of societies, different stages and different types. Societies
just move from one typology to the other, from one stage to the next.
Functionalism and evolutionism are just interested in different aspects, the
one in synchrony, the other in diachrony; but they share the same fundamental assumptions.171
Fustel’s Ancient City was the introduction of these ways of thinking to
ancient history.172 In his work the ancient city was envisaged as a substance
or entity that developed through a sequence of revolutions in a unidirectional way. The functionalist principle was evident in his attempt to see
the multiplicity of polities and communities in their various histories as the
exemplification of a single homogeneous and well-structured entity; the
evolutionary principle was seen in his portrayal of the sequence of events in
a unilinear development from simpler to higher forms of organisation.
Fustel had a double influence: on the one hand through his student Emile
Durkheim he influenced the creation of French functionalist sociology and
anthropology; and on the other hand through Gustave Glotz173 and Louis
Gernet174 the creation of the French school in ancient history.175 Fustel was
followed by generations who tried to account for the evolution of the
Greek polis from its tribal origins. The modern discussion of the emergence of the polis is a direct descendant of this kind of approach.
THE SECOND CURRENT: MEYER, BELOCH AND ROSTOVTZEFF

The other current followed a very different path. It attempted to unite the
narrative of the political and military events with the social, economic and
cultural aspects that were treated in a systematic and static way in the
Antiquitates. In order to do so, the scholars of this current challenged a
number of key characteristics of the history of ancient Greece as it had
evolved in the period 1770–1850. Their most revolutionary achievement
was the emancipation of economic and social aspects from the static
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Di Donato 1990: 3–130; Humphreys 1978: 76–106. 175 See Momigliano 1970: 325–6.

48

Unthinking the Greek Polis

presentation of the Antiquitates.176 They viewed the material culture and
the human population as factors of change and readjustment for the
totality of human relationships. To give one example, the study of demography was emancipated from the antiquarian researches into the populousness of ancient cities; instead, demography was treated as a factor of
economic, social and political change, shaping economic development
and political history. The inclusion of a whole chapter on population in
Beloch’s Griechische Geschichte was a complete revolution, if compared
with the structure of Grote’s History of Greece, in which such questions
were confined to footnotes. In the same way, trade was no more relegated
to the static descriptions of the Griechische Privataltertümer: it became a
part of the narrative structure, explaining changes, causing wars, establishing relations. I will call these scholars modernists, because in their attempt
to create a dynamic history, they used the social and economic patterns of
modern Europe, in order to make sense of the ancient evidence.
Because of the dynamic character of their fusion of political with
economic and social history, the modernists revolutionised their unit of
analysis. In contrast to the approach of Fustel, the unit of analysis is not any
more the individual city or the imaginary unitary entity called Greece: the
modernists are interested in relationships between communities, both
between Greek communities, and between Greeks and others. This
opens a Mediterranean-wide vista of interrelationships with two effects:
on the one hand, the traditional focus on Athens and Sparta and the
exclusion of the vast majority of Greek communities shows some signs of
breaking down; on the other hand, geography and the role of space
becomes an important factor in the study of these interrelationships.
Meyer, who was an equally competent Orientalist and Hellenist, wrote
his monumental Geschichte des Altertums in an attempt to study together
the history of the societies of Eastern Mediterranean and trace parallel
developments, interactions and relationships.177 Meyer was clear that
national history in the form of the progression of an ideal entity was not
feasible:
It is therefore wrong to look at the nations for the unity of history and to abstract
out of their fates the norms of historical development. An independent national
history does not exist at all; rather, all peoples, which are linked together politically
176
177

The young Moses Finley did indeed recognise this; see Nafissi 2005: 203–8.
‘If anywhere, it is therefore here that there is a complete, unitary illustration, which integrates the
individual histories as subordinate parts of this greater context. Such a treatment can only be
synchronic’; Meyer 1907: 247.
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and culturally in lasting connections, build an indissoluble unit of history, until
these connections are again dissolved due to the course of historical development [italics
mine].178

Everyone who has read Rostovtzeff’s account of the fourth century B C E will
be amazed by his attempt to bring forward the interrelationships between the
Greek communities of mainland Greece, Asia Minor, the Black Sea and
Magna Graecia.179 Furthermore, he was instrumental in studying places and
areas of interaction between Greeks and other cultures, from Dura in
Mesopotamia to Scythia.180 It is also notable that he wrote a History of the
Ancient World, in which he included the history of the Near East; thus, he
was the last ancient historian ever to deal with the history of Near Eastern
societies.181
The geographical studies of German scholars at the end of the nineteenth century,182 and their successors in British works, like those of
J. L. Myres, attempted to study further the geographical background of these
interrelationships, focusing on regional settings and interregional links.183
The works of German scholars in the 1950s, such as Die griechische Polis als
historisch-geographisches Problem des Mittelmeerraumes184 and Abhängige Orte
im griechischen Altertum,185 are the last products of this current, before the
domination of the other current. Thus, the modernists objected to
the functionalism of the Fustelian current, by refusing to take the polis as
the sole unit of analysis and by inserting Greek poleis within the wider Near
Eastern and Mediterranean world.
They also argued against evolutionism. They refused to see history as the
realisation of an idea, or the actualisation of a determinist pattern of
evolution. Beloch and Meyer fought fiercely against the evolutionist
attempts to portray a unified picture of antiquity in the form of a stage
in a unilinear evolution. Different groups presented such unified pictures
and evolutionary schemes. Fustel, and other anthropological historians,
homogenised antiquity through the concept of the ancient city as part of
the evolution of Indo-European society, or of the transition from tribe to
state. The Nationalökonomen, such as Rodbertus and Bücher,186 presented
a homogeneous antiquity as the first, the oikos stage, in the evolution of the
178
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Meyer 1910: 41. It is significant that Meyer had a positive view of the work of Heeren, whom he
viewed as his predecessor; 1907: 248.
See the chapter ‘The ancient world in the fourth century’ in Rostovtzeff 1941.
Rostovtzeff 1922, 1932. I would like to thank Oswyn Murray for pointing this out to me.
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economy to the city-stage (Middle Ages) and the national stage (modernity). Marxists homogenised antiquity through the concept of the slave
mode of production, seen as part of the evolution of society through
feudalism to capitalism.187
On the contrary, the modernists tried to show the multiplicity of economic and social patterns prevailing in the Mediterranean world of antiquity; they showed that different areas had followed very different paths, and
laid the foundations for an economic geography of the Mediterranean; their
modernist inclination had the beneficial effect of driving them away from a
notion of an unilinear progress of the West from antiquity through Middle
Ages to modernity.188 Meyer wrote an introduction to his Geschichte des
Altertums called ‘Elemente der Anthropologie’ in an attempt to counter the
theories of evolutionary anthropology.189 He attacked fiercely the notion of
an evolution from family through tribe to state, which saw the polis as an
evolution from a tribal society, and the Greek phylai as remnants of this tribal
past.190 Characteristically, although it was Meyer who was proved correct by
modern research,191 and not the generations of evolutionist historians, such
as Glotz and Gernet, scarcely anybody went back to look at what he was
trying to say.192 For this reason, the polis, as the specific Greek form of state,
or as a stage in the evolution of Greek society, did not loom large on the work
of the modernists.
Periodisation was an important issue in these attempts at reassessment.193 The discovery of the Mycenaean and Minoan civilisations in the
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Ciccotti 1897. For the whole debate see Nafissi 2005: 17–54.
Paradoxically, Finley came ultimately to a position very close to that of Meyer on the general
historical development in antiquity. Instead of the unilinear development of one stage to the next,
supported e.g. by Marxists, he came to see antiquity moving in a cyclical way from societies based on
a spectrum of statuses in the archaic period to societies polarised on the free/slave line and back into
a spectrum society in late antiquity; Finley 1981a: 132. See Nafissi 2005: 223–9, 243–6.
See Meyer 1907: 10–17. 190 Capogrossi Colognesi 1984.
Bourriot 1976; Roussel 1976; Finley 1985a. It is notable that, although Finley rightly credits Weber
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The exception: Nippel 1990b: 122–3, 1990a: 320–1.
‘What are then the chronological and geographical limits of Greek history? Into what epochs must it
be divided? We should close with the battle of Chaironeia, if Greek liberty ceased with it. But that
was not the case. Greece lost, it is true, her position in the politics of the world, but still retained
some of her internal independence. Several Greek states were as independent after Chaironeia as
before it, and in any case it appears hardly appropriate to exclude from the political history of
Greece such events as the last attempt to infuse new life into the Spartan community, and the
creation of the federate states of the Achaeans and Aetolians. We must therefore go as far as the
destruction of Corinth. The geographical boundaries vary at different periods . . . The want of a
permanent political centre increases the difficulty of the task, but such a centre is not always absent’;
Holm, The History of Greece, 6–7.
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last decades of the nineteenth century opened a new vista for the study of
ancient history. The modernists were the first to attempt to introduce this
new world into the study of ancient history. Views obviously diverged
widely in those early years. But the modernist agenda of viewing the various
interrelationships between economic, social and political processes found
its way in this discussion too. It is clear that the perception of the new
civilisations was fundamentally influenced by the picture of the Homeric
epics. Meyer and Beloch, who wrote the first historical accounts of the
Mycenaean and Minoan civilisations, did not question that many of their
fundamental characteristics were quite alien to later Greek societies.
Still, instead of creating a fundamental gap between them, they attempted to see how economic and social processes had interacted with powers
of political consolidation and destabilisation to create a variegated picture
of Aegean history from the Minoan to the Roman period.194 Instead of
talking about Mycenaean territorial kingdoms and Greek city-states, they
pointed out the variety of forms of political organisation in every period.
They pointed out that since the archaic period political organisation could
take the form of a small city and its territory, or a whole region united
under equal terms (Athens), or of a dominant community incorporating
the other free and/or unfree communities of a region (Sparta, Argos, Elis),
or of a region divided between many polities, but with a common political
superstructure, either under a dominant community (Thebes and Boiotia,
Opous and Locrians) or on equal terms (Achaeans, Phocians).195 It is
impossible to talk about the emergence of the polis in this sense: one can
talk about a variety of forms of political centralisation or fragmentation,
but not about the emergence of a single unitary entity. The creation of
polities in the Minoan and Mycenaean periods are treated in the same way:
‘In any case, it seems that the political fragmentation [of Crete] was
much smaller in the Minoan period, than later in the Greek period.’196
J. L. Myres was another characteristic figure of a scholar who could
combine archaeological fieldwork in prehistoric sites with historical geography, history of political ideas and Herodotean studies.197
Finally, the attempt to integrate economic, social and political history,
and to depict the interrelationships between wide areas of the Greek and
non-Greek communities, created a revolutionary approach to source use.
The study of economic and social processes, and the due attention to a wide
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See, in a similar way, Tritsch 1929. 195 Meyer 1907: 301–12; Beloch 1913: 202–11.
Beloch 1913: 115. Note that the palaces of Mallia and Zakros had not been found yet.
Myres 1927, 1930, 1953a, 1953b.
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variety of communities and regions, necessitated a move away from the
restricted focus of the histories of Greece, which were constructed by the
use of Greek Hellênika; moreover, the necessary use of quantitative data
could not be served by those textual sources. The systematic use of the
archaeological evidence was the outcome of this novel approach: first, the
archaeological evidence was treated as a source of quantitative data that
could not be provided by the literary evidence; secondly, the archaeological
evidence was the only means of penetration to those Greek communities
and regions that were so restrictively covered by the Hellênika; finally,
material culture was taken seriously and independently as part of the
economic, social and cultural life of the ancient Greeks.198 One need
simply look at Rostovtzeff ’s impressive use of archaeology in his history
of the Hellenistic world to diagnose an open path, which was subsequently
largely abandoned in the post-war period.
THE POST-WAR PERIOD: THE FORMATION
OF THE CURRENT ORTHODOXY

This second current became a minority within ancient history in the post-war
period. Offering an explanation for this is a difficult task and I admit I have no
satisfactory explanation. One could point to the obvious fallacy of interpreting antiquity through an anachronistic model derived from contemporary
experience, but this is not enough of an explanation: some of the modernists
were moving very close to recognising the fallacious presuppositions, while
maintaining the advantages of their approach.199 On the other hand, it is clear
that in other fields of history, the defeat of modernism did not lead to the
extinction of the positive features identified with the second current. Pirenne’s
modernist account of medieval history was certainly superseded;200 but it was
succeeded by approaches that retained its positive characteristics (such as the
Annaliste approaches); the contrast with the study of ancient history is more
than impressive. One reason of obvious importance that I can put forward is
the destruction of the German tradition in ancient history by the effects of the
Nazi ascendancy; it cannot be a matter of chance that, in contrast with the
pre-Second World War period, most important post-war developments in
ancient history have come from England and France (and the USA), to the
almost total absence of Germany.201
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See Blakeway 1932/3 and especially Dunbabin 1948.
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Pirenne 1927. 201 See Bowersock 1984; Christ 1999.
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It was not until the post-war period that the concept of the polis finally
reigned unchallenged in every field of ancient Greek history. The ‘Paris
school’ made the polis the organising principle of Greek religious and
cultural life;202 Moses Finley introduced the categorical distinction between
the Mycenaean redistributive societies, the Dark Ages and the age of the
polis203 and made the polis a key notion for ancient economic and social
history;204 and Victor Ehrenberg’s pre-war nomination of the polis as the
canonical form of the Greek state now reigned unchallenged.205 These are
the still prevailing contexts of discussion of ancient Greek history. Let us see
then which are the major features of the post-war consensus.
One of the most interesting aspects of this period is the abandonment of
the comprehensive and large-scale histories of Greece. No major figure in
post-war ancient history has attempted to write such a comprehensive
history; those histories of Greece that were written through our period,
such as those by N. G. L. Hammond or H. Bengtson,206 lack the overall
vision of history, the originality and the influence of their predecessors.207 It
would be a very partial answer to argue that the growth of evidence and
literature has rendered the writing of such works by a single author impossible; people with the intellectual capacities of Finley, Momigliano or Ste
Croix were certainly capable of doing so, had they wished so.208 I suggest that
the main reason is the abandonment of the modernist approach: since the
modernist attempt to incorporate political, economic and social history into
a dynamic narrative was deemed a failure, the majority of ancient historians
returned to the approaches espoused by the first current of the pre-war
period. This decision left the space open for the survival of a positivist
political history, largely separated from the accounts of economic and social
aspects.209
Moreover, links between Greek history and the history of the Near East
were now severed. Despite the fact that Orientalism was already strong
since the conception of the history of Greece, there was still a window left
open to interrelationships, parallel developments and influences. While in
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Characteristic examples: Vernant 1962; Berard 1984; Bruit Zaidman and Schmitt Pantel 1992.
Finley 1957/8. 204 Finley 1973b: 123–49, 1977, 1985a.
Ehrenberg 1960. It is bewildering to find out that it was not before Ehrenberg 1937 that it occurred
to somebody to raise the question ‘When did the Greek polis rise?’
Bengtson 1950; Hammond 1959.
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Furet 1984.
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54

Unthinking the Greek Polis

the age of Eduard Meyer the fast discovery of new cuneiform texts and the
great progress in their decipherment and study had led to works such as the
monumental Geschichte des Altertums, in this period the lack of interest was
almost complete. Ancient historians have lost contact with developments
within the field of Near Eastern studies. Meyer’s conception of a fundamentally unitary history of antiquity was now decisively erased by a new
Eurocentric conception of Graeco-Roman antiquity.210
The decipherment of the Linear B texts opened a fundamentally novel
way of approach to the Mycenaean communities. One would imagine that
the previous attempts to conceptualise those communities in their multiplicity and multiformity and in their varying relationships to later Greek
communities would attract the interest of a great number of ancient
historians; and in fact, here for the first time the opportunity to deal
with archival sources was open to ancient historians. Instead, the Linear
B texts were completely and without battle abandoned to the hands of
philologists.211 The result had been anticipated by Beloch:
The difference between the philological and the historical treatment of history can
be defined in this way: The philologist relates only what is in the sources and what
is in as close as possible a connection with them; the historian examines his
material, fills the gaps of the tradition through conclusions, and searches always
further away from the events, in order to reach their causes; the philologist, as
such, is incapable of doing so.212

The fourth feature is the abandonment of any use of the archaeological
material: the pioneering efforts of Rostovtzeff in the 1930s did not find
successors.213 It was left to archaeologists to develop new ways to study
material culture, while ancient historians studiously abstained; even nowadays, and after three decades of intensive surveys, their results have not
yet been incorporated into the narrative of Greek history at large. The
motionless and homogenising models of the polis, which proliferated in
this period, made the variable and regionally diversified picture of the
archaeological evidence seem irrelevant. A final feature is the abandonment
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Nafissi 2005: 225–9, 237–43.
Finley was the only historian to step into the debate, but he left the field early, after managing to
establish what would ultimately become the orthodox approach; see Finley 1957/8.
Beloch 1913: 15.
One has to make an exception for Dunbabin 1948, a work written of course before the Second
World War. But his early death led to the ultimate abandonment of this kind of approach. Robin
Osborne has pointed out to me how the early deaths of many British archaeologists cum historians,
such as Dunbabin and Blakeway, before and after the Second World War, aborted developments
that could have taken place decades earlier than they actually did.
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of historical geography. The last important studies date to the 1950s: what
we see afterwards is the sad story of the divorce between ancient history
and geography/topography, except in the traditional sphere of histoire
évènementielle.
We can define a number of common elements behind the contexts that
we reviewed above.
The polis as a unitary entity
The first and most important characteristic of the new approach is the
retention of the notion of the polis as a unitary entity and the uniting factor
behind Greek history. Instead of the multilevel and multiform picture of
the modernists, the polis becomes the organising principle of Greek
history. Not this time in the sense of Fustel, but still with quite similar
presuppositions: the polis is considered as an entity that can be defined in
an absolute, if debatable, way.214 The huge variety of Greek communities
and institutions are treated as varieties of, or exceptions from, a common
pattern, while anything else that cannot be accommodated within that
scheme is regarded as a survival or a backward form. In the words of Austin
and Vidal-Naquet: ‘Admittedly, it is difficult to define criteria that would
equally suit the archaic, the classical and the post-classical polis.’215
Precisely. But the presupposition is that there must be an entity by that
name and the only problem is to find the correct criteria to define it.
Therefore, the polis is the form of Greek state, in contrast to the ethnos or
the territorial monarchy; the polis is the form of Greek economy, in the
shape of the consumer city, in contrast with the medieval producer city; the
polis is the form of classical Greek state and society, in contrast to both
earlier forms (the Mycenaean societies and states) and with contemporary
ones (the Oriental states and societies). Moreover, this entity is perceived in
an organic way: it has an emergence, an acme and a decline and fall. The
perception of the polis as a unitary entity has often led to amazing
conclusions: Nicole Loraux has gone as far as arguing that the polis can
think itself and of itself, as if it is an individual person.216
The polis as a distinctive Greek feature
The polis is perceived as the Greek form of state, society and economy. In
this sense it has served to create a national history for the Greeks by
differentiating them from the other contemporary ethnic groups. In
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particular, it has served the aim of differentiating and divorcing the history
of Greece, the primeval Western European history, from the history of the
Near East. According to the new conceptualisation, the emergence of the
polis in the archaic period created an unbridgeable gap with the situation in
the Near East. The incorporation of the peasants into the citizen group
created a fundamentally new form of communal politics and an almost
total dichotomy between free and slave, in contrast with the spectrum of
statuses in the Near East.217 Finally, Near Eastern societies were redistributive economies, where economic life was controlled by the twin institutions of the temple and the palace, while the Greek polis was a kind of
society, where private property and initiative were the key features.218
There was a controversy about the role of reciprocity, trade and noneconomic motives in the Greek polis, but in any case the situation was
completely different from the Near Eastern. Moses Finley reflected the
thoughts of a considerable number of his colleagues, when he declared that
the concept of freedom was impossible to translate in any Oriental language;219 for him, societies with strong monarchical figures at the head of
state knew only government by antechamber.220
The polis as a stage in Greek history
The polis is seen as a stage of Greek history, because it possessed a
fundamental unity of substance. In orthodox accounts of Greek history,
the story is something like this: Greek history starts with the Mycenaean
societies. But it was a false start.221 These were redistributive economies,
controlled by a monarch and his palatial bureaucracy. These societies were
akin to those of the Near East.222 Therefore, to become the ancestor of the
West, there has to be an unbridgeable gap in Greek history: only if the
redistributive kingdoms were completely destroyed and dismantled could
the later Greek societies of the poleis emerge, dominated by citizenship,
rule of the law, private property and initiative etc.223 This catastrophe has
long been thought to be reflected in the destruction of the Mycenaean
‘palaces’ and the ensuing Dark Ages, although it has been impossible to
offer a satisfactory explanation for this catastrophe and the vast majority of
scholars in the last three decades have retreated to a safe agnosticism. The
period between the collapse of the palaces, conventionally put c. 1200 B C E ,
and the eighth century B C E is thought of as the ‘Dark Ages’, where the

217
220

Finley 1981a: 127–32.
Finley 1981b: 22–3.

218
221

Polanyi et al. 1957: 12–26; Finley 1973b: 27–9.
Vidal-Naquet 1990b: 19–64. 222 Finley 1957/8.

219

Finley 1973b: 28.
Vernant 1962.

223

An archaeology of discourses

57

origins of polis have been traced to different periods and places by different
authors with different aims in mind.224
By and large, though, the polis is there at least from the seventh century
onwards and it is destined to be the primary organisational form of Greek
history in the archaic and classical periods.225 In the margins of this world
there exist some residues of the previous stage; these are the ethnê, communities that have long been conceptualised as tribal survivals in a world of
poleis. But the future belongs to these survivals, since from the late classical
period onwards and with the decline of the polis they become the dominant forces, either in the form of monarchies (Macedonia), or in the form
of confederacies (Aetolia, Achaia).226 Finally, the coming of Rome signals
the gradual unification of the Greek world under the realm of a single
power.227
The discourse on the ‘decline of the polis’ became an issue of hot
controversy: a number of works were still published in the 1960s and
1970s, seeing the fourth century as the age of the decline of the polis and
attempting to identify its causes.228 But from the late 1970s onwards this
discourse almost vanished.229 It is not readily apparent why this was so; one
reason was of course the realisation that there was a strong continuity in
many aspects of the polis in the Hellenistic and Roman periods.230
A. H. M. Jones’ book on The Greek City from Alexander to Justinian231
was an early supporter of such a view, and the post-war discovery of late
antiquity further accentuated it. Scholars have progressively realised that it
is impossible to think of the death of the polis in the aftermath of
Chaironeia; the internal administration and life of Greek communities
continued with limited changes from the classical period to late antiquity.232 It became evident that different aspects of the economic, social
and political life of the poleis had followed different paths; therefore, the
homogenising account of the ‘decline of the polis’ was wrong in supposing
that all the variables had moved in the same way. But it is a clear example of
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the potency of paradigms that there has been no corresponding abandonment of the twin discourse of the ‘emergence of the polis’.233
The polis as a solitary entity
The polis is thought of in individual terms. We do not speak of ‘the rise of
poleis’, but of the ‘rise of the polis’.234 The polis is not thought of as part of
a dynamic system of economic, social and political interrelationships and
interactions, but as a form per se. The result is the discarding of the place of
Greek poleis in space and time. The specific temporal and spatial configurations of those Greek communities are not given their due emphasis.
This is also due to the conception of Greek history in national terms. The
polis has substituted the national state, which historians would use if
dealing with later periods. We have already seen how this conception in
terms of national history has excluded the vast majority of Greek communities from the history of Greece. Now, the exclusion was even more
reinforced. If we can see the polis as a self-sufficient unit of analysis, then
what is the need to pay any attention to the vast majority of Greek
communities, whose economic, social and political history is only scantily
preserved, and who appear only randomly in the dominant accounts of the
Hellênika dealing with the conflicts of the ‘big powers’?235
This is the reason that Finley came to reject local history;236 within the
polis approach, local history in most cases cannot be anything more than
antiquarianism of the ‘tell all you know about x’ form. The inability and
unwillingness of both archaeologists and ancient historians to integrate the
results of the intensive surveys within a narrative of economic, social and
political history of the Greek communities is another sign of this approach.
A good example is one of the most successful books on classical Greece by
Simon Hornblower.237 The success of the book is due partly to the fact that
the author has decided to take into account the whole range of Greek
communities all over the Mediterranean, and to pay attention to the
evidence from the East. Yet, the various Greek communities of mainland
Greece, Magna Graecia, Africa and Asia Minor are treated in separate
chapters, unconnected with the main narrative, which centres as always on
political and military engagements between the ‘great poleis’. The author
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seems to have no means of connecting the two accounts and, in that sense,
the similarity with Heeren’s manual of the early nineteenth century mentioned earlier, is all the more noteworthy.
This conception of the polis as an isolated form per se is connected with a
new perception of its economic, social and political function. In economic
terms, the polis is now conceived as a consumer city.238 In contrast to the
medieval city, which is a producer city, the polis does not depend on
manufacture and trade for its maintenance; rather it is the place of
residence for the landowners, and is maintained by rents and taxes. The
conception of the polis as simply the place of residence of the Ackerbürger,
engaged in the self-sufficient strategy of the oikos, undermines any attempt
to look at interrelationships between communities. Each polis is an independent, self-sufficient world. The belief in a static and unchanging
ancient economy, with peasants aiming at autarky and elites aiming at
consumption and status, creates a chasm between an economic and social
history, dealing solely with certain structural and unchanging features, and
a political history that reproduces and supplements Thucydides.239 Most
accounts of the classical period of Greek history still continue narrating the
political events in the good old way, while restricting economic and social
developments to a single separate chapter; moreover, these developments
do not seem to play any role in the political narrative.240
The same picture has implications for the polis as a social unit of
analysis. If we portray the polis as the unique result of social struggles
between landowners and peasants in the archaic period, then it becomes
impossible to explain why it was only in Greece that such a kind of society
supposedly emerged, while the peasants in contemporary societies of the
Near East, or any other society in antiquity, indeed, failed to succeed.241 It
is equally impossible to understand regional differentiation: the champions
of the prevalent anti-modernist approach have not attempted to explain
what lies behind it. What makes Achaean Pellene part of an ethnos, while
nearby Sicyon is a city-state? What makes Crete and Euboia, societies at the
forefront of developments in the Geometric and early archaic period,
recede to the margins of history in the classical period?242
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Finally, the conception of the polis as the social unit of analysis creates a
structuralist picture of unmixed and unchanging polarities: between the
polis and the aristocracy,243 between the citizen and the metic, between the
citizen-hoplite and the mercenary,244 and so on.245 The understanding of
the polis as a self-sufficient unit of analysis makes it impossible to account
for changes and transformations in any other way apart from invoking the
familiar images of birth, acme and fall: the mercenary being the evidence of
the decline and crisis of the polis institutions, etc.246
The conception of the polis as a self-sufficient unit has the same results
in the examination of its political form. The traditional approach has been
that the polis is fundamentally connected with the notion of autonomy.
The polis can exist only as a self-governing and sovereign community.
Therefore, for generations of scholars the defeat of Chaironeia marked the
end of the Greek polis; according to an even older approach, the end of
Greek history itself.
There is no escaping the evidence: the fourth century was the time when the Greek
polis declined, unevenly, with bursts of recovery and heroic moments of struggle
to save itself, to become, after Alexander, a sham polis in which the preservation of
many external forms of polis life could not conceal that henceforth the Greeks
lived, in Clemenceau’s words, ‘in the peace of decadence, accepting all sorts of
servitudes as they came’.247

Communities which did not possess autonomy and sovereignty, such as
the perioikic communities of Sparta, were treated by modern scholars as
poleis only in name, despite the fact that they were recognised as poleis in
antiquity.
The question of the different forms of political organisation in ancient
Greece has been portrayed in the same way. The traditional exclusive
dichotomy is between the polis and the ethnos, whereas the ethnos is usually
understood as a tribal survival from the Dark Ages, with the population
living in scattered villages and no urban centres.248 Moreover, the political
unit was not the settlement with its countryside, as in the polis, but a whole
region been united under a single polity; this unity is usually thought to be
due to tribal affinity and common religion, usually worship of a tribal deity
in a common religious centre. If we view the polis as a self-sufficient entity,
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then it can either be autonomous, or not a true polis; either a polis, or part
of a backward ethnos. The complex intercommunity relations of economic,
social and political collaboration, interdependence and domination are
simply lost: they are substituted by a static and therefore evolutionary
approach.
The emergence of the polis approach was accompanied by a complete
severing of links between ancient history and other branches of the historical discipline. Until this period ancient historians not only partook of the
general frames of interpretation and the intellectual exercises of their
discipline, but quite often they were in the forefront of new developments.
Beloch was the inventor of historical demography; Meyer created almost
single-handedly the historical account of the ancient Near East; Rostovtzeff
showed a pioneering use of material culture for historical synthesis. When
Henri Berr and the Annales school reacted against histoire évènementielle
and the domination of political history, it was certainly not these ancient
historians that they had in mind;249 in fact, ancient historians were already
ahead in terms of these developments by at least a generation.
Yet, the justified reaction against their modernist assumptions took the
form of looking back, instead of looking forward. The post-war period has
been characterised by the emergence of new forms and new schools of
history: the Annales school of social and economic history and the history
of mentalités; the Past and Present group and history from below; the
Cambridge history of political discourse and the German Begriffsgeschichte;
world-systems theory and world history; historical anthropology, historical
demography and the history of material culture; not to mention Indian
Subaltern Studies, Italian microhistory and German Alltagsgeschichte. It is
difficult to see what ancient history has contributed per se to the larger
historical discipline in the post-war period;250 nor is it possible to make
sense of the projects and groupings of ancient historians in terms of the
projects and groupings of the rest of their colleagues.251 To a certain extent,
this is due to the predominance of Anglo-Saxon historians: the traditional
study of ancient history in Departments of Classics, instead of History,
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meant that historians of antiquity in England and, to a certain extent, in
America had not established means of communication with their historian
colleagues. This though does not apply to Germany, where we can clearly
talk of a retrogression in the position of ancient history, compared to the
situation before the Second World War. But it also fails to explain cases like
that of Finley and Ste Croix, who both had a profound knowledge of and
contact with the work of historians in other fields.252
I believe, and I hope, I will also show in the rest of this work that it is
rather the post-war dominance of the polis approach that enforces this
segregation.253 From this it follows that, if we utilise the insights and
achievements of the rest of our colleagues in the last five decades, we will
discover why we have to abandon the polis approach; and that unless we do
so, the segregation will persist.
I think the best analogy to understand this situation is provided by Peter
Burke’s comments on Ranke.254 He has argued that the Rankean revolution was indeed a counter-revolution against the new history of the eighteenth century, which attempted to broaden the field of history to deal with
social, economic and cultural matters. Although Ranke’s new approach to
sources brought a huge change in historical practices, the focus on state
archives restricted history again to political history and histoire évènementielle. The new history of the Annales and other similar groups in the
twentieth century had to start again, where the previous movement had
left off; and, in order to do this, the new history had not only to utilise the
new Rankean methods, but even to ‘invent’ new sources for social, economic and cultural history, beyond those of the diplomatic archives.
I believe we should view ancient history in a similar light. The ‘Finleyan
revolution’ was an important breakthrough, in terms of methodological
rigour and theoretical self-reflectivity.255 Finley launched an uncompromising attack on positivism and the cult of numbers, on any approach that
believes that the evidence speaks by itself;256 time and again he emphasised
the active role of the historian as interpreter and the importance of his
implicit views and bias in determining his approach to history; he recognised
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Which partly explains why the segregation between ancient history and history is less so in the case
of Roman history, where the empire creates a larger, pan-Mediterranean perspective: the work of
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the importance of historical methodology257 and he was pioneering in
introducing model construction in ancient history.258
These were all fundamental contributions to the study of ancient history, and despite the heavy criticism of Finley in many respects in this
work, I strongly believe that in terms of historical methodology this work
belongs to the Finleyan tradition. On the other hand in very many respects,
Finley’s approach to Greek history was a counter-revolution and a step
back from the dynamic accounts that modernist historians like Meyer,
Beloch and Rostovtzeff were trying to write. Their mistaken modernist
assumptions were of course fatal for the survival of their approach; but in
terms of the dynamic history they attempted to write, we still have to start
again from where they left off, while maintaining and applying the insights
and gains of the ‘Finleyan revolution’.
TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE: RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
SINCE THE

1980S

The polis approach to Greek history, as presented above, was constructed
mainly in the 1960s and 1970s, and it remained the dominant approach in
the 1980s and 1990s.259 No other overall alternative approach has appeared
in front stage in the last two decades; to a large extent, the big questions and
the big explanations have been left aside and most scholars have turned
their attention to side issues that were left unexplored, or to new areas of
research. Some still accept the polis orthodoxy unhesitatingly, while producing revolutionary works, which can potentially destroy it;260 others
have a variety of qualifications and disagreements with the orthodoxy, and
have tried to present different approaches.261
There is an exception, which does form an alternative framework, and
from which I have profited vastly. I am of course referring to the approach
espoused by Nicholas Purcell and Peregrine Horden.262 I stand in perfect
agreement with their approach; and as will become obvious to the reader,
my own agenda has been strongly influenced by their arguments. In a
sense, this work is an attempt to focus and extend their approach: focus, in
the sense that, instead of looking at the history of the whole Mediterranean,
as they do, I focus on the history of the Aegean from a Mediterranean and
Near Eastern perspective; extend, in the sense that I attempt to apply a
257
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similar methodology to issues not covered in their book, such as politics.
My main disagreements stem from these differences in focus and extend.
But it is quite clear that the chief inspiration for the Corrupting Sea does
not come from the field of ancient history; it is indeed the work of Fernand
Braudel, whose influence on ancient history has been minimal up to the
present.263 It is impossible to present here a historiographical account of his
influence.264 The relevance of his work will be presented in the relevant
places of the book. Instead, what I will try to do in the next few pages is to
present a number of approaches that have developed in the last two decades
within the field of ancient history; these approaches, although not challenging the current orthodoxy in its totality, nevertheless have been of great
importance for the fulfilment of such a task. In this respect, it is obvious
that my account of the last two decades is unashamedly Whig.
The most important contribution has come through the collective project
of the Copenhagen Polis Centre (CPC), founded by M. H. Hansen in the
early 1990s. Hansen, his collaborators and the many contributors to the
various conferences organised by the CPC have constructed an inventory of
the Greek poleis in the archaic and classical periods.265 In order to achieve
this, they have attempted to trace a number of indicia of polis-ness, their
emphasis being on how ancient Greeks perceived the actual ancient poleis,
and not on modern normative criteria. In this respect, their object is clearly
positivist and anti-theoretical; yet, out of the sheer magnitude of their
survey266 and their healthy insistence on the primacy and importance of
native perceptions, a number of very important insights have emerged.267
Paradoxically enough, although the CPC has been characterised by a strong
positivist methodology, and in a sense can be viewed as the quintessential
polis-centred approach, in its latest results it has moved into a more theoretically sophisticated approach. In particular, the Hansen-inspired comparative study of city-states,268 and his attempt to define the parameters of a
city-state culture,269 are positive steps forward. Thus, he has recognised the
263
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showing that poleis did in fact exist in areas long considered as pre-polis, such as e.g. Arcadia;
Nielsen 2002a.
Hansen 2000c. 269 Hansen 2000a.

An archaeology of discourses

65

fact that the polis cannot be seen as a solitary and unique entity, but has to be
situated within a world-systemic framework. My study would have probably
been impossible without the massive empirical work of the CPC; my
disagreements are a consequence of the CPC not drawing far enough the
implicit conclusions of their research.
At the same time, there has emerged a keen interest in peripheral areas,270
non-polis forms271 and regional272 and local studies.273 These studies have
gradually made possible a far more balanced picture of the variety of
political, social and economic forms within the Aegean world;274 moreover,
and this is the key difference with the past, they tend to see the peripheral
areas and the non-polis forms in their own respect, and not as primitive relics
or failed attempts at normative polis status.275
Equally important has been the contribution of archaeology. The emergence of intensive surveys and the new social archaeology has a potentially
revolutionary impact;276 yet, it is precisely here that the dead hand of the
past is particularly felt. The structuralist, static, aspatial and atemporal
models of the current orthodoxy have discouraged ancient historians, with
few exceptions, to take advantage of the new insights and the vast area open
to them by the exploits of archaeology. In the vast majority of historical
accounts it is still as if the archaeological revolution never took place. The
intensive surveys have changed our perspective in three ways: by allowing
us to study areas and regions for which the written evidence is meagre;277
by showing the huge variety of possible relationships between settlements
and between city and countryside;278 finally, by showing the variety of
temporal patterns in different areas and regions.279 It is clear that the
dominant approach to the polis had not prepared ancient historians for
such findings.
In terms of the study of material culture, Ian Morris in a number of
studies has pointed to the formation and maintenance of regional groupings in the Aegean and the mainland from the Dark Ages to the classical
period.280 Having defined four groups (central Greece and the Aegean,
western Greece, northern Greece and Crete), he has argued that social,
economic and political processes are articulated with varying or contrasting
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ways in each region; that changes occur in each region with different pace,
differing directions and differing results; and that the novel middling
communities of the archaic period are particularly present and strong in
his central and Aegean region. The value of his scheme for the purposes of
our approach cannot be stressed enough.
Finally, it is important to stress the contribution of French and Italian
scholarship.281 I need to start by noting the much stronger interest in the
history of historiography among French and Italian scholars;282 despite the
presence of Arnaldo Momigliano, by and large Anglo-Saxon scholars have
shown a minimal interest in these issues over the years.283 The Paris school
had of course a pioneering role in enforcing the polis-centred approach on
the study of ancient history. But it is interesting to note that during the
1990s some of the key members of the school came to challenge from a
variety of standpoints certain of its fundamental tenets. Nicole Loraux
argued that the structuralist and functionalist postulates of the anthropological study of the polis ended up in homogenising and excluding conflict
from the understanding of the polis;284 while Marcel Detienne came to
advocate the pursuit of comparative history, in order to challenge some of
the unexamined postulates that we accept in ancient history.285 On the
other hand, it is important to note that the Finleyan orthodoxy never went
unchallenged in France; most of the stimulating criticisms of the model of
the consumer city have come indeed from French scholars.286 The influence of alternative historical traditions has been quite strong here; it is the
influence of Braudel that has made French scholars much more open to
Mediterranean approaches to Greek history.287
French and Italian scholars have been much more alert to the role of
space in history than their Anglo-Saxon colleagues;288 historical geography289 and the study of the relationship between community and territory
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have been two of their most important contributions.290 French and Italian
scholars have devoted much more attention to the wider Greek world291
and its relationship with Near Eastern and Western Mediterranean
cultures;292 they have been pioneers in the study of urbanisation293 and
the division and exploitation of the territory in the colonial world of the
Western Mediterranean and the Black Sea.294 These studies, by showing
the sheer diversity of Greek poleis, have done much to undermine the
dominant model. A final tribute is in place: the publication of the collective
I Greci. Storia, cultura, arte, societa under the direction of Salvatore Settis295
has been probably the most innovative collective work in ancient history in
recent years; its emphasis upon the interaction between Greeks and the
other peoples of the Mediterranean and the historiography of the study of
ancient history are particularly welcome. Many of the approaches espoused
in this collective work are further explored here.
To sum up: the history of ancient Greece was formulated in an era of the
emergence of nationalism and the national states, in an era of Western
ascent and imperialism, and the emergence of Orientalism. In the present
era of globalisation, both from those above and from those below, the
nineteenth century postulates that dominated the formation of our discipline should be reviewed anew. What is to be done? This historiographical
account will be followed by three explorations: the one is to look back at
the Greek, and in particular the Aristotelian, approach to the polis and
Greek history; I will argue that it can offer a much better alternative to the
current orthodoxy. The second is a criticism of the present orthodoxy and
its treatment of the polis as an entity, manifested in its Orientalism (the
Greek polis vs. Oriental despotism) and Eurocentrism (the ancient consumer city vs. the European producer city). Finally, I attempt to sketch an
alternative approach by utilising both the Aristotelian approach and the
historical criticism of the current orthodoxy. Going beyond Eurocentric
perceptions of Greek history, I offer an analysis of the Greek poleis as parts
of a changing système-monde.
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CHAPTER

2

The ancient discourses on the polis

It is time to discuss how the ancient Greeks themselves thought about the
polis, to see if their thought can support the modern uses that have been
made out of it. My discussion will focus on Aristotle’s Politics, since this
text has provided most of the ideas underlying the conceptualisation of the
polis.1 Aristotle does not represent the communis opinio of ancient Greeks,
but his text is the only complete ancient Greek text surviving that gives us a
context of ancient discourses on the polis.2 I will attempt to understand
Aristotle’s work on its own terms and in its own context; I will then try to
show that many of his ideas face in a different direction from that of much
modern research and many an orthodox view.
But there is an obvious limit to this attempt. The aims of Aristotle, or,
put in different words, the discursive presuppositions of his genre, are very
different from my own and my own genre’s, which is of course history.
Aristotle had an impressive knowledge, and made impressive use of the
past, but his approach is not a historical one.3 Robert Nisbet, in a book
written long ago, has shown the unbridgeable gap between the vision of
history and the vision of developmental and evolutionary approaches to the
past; moreover, he has shown that the general premises of this evolutionary
and developmental approach to the past, which can be clearly recognised in
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I owe much to the work of Sakellariou 1989: especially 214–82, whose discussion of Aristotle’s views
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Aristotle, are still shared by the body of social and anthropological thinking
of Europe, even in the twentieth century.4
History plays no role in Aristotle’s work; in fact, the past is divided into
two parts: one is the evolving of events (wars, political decisions, dynasties,
famines, etc.); the other is physis, the evolution of entities according to their
inner natural predestination.5 This does not mean that the existing reality is
identical to its nature; accidental events can corrupt it, arrest its development or transform it in various ways. These accidental events of the past are
important for assessing the actual nature of the entity and its natural
course. Aristotle’s work should be read in this way. When he differentiates
between natural and unnatural exchange,6 or when he postulates that a city
must be eusynoptos,7 he is not implying that ancient Greeks actually
despised unnatural exchange, or that every Greek polis was actually eusynoptos; he was well aware that, in reality, things were quite different, and he
could occasionally provide excellent arguments of why this was so. But
these were corruptions or aberrations of the natural course, and played only
a secondary and incidental role in his work.8 His work indeed had two
aims: to understand the natural course of things and define the ideal
conditions of the natural course; and to give suggestions and prescriptions
for the existing realities that would direct them as much as possible towards
the natural course.9
My aims as a historian are fundamentally different. The historical
discipline in the last century managed to overcome the ancient division
between a histoire événementielle and a natural history. Therefore, one
cannot follow Aristotle all the way through. Aristotle (and, indeed, any
other Greek writer) can give invaluable glimpses of the political, social
and economic interrelations between Greek communities. But the patterns
and processes, which the modern historian will wish to reconstruct, are
not always to be found per se in the ancient authors, for two reasons: first,
because, processes of the longue durée almost always elude the notice of
contemporaries, and the significance and outcome of many actions and
processes can be really understood only a posteriori; but more importantly,
4
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because the discursive rules and the outillage mentale of ancient authors
are quite different from those employed by a twenty-first-century
historian.
On the other hand, modern Western historians have been far too
confident that their own analytical tools and concepts are sufficient to
understand and write about societies in the past, or non-Western societies
in the present. The concepts and discourses of people in the past, or of
contemporary non-Western people, are treated as historical sources, but
rarely as models of analysis equally valid and stimulating as those of the
modern historian. Post-colonialism and ethnohistory have revealed the
extent to which native understanding of their society and history have
enormous value; they have shown how circumscribed and ethnocentric are
many of the Western concepts that Western scholars take as universal
categories of analysis.10 Accordingly, I will argue here that modern historians should take Aristotle’s categories of analysis seriously. I hasten to add
that it is not a matter of discarding modern notions and using ancient ones;
rather, it is an effort to use some of the ancient approaches, in order to
overcome the limits of the modern concepts, and construct a historical
understanding of the past. Nor is this one more attempt to show that ‘our
ancestors the Greeks’ have invented and conceived everything. Rather, it is
the case that our concepts and categories are not necessarily any better, or
any more natural, than those of past actors; and that sometimes, the
notions of past actors have more value than those of our contemporaries,
even for the present. I am happy to note that a historian of India has
reached conclusions similar to my own.11
I should here apologise for my direct conversation with Aristotle,
bypassing most of modern scholarship. The reason is not mere intellectual
laziness. Most scholars working on ancient philosophy are interested in
very different things from what interests me in this context; I hope it is
equally legitimate to bypass their questions and ask my own. Ancient
historians have had a double reaction to Aristotle; unsurprisingly, from
Fustel onwards, they have been all too ready to accept Aristotle’s evolutionary account of the emergence of the polis, and to prioritise one only of
Aristotle’s conceptualisations of the polis, while disregarding the others.
I will try to show why some uses of Aristotle’s concepts are wrong and how
stimulating for historical analysis and narrative are some of his other
concepts, which have been largely ignored.
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THE ARISTOTELIAN DEFINITIONS OF THE POLIS

The identification of the polis with a community of citizens has a very
ancient pedigree. Already in the poetry of the archaic period we hear that
the polis is the men, not the walls of the city.12 This indeed is one of the
central questions of Aristotle’s Politics:
But the polis is a composite thing, in the same sense as any other of the things that
are wholes, but consist of many parts; it is therefore clear that we must first inquire
into the nature of the citizen; for the polis is a plêthos of citizens, so that we have to
consider who is entitled to be a citizen and what is a citizen.13

This is the first Aristotelian definition of the polis in my classification.
Modern scholars, therefore, have followed this seemingly unproblematic
hint of the ancient sources; they have identified the emergence of the
polis with the emergence of a community of citizens, after the fall of
the redistributive monarchies of the Mycenaean world and the demise of
the exclusive and hierarchic control of the aristocracies portrayed in the
Homeric epics. This reconstruction was always open to challenge from two
sides: the picture of the epics could be reinterpreted so as to show that a
community of citizens was already present in the epics;14 but this was
obviously mainly a matter of chronology and not of essence. The second
problem was somewhat more substantial; if the polis was defined as a
community of citizens, then it was quite difficult to locate the moment of
the decline of the polis, given that in this organicist approach the emergence necessitated a corresponding decline. It was always fairly clear that at
least until the late Roman empire the Greek poleis were still communities
of citizens, although other elements might have changed drastically
indeed.15 The recognition of this problem has tempted the majority of
scholars to accept the continuity of polis as a phenomenon beyond the end
of the classical period.
I have already pointed out the problems created by this ontological
approach to the polis; Aristotle offers us an alternative way of conceptualising the polis that has been largely ignored.16 This is the identification of
polis as a form of koinônia, called here the second definition of the polis,
found already in the beginning of the Politics:
From these two koinôniai (i.e. male and female, master and slave) then is first
composed the household . . . the koinônia therefore that comes about in the course
12
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of nature for everyday purposes is the household . . . On the other hand, the
primary koinônia made up of several households for the satisfaction of not merely
daily needs is the kômê.17
The koinônia finally composed of several kômai is the polis; it has at last attained
the limit of virtually complete autarkeia, and thus, while it comes into existence
for the sake of life, it exists for the good life. Hence every polis exists by nature, in
as much as the first koinôniai so exist; for the polis is the end of all other
koinôniai.18

Here then we have a teleological definition of the polis as a form of
koinônia. Aristotle wishes to establish the naturalness of the politikê koinônia by giving it the status of the telos of every other primary koinônia in
offering the opportunity to achieve the autarkeia and the good life. In the
course of his discussion there emerges a third way of defining the polis.
And not only does a polis consists of a multitude of human beings, it consists of
human beings differing in kind; the polis cannot be constituted by a collection of
persons all alike.19
For we agree that every polis possesses not one part (meros), but several . . . One
of these parts (merê) therefore is the plêthos of people which are concerned with
trophê, the so-called peasants, and second is what is called the banausoi, the
mechanic class; and third is a commercial class, and fourth is the class of manual
labourers, and the fifth class is the one to defend the polis in war . . . and the class
that plays a part in judicial justice, and in addition to these the deliberative class,
deliberation being a part of political intelligence . . . and a seventh class is the one
that offers liturgies (services) to the community by means of its property, the class
that we call the rich. And an eighth is the class of public servants, that is those who
serve in the magistracies, inasmuch as without rulers it is impossible for a polis to
exist.20
And we must also further consider how many there are of these things referred
to that are indispensable for the existence of the polis; for among them will be the
things which we pronounce to be parts of the polis, owing to which their presence
is essential. We must therefore consider the list of erga that a polis requires: for
from these it will become clear. First then a polis must have a supply of trophê;
second crafts (since life needs many tools), third arms . . . also a certain abundance
of money, in order that they may have enough both for their internal needs and for
requirements of war; fifth, a primary need, the service of gods, termed a priesthood, and sixth in number and most necessary of all, a provision for deciding
questions of interests and of rights between the citizens. These are then the erga
that virtually every polis requires (for the polis is not a chance plêthos of people, but
one autarkês for the needs of life, as we say, and if any of these erga happens to be
wanting, it is impossible for that koinônia to be absolutely autarkês).21
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Politics, 1252b, 16–17.
Politics, 1261a, 23–5.
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Politics, 1252b, 28–32.
Politics, 1290b, 24 – 1291a, 36.
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Politics, 1328b, 3–19.
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Aristotle has now offered up to us three definitions of the polis. The first
one defines the polis as a plêthos of politai, citizens; the second one defines
it as a sort of koinônia, indeed as an agglomeration of various koinôniai;
the third one defines it as an indispensable unity of merê, parts. Is there a
contradiction between all these three different definitions, or can they
be reconciled? I think they can, provided we are reminded of Aristotle’s
account of the aims of the polis. As we already saw, these are autarkeia and
the good life that depends on autarkeia. Since autarkeia is the precondition
of the good life, the various koinôniai and the various parts (merê) of the
polis are there to ensure its fulfilment. But it is necessary to pause here
and rethink the meaning of this term, which has consciously remained
untranslated until now.
One of the most important misconceptions about Aristotle’s thought is
to render autarkeia simply as self-sufficiency, in the form of the ability of
the polis to produce anything it needs by its own means and without
exchange or dependence on anybody else.22 This is clearly not the whole
case. Aristotle defines it as ‘that which on its own makes life worthy of
choice and lacking in nothing’.23 The emphasis in his use of the word in
this sense is not therefore on self-production, but on the procurement by
the polis of the goods and services necessary for its aims and its reproduction.24 Moreover, the relation between autarkeia and independence is not
straightforward. Aristotle comments ‘for how can a polis that is by nature
slavish have any title to the name? The polis is autarkês, but the slave is not
autarkês.’25 The point here is not that a slavish polis cannot produce
everything it needs by its own means, but that a slavish community has
no independent will to take decisions of how to procure anything in
need.26
To unite both senses then, autarkeia refers to the ability of one to
provide for all their needs irrespective of the means employed.27 The stress
is on the ability (or if you prefer capacity) to provide: when Pericles in the
22

23
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‘Very much the same holds true about its territory i.e. of the polis. As to the question what particular
kind of land it ought to have, it is clear that everybody would commend that which is most selfsufficing and such is necessarily that which bears every sort of produce, (for autarkeia means having a
supply of everything and lacking nothing)’; Politics, 1326b, 27–30. But even here it is quite clear that
this is simply the most commendable situation; as Aristotle will make clear in the next few lines, even
his ideal polis has to import what she lacks, and export what it has in abundance.
Nicomachean Ethics, 1097b, 14–15. 24 Meikle 1995: 44–5. 25 Politics, 1291a, 9–10.
‘But on the other hand the polis was formed not for the sake of life only, but rather for the good life,
for otherwise a polis could consist of slaves and of lower animals, but as it is this cannot happen,
because they do not share in happiness and purposive life (zên kata proairesin)’; Politics, 1280a, 31–4.
Josiah Ober defines autarkeia as including foreign trade, but excluding dependence upon any
foreign power; see Ober 1993: n. 15. See also Mayhew 1997: 38–48.
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Funeral Oration describes Athens as tois pasi autarkestatên,28 he is not of
course implying that Athens was in a position to produce everything that
she needed; in fact, he will go on to stress that ‘our city is so great that all the
products of all the earth flow in upon us, and ours is the happy lot to gather
in the good fruits of our own soil with no more home-felt security of
enjoyment than we do those of other lands’.29 What Pericles is willing to
convey is the sense that Athens has the ability, the power, to provide itself
with everything that it is in need of, and in that sense it is self-sufficient.30
The belief that the polis, even in its ideal form, was supposed to be selfsufficient and without the need for exchange, was not espoused by ancient
Greeks.31 Aristotle clearly takes exchange for granted in the definition of
the ideal polis.
[I]t is advantageous in respect of both security and the supply of necessary
commodities that the polis and the chôra should have access to the sea . . . and
the importation of commodities that they do not happen to have in their own
country and the export of their surplus products are things indispensable; for the
polis ought to engage in commerce for its own interest and not for the interest of
others (autêi gar emporikên, all’ ou tois allois dei einai tên polin).32

To come back to the various Aristotelian definitions of the polis, the
purpose of the various koinôniai that are subsumed by the polis, or of the
various parts (merê) of the polis, is to ensure this autarkeia. Let us deal with
the koinôniai first. What is their role according to Aristotle?
The sum of koinôniai are parts as it were of the politikê (koinônia); travellers for
instance associate together for some advantage, namely to procure something that
they need for the purposes of life; but the politikê koinônia too, it is believed, was
originally formed and continues to be maintained for the benefit of its members;
this indeed is the aim of the lawgivers, and they call just that which is to the
common benefit. Thus, the other koinôniai aim at some particular benefit; for
example sailors combine to seek the profits of seafaring with a view to making
money or something of the kind, fellow soldiers at what is advantageous in war,
whether it is wealth or victory or the taking of a city that they seek, and members of
phratries and demes act similarly . . . all the koinôniai then seem to be part of the
politikê koinônia.33
The other koinôniai are a constituent part of the koinôniai of the polis – for
example that of the members of a phratry, or priestly colleges (orgeônes), or
chrêmatistikai koinôniai.34

28
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Thucydides, I I , 36. 29 Thucydides, I I , 38. 30 See Raaflaub 2004: 184–7.
See Bresson 1987. 32 Politics, 1327a, 18–29.
Nicomachean Ethics, 1160a, 8–29. I follow the translation of W. D. Ross.
Eudemian Ethics, 1241b, 25–7.

The ancient discourses on the polis

75

From this it follows that there is a gap between our first and our second
definition. The first one defines the polis as the plêthos of its citizens; the
second one defines the polis as a sort of koinônia that includes every other
koinônia. According to the first definition, only citizens are part of the
polis; according to the second definition, the partners and members in
every koinônia, which is subsumed by the polis, are members of the polis.
The same holds true concerning the parts (merê). The various people who
provide the polis with its necessary erga are not therefore necessarily
citizens. The second (the koinôniai) and the third (the merê) definition
seem then to be very similar. Both classifications aim at satisfying the
autarkeia of the community: the koinôniai is a classification viewed from
the point of the relationships or associations between the various sorts of
people necessary for autarkeia; the merê is a classification viewed from the
point of the various functions needed to establish the autarkeia.
What is the connection then between these two categories and the
citizens? I think that Aristotle makes it quite clear that since the aim of
the polis is the good life, the citizen is the one who alone is capable of
participating in the good life. Aristotle does indeed give a more restricted
definition of the citizen, as the one who participates in the deliberative or
judicial administration of the polis.35 But the problem with this definition,
as Aristotle is well aware, is that it does not allow us to comprehend who is
entitled to be a citizen, since it is clear that the entitlement to citizenship
varies widely between the various poleis. This is the reason I believe that
this restricted definition does not help us much; and therefore I prefer to
emphasise the alternative Aristotelian definitions. We should prefer relational definitions to the axiomatic one based on the participation in
deliberative/judicial definition.36 Aristotle’s analysis and epistemology is
pluralist and capable to accept and incorporate diversity; but its necessary
corollary is the concept of hierarchy, in order to rank people according to
their needs, rights and capacities.37
But since, just as with all other natural organisms those things that are indispensable for the existence of the whole are not parts of the whole organisation, it
is also clear that not all the things that are necessary for poleis to possess are to
be counted as parts of the polis . . . And the polis is one form of koinônia of
homoioi, and its object is the best life that is possible. And since the greatest
good is happiness, and this is some perfect activity or employment of virtue, and
since it has so come about that it is possible for some men to participate in it,
35
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Politics, 1275a, 1 – 1275b, 22.
See Saxonhouse 1992: 189–95.
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The same point is raised by Hedrick 1994: 294–7.
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but for others only to a small extent or not at all, it is clear that this is the cause
for there arising different kinds and varieties of poleis and several forms of
politeiai.38

That is the reason behind the several different forms of definition of the
citizen. Different poleis adopt different criteria for defining the citizen
according to different relations among their constituent parts.
As there are several forms of politeiai, it follows that there are several forms of
citizen, and especially of the citizen in the subject position (archomenou); hence
under one form of politeia citizenship will be necessarily extended to the artisan
and the hired labourer, while under other forms this is impossible, for instance in
any constitution that is of the form entitled aristocratic, and in which the honours
are bestowed according to goodness and to merit, since a person living a life of
manual toil, or as a hired labourer, cannot practice the pursuits in which goodness
is exercised. In oligarchies, on the other hand, though it is impossible for a hired
labourer to be a citizen (since qualification for admission to office is high), it is
possible for an artisan; for even the general mass of the craftsmen is rich . . . But
under many politeiai the law draws recruits even from foreigners; for in some
democracies the son of a citizen mother is a citizen, and the same holds true about
illegitimate children among many. Nevertheless, inasmuch as such persons are
adopted as citizens owing to a lack of citizens of legitimate birth (for they
introduce this kind of legislation because of underpopulation), when a polis
becomes well off for numbers, it gradually divests itself first of the sons of a
slave father or mother, then of those whose mothers only are citizens, and finally
allows as citizens only those whose both parents are astoi.39

Therefore, the definition of the polis as a community of citizens must be
qualified. Aristotle presents us with a situation where a polis can exclude a
substantial part of the native male population (apart from the alwaysexcluded women, children, slaves and metics):
But one of the difficulties as to what constitutes a citizen is left. Is it truly the case that
a citizen is a person that has the right to share office in the government, or are the
mechanics (banausoi) also to be counted as citizens? If these persons also are to be
counted who have no share in offices, it is not possible for every citizen to possess
the citizen’s virtue; for this man is a citizen. If on the other hand no one of these is a
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Politics, 1328a, 22–41. ‘And a polis is a koinônia of genê and kômai in a perfect and autarkês life, which
in our view constitutes a happy and noble life; the politikê koinônia must therefore be deemed to exist
for the sake of noble actions, not merely for living in common. Hence, those who contribute most to
such a koinônia, have a larger part in the polis than those who are their equals or superiors in freedom
and birth but not their equals in civic virtue, or than those who surpass them in wealth, but are
surpassed by them in virtue’; Politics, 1281a, 1–8.
Politics, 1278a, 15–35. For a radical though controversial reinterpretation of the meaning of astos, see
Cohen 2000: 49–78.
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citizen, in what class is he to be ranked? For he is not a resident alien (metoikos), nor a
foreigner (xenos) [emphasis mine].40

I think it is quite characteristic that Aristotle does not come up with a term
as an answer to his own question. One can come, through Aristotle’s
analysis, to a spectrum analysis of the citizen body.41 The polis consists of
all those who contribute to its autarkeia; the citizens are those who take
advantage of the autarkeia to achieve the good life; since different people
and groups participate in varying ways in these two aspects, the citizen
group can be extended along a spectrum with various nuances. Finally, this
is the reason that the fourth definition of the polis by Aristotle, as a
‘koinônia politôn politeias’,42 as a participation of citizens in the constitution, must be qualified and not be taken as an absolute definition. It is a
definition that concerns only the part of the polis that has political rights
and participates in political procedures: it can exclude, apart from the usual
slaves, metics and women, the part of the citizen population that has no
political rights.
THE POLIS OF ARISTOTLE AND THE HISTORICAL
GREEK POLEIS

It is now time to put to ourselves a decisive question: what is the relation
between the polis as the central notion of Aristotle’s Politics and the actual
poleis of historical reality? If until now Aristotle has proved an illuminating
guide, can we follow him all the way through in our analysis of the actual
historical realities? If we take Aristotle as a guide to the historical Greek
poleis, the answer must be decisively negative. The reason is that Aristotle’s
analysis of the polis cannot be totally separated from his whole philosophical approach. In a sense, Aristotle is not dealing with real historical entities.
His definition of man as a politikon zôon is the clearest witness to that:
From these it is evident that the polis is part of the natural order (tôn physei esti)
and that man is by nature a political animal, and a man that is by nature and not
merely by fortune citiless, is either an inferior human or above humanity.43
It is clear therefore that the polis is also prior by nature to the individual; for if
each individual when separate is not autarkês, he must be related to the whole polis
as other parts are to their whole, while a man who is incapable of koinônein
(entering into a koinônia), or who due to his autarkeia has no need to do so, is no
part of a polis, so that he must be either a beast or a god.44
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Politics, 1277b, 33–9.
Politics, 1253a, 2–5.
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Politics, 1253a, 25–9.
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Politics, 1276b, 1–2.
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From this it is quite clear that everybody, with the exception of beasts
and gods, should be part of a polis; and this clearly conflicts with historical
reality.45 In Aristotle’s time there were innumerable communities that
could not be classified as poleis: to come back to one of his own examples,
how is one to classify Babylon, since he has negated its status as polis? It is
obviously neither a household, nor a kômê, nor a symmachia.46 This is the
reason that older translators of the Politics have rendered polis with the
more general term ‘state’, since it was quite clear that Aristotle was referring
to a human reality more general than the particular historical experience of
the Greek polis. But this is a wrong answer to a real problem: the reason
behind the conflation of a generalised human reality with the particular
historical experience of the Greek polis is Aristotle’s definition of the polis
as a koinônia with the aim of autarkeia and the good life.
Aristotle seems to have a biological definition of the polis in two
respects: on the one hand, the polis is like an organism, coming into life
into elementary form, but already with the seeds of its future growth;47 on
the other hand, like an organism, it is a composite whole made up of
various parts in varying relationships.48 The reason for this biological
model is Aristotle’s philosophy and his polemical aims: his philosophy of
telos necessitating an examination of things according to their supposed
aim; his conception of physis as the development of things according to
their inherent predisposition;49 and his clearly stated attempt to deny the
theory of the social contract and prove that ‘social’ relationships are based
on biological necessities and are therefore natural.50
But does Aristotle think that the polis is a natural organism with its own
telos? If this were the case, it would have clearly been very problematic for
his argument. If the polis were a natural organism, then one would
normally expect its completion in a healthy, well-functioning form. But
since Aristotle explicitly argues that no existing polis has a well-ordered
45
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See also the comments of Murray 1993.
Politics, 1276a, 27–30. If we follow the rhetoric of the passage we might characterise Babylon as an
ethnos. The absurdity, by modern criteria, of characterizing Babylon as an ethnos, is I hope clear.
‘And therefore, every polis exists by nature, inasmuch as the first koinôniai so exist; for the polis is the
end of the other koinôniai, since that which each thing is when its growth is completed, we speak as
being the nature of each thing, for instance of a man, a horse or a household’; Politics, 1252b, 30–3.
See also 1253a, 19–39.
See the brilliant comparisons of Aristotle in Politics, 1290b, 21 – 1291a, 40.
See Nisbet 1969.
For a discussion of the biological substructure of Aristotle’s discussion in Politics see Kullmann 1992.
The attempt in Ober 1993 to argue that Aristotle sees the formation of the polis as a form of qualified
social contract is stimulating, but it does not really negate the above point, as Ober himself seems to
acknowledge.
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form,51 then it would follow that nature has created an organism which
usually does not reach its fulfilment. What is even more interesting is that
Aristotle does not seem to be troubled at all about viewing the polis as a
natural organism that is almost always in an unnatural state. A similar
question concerns whether the polis has its own telos. Every natural
organism is an end in itself and fulfils its own purpose; but according to
Aristotle, the polis does not exist for its own sake, as e.g. the state in the
German philosophy of the nineteenth century.52 The polis exists for the
sake of the good life, i.e. it is a means to an end beyond itself, rather than
the end itself.53
Based on these two observations, Bernard Yack has argued that Aristotle
does not view the polis as a natural organism with a telos of its own.54
Aristotle could clearly differentiate between things that have a nature and
things that exist or take place according to nature, but have no nature by
themselves.55 The polis is not a natural organism with a telos of its own, but
rather a form of community (koinônia) that aims to fulfil the good life; the
polis is a means to an end and not its own telos. On the other hand, ‘the
impulse towards this kind of community exists in all men by nature’.56
There is a nice passage that shows the similarities and the differences
between natural organisms and the polis:
We should consider the organisation of an animal to resemble that of a polis well
governed by laws. For once order is established in a polis, there is no need of a
separate monarch to preside over every activity; each man does his own work as
assigned, and one thing follows another because of habit. In animals this same
thing happens because of nature: specifically because it is part of them, since they
are so ordered, is naturally disposed to do its own task.57

These findings point to two important conclusions. Aristotle’s concept
of the polis is atemporal and cannot be used to trace the historical development of the Greek polis.
What Aristotle was interested in was, not the history of the state, but, if we may use
here a term that becomes of immense importance in the eighteenth century, the
natural history of the state: the manifestation or actualisation of conditions that are
regarded as inherent, as potential, in the institution from the start.58

It might have been helpful if Aristotle had analysed the polis in relation
to other, alternative forms of political (not of course politikai) koinôniai, or
51
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Politics, 1260, b35. 52 See Meinecke 1957: 343–433; Iggers 1968: 90–123.
Politics, 1252b, 29; 1281a, 2. 54 Yack 1993: 88–102. 55 See e.g. Physics, 192, b30–6.
Politics, 1253, a30. 57 On the Motion of Animals, 703, a28–b2. 58 Nisbet 1969: 31–2.
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if he had accorded organic status to ethnê, territorial monarchies and other
forms of polities.59 But given Aristotle’s methodology this was unnecessary.
This is the reason that the question of the decline of the Polis is impossible
to be conceptualised within the Aristotelian discursive framework. It is like
talking about the decline of the Apple tree. Obviously, a specific apple tree
comes into life from its seed, comes into its full growth and dies; but the
Apple tree, as genus, cannot decline or die. A particular polis can come into
existence, grow and decline, but the Polis as defined by Aristotle cannot
decline: it simply exists. The Polis is a cycle that never ends.
We have therefore to counter strongly the identification of the concept
of the polis in Aristotle with what modern scholars have identified as the
Greek polis; i.e. a particular stage of Greek history and a distinctly Greek
form of society, economy and state. The perception of the polis in Aristotle
puts it completely outside history. And indeed, this is the perception of the
Greeks in general. With the exception of primitive conditions, where
people are living in scattered small groups (as e.g. after the deluge) without
any form of political and communal organisation, Greeks perceived that
their whole historical existence since the establishment of agriculture and
the building of nucleated settlements had taken place within poleis.60 The
idea of the emergence of the polis or indeed of its decline was completely
alien to the Greeks.61 Moreover, the idea of the polis as a specifically Greek
institution is not supported by Greek texts. Aristotle talked of Carthage in
terms of the polis62 and included among his 158 politeiai the constitutions
of the Carthaginians and the Lycians.63 Wilfried Gawantka has rightly
commented that the notion of the Greek polis (hê hellênikê polis) is one for
which there is no evidence in the Greek texts.64
What is the Aristotelian and more general Greek concept of the polis
then? I will argue that we have to make a clear differentiation between two
uses of the polis by the ancient Greeks. One use of the term refers to
specific and particular communities, i.e. poleis. A study of the use of the
word for actual historical communities has demonstrated that polis is used
with two interrelated meanings. It describes (a) a nucleated settlement
without any inference to its size (it can vary from small settlements of a few
59
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See, on the other hand, Lehmann 2000.
See e.g. Plato, Nomoi, I I I , 676a–682c; Protagoras, 322a–e.
Thucydides’ attempt to demean the scale of the Trojan war in favour of ‘his’ Peloponnesian war by
comparing Mycenae and ‘the poleis of that age’ to his contemporary poleis (I , 10.1) betrays a
complete absence of the notion of the emergence of polis in the period in between. See Snodgrass
1986: 47–9; see also Haubold 2005.
Politics, 1272b, 24 – 1273b, 27. 63 See also Keen 2002 on other non-Greek poleis.
Gawantka 1985: 106–10.
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hundred inhabitants to large urban centres),65 and (b) a community of
citizens with local self-government. To link the two meanings, it has been
observed that the use of the word to describe a nucleated settlement is
confined to settlements that act as the political centres of communities of
citizens with local self-government.66 This minimum definition can be all
encompassing, but it needs to be qualified in some important respects.67
First, it must be stressed that it is a minimum definition: a polis can
comprise much more than a single nucleated settlement of a community
of citizens with local self-government, but no settlement or community
described as polis fails to qualify for this definition. Second, our definition
leaves open the question of rule and external relationships: a polis can be
governed by one, a few or many persons; it can have autonomy, or be under
the rule of a dominant polis in a single state (Laconia), in a hegemonic
league (Athenian league) or in a hegemonic koinon (Boiotia), or finally
under the rule of a king (Ionia); alternatively it can be part on equal terms
in a sympoliteia or a koinon.
The other use of polis by the Greeks is to refer to the human community in general, in a sense that encompasses and amalgamates the three
modern divisions of society, economy and state.68 Aristotle differentiates
between the despotic koinônia, as that between the master and the slave,
where relationships exist for the benefit of the despot, and the political
community, where the aim is the benefit of both the rulers and the ruled:
For there is such a thing as being naturally fitted to be controlled by a master
(desposton), and in another case to be governed by a basileus (basileuton) and in
another to live in the politeia (i.e. the third proper constitution) (politikon) and a
different government is just and expedient for different people; but there is no
such thing as natural fitness for tyranny (tyrannikon), nor for any other of the
forms of government that are divergences, for these come about against nature . . .
but first we must define what constitutes fitness for basileia (basileuton), what for
aristocracy (aristokratikon) and what for politeia (politikon).69

Here a clear differentiation is drawn between the bond between master and
slave (and Aristotle thought that it was the barbarians who were naturally
predisposed to play the role of the slave), the politeiai (constitutions) of
basileia and politeia and the degenerated politeia of tyranny. Although
Aristotle believed that the barbarians are by nature disposed to live in a
65
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Ruschenbusch 1985. For the similar use of the concept of the city in the Near East, see Flemming
2004: 235–6.
Hansen 1995a, 1995b, 2004b. 67 See the comments of Lévy 1990: 54–8.
See Lévy 1990: 65–6. 69 Politics, 1287b, 36–41.
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despotic community, there is nothing that obstructs the possibility that
there could be barbarians who live in a politikê koinônia and Greeks who
live in a despotic community.70
It is true that Aristotle denied the politikos bios to both European and
Asiatic barbarians, based on the effects of the climate.71 But to understand
this, we have to pay attention to the particular context of this passage. It
belongs to Book VI I , which deals with the nature and arrangement of the
politeia aristê. Aristotle is interested in the situations that furnish the right
sort of citizens for his ideal politeia; in the same way he excludes manual
workers, artisans and traders from his aristê politeia a few lines earlier. It is
thus mistaken to infer that Aristotle argued that citizens and poleis could
only be found among the Greeks. It is the sort of citizens for his ideal
politeia that he is interested in, and not of the polis in general, or the poleis
in particular. It is the ideal politikos bios that he denies to the barbarians,
not actual life within a polis. Therefore, his negation could work at a most
general level of abstraction; it left considerable space for nuances and
variances when applied to particular cases, where Greek communities
existed side by side with non-Greek ones, and this I take to be the reason
that Aristotle felt no discomfiture in accepting barbarian Carthage as a
polis.
In this sense both the words polis and politês were abstracted from their
reference to members of a specific self-proclaimed polis, and were used
indiscriminately to describe any political community and its members.72
Herodotus uses the words polis and politês even for communities that he
explicitly describes as not being poleis.
There was among the Medians a clever man called Deiokes. Deiokes was enamoured of tyrannis and thus he set about gaining it. The Medians at that time living
kata kômas [in villages], he was a notable man in his own village, and he began to
profess and practice justice more constantly and zealously than ever . . . Then the
Medians of the same kôme, seeing his dealings, chose him to be their judge and he
(for he coveted sovereign power) was honest and just. By so acting he won no small
praise from the poliêtai [the fellow members of the community], insomuch that
when the men from the other kômai learned that Deiokes alone gave righteous
judgments . . . and having obtained the power, he constrained the Medians to
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create one single polisma [city] and make this the object of their chief attention
disregarding the others [i.e. the kômai they used to live in].73

It is clear that Herodotus uses the term poliêtai to denote the members
of communities that he explicitly describes as kômai, denying their status
as poleis and narrating the post hoc creation of a polisma by Deiokes:
poliêtai here describes the members of the community in general, and not
the citizens of a self-proclaimed polis. Cases like this abound in
Herodotus. Croesus tells Cambyses that he kills ‘andras seôytou poliêtas’,
‘members of your own community’;74 Mycerinus, the Pharaoh of Egypt,
‘was clement towards the poliêtai’, i.e. his fellow Egyptians;75 the Magoi
tell Astyages that
if kingship devolves to this boy [Cyrus] who is Persian, we Medians will be
enslaved by the Persians and will become worthless outcasts. But as long as you
are king, being poliêtês [i.e. belonging to the same community with us], we have
our share of power and great honour is paid us by you.76

Aristotle uses the term politikôs to describe even relationships between
animals,77 making it clear that the concept of the polis and cognate terms
are divorced from reference to specific poleis. Egyptians for example are
‘reputed to be the most ancient people, and they always had laws and
political system (politikên taxin)’.78 His inclusion of the basileia of the
barbarians among the proper constitutions of the politikê koinônia79 shows
again that the polis is conceived as human society in general, and not in the
specific terms of individual poleis.
Disregarding for the time being the use of the term polis to refer to
specific poleis, let us concentrate on the second use of the term. If it is a
mistake to take the polis of Aristotle’s Politics as the Greek polis, then what
is one to make of it? I will argue that the polis, as used in this second sense
and context, should be understood as a discursive paradigm. Modern
scholars have scorned Aristotle and the rest of the Greeks for failing to
understand that his emphasis on the polis on the eve of Alexander’s
conquest of Asia, the creation of the Hellenistic world and the subordination of the poleis to monarchies and dynasts were anachronistic. This again
shows how distant is the modern perception of the polis from the ancient
perceptions. What modern scholars usually see as the decline of the polis,
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i.e. its loss of the ability to play a key role in interstate politics and its loss of
independence in foreign policy, is emphatically absent from Aristotle’s
discussion in the Politics. This was rightly so, for two reasons. First because
this phenomenon was nothing new; the vast majority of the poleis were
always in that condition and it was merely the few great poleis aspiring to
hegemony that found themselves in this dependent situation only in the
Hellenistic period; secondly, because the polis, in the form of human
community in general that is discussed in the Politics, is only fleetingly
interested in the vagaries of fluid interstate power balances.
A final example will make it clear, I hope. In his Politics, Aristotle has not
much to say about ‘Polisübergreifende Politik’.80 The reason is not difficult
to understand: first, Aristotle considers the polis as a koinônia; and in the
same way he examines relationships between poleis, as forming another
kind of koinônia. Every koinônia according to Aristotle is held together by
philia (friendship) between the partners. In his Nicomachean Ethics he
defines the possible forms of philia as falling under three categories: friendship for utility, for pleasure and for the sake of the partner’s good.81 In his
view then relationships between poleis can only aim at the first form of
friendship and must be deemed as inferior to the form of friendship that
takes place among the citizens. Moreover, in his seventh book on the ideal
politeia, he tries to establish the best bios, both for the polis and the
individual. Arguing that war is only a means to an end for the polis,82
and not an absolute end, he argues against the subjugation of other poleis as
not forming part of the aims of the polis.
This is precisely the reason that modern analysis of the polis has ignored
this part of Aristotle’s thought on the polis and has introduced other sets of
criteria that are completely absent from Aristotle’s definitions.83 This was a
step in the correct direction. But we still have to face the challenge
presented by Aristotle’s dynamic approach to the constituent parts of the
polis; a processual approach differentiating between various factors and
levels. The next chapter of this work will be devoted to an attempt to save
this part of our intellectual inheritance and build on it a historical understanding of the polis.
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CHAPTER

3

Making use of Aristotle: concepts and models

The Aristotelian treatment of the polis has been sketched above. It is now
time to put a number of questions and arrive at a number of conclusions
that will provide our guidelines for the rest of this study. The problem with
the modern scholarship on the polis is that it has discarded the binary use of
the term by the Greeks, in order to arrive at a single, ‘essentialist’ or idealtype definition of the polis. In doing this, it has been forced to disregard
most of the ancient uses of the term to describe particular historical
communities, because those uses do not fit with what the polis ‘ought to
be’, according to the preferred definition; on the other hand, the nature of
the political discourse of the ancient Greeks on the polis has often been
misrepresented and its main insights ignored. Accordingly, our task is to
argue for a novel study of the Greek poleis by paying new attention to both
the Greek contexts of using the term. In this final chapter of the first part
I try to abstract some basic concepts, models and insights from the political
discourse of the Greeks. These basic concepts and models will be used in
the coming chapters, in order to review and think again about the vast
number of different historical Greek poleis.
I will argue that Aristotle’s approach in particular, and other ancient
Greek approaches in general, can be used to construct an alternative
modern approach to the study of Greek communities: we could use their
perceptions to challenge the objectivity and usefulness of our own perceptions. And what is more, we could use their perceptions to construct novel,
historical conceptualisations and perceptions of the past. The great validity
of Aristotle’s approach to the polis rests on the dynamic and interrelated
basis of his perceptions: the polis is viewed as a composite whole, the
interlinking node of a variety of processes and relationships. And although
he turns his attention to the issue of how the polis can take advantage of
these processes and relationships, instead of analysing the processes and
relationships themselves, we can take advantage of his insight for our own
aims. In the following I stress three central issues: his analysis of the polis as
85
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a set of koinôniai; his analysis of the polis as a composition of merê; and his
analysis of the interrelationship between the polis and its external environment. I will also add a fourth that does not stem from Aristotle directly, but
from the Aristotelian tradition of constitutional theory, as exemplified by
Polybius;1 namely, the polis and interstate relationships.
T H E P O L E I S A N D T H E K O I N Ô N I A I

Since the most fundamental koinôniai are the ones between male and
female, master and slave and parent and children, then women, slaves
and children are necessarily part of the polis. How does Aristotle conceive
of these koinôniai?
It seems that Aristotle wavered between two concepts of the koinônia, a broader
and a narrower. The broader embraced combinations of people in any kind of
inter-relationship, not excluding temporary and non-structured ones. The narrower concept was limited to associations of partners who were tied by friendship
(solidarity), had some common interests, pursued some common end and obeyed
common rules . . . the term ‘society’ is quite inadequate to render either the
broader or the narrower concept expressed by koinônia: ‘union’, ‘association’
and ‘community’ are suitable to the narrower, but misleading for the broader.2

The first great advantage of Aristotle’s concept of koinôniai is its ability to
overcome static polarities and divisions, such as those between masters and
slaves, citizens and metics, men and women, Greeks and barbarians. Of
course, these distinctions did exist and they did play an important role;3 but
the problem is that we have made of them unsurpassable states of being,
while in reality these concepts are images and identities that are defined by
constant challenge and renegotiation, depending on the context; moreover,
they might make sense in some contexts, but they might be completely
irrelevant in others. Aristotle’s great discovery was indeed diversity and
multiplicity, where other Greek thinkers were trying to see the underlying
unity behind the apparent diversity; at the same time he used the concept of
hierarchy to subordinate diversity to his normative ideas. We can keep his
explorations of diversity, without therefore accepting his concept of hierarchy.4 The advantage of his concept, then, is that it allows us to pay
attention to the concrete experience of people in the various forms of
koinôniai in which they associate. Greek and barbarian indeed; but what
1
3
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is the perception of such a polarity, when they both participate in a
koinônia aboard a ship? Free and slave; but what happens when they
both participate in a koinônia for work (e.g. working in the shipyards)
under the same conditions? Citizen and metic: but what happens when
they drink together and converse in a tavern or a barber’s shop? Men and
women, finally: but what happens when they participate in a koinônia of
cult?
A further advantage is conceptual flexibility. In contrast with the modern conception of isomorphism between society, economy and the state,
the concept of koinôniai recognises that the boundaries of different koinôniai are different, and not necessarily overlapping. The boundaries of a
household are very different from that of guest-friendship, or a trading
agreement, or a religious or scholarly community, or a group of systratiôtai
(military comrades). All these relationships, which are described as koinôniai by Aristotle, are part of the politikê koinônia. Aristotle is clearly aware
that these koinôniai have boundaries that reach beyond the boundaries of
the individual polis and have their own regularities and rules; but he (and
the whole tradition of civic Humanism) is interested in them only to the
extent that, and as long as, they serve the aims of the polis, i.e. autarkeia and
the good life.
We can argue that the politikê koinônia in the sense of human community is more a ‘set of sets’ than a clearly defined organism. To take the polis as
the unit of analysis, when analysing the social (or therefore the economic,
political or cultural) history of the ancient Greeks is misleading. The
boundaries and the aims of each koinônia will differ substantially from
one polis to another, and in different points in time. But the value of
talking about koinôniai in plural, instead of talking about society in the
singular, is precisely to relativise and contextualise the content of this ‘set of
sets’. The usual juxtaposition of the citizen-hoplite and the mercenary, and
the identification of the growing number and importance of mercenaries
with a supposed decline and crisis of the polis, is an example of this kind
of failure to understand the polis as a set of sets.5 Military koinôniai
(systratiôtai) are part of the politikê koinônia, but they are not subsumed
by it: their orientation and boundaries can take a variety of forms, which do
not necessarily coincide with that of the polis.6
Finally, the Aristotelian concept of koinônia gives us the possibility to
overcome a linear conception of time. According to this conception, which
accepts a structuralist and isomorphic conception of society, economy and
5
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state, history is a linear progression from one period to the other, from one
stage to the next: we move from the archaic society to the classical and
so on.7 But in reality things are never like this; traditionalist historians
recognise that by talking of survivals and archaic features. As long as
our unit of analysis is a unified entity with tight boundaries, we cannot
do otherwise, but conceive it within a linear notion of time. But the
Aristotelian koinôniai allow us to grasp the plurality, diversity and nonreducibility of the component parts of the polis. Instead of the linear time
that traditional history uses, we can substitute the multiplicity of timescales and durations of historical time. If, instead of our entities emerging,
growing and declining, and moving in a linear pattern of progress (or
regression), we substitute an image of a variety of levels, in a variety of
spatial configurations and with a variety of temporal scales, conjunctures
and rhythms, our approach must necessarily change.
T H E P O L E I S A N D T H E M E R Ê

Aristotle’s definition of the polis through an analysis of its merê offers a
powerful alternative to the modern historical conceptualisations. The
modern approach is that there exist separate fields of human activities
and that the analytical categories to conceptualise and study them are
natural; when historians or other social scientists are confronted with
societies, where such distinctions are not evident, then they attempt to
explain why the fields were mixed, or why one field was preponderant over
the others.8 This is to a large extent the nature of the anti-modernist stance
in ancient economic history: it attempts to explain why there was no
separate field of the economy in antiquity; but by this it takes for granted
that a separate field of the economy ought to exist, as it supposedly exists in
our modern society.9 What most historians seldom do is to challenge the
naturalness of the concepts they employ and their applicability even in
their own society.
Aristotle’s conception refuses to make such a distinction between the
variety of human needs and acts: they form an inseparable whole, although
they are satisfied and enacted in different ways in different communities.
Aristotle has a holistic notion of autarkeia. Instead of an artificial division
between economy, society and politics, Aristotle stresses the interconnectedness of all the functions and processes necessary for the production,
reproduction and well being of a human community. He includes in the
7
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functions of the polis necessary to establish the autarkeia much that we
would not classify as part of the economy: the administration of justice, the
waging of war or the cult of the gods. But we have already dealt with this
aspect.
Moreover, his conception has another advantage: instead of talking
about abstract, but quasi-personified entities (the economy, the society,
the state), Aristotle focuses on the actual human groups that perform such
functions and activities. He makes it clear that the groups that serve the
needs of the community are not exclusive of each other: ‘Different functions appear to be often combined in the same individual; for example,
the soldier may also be a farmer, or an artisan; or again the counsellor a
judge.’10 With his definition then we have two advantages. The first one is
that we can see people in the co-existing multiplicity of their roles. The
second one is the chance to raise the question: how many roles do people
share in a single community at a certain period, and how are these roles
expanded, reduced or transformed?
But we can also make another more important remark. Aristotle has a
conception of the polis as a varying agglomeration of multiple ingredients
and argues that the different combinations of the various elements give a
different shape to the community; this gives us the chance to overcome
reifications and abstractions that have created a number of problems for
the study of ancient history. The discourse on the Greek polis presents a
homogenising picture. On the contrary, Aristotle creates a different and
variegated picture; his discussion of the various Greek constitutions provides an illuminating example. He insists that there are various kinds of
democracies and oligarchies, because of the varying nature of the parts of
the population that support each form of constitution:
Now the reason of there being several forms of constitution is that every polis
has a considerable number of merê. For in the first place we see that all the
poleis are composed of households, and then again that of this multitude some
must necessarily be rich and some poor and some between the two, and also of
the rich and the poor the former class is heavy-armed and the latter without
armour. And we see that one portion of the common people (dêmos) is
agricultural, another engaged in trade, and another mechanic. And the upper
classes have distinctions also corresponding both to their wealth and the megethê
of their property.11
Now it has been stated before what kind of democracy is suited to what kind of polis,
and similarly which of the kinds of oligarchy is suited to what kind of populace; . . . In
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fact there are two causes for there being several kinds of democracy, first the one
stated before, the fact that the populations are different (for we find one multitude
engaged in agriculture and another consisting of handicraftsmen and day-labourers,
and when the first of these is added to the second and again the third to both of
them it not only makes a difference in that the quality of the democracy becomes
better or worse but also by its becoming different in kind) [emphasis mine].12

Aristotle’s comments here are clearly opposing the modern orthodoxy of a
Greek polis as a community of peasants and with marginal numbers of
artisans, workers and traders. He argues that different poleis consist of
different proportions of the merê.13 Moreover, he insists that there are
different sorts of non-agricultural populations in different poleis:
For there are several classes both of the people and of those called the notables; for
instance, classes of the people are, one the farmers, another the class dealing with
the crafts, another the commercial class occupied in buying and selling and
another the one occupied with the sea – and this is divided into the classes
concerned with naval warfare, with trade, with ferrying passengers and with
fishing (for each of these classes is extremely numerous in various places, for instance
fishermen at Taras and Byzantium, crews of triremes at Athens, merchant seamen
at Aegina and Chios, ferrymen at Tenedos) [emphasis mine].14

But if we accept Aristotle’s point that different poleis are constituted by
different proportions of the merê, how are we to explain the existence of these
different proportions? What is the reason that fishermen abound in Taras
and not in Athens, merchant seamen in Aegina and not in Taras? The point
in Aristotle is not about the specialisation of labour, which is indispensable
for every human community passing a certain limit of population and
wealth/power differentiation. Those communities, where the population
comprises substantial numbers of craftsmen, traders and wage labourers,
cannot be explained away by their internal specialisation of labour. The
populations of the various poleis are different, because they have different
places and occupy different roles in an inter-polis division of labour.
Aristotle’s conception of different forms of merê, poleis and politeiai is
predicated on the existence of a ‘world-system’ of poleis and other
communities, whose workings shape the internal distribution and
specialisation of the population of each individual polis. Therefore, the
notion of the polis as a self-contained economic or social unit, as portrayed
for example in ideal-type constructions, such as the consumer city, does not
accord well with the evidence of Aristotle.
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Of course, what Aristotle does in his Politics is to analyse this system of
relationships and processes from the point of view of the benefit of the
political community and its members. Whether Aristotle chose to develop
this understanding or not is unimportant in the present context; we can
appropriate his insight for our own aims. His approach should be appreciated and utilised as much as possible. It implies that the polis cannot be
understood as an entity or an essence; the polis, each individual historic
polis, forms the nexus, in specific temporal and spatial conjunctures, of a
variety and multiformity of processes and relations that are beyond each
individual polis. In other words: each polis is part of a wider system
agglomerating relations and processes and cannot be analysed as an isolated
entity.
THE POLIS, THE STATE AND INTERSTATE RELATIONSHIPS

My third issue is best exemplified by Polybius in his famous sixth book.
By constructing therefore his constitution in this manner and out of these
elements, Lycurgus secured the absolute safety of the whole territory of Laconia,
and left to the Spartans themselves a lasting heritage of freedom. But as regards the
annexation of neighbouring territories, supremacy in Greece and generally speaking an ambitious policy, he seems to me to have made absolutely no provision for
such contingencies, either in particular enactments or in the general arrangement
of the state.15
[A]nd here a conspicuous defect in their constitution revealed itself. For as long
as they aspired to rule over their neighbours or over the Peloponnesians alone, they
found the supplies and the resources furnished by Laconia itself adequate, as they
had all they required ready to hand, and quickly returned home whether by land or
by sea. But once they began to undertake naval expeditions and to make military
campaigns outside the Peloponnese, it was evident that neither their iron currency,
nor the exchange of their crops for commodities which they lacked, would suffice
for their needs, since these enterprises demanded a currency in universal circulation and supplies drawn from abroad.16
But what is the purpose of this digression? It is to show from the actual evidence
of facts, that for the purpose of remaining in secure possession of their won
territory and maintaining their freedom the legislation of Lycurgus is amply
sufficient, and to those who maintain this to be the telos (aim) of the politeia we
must admit that there is not and never was any system or constitution superior to
that of Lycurgus. But if anyone is ambitious of greater things, and esteems it finer
15
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and more glorious than that to be the leader of many men and to rule and lord it
over many and have the eyes of all the world turned to him, it must be admitted
that from this point of view the Laconian constitution (politeuma) is defective,
while that of Rome is superior and better framed for the attainment of power; this
is indeed evident from the actual course of events.17

What comes out of these lengthy quotations of Polybius is that the search
for the essence of the Greek polis glosses over the fundamental difference
between hegemonic and middling/small polities. The Lacedaimonian constitution was perfectly adapted to the needs of a self-centred polis, which
aimed at its simple reproduction; but it was not enough for the policies of a
hegemonic polis, which aimed at annexation of foreign territories and world
supremacy. The aims and therefore the internal and external arrangements
and relationships of these two different categories of communities were
totally different. A constitution (i.e. the internal relationships of groups,
the management of resources, etc.) that is absolutely fine for a middling
and small polis can be a serious obstacle for the development of a hegemonic
one. It is wrong to put them together under the same label of the state: the
two categories of polities, although they will share a number of functions, do
not have the same aims, or the same arrangements.
Therefore, to lumber Athens and Koressos under the same rubric as
being specimens of the Greek polis is simply misleading. We have grown
up under the illusion of the post-war UN image, where every state seemed
to participate on a more or less equal basis, having total control and
sovereignty over its internal and external affairs. The tragic events we live
through serve to remind us what was always clear to the ancients: a
hegemonic state can take over actions of its own, interfering with the
sovereignty of other states, taking control of processes that in other periods
are under the control of each small or middle polity. A general and
achronic definition of the city-state mixes hegemonic and ‘Normalpoleis’
together; moreover, it fails to recognise that the extent to which hegemonic
and ‘normal’ polities have control over their internal and external processes
and arrangements is context-, conjuncture- and period-specific.
Finally, one has to make a clear differentiation between the strategies,
techniques, arrangements and relationships that a hegemonic polis ought
to enter in order to qualify for the title, and those needed by the middling
and small poleis. There is no reason to believe that the pace, the time scale,
the intensity and the spatial arrangement of the ‘hegemonic’ techniques,
arrangements and relationships would change, consolidate and expand in
17

Polybius, V I , 50.

Making use of Aristotle: concepts and models

93

the same way as those in use by the middling and small poleis. The failure
to differentiate between them has had a pernicious effect on the study of
ancient history.
THE POLIS AND THE EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

I come now to my last proposition. Is an ideal-type construction of the
polis feasible? Or is there something fundamentally mistaken with this
approach? I will argue that ideal-type constructions attempt to abstract
reality from its temporal and spatial parameter and conjuncture; and that
Aristotle offers a powerful warning against this methodology and intuitions
towards an alternative one. In Book I I of Politics he argues against the
idealisation of the Cretan politeia. And, in order to do this, he attacks
precisely an ideal-type construction that abstracts from the spatial and
temporal position of each polis. According to him, the power configurations within Cretan poleis cannot be studied in vacuo. Class relationships,
or relationships within the elite, take place within a spatial background,
which cannot be abstracted; in this case the Cretan geopolitical position
puts Cretan elites and their subjects in a very different situation from that
of other poleis in different geopolitical settings.
Now it is a thing admitted that a polis that is to be well governed must be provided
with leisure from menial occupations; but how this is to be provided is not easy to
discern. The penestai in Thessaly repeatedly rose against the Thessalians, and so
did the helots against the Laconians, where they are like an enemy constantly
sitting in wait for their disasters [i.e. of the Spartans]. Nothing of this kind has
hitherto occurred in Crete, the reason perhaps being that the neighbouring poleis,
although they fight each other, in no instance ally themselves with the rebels,
because as they themselves possess perioikoi, this would not be for their interest;
whereas the Laconians were entirely surrounded by hostile neighbours, Argives,
Messenians and Arcadians; for with the Thessalians, too, they [the penestai]
originally began rising, because they [the Thessalians] were still at war with their
neighbours, the Achaeans, Perrhaibians and Magnesians.18
And the fact that the dêmos [the common people] quietly tolerate their exclusion [from power] is no proof that the arrangement is a sound one; for the Kosmoi
unlike the Ephors have no chance of making some profit, as they live in an island
remote from any people to corrupt them.19
And it is a precarious position for the polis to be in, when those who wish to
attack it also have the power to do so. But, as has been said, it is saved by its
locality; for distance has had the same effect as xenêlasia [the expulsion of
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foreigners]. A result of this is that with the Cretans the perioikoi [the dependent
population] stand firm, whereas the helots often revolt; for the Cretans take no
part in foreign empire (exôterikê archê), and also the island has only lately been
invaded by warfare from abroad, rendering manifest the weakness of the legal
system there.20

As the last lines indicate, the temporal conjuncture is clearly important.
The spatial configuration does not exist in a temporal eternal continuity.
Rather, the temporal conjuncture gives the spatial configuration its varying
influence and importance. To talk then about the Greek polis in general, or
even about individual poleis, without paying attention to their position
within a spatially and temporally arranged system of power and resource
relationships, is seriously misleading. The development of the Cretan
poleis cannot be understood as part of the development of the Greek
polis in general, or from a kind of internalist analysis. It should also be
stressed that the island position is not a factor of isolation per se; it functions
like this only in specific circumstances and conjunctures. We know all too
well from the remarks of ancient authors how an island can find itself either
in a position of complete dependence21 or of potential world dominance22
according to the circumstances: Aristotle himself in the passage above tells
us how a change in power relations has introduced warfare with states
outside the island and destabilised its structures.
The study of Athenian democracy is a good example of how the
disregarding of the world environment misguides scholars. Josiah Ober,
in his highly influential Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens attempts to
explain the apparent socio-political stability of Athenian democracy, in
contrast with the constant turmoil in most Greek poleis. He turns down
empire and slavery as the explanations of such stability, in order to argue
that the cause was the accommodation of the masses and the elite through
a public ideology constructed on terms set down by the demos.23 Ober is
perfectly right to refuse to accept the profits of empire or slavery as
sufficient explanations. And yet, he fails to ask some more fundamental
20
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questions, precisely because he treats Athens as an ideal type of a Greek
polis. We can agree that the Athenian empire and the profits from it might
have been a necessary but were hardly a sufficient reason for the creation
and maintenance of democracy. But one can argue that the real importance
of the empire, or, better, of the hegemonic position of Athens within the
political arena of classical Greece, was the absence of external interference
with the running of Athenian politics.
This situation was, and still is, clearly exceptional. For the vast majority
of Greek democracies in antiquity, and for modern democracies nowadays,
the greatest problem has been that they were never allowed to conduct their
own internal politics on their own terms. For most of Athenian history, the
question that the speaker in Lysias X X X I V puts, namely how can we retain
universal male citizen suffrage at the aftermath of the fall of the Thirty,
when Sparta opposes it, was non-existing.24 For every Greek democracy
outside Athens the perennial issue was how to maintain a democracy in an
international environment, where oligarchs could always hope on external
help, in order to overthrow a democracy; or, in general, a democratic
regime had always to find a modus vivendi with the great powers of each
age. It is of course far from accidental that, every time Athenian democracy
was overthrown, it was due to external interference (508/7, 404/3, 322, 317
B C E ), or, more generally, external circumstances (411/0 B C E ). Athens was
the exception to a normal rule of turmoil, to an important extent because
its hegemonic position ruled out, most of the time, external help in the
overthrowing of the democratic regime. Is it a matter of chance that
Western scholars, who have never had the experience of foreign interference and imperialist imposition of regime change, have taken for granted
what is clearly highly exceptional? I would not think so.
The study then of how spatial arrangements interlink and interact with
temporal conjunctures and economic, social and political processes has not
yet even started for ancient history. But it is a desideratum that has an
illustrious ancestry, as I hope to have shown.
There is another aspect here that stems again from the sixth book of
Polybius, but has equally strong Aristotelian connotations.
The politeia of the Carthaginians seems to me to have been originally well
contrived as regards its most distinctive points . . . But at the time, when they
entered on the Hannibalic war, the Carthaginian politeia had degenerated and that
of Rome was better. For as every body or politeia or action has its natural periods
first of growth, then of prime and finally of decay, and as everything in them is at
24
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its best, when they are in their prime, it was for this reason that the difference
between the two politeumata manifested itself at this time. For by as much as the
power and prosperity of Carthage had been earlier than that of Rome, by so much
had Carthage already begun to decline.25

No matter the organicist metaphor of growth, prime and decay, the
essential idea is that of conjuncture. Time matters in history, and when
things take place, cannot be abstracted from our models and conceptualisations. In the case of interstate relationships, as in any other form of
relationships indeed, the polities that interact might be at different or
varying time scales and conjunctures; the conjuncture of their interaction
is absolutely crucial.
A short summary of the Aristotelian contribution is in place. I have
argued that the Aristotelian concept of koinôniai allows us to see the polis
not as a bounded entity, but as the agglomeration of a variety of associations and relationships, ranging from beyond the boundaries of a polis
(merchant associations, mercenaries) to just a small nucleus within it (a
local cult group). These koinôniai have their own varying aims and their
own specific temporal and spatial configurations, which do not necessarily
coincide with the aims and the configurations of the specific polis. The
Aristotelian concept of the parts allows us to see the needs of production
and reproduction of a human community in its totality and interrelationship, and not as segregated and distinct levels, such as the modern concepts
of society, economy and state. At the same time it makes it clear that the
production and the reproduction of the needs of a polis depends on its
place within a larger ‘world-system’; therefore, the polis should not be
viewed as an independent and self-sufficient entity. The Polybian contribution shows that there exists a fundamental gap between hegemonic and
non-hegemonic poleis; and that we should not try to gloss over this basic
difference in terms of internal arrangements and external aims, in order to
arrive to a homogenising definition of the polis. Finally, the Cretan comments of Aristotle show that the polis cannot be abstracted from its spatial
and temporal configuration; any definition which tries to abstract from
them is destined to be misleading.
25
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PART II

Rethinking the contexts. The polis
as an entity: a critique

The purpose of the following two chapters is to review and criticise a
particular way of approaching ancient history, and history in general.
I want to criticise the approach that sees the Greek polis as an entity, and
history as a succession or juxtaposition of entities, variously called the
West, Greece, Rome, the Orient, antiquity, etc. This will be attempted
in a number of case studies. They attempt to criticise some deeply
entrenched postulates of social theory and history writing. Charles Tilly
has called them ‘the pernicious postulates of twentieth century social
thought’, and I reproduce below some that I deem relevant:
‘Society’ is a thing apart; the world as a whole divides into distinct ‘societies’,
each having its more or less autonomous culture, government, economy and
solidarity.
‘Social change’ is a coherent general phenomenon, explicable en bloc.
The main processes of large-scale social change take distinct societies through a
succession of standard stages, each more advanced than the previous stage.1

The following chapters attempt to show that all these postulates have
indeed pernicious results. Societies are not entities with clear and distinct
boundaries. This image results in the dichotomy between internal structure
and external influence, leaving perennially unresolved problems. Instead,
I will argue that we need to view societies as always parts of wider systems:
this will allow us to resolve the dichotomy between internal and external.
At the same time, societies, economies, cultures and states do not have
necessarily the same boundaries, as the dominant image of the national
state helps to reinforce; instead, they have varying boundaries, which
depend on the historical context and their place within those larger
systems.2 Moreover, societies (or economies, or states, or cultures) are
not homogeneous: they are composed of a variety of levels, and they
1
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include a variety of institutions and groups, which do not necessarily have
the same aims, the same arrangements and the same time scales. For all
these reasons, historical time is not linear. There exist various durations of
historical time; and different processes, institutions, networks and groups
have their own temporal scale. In this way, we can avoid the perennial
dichotomy between structure and change, and understand how structure
and change co-exist and interact at the same time as interlinking time
scales.
Therefore, instead of a homogeneous and solitary entity (society, economy, culture, state) moving in a linear fashion from one stage to the
next, we have to envisage a multiplicity of levels, processes, institutions
and groups, with various boundaries, various time scales and various interconnections forming parts of wider world-systems, and moving in a variety
of directions concurrently.3 This is no consolation to those who feel comfortable with grand, linear metahistories, such as the main Eurocentric
narratives. Yet, the alternative proposed here is not a post-modern ‘histoire
en miettes’. Instead of the intellectual safety of abstract theoretical anticipations (societies emerge and move from structural stability to crisis), or
Eurocentric metahistories (Greek history is the beginning of the history of
the West), I argue that only specific and contextual historical analysis can
show how societies, economies, cultures and states fit together, how they
form and dissolve world-systems and how the variety of time scales translates
into historical development. Ancient Greek history needs to be rewritten
from such a perspective; but it will not be rewritten in the present context.
This is impossible before the shortcomings of the dominant approaches are
pointed out, and an alternative conceptual framework is clearly articulated.
This is the only aim of the chapters that follow.
The chapter on the Near East is a critique of the old discourse on the
Greek polis and the Oriental despotism, which is of course basically a
discourse on the Western origins of democracy and liberty, and a denigration of the stagnant and despotic Others. It shows how misleading it is
to depict Near Eastern societies as despotisms, and to present the Greek
poleis as a unique phenomenon. It also tries to show that politics should be
seen as an agglomeration of various levels, which are not necessarily
organised in the same way: the authoritarian high politics of diplomacy
and war can differ considerably from popular politics organised on very
different principles. Finally, it shows why we have to discard the notion of

3
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the sovereign state, and why our understanding of politics or democracy
has to take into account the larger world-system and its conjunctures.
The next case study concerns the comparison between the ancient Greek
polis and the medieval/early modern European city; this comparison is
basically a discourse on why the Rest (ancient Greeks and Romans in this
case) did not follow the path of the West to economic progress, capitalism
and industrialisation. I try to show how misleading it is to look at economic
history with a Eurocentric bias. I also point out that such a dichotomy rests
on a simplistic and outdated depiction of both Greek poleis and medieval
and modern European cities; and I argue that the orthodox approach fails
to realise the different levels of the economy and the fact that economies are
parts of wider world-systems. Finally, the last five chapters present and
articulate an alternative framework and its conceptual tools. There is a
separate introduction at that place.

CHAPTER

4

East and West, Greece and the East: the polis
vs. Oriental despotism

As we have already discussed, the polis has functioned as a boundary mark
to separate the history of the Greek communities from those of the Near
East. This was accomplished through the construction of a contrast
between the Greek polis as a community of citizens and Oriental despotism. This contrast is well entrenched in modern scholarship and will be
challenged in this chapter, in an attempt to show that the juxtaposition
misconstrues what it is to be compared and completely misrepresents the
Near Eastern realities. There is then a clear need to reconsider this old
dichotomy. Do we have any predecessors in our task?
There has already been some promising work, trying to overcome
Orientalist dichotomies, but it has been mainly concerned with cultural
and religious history;1 social, economic and political history has only
recently begun to benefit from such a novel approach and still to a limited
extent.2 Moreover, this kind of work has a certain limit. It argues for
Oriental influences in ancient Greek culture and religion; it does not
challenge directly the meaning of the two juxtaposed entities, and it does
not attempt to write a ‘connected history’.3 I am trying to do something
more challenging, yet still limited: my aim is a change of perspective.
Instead of being the self-referent ancestor of the West, Greek history can
be viewed within the changing history of the Eastern Mediterranean. We
can view Greek history from the reference point of the Near East and the
Mediterranean, both in earlier and later phases, and not form an imaginary
European viewpoint. If Oriental despotism is no more than a Eurocentric
1
2
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myth, then Greek history and the Greek polis can be viewed from a totally
altered standpoint.4 But unfortunately, I will not follow the even more
promising task of writing a ‘connected history’ in this study. The lack of
research and methodological tools makes it currently impossible; nevertheless, for the time being, the results of changing perspective will hopefully be sufficiently rewarding.
A final note on methodology is due. We are dependent on the nature of
our documentation. Our recourse to the history of the Near East depends,
archaeological evidence apart, on inscriptions on hard materials and, overwhelmingly, on clay tablets. Clay tablets were only one of the writing
mediums used in the Near East and their use declines gradually both
geographically, as one moves from Mesopotamia to the Levant and the
Mediterranean, and chronologically, as one approaches the first millennium, when clay tablets in Akkadian were substituted by parchment in
Aramaic. Therefore, we know the least about the societies that were closer
to the ancient Greeks, both geographically (Asia Minor, Levant, Phoenicia)
and chronologically (the first millennium BC E ). This progressive lack of
evidence as we approach the Greek world, geographically and chronologically, is a bewildering problem that can be only partly overcome.5 But
since in this work I do not aim to write a connected history of the Eastern
Mediterranean, the absence of evidence for the contemporary Near Eastern
communities is not an insuperable problem; our comparative study of
conceptual and methodological issues is equally valid, whether we deal
with the third millennium or the first.
I note also that Herodotus and other Greek authors have little to say
about the societies of the Levant, while they said a lot about Egypt, Persia
and Scythia; can we take this as a sign that the Greeks perceived the
great similarities between the Levant and their own societies, and therefore
restricted their comparative discourses to Egypt, Persia and Scythia, which
presented obvious and discursively exploitable differences to their own
societies?6 I risk an affirmative answer and leave it at that; but it would
certainly reward further study.
A second issue of documentation is equally important. It is impossible to
offer a Near Eastern definition of liberty, politics or citizenship. We have
no texts discussing explicitly these concepts, no Near Eastern Politics.
4
5
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Therefore, it is impossible to give a systematic treatment to the subjects we
are interested in. We are very much dependent on the fragmentary and
partial character of our sources. The only way to study citizenship or selfgovernment is by tracing the implicit uses of words and practices, as
reflected in administrative and economic documents, or literary texts.7
But let us be frank about the implications of this: it is not a particularity of
the Near East, reflecting the unimportance or non-existence of these
phenomena there. On the contrary, it is the normal situation with the
vast majority of Greek communities. How many public decrees of the
citizenry do we have during the classical period from such important poleis
as Corinth, Thebes, Samos or Sparta, not to mention the vast number of
small poleis? Very few indeed.8 And even when we have them, how often
can we establish who had the right of citizenship and on what terms?
Indeed, the absence of this kind of evidence has induced scholars to assume
implicitly, when speaking about the Greek polis in general, a situation of
general adult male suffrage, as in Athens, despite the clear statements of
Aristotle to the contrary.9 In fact, in the odd case where we do have some
evidence, it points to directions that look as far away from the Athenian
model as possible. A famous fifth-century inscription from Locris is an
illuminating example: we find the groups (clans?) of the Perkothariai and
the Mysacheis, present in all Locrian communities and possessing their
own special laws and privileges, apart from the other citizens.10
We should not, then, make too much of the absence of Near Eastern
explicit evidence on citizenship and citizen life. In fact, only the preservation of Aristotle’s Politics allows us to talk about Greek citizenship and the
Greek polis in more general terms, and not simply about the specific but
exceptional features of Athens and Sparta. This then is not a novel practice,
since it is the only procedure left to the scholar who wishes to study the
same issues in the vast majority of Greek societies apart from Athens and
Sparta. What we are going to do is to ask specific questions according to the
material available. This procedure, although it cannot lead to a comprehensive and total account of Near Eastern views and realities concerning
citizenship, community and self-government, will, I hope, trace enough
substantiated points to vindicate our case. In the following I will focus on
7
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1994: 178–85.

104

Unthinking the Greek Polis

three aspects: a political identity focused on the city; citizenship; and selfgovernment.
GENERAL ISSUES

The power of Orientalism is certainly felt in the discipline of ancient history.
To speak about citizenship and self-government in the ancient Near East
would raise a substantial number of eyebrows. Moses Finley reflected the
prejudices of a considerable number of his colleagues when he declared
that the concept of freedom was impossible to translate in any Oriental
language.11 In the face of these well-established views, I will argue that
citizenship, self-government and identification with a polis were common
property in many parts of the ancient Near East. In other words, I will try to
show that a minimum definition of the polis can be successfully applied to
the Near East.
Before proceeding further, however, I am obliged to deal with these
well-entrenched preconceptions. I will deal with the belief that the concept
of liberty was unknown in the Near East and that the distinctions between
slave and free were blurred.
Concerning the first statement of Finley, it is difficult to understand
how he could rest so much and so often on such a self-contradictory point.
The Greeks had no word for religion, but surely nobody believes that they
had no gods and cult practices. The fact is that they did not organise and
categorise mentally their cult and beliefs in the same way that Western
Europeans from the early modern period on do.12 So, the fact that the
peoples of the Near East did not categorise their social relationships in the
same way that the Greeks did does not imply that the only way to understand the relationship between slavery and freedom is to use the discourse
of liberty, and that every civilisation that does not use this discourse has no
relations of freedom.13 It is an old habit of Eurocentrist thought to posit the
path of Western European history, from antiquity to the present, as the
natural order of things.
That said, slavery and freedom are important for the questions of
citizenship and self-government. If one accepts the absence of clear distinctions between slavery and freedom propounded by Finley, it is difficult
11
12
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to imagine any kind of meaningful citizenship or self-government. But the
distinction between slave and free is clear in the Near Eastern sources. In
Mesopotamia, where our sources are more plentiful and clear, one can
distinguish the following categories: (a) the free citizens, (b) free persons
who did not have citizenship and could not own land within the city
(usually military colonists and other free persons connected with the king),
(c) semi-dependent but not slave populations, which were usually the
labour force of the palace and the temples, and finally (d) slaves.14
The distinction between the categories was clear and in most cases a
person could not pass from one category to the other: a citizen could not be
legally enslaved, a liberated slave could not become a citizen, and so on.15
The Neo-Babylonian records of slave sales provide a good illustration. The
seller had to guarantee that the slave under sale was neither of the status of
a royal slave (arad-šarrūtu),16 nor of that of a free person (mār-banûtu).17
Each category had clear rights, privileges and obligations: a slave could
not participate in the assembly of the citizens nor could he buy a ‘prebend’,
i.e. acquire rights that would enable him to get part of the temple income,
a right reserved only for citizens. ‘The claim to citizenship and its privileges
in a Mesopotamian city was based not solely on a person’s having been
born there of free parents, but also on ownership of real estate inside the
city’s walls.’18 This is one explanation of the custom of houses or house lots
described as ezibtu, ‘left over’. When economic necessity forced the owner
to sell his house, he would retain a small lot in order to retain his citizen
rights. Citizens could not be conscripted for the army or corvée. They had
also no restriction of movement and could dispose of their work-power in
any way they liked. We even hear of strikes in cases where temple officials
did not have the assets to pay the free workers and the workers refused to
resume work, until they were paid for their labour.19
One can add many more examples, but I believe the situation is clear; the
free citizens were clearly demarcated from other categories, although both
within the citizen body and within the dependent and slave populations
there existed important differences.20 The situation was similar to the
Greek world, where wealthy archons were at a different level from poor
citizen peasants, and slaves with considerable property under their control
differed from slaves in the mines.21 A final note: the existence of citizenship
14
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in the Near Eastern cities is a reality recognised by the Greeks themselves.
I will not point again to the existence of the Aristotelian politeiai of the
Lycians and the Carthaginians. I want to draw attention to an inscription
of the Athenian polis honouring the king of the Phoenician city of Sidon.22
The decree presents a number of privileges for ‘those who have political
rights (politeuousi) at Sidon and live there’, i.e. in other words, the citizens
of Sidon. It is important to note that for the Athenians the existence of
kingship did not exclude per se the existence of citizenship, even in a
‘barbarian’ Near Eastern state.
CITY IDENTITY

It is well established that one can recognise what Hansen has termed citystate cultures in many parts of the ancient Near East, especially
Mesopotamia, Syria and Phoenicia.23 The reference to Phoenician cities
in Neo-Assyrian documents of the first millennium is a good example.
Some times reference to a Phoenician city is given by means of the name of
the city or the ethnic (Tyre, Tyrians), plus a determinative sign standing for
the concept of city; in other cases by means of toponym or ethnic, plus the
sign standing for country; finally in other cases with toponym or ethnic,
plus the sign standing for people; we have here the concepts of city, state
and community, like in Greek poleis.24 In these regions the primary
political unit was a city (ālum in Akkadian), functioning as a political
centre and controlling a smaller or larger territory.25
Of course, a city-state could expand and create a macro-state or even an
empire, but for a very large part of their millennial history these imperial
expansions were unstable and prone to collapse; there was a repeated cycle
of centralisation and collapse, and usually no city was able to create an
empire anew.26 Moreover, even when a city-state created an empire and
dominated others, this did not usually mean annexation and consolidation;
instead the dominated city-states continued as separate political entities,
but their rulers either became vassals of the dominant ruler, or were
deposed and replaced by rulers nominated by the dominant ruler.27
It was only in the middle of the second millennium, and after more than
1,500 years of city-state systems, that Babylonia and Assyria were transformed into unified kingdoms and the cities became mere administrative
22
24
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municipalities with only local self-governance. In any case, these consolidations never occurred in Syria and Phoenicia, where the city-states
continued to function as political entities, whether under an overlord or
without one. The term ‘Phoenicians’ for example is an outsider term; the
Phoenicians always defined themselves as citizens of individual cities, for
example Tyrians, Sidonians, Byblians, etc.28
Even within the unified kingdom of Babylonia the only political identification available was with the cities: there was no overall political
identity. A subject of the king of Babylonia was always a citizen of a city
(or a member of a tribal group), never a citizen of Babylonia. There was not
even a word to describe the whole realm, but only words for the particular
regions (Sumer, Akkad, Sealand); the king was simply ‘the king of
Babylon’, as always identified with the chief city.29 People gave their
children names derived from the name of their city, celebrating their
identification with it. City identification was not simply sentimental: in
judicial cases, for example, involving citizens of different cities, judges from
both cities would join to pass sentence.30 In certain cases the city as
community was distinguished from the person of the king: in a
Phoenician inscription, the king of Sidon and his son announce that they
will add the cities of Dor and Joppe ‘to the frontiers of the territory that
belongs to Sidonians for ever’.31 The territory is described as belonging to
the civic community, not to the king himself.
One of the most important aspects of city identity were the privileges
accompanying city status.
The residents were granted a large degree of independence, especially exemption
from royal taxation, corvée and military duties, which were the primary areas of
interaction between the king and his subjects. Also the physical integrity of the
citizens was guaranteed and their blood could not be shed by the king or his
representatives. The freedom from taxation and service was thought to be the
result of divine protection over the cities, indicated by the Akkadian word kidinnu,
a divinely enforced security, which was probably symbolised by an emblem set up
in a prominent place in the cities.32

The concept of kidinnu is already mentioned in texts of the second
millennium. But it was only in the first millennium, when the kingdom of
Babylonia disintegrated and the new Assyrian empire needed to secure its
place in the south, that the citizens of Babylonian cities got the chance to
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enhance and protect better their rights. The Assyrian kings felt it was
decisively important to guarantee the kidinnu of Babylonian cities, in
order to foster their relationship with the Babylonians, as their numerous
references in their letters prove.33 In a famous letter of the citizens of
Babylon to the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal, they state:
So likewise have we (been concerned with the protection) of those who inhabit
our wide country, be it but a woman from Elam, from Tabalu, or from Ahlame.
The kings our lords (said) in giving us (their) advice, ‘The gods have given to you
[Babylonians] keen understanding and a great spirit, for yours is a cosmopolitan
race, since Babylon is the bond of the lands. Every man entering the city, no
matter who he may be, his kidinnutu is assured. And ‘‘Allotment of a house of
Babylon’’ is the name of the (new) citizen. No dog that enters therein is slain . . . as
to the women that (are in Babylon) their kidinnutu (are safeguarded) with us’.
[emphasis mine]34

In the so-called Tale of the Poor Man of Nippur, the ‘mayor’ (hazannu) of
Nippur protests against being beaten by a supposed royal emissary by
arguing: ‘My lord, do not destroy a man of Nippur; with the blood (of a
man) of kidinnu sacred to (the god) Enlil do not desecrate your hands.’35 In
the Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods, the changing geopolitical circumstances led to a decline in the importance of kidinnu; the Persian kings
did not need the Babylonian cities as allies in an unstable world with enemy
neighbour kingdoms and polities; they now ruled a consolidated territory,
and the rationale for recognising the rights of the Mesopotamian citizens
was gone.
SELF-GOVERNMENT

This brings us to the question of self-government, and in fact it is impossible to disentangle the question of citizenship from the question of selfgovernment, because our only way to understand what a citizen is, is by
observing what he does. We can address three aspects: political deliberation
and the administration of city life, the settlement of disputes and the
representation of the community to higher authorities. For all three issues,
it is important to pay attention to a fourth one: the agencies through which
the citizens organised their activities. We can clearly identify the key ones:
magistrates and assemblies, in a perfect Aristotelian match.36
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MAGISTRATES AND ASSEMBLIES

Magistrates had an important role in Near Eastern cities.37 It is important
here to make a division. Some magistrates were clearly appointed by
external powers, usually foreign kings that happened to possess control of
the particular city at the moment (such as the Persian temple overseers).38
They were basically overseers of the higher authority, as every imperial
authority has always done (such as the Athenian,39 Spartan40 or Ptolemaic41
phrourarchoi and overseers) and they were not normally citizens of the city
they ruled. Second, there were city officials (like the chief magistrate of the
city, the so-called ‘mayor’, hazannu) in whose appointment, due to their
important role, the foreign authority (the king) would have an interest: the
interest ranged from outright external nomination (imposition) to discreet
supervision of local selection.
These letters indicate that the local community were supposed in normal situations to have suggested a candidate, and it was for the Assyrian king to ratify and
accept their choice . . . Despite the commonly used terminology ‘governor’ for
these offices, we are dealing with a system that should really be described as
vassalage rather than as imperial provincial administration. The local elites provided the candidates for leadership, they suggested to the Assyrians who could be
acceptable to them and they were directly involved in determining such matters as
political allegiance.42

Finally, there were a lot of (mainly lower) officials who were selected by the
citizens, without any obvious external interference.
Assemblies were the second important agent of city life. We have
Assyrian evidence concerning the assembly of the city wards (babtum)
and the city or temple assembly (puhrum). How did the city assemblies
function? Our clearest evidence comes from the Assyrian colonies in
Anatolia, in the first part of the second millennium BC E . The thousands
of tablets of correspondence between the Assyrian colonist traders and their
relatives and trade partners back in the metropolis of Assur allow us to
reconstruct in sufficient detail the citizen structures of both the colonies
and to a certain extent the metropolis. Assur did have a king, but his role
was rather circumscribed, until at the end of the eighteenth century BC E the
leader of an Amorite tribe managed to become king of Assur, extend the
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royal authority and create an extensive territorial kingdom.43 But before
that, city life seems to revolve around the citizen body and its assemblies.
We know that the city had an annual eponymous archon (limmum), who
was usually a member of the high aristocracy and was chosen by lot. The
office was of profound importance, since it had financial functions (collection of debts and export taxes), and was an ideological counterpart to the
king; in fact, excavators of Assur have found two rows of stelae, the one
dedicated by kings and queens, the other by eponymous archons after they
had served their term.44
Among the citizen group one can differentiate between the city conceived as the totality of the citizens (ālum), and the group called the elders
(šı̄būtu); we find in the texts expressions like ‘the city and the elders’ (much
like the common Greek expression edoxe têi boulêi kai tôi dêmôi/têi polei,
though with priority reversed). In the texts from the Old Assyrian colonies,
we find a classification between ‘big’ and ‘small’ men. According to the
so-called ‘Statutes’ of the colony of Kanesh,
a lawsuit involving at least two parties is brought to the attention of the council of
the ‘big men’ who will investigate it. They may apparently either dismiss it, or pass
it on to the assembly, ordering the secretary of the colony to convene that body.
The decision to pass the matter on and have the primary assembly convened must
be taken by a majority of the ‘big men’ . . . My interpretation leads to the
conclusion that the colonial administration was based on a bi-cameral system,
and the relationship between the two ‘chambers’ corresponds closely to what may
be found in other similar systems, for instance in the Greek city-states.45

In many cases these assemblies have powers completely independent of
the co-existing city kings. A case from eighteenth-century Syria is revealing.
Zimri-Lim, the king of Mari, orders two individuals from the city of Urgiš
to release the property they had unlawfully seized. The two individuals
do not go back to Terru, the king of Urgiš, to settle the dispute; instead
‘they went to Urgiš and called for a meeting (puhrum). The Urgišites then
responded: We shall release everything from the encampment.’46 We see
here the citizens bypassing the authority of the king and using their
collective decision-making body in order to decide about the issue. It is
interesting to note that the word for meeting (puhrum) is used for the
gathering itself, which does not speak. When the people speak, it is as a
town, as the Urgišites.
It is very difficult to determine who actually participated in the assembly. A scribal exercise dating from the second millennium gives us the
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record of a trial for homicide, judged by ‘the assembly of Nippur’. Among
the people who spoke out in the assembly we find a bird-catcher, a potter,
two gardeners and a soldier. The fact that this record served as an exercise
probably implies that the composition of such an assembly was fairly
conventional. It shows that a wide variety of professions not only had the
right but also the time to sit in the assembly.47
The participant in the assembly clearly took on a public profile, and was vulnerable to humiliation by his fellow citizens. Fear of this is expressed in prayers to
gods: ‘Do not abandon me, my lord, to the assembly, where there are many who
wish me ill. Do not let me come to harm in the assembly.’48

The citizen body was divided internally in two ways. The first way
that is encountered in the biggest part of Mesopotamian history is the
division in city wards. The city wards had their own assemblies and their
own officials. But what is most interesting for the historian of ancient
Greece is a novel division of the first millennium B C E . While previously
a Mesopotamian citizen was identified only by his name and his father’s
name or his occupation, from the beginning of the first millennium the
Mesopotamians started to attach to their names a third name of an
ancestor. It is well established that these names were not names of actual
ancestors, since there was only a restricted number of them, and they were
shared by far too many people to be their real ancestors. So, the conclusion
that a growing number of scholars reach is that they were fictional kinship
groups,49 similar to the equally fictional groups of tribes and phratries of
the Greek poleis.50 If this conclusion is accepted, and obviously there is
much work to be done in this direction, then the similarities in the time of
emergence and in the function between the Greek and Mesopotamian
cities are really stimulating.
POLITICAL DELIBERATION

After having reviewed the agencies of political action, it is time to look at
the practices of self-government. Our first aspect is political deliberation.
We have abundant evidence to show that political deliberation was an
important aspect of Near Eastern civic life. I will have recourse to three
cases, the Syro–Palestinian cities of the late second millennium BC E , as
depicted through the royal correspondence found in Amarna, in Egypt, the
47
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eighteenth-century B C E Syrian communities reflected in the archives of
Mari, and the Babylonian cities, as depicted in their correspondence with
the Assyrian suzerain in the period 800–600 B C E . These cases are chosen
not only in terms of the abundance of evidence, but also because political
instability and continuous realignments allow us to make visible a number
of issues which are usually not mentioned in the sources in periods of
stability.
The Syrian and Palestinian cities were usually governed by local kings,
although sometimes the kings were killed, or there were no kings at all, and
the cities negotiated on their own terms with the other political powers. The
men of the city of Keilah, a city where no king is mentioned, play one ruler
off against the other and change alliances within a short period.51 Rib-Addi,
the king of Byblos, actually goes as far as mentioning the internal opposition
of the citizens of Byblos towards his foreign policy of alignment with Egypt:
When the people of Gubla [Byblos] saw this (they said) ‘How long shall we
contain the son of Abdi-Ashirta [an enemy king]? Our money is completely gone
for the war.’ Then they moved against me, but I killed them. They said, ‘How long
can you go on killing us? Where will you get people to live in the city?’ So I wrote
to the palace for troops, but no troops were given to me. Then the city said,
‘Abandon him. Let’s join Aziru’ [a king hostile to Egypt]. I said, ‘How could I join
him and abandon the king, my lord?’ Then my brother spoke and swore to the
city. They had a discussion and the lords of the city [the term probably means the
property owners] were joined to the sons of Abdi-Ashirta.52

In the archives of Mari we find a large number of cases of collective
political decision-making. Here I only reproduce some eloquent accounts,
which concern the double city of Isqâ-and-Qâ and the city of Tuttul:
I heard the following news of the Isqâ-and-Qâites. ‘They have been called up (for
service), (with) a ten-day provisioning. They are going to (join) the reinforcements
of Hammurabi.’ When I heard this information, I wrote to Yamrus-el and the
elders of Isqâ-and-Qâ, and the (household) heads of Qâ-and-Isqâ assembled
before me – a group of 200 as one man. In their meeting, I addressed them as
follows.53

The tahtamum, an institutionalised form of council seems to have considerable power to represent the community and resist the wishes of royal
magistrates:
Regarding my lords’ sirum-tax that is levied on the Tuttulites, just as I seated the
tahtamum-council once, twice, even three times and I made my request to them,
51

Moran 1992: nos. 280, 289, 290.

52

Moran 1992: nos. 138, 221–2.

53

Flemming 2004: 185.

East and West, Greece and the East

113

these men have written once, even twice, to Imar.54 I seated the tahtamum (to have
a thousand trees cut) and I spoke to them (about it), (but) they did not comply.55

A case from eighth-century Babylonia is equally revealing. Babylon was
now under the control of a Chaldean king, and the Assyrians were trying to
negotiate with the Babylonians to regain control of the city. The Assyrian
envoys reported that they had to conduct their interview with the
Babylonian officials outside the main city-gate, not being invited into the
city; Babylonians, presumably members of the council of elders, came out
of the gate to talk to the Assyrians, and we are told that people representing
the Chaldean king were present during the talks, although they are not
reported to participate in the discussions. Later we hear about a group of
ten and another group of five that although present in the city did not come
to take part in the negotiations.56 Another very interesting case is presented
from the seventh century, when Babylon was under the control of the rebel
brother of the Assyrian king. We have a number of letters of the Assyrian
king addressing the Babylonians and trying to convince them to secede
from his rebel brother. The interesting question is where the letters were
delivered and to whom, since it would be difficult to hold such an assembly
in Babylon, while the rebel king was still residing there.57 It is clear nevertheless that the citizens had procedures of public deliberation and rulers
took this very seriously in their political plans.
SETTLEMENT OF DISPUTES

The settlement of disputes in the ancient Near East has seldom been
approached from any angle except the legalistic. Therefore, most discussion centres on the issues found in the ‘law codes’ and not the actual
procedures and the day-to-day settlement of disputes within the society.58
Nevertheless, in the vast majority of cases the settlement of disputes is a
concern and a right of the self-governing community. Contrary to many
other societies, where the administration of justice is in the hands of a state
apparatus, or the exclusive prerogative of an elite, in ancient Mesopotamia
most cases were judged by courts comprising members of the citizen body.
We must note here that alongside popular courts there existed royal judges
appointed by the king. But they dealt only with cases involving royal
officials, or members of the private household of the king, and in exceptional circumstances with cases of capital punishment that had political
54
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significance.59 Otherwise, each Mesopotamian citizen had the right to be
judged by his peers, and we even have cases involving citizens from two
different cities, where it was considered necessary to have judges from both
cities to decide the case. Who were members of these courts? We have some
explicit mentions, where we can identify as members of the court ordinary
citizens, for example butchers, artisans, soldiers serving the temple, etc.
Moreover, to cite one example, a study of Neo-Babylonian court decisions
shows that we know the names of 264 court ‘judges’, 47 of whom are city
governors, scribes and high officials of temples and 217 of whom are not
given a profession in the actual court proceedings. Nevertheless, many of
them are known from other sources to be artisans, bakers, brewers, butchers, tenants of temple- and privately owned fields, etc.60
It should be obvious, then, that ordinary citizens participated in the law
courts and had the right to pass judgement on their peers. When we
remember that according to Aristotle popular courts were one of the
most important features of political life, it is easier to understand why we
clearly have to disagree with Finley’s claim that
all the [Greco-Roman] city-states had in common one feature, the incorporation
of peasants, craftsmen and shopkeepers into the political community as members,
as citizens . . . they were not at first members with full rights . . . but even limited
recognition was without precedent in history . . . Any account of Greek or Roman
politics must properly acknowledge that radical socio-political innovation [emphasis mine].61

REPRESENTATION TO AUTHORITIES

Representation of the city to higher authorities was a third important
aspect. It is clear from our sources that cities could represent themselves
as a collectivity with its own distinct identity.
Reference to [collective ethnics such as] the ‘Terqa-ites, Imarites, Ekallatumites’
and so on appears to reflect a standard perspective on the town as a political unit
that deals with political units outside itself. Such external affairs seem to inspire
this unadorned expression of collective town action, regardless of which individual
leaders or representative groups are in fact involved.62
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This practice and the accompanying ideology of collective representation is
directly paralleled in ancient Greek sources, whether literary texts or
inscriptions.63
My examples come again from Syria–Palestine in the Amarna age and
Neo-Assyrian Babylonia. In the first case, we have letters like the one sent
by the ‘city and the elders of Irqata’ to their Egyptian overlord,64 where
there was no surviving king and the civic institutions of Irqata considered
themselves competent to approach the Pharaoh directly; or the letters sent
by ‘Ilirabih [a local potentate] and (the town of) Byblos’.65 From the first
millennium we possess many letters of Mesopotamian cities to the Assyrian
kings. The letters usually open with the formula ‘the people of PN, big
and small [or elders and young]’, i.e. they represent the whole community.66
A letter of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal to the people of Nippur is highly
illuminating.
The king has to explain that when fifteen elders of Nippur recently had been at
Nineveh, and only half of them had been admitted to an audience with
Ashurbanipal, this was not due to ill will on his part: ‘It is the fault of the
shandabakku, who is your governor, and secondly of the palace overseer who
did not allow you to enter in my presence. I swear by Ashur (and) my gods that
I did not know that half of your number entered before me and the rest did not.’
Even the Assyrian king had to be polite towards these men, and their role as
representatives of the city was clearly taken very seriously.67

We even have a case where the citizens of Ur write as a collectivity to
Ashurbanipal to defend the acts of their mayor (hazannu);68 we see that the
citizen body has the ability to address the higher authorities independently
of the magistrates ratified by the king.
Finally, another important aspect of Mesopotamian cities was institutions and practices for communal sharing of community resources. We are
well acquainted with them in the case of Greek poleis and institutions and
practices such as the theôrika, or the assembly and court pay. But these are
viewed as a peculiarity of the community of citizens of the Greek polis. The
most well-known example from Mesopotamia is the ‘temple prebend’.69
A prebend was a portion of the general temple income that was granted
to individuals.
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In third-millennium Babylonia, temple offices were held by what could be called
anachronistically professional priests, members of the cultic and administrative
personnel of the temple, whose livelihood depended on their temple employment.
But, in the early second millennium, temple offices became a commodity that
could be inherited, traded and divided, because it guaranteed the holder a financial
reward. Thus we see that the office of temple sweeper, for instance, could be held
for as little as a quarter of a day per year, which meant that the owner received a
very small fraction of the income assigned to the function. A system was established in which individuals could buy themselves a place within the temple
organisation, for which they probably did not have to provide any labour, but
which guaranteed them an income.70

It is quite probable that the reader might react by arguing that all these
were simply ad hoc attempts to gain more particular and specific rights, and
do not represent any principled struggle or discourse. But such an argument precisely shows how distorting the Occidentalist discourse can be; its
essentialism transforms concrete struggles of real people into abstract
entities such as Democracy or Freedom, without place in particular space
or time. And indeed this is particularly what has happened with our
accounts of Greek democracy: we almost always deal with a conception
of democracy as the a-temporal ideal type of Athenian democracy.71
Democracy is viewed as an internal institutional arrangement of each
separate society, without paying attention to the specific conjunctures of
the power politics of a whole system.72 Such approaches tend to forget that
the strength of Athenian democracy depended to a great extent on its
imperial place within the Greek political world-system, which made outside interference and subordination irrelevant for most of the time in the
classical period. And naturally enough, when in the Hellenistic period
Athens ceases to be a hegemonic polis, scholars lose interest: most, if
not all, accounts of Athenian democracy finish at 322 B C E . We know now,
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thanks to Christian Habicht among others, how false such an approach is.73
But the argument that Athens remained a democracy up to the Roman
period should raise the wider issue of the political struggles of the vast
majority of Greek communities that had to put up with continuous
interference and subordination from outside powers, already from the
archaic period: what is it to be a democracy when you are under the control
of an imperial or hegemonic power, even if that is Athens? This was the
crucial issue for the vast majority of the Greeks, in all periods. In this way,
the experience of the Near Eastern subaltern classes and communities is
very helpful in rethinking our categories. Political struggles, ideologies and
institutions take place in specific historical conjunctures; they cannot be
subsumed by the Occidentalist game of the (re)discovery of ‘politics’ or
democracy by the West in its various incarnations.
CONCLUSIONS

It is time to come to conclusions. I hope that it has become clear that the
stereotypes about the Near Eastern societies, economies and polities are in
need of radical deconstruction; the juxtaposition between the world of the
Greek polis and the redistributive bureaucratic monarchies of the Orient is
grossly misleading. But how does this affect our perception of the Greek
communities and their history?
One lesson is our perception of politics. The Orientalist notion of
‘government by antechamber’ with its concomitant theory of the Greek
invention of politics is very simplistic;74 it rests on a very restricted notion
of politics, with a top-down perspective. It effectively equates politics with
institutions and with foreign policy; and any polity that does not have selfproclaimed ‘participatory’ institutions, and where foreign policies depend
on the decisions of a small unaccounted group or an individual, is thought
of as pre-political or despotic.75 The claim is problematic for our own
modern democracies: foreign policy is still conducted by small unaccounted groups, as the clear gap between official policies and popular
will in most Western countries in the case of the recent war against Iraq
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shows. Does that mean that our countries are governed by antechamber?76
If decisions about foreign policy and war were taken by an unaccountable
Near Eastern monarch and its advisers, and if theoretically he had absolute
power to enforce his decisions, nevertheless his power affected only very
restricted aspects of the life of his subjects; for the majority of issues, his
subjects were governed by their own institutions and practices, which were
of a very different nature.77
Instead of this restricted approach, we could view politics as the variety
of debates, institutions, practices and struggles that humans engage with, in
order to accomplish the production and reproduction of their lives. It is
neither given nor unavoidable that every one of these debates, institutions,
practices and struggles must be arranged in the same way and with the same
rules, follow the same path and implicate the same groups and arrangements.78 Our Near Eastern evidence shows clearly that the rules of high
politics do not apply to the workings of popular politics; different groupings take place in regard to different practices and institutions, etc.79
The second lesson is that in order to do this, we have to broaden our
restrictive emphasis on institutions; we have to view politics as a field,
encompassing a variety of levels, activities and identities in a variety of
relationships.
The political field is not defined by institutional and territorial boundaries, but
rather is constituted by groups who are engaged in political activity . . . In thinking
about what we mean by a political field, it might be helpful to imagine a battlefield. A battlefield is not defined by particular boundaries, but instead is constituted by the activity. The boundaries of the battlefield can expand and contract
and the composition of the field can change, as new groups enter and exit . . .
Through this conception, one might identify a number of activities as political . . .
These activities are not necessarily directed towards a functional equilibrium, but
exist as a field of tensions in which individuals may be motivated by interest, by
concerns with the public good, and by different outlooks on the goals of community life. It may well be that in the study of such activities we encounter
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institutions. But these institutions should be regarded as instances of political
processes – a particular set of formalised relationships that emerge from, are
constituted by, and continue to be altered through political activity.80

These remarks raise again the validity of the Aristotelian notion of social
and political life: a huge variety of koinôniai, ranging from the temporary
and the informal to the highly institutionalised.81 If not, we face the danger
of permanently excluding from our narratives of politics women, slaves and
aliens. These might not formally participate in institutions (although this is
quite debatable in a number of cases),82 but they certainly participated in
politics in the wider sense of the word that we have tried to delineate.
Otherwise, it is difficult to understand why, for example, metics and slaves
fought along with citizens for the restoration of Athenian democracy in 403
B C E : why should they care, if politics was the exclusive privilege of the
citizens?83 But the most important problem is that without this perspective,
the policies, aims and approaches of the subaltern classes are completely
written off our mental map. The lower classes in societies lacking participating institutions in the arena of high politics are then portrayed as
docile subjects of a totalitarian despotism, incapable of collective action
and agency.84
To give an example, M. I. Finley has asserted that
whatever the facts may be about [democracies in early Mesopotamia], their impact
on history, on later societies, was null. The Greeks, and only the Greeks, discovered democracy in that sense, precisely as Christopher Columbus, not some
Viking seaman, discovered America.85

I cannot disagree more with his statement, and this for two reasons.
First, talking about the discovery of democracy makes the assumption that
democracy is a physical entity that exists objectively, in the same way that
America has existed, since its last major geological formation some millions
of years ago. The notion that a concept or an institution exists objectively
in its ether, like a Platonic Idea, waiting to be discovered by the first
brilliant mind to succeed, is, I hope, manifestly contestable. But I have a
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more serious disagreement, which is again implicit in Finley’s comparison.
What does it mean to say that America was discovered by Columbus and
not by a Viking seaman? Obviously, one is not talking about its native
inhabitants, who did not have to discover it, since they lived there. It clearly
means discovery for the West, which is envisaged in our passage as the
agent and object of history.
Finley claims that it is the Greek conceptualisation of democracy that
has been used by Western Europeans to construct their own notions,
institutions and practices. Fair enough, but this cannot be a claim about
history in general, about humanity in general, but rather about the history
of appropriation by Western Europeans (whether of America or of democracy). This is the reason that most definitions of democracy are problematic. They ultimately end up with criteria that do not fit every case, and
with complaints or admissions of a misfit between definitions and realities.
‘Only what has no history can be defined’ Nietzsche aphorised and he was
correct.86 I prefer to keep close to Aristotle in viewing democracy (politics)
as a struggle, as a process;87 and a process or a struggle cannot be invented;
it can only be waged (by various people, in various periods and contexts,
with various aims and with varying outcomes).
Finally, we should better abandon the mechanistic approach of the
sovereign state. One of the gravest mistakes in approaching the Greek
poleis is to view them as another incarnation of the modern Western idea
of the sovereign state, with clear and well-defined boundaries, possessing
absolute and exclusive control of territory, population and force/power. In
reality, every community consists of a variety of groups with varying
ambitions, means and capacities. In order to satisfy these ambitions and
to use the means and capacities, these various groups participate in politics,
i.e. in processes, practices, institutions, debates and struggles. But the
setting is not given: instead of thinking in terms of the mythical sovereign
state, in reality polities always participate in political world-systems or
imperial formations.88
Our Near Eastern evidence shows this clearly: a variety of polities
co-exist under hierarchic relationships ranging from the village community
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to the empire. Therefore, the ambitions, means and capacities of the
various groups of each community depend, change and interact with the
context and conjuncture of this community within the political worldsystem or imperial formation of the moment. We cannot accept, for
example, a definition of the sovereign state as the holder of the monopoly
of military power: in reality, it might be a citizen army, a city magnate or
tyrant raising his own forces, a mercenary commander, a federation of
troops, etc. It is important to consider all these options as co-existing
alternatives and not read them as signs of crisis or decline (always from
the perspective of the sovereign state). This is a message that we have to
keep in mind in understanding our own current reality.
Moreover, we have to pay particular attention to the contextual political
environment instead of isolated analyses. We have seen how between 1000
and 500 B C E the collapse of the Babylonian imperial formation, the highly
unstable situation of Babylonia and the emergence of Assyrian power have
crucial implications for political changes: the resurgence of city-state
forms, the emergence of civic subdivisions such as the tribes, in order to
differentiate the old Babylonian citizens from the new Chaldean inroads,
and the exploitation of the needs of Assyrian strategic policies by the
citizens of Babylonia, in order to extract civic privileges and concessions.89
The unification of Mesopotamia and adjacent areas under Persian rule led
to the erosion of these privileges and concessions, since the environment
changed now completely, from a multipolar to a unipolar system. The
Persians had no more need of such balances and checks, and the map was
redrawn in different ways.90 These findings suggest that we cannot study
popular politics in isolation from variations and changes in the wider
system of states. The emergence of Greek democracy, for example, should
be seen not simply as part of the internal development of each Greek polis,
but also in relation with the elaboration and changes in the political worldsystem in which Greek poleis participated.91 We still lack such an environmental analysis of Greek politics.92
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Larsen 2000a.
Aegean history should be viewed within a similar prism: a unity of Aegean history based on a
multipolar environment from the second millennium up to the creation of a unipolar environment
by the Romans which will actually last for centuries later. In such a way the Occidentalist ‘Greek
mirage’ can be deconstructed by regaining its historicity.
For such an approach regarding early modern popular politics, see Te Brake 1998.
The concept of ‘peer–polity interaction’ is very similar, but has yet to be employed in a detailed
study in ancient history; see Snodgrass 1986; Herring 1991. For an analysis of Hellenistic poleis
following such a line, see Gauthier 1987/9; Ma 2003.
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Most approaches that have tried to bring closer the Greek world and the
Orient, have effectively argued for the secondary importance or the minimisation of politics in such a comparative agenda; in contrast, I argue here
that politics is a key issue in such an agenda, for both sides. The lower
classes of the Near Eastern societies had neither control on foreign policies,
nor a ‘democratic’ ideology,93 but they tried to exploit the niches available
and take advantage of existing institutions, creating their own counterpractices and counter-institutions.94
This is not to deny the particularity and distinctiveness of Greek politics
in favour of an assimilated Mediterranean or Near Eastern world. The vast
majority of the Near Eastern political experiences and practices that we
have examined would be considered oligarchic by most ancient Greeks;
democratic politics, in the ancient Greek understanding of the term, seem
rather absent. But we have to remember that democracy was only a variant
among the wider subject of ancient Greek poleis constitutions, and oligarchies of various sorts did constitute the mainstream of Greek political
experience.
Therefore, my argument is for recognising diversity within a larger
unity. But the burden of my argument is that we have drawn our arguments and our explanations of Greek distinctiveness in the wrong way.
Phenomena such as the city as a community of citizens, the city as a form of
identity, the communal sharing of community resources, the distinct rights
of citizens, or self-government, are not distinctive features of the Greek
world that can explain its particularity. We have to look elsewhere and not
in an Orientalist binary opposition between a free West and a despotic
Orient. Secondly, instead of viewing the polis (in the sense of a community
of citizens), or democracy, as the teleological and ‘classical’ outcome of the
evolution of Greek political life, we should rather study how a variety of
processes and activities coalesced into the formation of Greek polities and
democracies. If we see democracy as the continuous outcome of a struggle
and not simply as a particular institutional form of high politics, then it
would not emerge as the miracle, which it is often presented as.
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Though see qualifications in Finet 1975.
For such an agenda, see Thompson 1993a; Perlin 1985b; Chandavarkar 1998.

CHAPTER

5

The consumer city: ancient vs. medieval/modern

We can now move to see how the concept of the polis has functioned in
discussions of ancient economic history. The debate on the polis as a
consumer city is an offshoot of an old discourse. It is based on a certain
reading of the history of medieval and modern Europe, and the origins
of capitalism and modernity. The central desideratum of this discourse is to
explain how Europe moved towards modernity, how capitalism emerged
and why previous eras and civilisations, or contemporary non-European
ones, failed to move towards modernity and capitalism. There have been
of course many answers to these questions; but one that became particularly influential was the idea that it was the medieval European city and
its urban classes that opened the path to capitalism and modernity.1 In
this approach, the medieval city, separated from the feudal countryside, as
‘a non-feudal island in a feudal sea’,2 composed mainly of merchants and
artisans, fostered the expansion of trade and manufacture, revolutionised
the stagnant countryside, and ultimately led to capitalism and modernity.
The work of the Belgian historian Henri Pirenne in the early decades of the
twentieth century gave particular prominence to such ideas.3 The debate
has been going on since then, but, as we will later see, this way of looking at
the issue, and the viewing of the medieval city as the answer to the question,
have been largely discarded.
The validity of this comparison between ancient and modern economies
for the study of ancient economic history was forcefully argued for by
M. I. Finley in the 1960s and 1970s;4 since then, it has remained dominant,

1

2
4

The idea started to be used in historiography in the aftermath of the French Revolution. Thierry and
Guizot presented the medieval communes and the bourgeoisie as the ancestors of the class who made
the Revolution. See Comninel 1987: 5–76.
Postan 1975: 239. 3 Pirenne 1927.
Finley 1973b: 121–49, 1977. A similar approach was concurrently advanced in Austin and VidalNaquet 1972: 129–49.
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in particular in the study of Greek economic history,5 if for no other reason
than no other consistent and influential alternative model has yet
emerged.6 Finley presented his ideas as a borrowing from the work of
Max Weber, though there exist very important differences between his
approach and that of Weber, as we will shortly see. Finley adopted two
‘Weberian’ ideal types: the consumer and the producer city. The consumer
city is ‘one which pays for its maintenance (Lebensunterhalt) . . . not with its
own products, because it does not need to. It derives its maintenance rather
on the basis of a legal claim (Rechtstitel), such as taxes or rents, without
having to deliver return values.’7
On the contrary, the producer city is a city deriving its means of
maintenance from the productive activities of its inhabitants, i.e. trade
and manufacture. The medieval city was separated from its countryside
both economically and politically; on the contrary, the ancient polis
ignored any distinction between urban and country dweller, and accorded
citizenship and political/economic participation on equal terms to both (it
is not that everybody in the polis was equal, but that inequalities were not
based on the distinction between city and countryside). Therefore, according to Finley, the ancient city should be seen as a consumer city, while the
medieval and modern city was a producer city. In contrast to the medieval
city, the polis did not depend on manufacture and trade for its maintenance; rather it was the place of residence for the landowners, and it lived
by rents and taxes. Moreover, the polis had no economic policy. In contrast
with the medieval city, which fostered the interests of its producers, and
therefore contributed to the development and growth of manufacture and
trade, the ancient polis cared only for the interests of its members as
consumers; it could not boost economic growth and development.8
According to Finley, then, despite exceptions and deviations, and
accepting that in reality things were much more complicated than his
ideal types, most ancient cities could be understood as consumer cities,
while most medieval/modern cities could be seen as producer cities.
Moreover, it is this difference between the character of ancient and the
character of medieval/modern cities which explains the difference between
5

6

7
8

There have been a number of dissenting voices, to a greater or lesser extent, in the field of Roman
history: Hopkins 1983; Jongman 1988; de Ligt 1991; Wallace-Hadrill 1991; Pleket 1993; Mattingly et al.
2001. But in Greek history, Finleyan orthodoxy has found far less opposition. From the few
exceptions, one should mention Osborne 1991b; Descat 1995; Bresson 2000b.
For such an aporia, see Cornell and Lomas 1995; Whittaker 1995; Cartledge 1998; Parkins and Smith
1998; Salmon 1999. But see also Davies 1998; Horden and Purcell 2000: 89–122; Hansen 2004a.
This definition by Werner Sombart is cited in Finley 1977: 13.
Originally argued by Hasebroek 1933; Finley 1985a.
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the ancient and the medieval/modern economy, and the inability of
ancient economy to move towards capitalism.9
It is interesting to note, before moving on to see to what extent such an
analysis is justified, how much Finley has simplified and transformed his
Weberian borrowings.10 Weber suggested that a general typology of the
city from an economic perspective could distinguish between four types:
the consumer city (Konsumentenstadt), defined in the same way as Finley;
the producer city (Produzentenstadt), defined as a city maintained by its
own manufacture; the merchant city (Handelsstadt), defined as a city
maintained by its commerce; and what he called Ackerbürgerstadt, which
he defined as a city which, ‘while serving as place of market traffic and
centres of typically urban trade, is sharply separated by the presence of a
broad stratum of resident burghers satisfying a large part of their food
needs through cultivation and even producing food for sale’.11 Finley
assimilated Weber’s Handelsstadt and Produzentenstadt into his producer
city, which seems reasonable enough in the context; but his assimilation of
Konsummentenstadt and Ackerbürgerstadt into his consumer city not only
assimilated two categories, which it would be valuable to keep separate, but
also violated clearly Weber’s understanding.12
On the one hand, Weber differentiated between three types of
Konsummentenstädte: the city of the prince, depending on the court of a
prince, or on princely concessions; the city of rentiers who spend there their
income acquired outside the city (rents, taxes, income from offices); and
finally the city of rentiers who derive their income from rents on urban
property; the latter form of cities originated in the trade and commerce
consolidated in the hands of an urban aristocracy. Weber explicitly argued
that this last category of cities existed in antiquity, and they were only
superficially Konsummentenstädte, but really Handelsstädte, the rents of
which represented a tribute of acquisitors to the owners of houses.13
Therefore, Weber clearly thought that not all ancient cities were consumer
cities. On the other hand, Weber did argue that the majority of ancient
cities were Ackerbürgerstädte; yet, when talking about the transition from

9
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For this inability of the ancient economy to ‘take off ’, see the characteristic words of Finley:
‘hypothetically, had the Roman empire encompassed the civilised world, as the panegyrists said,
there is no reason why Europe, western Asia and northern Africa should not still, today, be ruled by
Roman emperors, America still belong to the red Indians’; Finley 1973b: 176.
For Finley’s selective and partly misleading borrowing of Weber’s concepts, see Descat 2000. For a
wider discussion, see Nafissi 2005.
Weber 1958: 70–1. 12 For the following, see Bruhns 1985. 13 Weber 1958: 68–9.
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an Ackerbürgerstadt into consumer, producer or merchant cities, he clearly
differentiated between ancient cities and consumer cities.14
What interests us here is that Weber never equated his ideal types of
cities with particular periods, as Finley did; and he was willing to accept
that a multiplicity of different forms of cities existed in every period
or civilisation, while Finley reduced all ancient cities into a single type.
Finley’s juxtaposition of the ancient city to the medieval/modern one seems
to owe more to Pirenne’s understanding of the role and function of the
medieval city than to Weber. Finley effectively revived in the 1970s
Pirenne’s conception of the medieval city, as the motor of economic
development and progress, to juxtapose it to the ancient city, precisely at
the point when historians of medieval and modern economies were leaving
behind this conception and this whole approach to economic history.15
The theory of proto-industrialisation,16 Brenner’s theories of class struggle
and the importance of capitalist agriculture17 and Wallerstein’s18 and
Braudel’s19 world-systems theory changed the landscape of economic history; in combination, they showed, from a variety of different perspectives,
that the economic and social history of medieval and early modern Europe
could not be understood by using the medieval/modern city as the key
explanation of economic development and change. It is not far off the mark
to argue that the consumer city approach turned ancient history backwards,
instead of forwards. Characteristically for the state of the field of ancient
history, ancient historians managed largely to ignore in their debates what
economic historians in other fields have been doing for three decades.
To return to the polis as a consumer city, this comparison and opposition between the ancient and the medieval/modern city and economy is
heavily influenced by Eurocentric assumptions. To start with, the comparison is lop-sided: it compares the cities and economies of the ancient
Mediterranean, not with those of medieval/modern Mediterranean, but
with those of medieval/modern north-western Europe. Why have generations of scholars thought that this comparison is valid? Why have they
never attempted to compare the ancient Mediterranean with later periods
of its history?20 Why have they never attempted to compare ancient
14
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20

Weber 1958: 71–4. For Weber’s conception of Greek cities, see Capogrossi Colognesi 1990: 197–222.
See Prak 2001b. 16 Kriedte et al. 1981. 17 Brenner 1977, 1982. 18 Wallerstein 1974.
Braudel 1981–4.
Given the majestic work of Braudel 1972 on the early modern Mediterranean, one would expect that
such a comparison would be highly profitable and vigorously pursued. Yet, characteristically for the
state of research in ancient history, it never took place. It is hoped that the work of Horden and
Purcell 2000 will lead to such a change in perspective; see Harris 2005.
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Mediterranean cities and economies with any other, non-European,
pre-industrial economies? What enables this certain sort of comparisons,
and renders invisible any other possible comparison, is the study of ancient
history from the perspective of Europe.21 The economic and social development of medieval and modern Europe is taken to be the universal path of
historical development and modernity.22 Seen within this discourse, it is
possible to ask why ancient cities and economies did not develop in the
same way, and to attempt to explain the divergence by means of a comparative analysis.
In the following pages, many of the Eurocentric assumptions behind
this comparison will be criticised. The comparison rests on a distinction
between the ancient and the medieval/modern economy, a distinction
which makes sense only from a certain European perspective. It reifies
complex processes with different levels and temporal and spatial frameworks, in order to render them as part of the genealogy of Europe. Why
should we talk of an ‘ancient economy’ or a ‘medieval economy’, instead of
accepting that every economy in any period comprises a number of levels
and sectors, which can develop in very different and even opposing ways?
Moreover, this approach takes the cities and economies of medieval and
modern Europe as the standard, against which the cities and economies of
all other periods and areas have to be judged. The result is easy to imagine;
let us cite David Washbrook’s observation: ‘South Asian economic and
social history was written more to explain why the region did not develop
like Europe, or perhaps did not develop at all, rather than to account for the
changes and developments, which did actually take place.’23 Substitute
ancient for South Asian and this is perfectly applicable to ancient history –
precisely for the same reasons.24 Furthermore, this approach separates
ancient Greek cities and economies, and medieval and modern European
ones, from their place within larger contemporary systems, and from their
relations with other non-Western societies. They are seen as autonomous
and solitary entities, developing alone, again in order to form part of a
genealogy of Europe. Finally, the genealogy of the West, which moves in a
linear fashion from antiquity, through the Middle Ages, to modernity, is
responsible for the disappearance of historical conjuncture. In the following pages we will explore how these Eurocentric agendas are pursued in the
study of the economic and social history of the Greek poleis.
21
22
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On the uses of comparisons in ancient history, see Detienne 2000.
See the similar problems discussed by Aymard 1982.
Washbrook 1988: 62. 24 See, characteristically, Finley 1973b: 137–8.
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LEGAL VS. ECONOMIC DEFINITIONS

The differentiation between the ancient city, which is seen as less a city than
a place of residence for landowners, and the medieval and early modern
city, which is portrayed as functioning as a ‘proper’ place of trade and
manufacture, is problematic; in both cases there exists an important chasm
between economic and legal/social definitions of the city. A great number
of medieval cities were cities only in name; they had acquired the right to be
cities, and have their own wall or jurisdiction, but they were little more
than big villages.25 To say, then, that the ancient city was simply the place
of residence for the landowners, while the medieval city was the centre of
trade and manufacture, is misleading. Many medieval cities were mere
villages or small towns with merely a legal claim to the status of city, while
many trade and manufacture centres never acquired the legal status of a
city.26 Therefore, if one seeks a valid comparison, one should compare
either legal/social definitions by contemporaries or economic definitions
constructed by the historian himself. We should compare ancient centres
of manufacture and trade with medieval centres, and not ancient poleis
with medieval and modern cities.
THE DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION

Contrary to the general belief among ancient historians, many medieval
cities had substantial populations of peasants and agricultural workers.
A classic example is the city of Romans in 1579/80, as portrayed in Le Roy
Ladurie’s marvellous book; 36 per cent of the city population were agricultural workers, while the city included an important number of landowners
and merchants who had acquired land and the status of nobility.27 Braudel
offers another late example:
Things had barely changed in 1722, when a treatise on economy deplores the fact
that artisans instead of peasants were concerning themselves with agriculture in the
small towns and princedoms of Germany. It would be better if everyone ‘kept in
his own station’. Towns would be cleaner and healthier, if they were cleared of
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‘In Germany as a whole in the late middle ages, 3,000 places are reckoned to have been granted the
status of cities: their average population was no more than 400 individuals’; Braudel 1981: 482.
‘Mere size was no test: many genuine cities were no bigger than villages in population or area. And
the economy did not enter into consideration at all, apart from the requirement that the material
goods indispensable for civilised amenities had to be available somehow’; Finley 1973b: 124. The
same holds true about medieval cities.
Le Roy Ladurie 1980: 5–20.

The consumer city: ancient vs. medieval/modern

129

livestock and their ‘piles of dung’. The solution would be ‘to ban all farming in the
towns, and to put it in the hands of those suited to it’. Craftsmen would be able to
sell goods to the peasants; peasants would be sure of selling the regular equivalent
to townspeople, and everyone would be better off.28

Moreover, in many cases in medieval Europe, and in most cases in later
periods, the landowning elites resided in the city, living off their agricultural income, and took part in its economic life and administration. An
account of medieval Italy is telling:
Many urban immigrants were or became landholders, great, middling or small;
landownership, and for the wealthy, a country villa, was the first ambition of all
urban classes; and over a widening area around the cities an increasing, even dominant, share of land together with livestock was held or acquired by townsmen . . . The
towns concentrated agrarian as well as mercantile wealth. And in varying degrees,
communes and universitates, founded by possessores, reaffirmed their character as
communities of landowners. In urban sources of all kinds the typical civis was
figured as a landowner . . . A substantial, even major part, of urban legislation was
devoted with other agrarian matters to the protection, management and consolidation of citizen estates.29
At Milan, in 1266, in a chance list of some 2,000 citizens all without exception
were registered owners in the contado. At San Gimignano in 1314 61.8 per cent of all
property owners, holding 84 per cent of all land, were resident townsmen.30

Finally, many medieval cities attempted, and some managed to acquire
substantial territorial possessions (such as the Italian contado).31 As a result,
taxes and rents from these rural areas belonging to the cities were an
essential part of urban income. Therefore, it is quite misleading that
medieval cities acquired their means of subsistence by exchanging their
manufactured goods, and by the profits of their trade.
To recapitulate: it is true that the majority of medieval/early modern
cities were not Ackerbürgerstädte. Peasants mainly resided outside cities, in
the contado; in this respect, they resemble those Hellenistic and Roman
cities in the Near East with Greek proprietors living in the city and the
native peasants in the countryside;32 but they certainly differ from most
Greek cities, where the vast majority of peasants resided in the polis
centre, and had political rights in the civic community.33 It is equally
true that, on average, merchants and craftsmen formed a much larger
28
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Braudel 1981: 488. 29 Jones 1997: 280.
Jones 1997: 286. For other Italian cities, see Griffiths 1981: 98–101.
Berengo 1999: 111–70. 32 Ste Croix 1981: 9–19.
For the proportion of the population living in urban settlements in ancient Greece, see Hansen
2004a: 11–16; for peasants living in cities, see ibid.: 16–18.
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proportion of, and had a much more pronounced role in, medieval/early
modern cities than was the case in ancient ones. But it is impossible
to argue that medieval/early modern cities were producer cities, while
ancient cities were consumer cities. In both, a large proportion of urban
residents were substantial landowners; rents and taxes formed a considerable part of their income; and a large part of the countryside belonged
to urban residents. Therefore, Weber was correct in differentiating
between consumer city and Ackerbürgerstadt, and Finley and his followers
were wrong in collapsing them in a single category.34 The result is natural:
‘The comparison of the ancient and medieval cities and their elites is a
lopsided one: discussion of the ancient city naturally embraces the society
as a whole, while discussion of the medieval city excludes the countryside,
its elites and values.’35
But even if one concedes that the ancient city acquired its means of
subsistence by rents or taxes from agricultural production, this is no answer
to the question of how the substantial proportion of non-agricultural
population of the big cities managed to procure its necessities. The thêtikon
(wage labourers), agoraion (merchants) and banausikon (artisans), which
are emphatically mentioned by Aristotle in his analysis of the ancient
polis,36 could procure their necessities only by exchanging their products
with the landowners and peasants. Why should one not expect, prima facie,
that they would seek to enlarge their share, by producing new luxuries or
cheaper products? The same holds true for medieval artisans, workers and
merchants. The place of residence of the landowners is more a matter of
conjuncture than a stable factor.
EXPORTS–IMPORTS

Let us move to the question of the role of production for export. According
to Finley, ‘The agrarian European feudal world provided the medieval
cities with the external markets that ancient cities lacked. The kings, lords
and church dignitaries, living on their manors or in small agglomerations,
created a fundamentally different town–country relationship from that of
their highly urbanised land-owning predecessors.’37 Finley believed that
manufacture in ancient cities was only for the local market, while in
34
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See the similar conclusion of Hansen 2004a, which seems though to impute on Weber what was
Finley’s misapplication.
Wallace-Hadrill 1991: 243. 36 Aristotle, Politics, 1291a, 1–7, 1291b, 17–28, 1296b, 25–31, 1329a, 35–9.
Finley 1973b: 140–1.
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medieval cities it was destined for export. He cites Xenophon saying ‘of all
the activities I know, silver mining is the only one in which expansion
arouses no envy . . . if there are more coppersmiths, for example, copperwork becomes cheap and the coppersmiths retire. The same is true in the
iron trade’,38 and he comments: ‘In both passages Xenophon thinks of
manufacture only for the local market; otherwise, his remarks make no
sense’.39
But in every society before the Industrial Revolution and the emergence
of capitalist production, most of the production was geared towards the
local market. This is true for both the ancient and the medieval cities.
Compare this account of the medieval Italian cities north of Rome:
But even in these more vigorous regions, despite high-sounding claims, the
economic activity of the vast majority of towns was limited principally to local
enterprise and markets. They evolved no notable export industry, and produced
no mercantile plutocracy of ‘ricchi populari merchatanti’. The typical guilds were
minor corporations engaged in basic trades, victualling, clothing, building . . .
More important, in the great majority of towns, which did combine some export
industry with commerce or banking, there is much to indicate that, notwithstanding contemporary views, industrialisation was marginal, capitalism in all its forms
of limited development, and international enterprise, whatever its prestige and
power, based in a system much more devoted to local than long-distance
exchange. The bulk of the commercial population were simply retailers and
artisans trading with town and country.40

The medieval system of guilds would never have existed if the above
description were wrong. Attempts to regulate the number of artisans and
their employees, their wages and the price of their products would have
never been feasible, if most of the production was not destined for the local
market. After all, the regulations of the guilds tried exactly to ensure that
‘copperwork would not become too cheap and the coppersmiths would
have to retire’.41 When in later periods, as in the eighteenth century,
production was much more controlled by merchants with exportation in
mind, the old cities with their inflexible guilds and regulations were found
to be a great obstacle. Therefore, production turned to the countryside,
where peasant craftsmen were not protected by the guild regulations.42 It is
not by chance that Manchester, the birthplace of modern capitalism, was
never a medieval city with guilds, but a city under feudal control.43 In fact,
to come back to ancient cities, one could even say that, in the absence of
38
41
43

Ways and Means, I V , 3–6. 39 Finley 1973b: 135. 40 Jones 1997: 272–4.
See the comments of Barel 1977: 412–22. 42 Braudel 1982: 297–316; Kriedte 1983: 9–17; Berg 1985.
See Merrington 1976: 188–9.
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guild regulations, the ancient world was more favourable to trade and
manufacture than the medieval cities.
This is not to say that all production was for local consumption. Finley
himself admitted that some manufactured goods were destined for export
in the ancient world;44 and the same holds true about the medieval world.45
But to understand which products, from what materials, in which areas, for
which markets, in which periods were destined for export is not a matter of
juxtaposing two ideal types. One has to look at patterns, trends and
rhythms of consumption,46 at communication and transportation networks, at relations within world-systems, at relations of exploitation and
power, at mentalities, and so on.47 To accomplish this task, it is important
to differentiate between time scales, between regions and between levels of
production, exchange and consumption.48 It is here that the differentiation
of Braudel between material culture, market (or economy) and capitalism
is most helpful;49 it helps to understand how self-consumption is concurrently linked with local market production and long-distance trade.
It also seems relevant here to suggest that different areas, different eras
and different world-systems seem to give primary importance to different
goods for large-scale, long-distance exchange. Metals played a particularly
important role in the exchange systems of the Bronze Age Near East and
the Mediterranean.50 The ox-hide ingot, the standardised form of trading
copper in the Bronze Age, is only imaginable with an intensity of exchange
that is not to be found in later societies; interestingly, the ox-hide ingot is
unique to the Bronze Age.51 On the other hand, textiles and spices, and
later coffee and sugar, were the chief items of large-scale trade in the
medieval and early modern world-system.
Metals, textiles and spices as items of large-scale exchange seem to be of
much lesser importance in classical antiquity.52 Is it a matter of chance that
the clay amphora, the container of processed agricultural goods, such as
olive and wine, is the chief indicator of large-scale exchange in classical
44
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Finley, 1973b: 136–7.
Most products were destined for local production. It was only a few manufactured goods, mainly
textiles, which entered long-distance trade.
See Foxhall 1998.
See Mintz 1985 on the whole process of production, exchange, consumption and the social and
cultural consequences of the use of sugar in the early modern world. For ancient history, see
Vandermersch 1994 on the production, exchange and consumption of wine of Sicily and Magna
Grecia in the fourth and third centuries B C .
Wallerstein has introduced the notion of commodity chains, in order to describe and study these
interrelated phenomena; see the articles in Review, 23, 2000.
Braudel 1982: 455–7. 50 Gale 1991. 51 See Treister 1996: 97–103.
Horden and Purcell 2000: 346–50.
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antiquity?53 Can we argue that the chief items of large-scale, long-distance
trade in ancient Greek history were processed agricultural goods, and not
manufactured goods or raw materials? And what are the implications of
this for the nature of production, exchange and consumption, and the form
and role of ancient cities within their economic world-systems? These are
admittedly no more than suggestive questions; but they have a number of
implications that can lead to very important conclusions. They imply that
there is a reciprocal relationship between the character of each worldsystem, its cities and its forms of exchange on the one hand, and the
chief items of large-scale trade on the other.
A last point remains. According to Finley,
the ancient–medieval contrast is closely linked with the difference in the quantity
and significance of production for export in the two worlds. The local peasantry
remained a constant: men with the small holdings that we have examined, even
free citizen-peasants, represent the lowest and most inelastic possible market for
urban production . . . What is true of peasants with respect to level of demand
(though not periodicity) is no less true of the urban plebs. Production can therefore leap upward to the extent, and only to the extent, that there are export
markets.54

The idea of the constancy of demand of peasants and the urban masses is
now clearly discarded by medieval/early modern economic historians.55
I can see no compelling reason for which it should be a priori maintained
for ancient history. Moreover, if we exclude the urban and the rural plebs,
then the purchasers of exported goods were the landowning elites. Did
the medieval landowners have a different or greater purchasing capacity or
willingness than the ancient landowners? This is quite hard to accept prima
facie. And one would expect that it would be more profitable for the
economy of a city if it benefited directly from the consumption and
spending of the landowning elite, as in the case of the ancient city,56 than
in the ideal type of the medieval one.57
THE PLACE OF CITIES WITHIN WIDER SYSTEMS

The belief that medieval cities were centres of interregional trade and
manufacture, and that it was through their role and agency that capitalism
53
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Horden and Purcell 2000: 372–5. For the history of wine production, exchange and consumption,
and its networks, see Unwin 1991.
Finley, 1973b: 138. 55 See e.g. de Vries 1994. 56 Osborne 1991a.
For the importance of elite consumption for early modern Indian cities and towns, see Bayly
1991: 110–62.
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emerged, has been discredited by historical work in the last few decades.
I will here refer only to one approach to the issue, the so-called Brenner
debate.58 This debate has centred around the work of Robert Brenner, who
argued that the transition from feudalism to capitalism cannot be understood as the result of the progressive role of cities; the relations between
peasants and landowners in the countryside were a much more important
issue, as revealed in the different outcomes in countries that had all shared
the feature of the producer city. Brenner pointed out that the role of cities is
impossible to understand if abstracted from the totality of interrelationships in which they partake.59
Neville Morley has shown us the validity of this remark in the case of
Rome.60 Rome has been the archetype of the consumer city, a parasite on
the whole of the empire, drawing its means of maintenance from state taxes
and the income of the big aristocrat landowners. Morley shows that even
the consumer city par excellence creates processes that transform the economic and social structures of the whole Italian peninsula. The demography of a population, which needs constant immigration just to ensure
the maintenance of the population at the same level, had a profound effect
on the demographic structure of the whole Italy; the provision of staples,
wine, oil and meat to Rome transformed the forms of land exploitation, the
settlement types and the cultivation forms in whole regions of Italy.
If this is true of Rome, the parasitic city par excellence, then this is even
truer for those cities that could not depend on the privileges of being the
imperial capital for their maintenance and growth. In 401/0 B C E , in the
aftermath of the loss of empire and the civil war, Athens imported commodities worth 1,800 talents.61 How did Athens pay for these commodities,
given the lack of tribute, the drain of resources expended during the war
and the cessation of mining in Laurium?62 Should we classify Athens as a
producer city, or is there something wrong with the model in the first
place? The value of the producer city as an explanation of the emergence of
capitalism has been severely curtailed; its twin, the consumer city, should
suffer similarly as an explanation of ancient economic development.
In fact, the history of early modern Europe provides many examples
showing how problematic is the distinction between consumer and producer cities. We see a producer city, such as Venice, conquering the whole
Terraferma; in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries its merchants turn
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Aston and Philpin 1985. 59 Brenner 1977, 1982. 60 Morley 1996.
This calculation is based on Andocides, On the Mysteries, 133–4. 62 See Hansen 2004: 23–5.
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from trade to the countryside, and re-feudalise it.63 We see a city like
Antwerp, governed by its landed aristocracy, becoming the centre of
European trade and money exchange in the sixteenth century.64 We see a
consumer city like London transforming the whole English economy, but
without advancing its own production.65 We see at the same time an old
feudal ‘consumer’ city, such as Manchester, without guilds or city-charters,
becoming, because of these absences, the birthplace of industrial
capitalism.66
In all these cases, how does the classification of producer vs. consumer
city help us to understand and explain? Morley in his study shows persuasively that what differentiates seventeenth-century London from sixteenthcentury Madrid is not their consumer or producer identity, but the totality
of interactions and interrelationships of each city with the English and
Spanish economy respectively.67 The mistake in the comparison between
consumer and producer cities is ontological thinking: the abstraction of an
entity (the city) from the whole complex of relations, processes and
functions in which they partake, and their non-contextual juxtaposition.
CITIES WITHIN SYSTEMS

We can argue that the distinction between consumer and producer cities
does not allow us to grasp the role that a consumer city will play within a
larger economic system; its role may vary enormously, from parasite to
stimulator, based on its place and articulation within this larger economic
system. But how about producer cities? Even if one accepts that ancient
consumer cities did not have only negative and parasitic roles, is it still not
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Woolf 1968. ‘In summary, the intensive farming methods, for which Northern Italy was famous,
continued in use, but in a very much altered environment. The decline of the urban economy forced
most peasant agriculture into a less market-oriented posture. This, together with the spread of
sharecropping, made the social and political setting decidedly more ‘‘feudal’’– to use that word in its
nineteenth-century polemical sense – than it had been in the sixteenth century. Agriculture now bore
directly much more of the burden of maintaining the privileged classes of Italian society in their
accustomed style’; de Vries 1976: 55.
‘Nor, another disadvantage, was the city governed either in 1500 or later by her merchants. The
aldermen belonged to a handful of the families, which composed the tiny landed aristocracy, and
they retained their power for several centuries. In theory, they were even forbidden to have dealings
in trade – a rather curious prohibition, but one frequently repeated, no doubt because it was not
always observed. Lastly, Antwerp did not have her own native merchants of international standing:
foreigners dominated the scene – Hanseatic traders, English, French and above all southern
merchants: Portuguese, Spanish and Italian’; Braudel 1984: 145. I think it would be stimulating to
compare this picture with ancient centres like Athens, Rhodes and Delos.
Wrigley 1967. 66 Merrington 1976: 188–9. 67 Morley 1996: 25–31.
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true that there were few ancient producer cities?68 Is it not true that there
were many more medieval/modern producer cities, and that this makes all
the difference between ancient and medieval/modern economies?
There were indeed ancient cities that based their wealth on trade, such as
Aegina or Chios; Finley believed that they were exceptions.69 But how less
exceptional are the medieval cities that he had in mind, like Venice or
Genoa? According to the figures of Paul Bairoch, out of c. 1,450 cities and
towns in late medieval Europe with a population of more than 2,000,
62 per cent were small towns of 2,000–6,000 inhabitants with highly local
functions (i.e. providing a market for the exchange of local agricultural and
manufactured products), 22 per cent were regional centres with populations between 4,000 and 12,000 and a bare 14 per cent were the cities with a
population of more than 8,000 inhabitants and more than regional importance, with commercial, manufacturing or administrative focus, such as
Venice, Bruges or Paris.70
Of course, there are many more merchant cities in the medieval than in
the ancient Greek world. But an analysis must take into account the worldsystem in which they participated.71 The medieval world had two key areas
of ‘producer’ cities, northern Italy and Flanders; these cities were heavily
involved in long-distance trade and manufacture of goods, mostly textiles.
But the emergence of the ‘producer’ cities in these areas, and in this period,
is comprehensible only if viewed through the working of the medieval
world-system, and not through an atemporal and aspatial ideal-type construction. They emerged as part of a concentric world-system, bringing
together areas from the Baltic Sea to China, a system made possible by the
Mongol empire.72 But this was hardly the case for most medieval cities,
which had a very different function and role, as already discussed.
Ancient poleis too must be seen in their various roles within a
Mediterranean world-system and not as isolated ideal types.73 Given that
Greek cities participated in a much smaller world,74 where most of Europe
68
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For an attempt to look at the Roman city of Leptiminus as a producer city, see Mattingly et al. 2001.
Finley 1973b: 131. 70 Bairoch 1988: 164–9. See also de Vries 1984.
For the world-system of medieval cities, see Abu-Lughod 1989: 51–134.
On world-systems, see Wallerstein 1974, 1991; Braudel 1982, 1984; Nitz 1993; but also Stein 1999.
A similar point, from a somewhat different perspective, is argued in Horden and Purcell 2000:
89–122.
‘The [European] continent can be divided into two: on one side an ancient region, long exploited by
men and history and enriched by its efforts; on the other a new Europe, for long centuries
uncivilised. The great achievement of the middle ages was the colonization, education, development
and urbanization of this uncultivated Europe- as far as the Elbe, the Oder and the Vistula, as far as
England, Ireland, Scotland and the Scandinavian countries’; Braudel 1982: 569.
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was still highly underdeveloped,75 is it not natural that medieval trade and
manufacture were on a much higher scale and importance? The small
number of cities like Aegina and Chios might relate to their small niche
within a world-system that is controlled by others. These are only suggestions, since we still lack a study of the workings of the world-systems of
antiquity, but there seems to be plenty of value in exploring them further.76
THE ROLE OF THE CITY IN PRE-INDUSTRIAL TIMES

But there seems to be a point at which we can be more positive about
ancient cities, and which has usually been totally ignored. Finley’s definition of the consumer city rests on a predetermined notion of the city and
its proper economic role. The supposed separation between city and
countryside, and the identification of city with trade and manufacture, is
not a manifest reality. Before the Industrial Revolution, there was no
reason why the city had to be the centre of manufacturing production.
From 1500 to 1800 or so, merchant capital remained mobile and dispersed. A large
portion of production went into food and textiles, and increases in production
generally occurred through the multiplication of small, dispersed, merchantconnected units of production, such as households and shops. Capital frequently
moved to the location of labour, rather than vice versa. Consequence: a finely
articulated hierarchy of markets from local to international, with local markets
that corresponded to the geography of labour. The nineteenth and twentieth
century brought expansion and concentration of capital in a limited number of
(mainly urban) locations, movement of labour to those locations, increasing
commercial production of consumer durables and services, and a sharpening
division between agricultural countryside, and service plus industrial production
in cities.77

The frustrated expectation of seeing ancient cities as centres of manufacture emanates from a misconceived premise. The location of manufacturing production in the cities, to the exclusion of the countryside, is
historically contingent; it was found only in a few parts of the late medieval
European world-system before the Industrial Revolution. When one is
reminded of how manufacture moved again to the countryside in the
75
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One should not forget that any account of the emergence of the medieval cities starts with the great
movement for land clearing and reclamation that preceded and accompanied this emergence. The
creation of a new, huge north-western European agricultural world is the basis of the emergence of
the new medieval cities. See Bartlett 1993.
Sherratt and Sherratt 1993 move in this direction, but in a highly schematic way.
Tilly 1989: 170.
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following early modern period, one should realise that this premise should
not be taken as the norm and the measure of every other system of cities in
the past.78 Most manufacturing production in the past was destined for
local consumption and exchange. There was no apparent reason, apart
from the dependent changes in consumptive fashion, why a particular city
should develop a specialisation in the production of a manufactured
product, and depend on its interregional exchange.
One should start the other way round. Exchange mechanisms of significant intensity were primarily instituted because of natural shortages in
primary necessities, such as agricultural products, metals, timber or other
raw materials. Consider the Old Oligarch:
If some city is rich in ship-timber, where will it distribute it without the consent of
the rulers of the sea? Again, if some city is rich in iron, copper or flax, where will it
distribute it without the consent of the rulers of the sea? However, it is from these
very things that I have my ships: timber from one place, iron from another, copper
from another, flax from another, wax from another. In addition they will forbid
export to wherever any of our enemies are, on pain of been unable to use the sea.
And I, without doing anything, have all this from the land because of the sea; yet
no other polis has even two of these things: the same polis does not have timber
and flax, but wherever there is flax in abundance, the land is smooth and timberless. There is not even copper and iron from the same polis, not any two or three
other things in a single polis, but there is one product here and another there.79

These regional specialisations were not indeed random. Demosthenes
provides a nice illustration of interregional exchange in the fourth century:
Now, men of the jury, take thought in your own minds, whether you ever knew or
heard of any people importing wine by way of trade from Pontus to Athens, and
especially wine from Cos. The very opposite is, of course, the case. Wine is carried
to Pontus from places around us (ek tôn topôn tôn peri hêmas), from Peparethos,
and Cos and Thasos and Mende, and from all sorts of other poleis; whereas the
things imported here from Pontus are quite different.80

The specialisation of a whole area (the Black Sea) in wheat production81 led
a number of poleis (island poleis or coastal poleis of the north Aegean) to
decide to exploit their crucial geographical position within maritime
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This is the famous phenomenon of proto-industrialisation; see the classic Kriedte et al. 1981; Prak
2001a: 123–58.
Constitution of the Athenians, ii, 11–12. I have followed the translation by G. Bowersock in the Loeb
series.
Demosthenes, X X X V , 35. I have followed, with alterations, the translation of A. T. Murray in the
Loeb series.
Ščeglov 1990.
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networks, in order to specialise in more cash-raising crops, such as the vine,
instead of wheat.
Contrary to modern geographical theory, commodity production has been centred neither on the places where raw materials have been produced, nor on the
places where finished products were consumed. Rather, it is located within the
medium of communication itself. Here too the islands have an important role,
because of their communications, which allow them a special place in the network
of connectivity and redistribution, and thus enable them to maintain unexpectedly high populations.82

Specialisation in the production of manufactured goods was an opportunistic activity predicated on this more normal exchange of agricultural
goods. This understanding goes back to Adam Smith. The whole Book I I I
of The Wealth of Nations is devoted to elaborating the two ways of the
advancement of trade in Europe since the Middle Ages. The first way,
urban manufacture for export, is characterised by Smith as abnormal, the
result of specific European conjunctures; while he thinks as natural and
particularly welcome the development of manufacture, which is based on
the procession of the natural products of the countryside, a development
that is dependent on the prior development of agriculture.83
This suggestion is strengthened by Fernand Braudel; he argued that the
wine and the olive are the Mediterranean equivalents of the rural industry
of north Europe:
However, it is unlikely that these rural industries in the Mediterranean ever
attained anything like the importance they had already acquired in England, or
in northern Europe; they never took the form of a whole group of rural centres
under the control of urban merchants, as was so frequently the case in France in
the eighteenth century . . . If correct, this observation would prove two things:
first, that the Mediterranean countryside possessed an inherently better balance of
resources than so many northern regions (and possibly this is true, for vines and
olives were often the equivalent of rural industries of the northern countries –
arboriculture balanced the peasant budget).84

In fact, Xenophon’s text speaks of people rich in natural products coming
to Athens to sell their products, but in the case of manufacture it talks of the
craftsmen moving themselves to Athens:
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Horden and Purcell 2000: 346.
See Smith 1976: 376–427. I strongly believe there is much value in looking back at Smith’s remarks in
constructing a historical economics for ancient history. Garlan 1999b develops such an approach for
ancient history.
Braudel 1972: 429.
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For if the state is tranquil, what class of men will not need her? Shipowners and
merchants will head the list. Then there will be those rich in corn and wine and oil
and cattle; men possessed of brains and money to invest; craftsmen and professors
and philosophers; poets and the people who make use of their works; those to
whom anything sacred or secular appeals that is worth seeing or hearing. Besides,
where will those who want to buy or sell many things quickly meet with better
success in their efforts than at Athens?85

The mobility of craftsmen, more than the mobility of the products, may be
quite an important factor in ancient economic processes. ‘It is essential to
stress that Mediterranean redistribution is closely tied to the mobility of the
producer: the wandering craftsman is a key figure. That is one of the
reasons why the search for ‘industry’ in the ancient world is rather
absurd.’86 The consumer city model, in trying to judge ancient cities by a
flawed standard, fails to note what is most interesting about their development. The issues raised above suggest that we should pay much more
attention to the Mediterranean nature of ancient Greek poleis,87 instead of
amalgamating them as ancient cities, to be compared with medieval and
modern European ones. There seem to be particular characteristics of
Mediterranean cities and Mediterranean economies which have been
greatly obscured by the Eurocentric habit of comparing ancient cities
and economies only with later medieval and modern north European cities
and economies to the exclusion of Mediterranean comparisons.88 The
various functions of cities within Mediterranean economies in various
periods of their history is an avenue that seems particularly promising.89
CONCLUSION

To recapitulate: the consumer city model shows a number of severe
problems. The distinction between an ‘ancient’ economy and a medieval/
early modern one is highly schematic; this is not to say that there are no
important differences, but they have neither been properly located, nor
correctly interpreted. The perception of ancient cities as unitary entities
through a single perspective is misleading; and the consumer city model
does not give us a plurality of interpretative models suitable for
85
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Xenophon, Ways and Means, V , 3–4. 86 Horden and Purcell 2000: 346.
A point will be made in later chapters for their particular Aegean character as well. The Aegean
archipelago, as a system bringing together closely knit islands and mainland coasts, is unique in the
Mediterranean. Similar island systems are only to be found in few other places in the world: the
Indonesian archipelago is probably the only other similarly important system. For island systems, see
the fascinating Broodbank 2002.
See the comments of Bresson 2005. 89 See the articles in Nicolet 2000.
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understanding the variety of Greek poleis. Moreover, the consumer city
model conceives ancient poleis as isolated entities; it does not allow us to
grasp the interaction and interdependence of ancient poleis within their
world-system. We have already seen how the Aristotelian definition of the
polis, as consisting of various parts (merê), points to such a different
conceptualisation. Equally, its a priori conception of the role of the city
in a pre-industrial setting obscures the actual patterns of relationship
between cities, hinterlands and wider networks in antiquity.
Finally no economy should be understood as a homogeneous entity:
every economy is constituted by a variety of processes on different time
scales;90 it is spatially and socially connected with other regions and
districts in concrete and contextual conjunctures; it is constituted by
various co-existing levels and spheres of economic, social, political and
mental activities.91 We have to construct our own, positive models of
ancient cities, ancient agriculture, manufacture and trade. Such an attempt
forms the next part of this study.
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I refer to Braudellian multiple durations of historical time. Speaking about cities and their
demography and size, we can distinguish between the time of the event (a war, a famine, a plague),
the time of the conjuncture (is the city in the phase of expansion or contraction? Is family size
growing, stable or declining?), and the time of the longue durée (nucleated or dispersed forms of
settlements). Can a model of the Athenian city work without taking all three time scales into
account?
In ancient cities, e.g., there is concurrent production for the household, for the local market and for
long-distance trade; production by the use of household labour, wage labour, dependent labour. In
the same way, there is concurrent exchange by reciprocity, redistribution and trade. Finally, there is
concurrent self-consumption, conspicuous private consumption and conspicuous public consumption. We have to understand in what ways all these various levels and spheres co-exist and interact,
and for whose benefit. See Davies 1998.

PART III

Beyond the polis: the polis as part
of a système-monde

Until now this work has pursued three goals. The first was to show how the
dominant approach to the study of Greek history emerged, how the polis
emerged as the key organising principle, what other alternative approaches
have been sidelined and how wider discursive issues fundamentally shaped
the course of scholarship on Greek history. Following this, I attempted to
look back at how ancient Greeks discoursed about their poleis, paying
particular attention to the various Aristotelian conceptualisations of the
polis, and arguing that their analytical value is still relevant for modern
historians. Finally, I have presented a critique of the current orthodoxy
on the study of Greek polis: an orthodoxy that views the Greek polis as
a unitary and solitary entity, to be juxtaposed to other similar entities.
I pursued this critique in two case studies: the opposition of Greek polis to
Oriental despotism; and the opposition of the Greek polis as consumer city
versus the medieval/early modern European producer city.
The question has probably long arrived at the reader’s mind: if the
criticism has been successful, what is there to substitute those approaches
criticised? How can we write Greek history from an alternative approach?
How can Greek history be integrated with the history of the Near East and
the wider Mediterranean? It is indeed legitimate to expect a positive
example of what such a history would look like. But the reader, who
expects to find in the following pages an alternative narrative of Greek
history, will be utterly disappointed. The reason is not intellectual laziness;
rather, there are some important limitations to any step forward.
The first is a limitation imposed by the absence of the necessary scholarly
work from the perspective espoused in the present study. This is not to
minimise the achievements of other scholars; it is only to argue that the
dominance of the Eurocentric perspective and the limited interest to
approaches and findings forged outside the discipline of ancient history
make certain questions and certain research agendas impossible to pursue.
Everybody of course has the right to pursue whichever questions seem
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relevant to him or her; but from the perspective outlined in this study,
there remains an enormous amount of work that has not been accomplished to date. Some gaps and limits have been already pointed out; more
will follow in the coming pages; until such work is accomplished, it is
impossible to attempt a consolidated alternative account. Moreover, if
previous approaches have been criticised for their methodological and
analytical procedures, what is now needed is an alternative analytical and
methodological framework. Before attempting to write an alternative
narrative of Greek history, we need analytical tools that will enable us to
do so. The last part of this work is devoted to the exploration of such an
alternative analytical workshop. If it succeeds in convincing the reader that
such an analytical framework has methodological and analytical consistency, it accords well with the evidence on ancient Greek history that we
have available, and provides new insights and new ways of looking at the
evidence, then its aims will have been accomplished. It remains for future
works to apply the method and tools in order to construct positive
historical narrative.
The task of creating such an analytical framework has been particularly
difficult and hazardous, but at the same time challenging. Many influences
behind the approach fostered here lie outside ancient history. In a sense, the
approach and its tools had to be constructed from a continuous dialogue
with various other disciplines: early modern and modern European history,
world-systems theory, post-colonialism and political theory. Talking about
a dialogue implies what will become clear later on: my attempt was not
merely to borrow or to adopt approaches that have developed outside the
field of ancient history. In fact, I have tried to modify these approaches for
the particular needs of the study of ancient history, and in a number of
cases I have come to criticise some approaches for failing to account for the
evidence of Greek history; in these cases, the study of Greek history can
even contribute towards a rethinking and adapting some central tenets of
these approaches.
In contrast to the approaches criticised in the previous chapters, my
attempt here is to show that the polis should be treated not as an independent entity, but as part of a system. What kind of system? Until now
I have been using the word ‘world-system’ to convey this meaning. But the
term has been charged with a number of meanings with which I would like
to dissociate my use of it. In this respect, the somewhat awkward term
‘système-monde’, borrowed from Fernand Braudel, will serve us better; a
système-monde does not encompass the whole world; instead it is a world in
itself, based on the interdependence and interaction between its various
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communities, groups and regions.1 The système-monde can be as small (e.g.
the Aegean), or as large (the Mediterranean), as our analytic focus requires;
it depends on the parameters under study, the time scale and a number of
other issues. My use of the système-monde conveys as much meaning as this;
the specific parameters must be spelled out for each particular system under
study. It is important therefore to dissociate from my concept of the
système-monde other attached notions, such as centre and periphery,
unequal exchange and, of course, capitalism. These concepts are relevant
for some systèmes-mondes; but they are not necessary accompaniments of
every système-monde;2 and I do not find them relevant in the systems under
study here. Therefore, the limited general parameters I am trying to set out
in the following chapters concern three issues: (a) that the polis is a part of a
larger system (b) that there exists a multiplicity of co-existing temporal and
spatial levels within that system and (c) that the poleis should be analysed
within the ‘environment’ created by the system and its multiple levels.
1
2

Braudel 1984: 21–70.
Janet Abu-Lughod has argued that the medieval world-system had no centre, no hegemonic power,
but consisted instead of a number of concentric cycles; Abu-Lughod 1989: 3–40. See also Stein
1999: 3–81.

CHAPTER

6

The polis as a unit of analysis: poleis
and koinôniai

It has been a commonplace that societies, states and cultures are the units of
analysis that historians have to use. I will restrict myself to the treatment of
the notion of society in this context. Since the nineteenth century, it has
been accepted wisdom that societies are distinct entities with their own
rules, laws and borders, and they are the units of analysis that historians use.
One could study the relations or interactions between different societies,
but one still studies relations and interactions between distinct and definable entities. Is this view justified? I believe not, and in fact it has had a very
pernicious influence on the study of Greek history. We hear about the
contrast between aristocracy and the polis; between polis and the ethnos;
between the citizen-hoplite and the mercenary; between Greece and the
East. These distinctions emanate from a static and internalist view of
society. I want then to pose two distinct yet interrelated questions: can
we speak of the polis as a kind of society? And is the polis an adequate
framework for the analysis of the social history of ancient Greek
communities?
What is ancient Greek society then? Let us accept for a moment the
usual view that a society is coterminous with the boundaries of a polity.
What is Athenian society? Is it the society of the Athenian polis? There are
reasons to doubt it. For, to start with, are the Phrygian and Lydian metics,
who fight as Athenian hoplites to the dismay of Xenophon, part of
Athenian society?1 Are the Athenian cleruchs of Skyros, Imbros, Lemnos,
Chersonese, Samos part of Athenian society?2 What about the Athenian
mercenaries in Asia Minor or Egypt?3 Maybe one could think that it is
possible to give a simple, affirmative or negative answer to these questions.
But in reality, Athenian society is dependent on a variety of communities,
networks and institutions that go beyond the Athenian polis. To put it in
1
3

Ways and Means, I I , 3; Adak 2003: 67–72.
Pritchett 1974: 59–116.

2

Gauthier 1973; Cargill 1995.
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the manner of Aristotle, would Athenian society be the same, if they did
not exist?4
(a) The metics were not a dispensable part of Athenian society.5 Their role
was very important in many respects. To give just one example, they
furnished some thousands of hoplites, a considerable contribution to
the Athenian army.6 The existence and continuous maintenance of a
sizeable metic population is predicated upon networks of human
mobility, networks of mobility of goods sufficient to provide the
means of maintenance for such a big population, and finally a port
that is able to command all these resources and networks.7
(b) Peisistratos managed to return to Athens by using the profits from his
dealings with the mines of the Pangaion;8 Thucydides had the right of
working the gold mines in Thrace and consequently strong relationships and influence with the aristocracy of the area;9 Alcibiades, after
his fall from Athenian favour, retreated to his teichê (forts) in the
Chersonese.10 These were possessions acquired through institutions
and maintained through social relations (you need workers to work the
mines, and a system of relations to control their labour and dispose the
product). Would Athenian society be the same if these possessions,
institutions and relations did not exist?
(c) Classical Athenian society would be unthinkable without a huge
number of slaves that were regularly imported. The importation of
slaves is predicated upon two factors: social relations in the export
communities that can maintain a steady supply of human beings
subordinated enough to become commodities; and a network sophisticated enough to guarantee the maintenance of the link between
importers and exporters. If the history of the American colonies is
impossible to understand without the history of the creation and
maintenance of the networks of supply and the ‘internal’ dynamics
of the African communities of supply,11 how are we to understand
Athenian society without these considerations? In the beginning of the
Republic, Socrates goes down to Piraeus to celebrate the introduction of
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For an account of Athenian society that goes beyond the usual citizen-centred approach,
see Cohen 2000.
5
6
Whitehead 1977.
Thucydides, I I , 13, 7; 3,000 metic hoplites in I I , 31, 2.
7
For mobility of goods and people, see Purcell 1990; Horden and Purcell 2000: 342–400.
8
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Herodotus, I , 61–4; Aristotle, Athênaiôn Politeia, 15; Lavelle 1992.
Thucydides, I V , 105.
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Xenophon, Hellenica, I , v, 17, I I , i, 25.
11
For such a perspective, see Wolf 1982: 195–231; Kelley 2002.
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the Thracian cult of Bendis; how does this introduction reflect on the
innumerable Thracian slaves in Athens?12
(d) The fleet was vital for the maintenance of the Athenian empire and
of the Athenian society. But the fleet depended among others on a
large number of rowers. It should by now be clear enough that a large
part of the rowers were not Athenian citizens, their slaves or metics,
but foreigners from various Aegean communities;13 otherwise, the
Lacedaimonian advice to Cyrus to offer a drachma as daily pay, in
order to recruit the Athenian sailors, would be incomprehensible.14 So,
the Athenian navy depended on the availability of a huge amount
of surplus labour from all over the Aegean communities; and this
availability was itself dependent upon a variety of social relations,
networks and institutions.15
People might raise the argument that this is an analysis that fits Athens
well, but Athens is obviously an atypical case, which can be hardly used to
generalise about Greek poleis. Indeed, but the argument is precisely that
from Athens to an inland community of Arcadia there is a whole spectrum
of possible interrelationships and interdependencies between communities, large and small, coastal and inland. But let me give another example
from the tiny polis of Arcesine in the Cycladic island of Amorgos. Arcesine
was one of the three poleis on Amorgos. Nevertheless, in the ‘Athenian
Tribute Lists’ the three poleis appear as a single entity (Amorgioi) paying
one talent of tribute to Athens.16 If this one talent is divided between the
three poleis, then all of them are part of the vast group of ‘small spenders’,
communities paying less than one talent as tribute. As Lucia Nixon and
Simon Price have shown, the assessments in the Tribute Lists are based not
on territory or population, but on the total amount of resources and wealth
available to the community.17
The three island poleis therefore do not seem to have any special kind of
resources, and their wealth should resemble that of the vast majority of
other Greek small poleis. Yet, we have a number of inscriptions from the
late fourth century, recording loans contracted by the polis of Arcesine
from a variety of lenders coming from other Cycladic islands.18 What is
12
15

16
18

Republic, 327a; see Parker 1996: 170–5. 13 Van Wees 1995. 14 Xenophon, Hellenica, I , v, 4.
To put it the other way round: would Aegean societies be the same in the absence of huge imperial
fleets in need of surplus labour? How would they maintain their populations and their social modi
vivendi? I think this is a very clear example where the existence of networks of mobility and means of
employing surplus labour influence social relations.
See Meiggs 1972: Appendix 14, Carian District. 17 Nixon and Price 1990.
On these inscriptions, see Gauthier 1980.
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notable in these inscriptions is that the loans are secured on the public and
private property (which is divided into real estate and ‘maritime’ wealth) of
both the citizens of Arcesine and the ‘oikountes en Arkesinêi’, i.e. the
metics of Arcesine. It is even more notable that the property of those metics
is important enough to be cited as surety in all the loans recorded, and in all
cases where there is mention of the sureties in each inscription. How could
a tiny polis of a small Aegean island with no particular resources or wealth
‘acquire’ such an important community of metics? Is this not a clear case
that the vast majority of the Aegean communities participated in networks
of relations, which render the notion of a distinct and bounded society
problematic?19
I argue then that a specific society (Athenian society), or even Greek
society as a whole, cannot be the one and only unit of analysis.20 Beyond
the individual polity lies a unit of analysis, which, to use Immanuel
Wallerstein’s words, is the world-system: ‘It is a world-system, not because
it encompasses the whole world, but because it is larger than any juridically
defined political unit’ (emphasis mine).21 Every society is an interdependent
part of this system, although obviously of varying grades of influence,
power or subordination within the system. Greek society as a distinct
entity with clear borders is a chimera. Societies are not something that is
given; they are not observable and distinct realities. Rather, society, to use a
Braudellian phrase, is ‘a set of sets’: ‘For the historian, who is bound so
closely to the concrete world, total society can only be a sum of living
realities, whether or not these are related to each other: to him it is not a
single container, but several containers – and their contents.’22 It is the
empirical and contextual interlinking and interdependence of varying
communities, polities, institutions and networks.
We will now look at the context of society and examine the polis as a
community of citizens and as a kind of society. Can the Greek polis be
thought as a form of society? Is it adequate to think of a Greek polis as a
community of citizens? Let us start with the polis as a kind of community.
Now, this is really a very helpful concept in thinking about the polis.23 But
it is necessary to qualify this concept in two ways.
First, in many cases the polis does not comprise only a community of
citizens; I am not referring here to slaves, ‘serfs’, women, metics and
19
20
21
22

See further Brun 1996: 163–82.
See the similar concerns of Pocock 1975b regarding the subject of British history.
Wallerstein 1974: 15. See also Wallerstein 1991: 229–72.
Braudel 1982: 458. 23 See e.g. Walter 1993.
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citizens with lesser rights, although mentioning them is very helpful in
avoiding the pitfall of creating a monolithic picture dominated by citizens.24 I am mainly referring to cases where the polity comprises both a
community of citizens, and dependent but free communities with various
statuses and in various relationships to the dominant community of
citizens. The Lacedaimonian polis was an indivisible unity of the community of Spartan citizens and the dependent communities of the perioikoi,
each with its own constitution and citizenship.25 One can cite similar
examples from Elis, Crete and Locris. We have a law of the
Hypocnemidian (East) Locrians, regulating their relationships with their
colonists to the Western Locrian polis of Naupaktos.26 From this document it is clear that the East Locrians form a koinon of communities with
their own laws and magistrates, which are explicitly called poleis.
Nevertheless, political decisions are taken in the name of and by the citizens
of the dominant polis of Opous.27 So, the state of Opous is not simply its
community of citizens, but a composite polity.
But it is neither simply a matter of juridical relations, nor a matter
concerning some backward areas of Greece. Let us consider the case of
relations between mêtropoleis and apoikiai. A. J. Graham wrote long ago a
very stimulating book about them. His healthy British empiricism enabled
him to avoid the pitfalls of the traditional German legalistic approach to
the question; instead of trying to define in any possible way the legal
relations and obligations between them, he was more interested in seeing
the repercussions of these relations in the real lives of ancient people.28
The result is very stimulating. Poleis like Thasos held a direct control
over the political, social and economic relations of their apoikiai, despite
the fact that the apoikiai were themselves poleis with distinct capacities and
obligations: as an example, Thasos legislated to prevent stasis in its apoikiai.29 Poleis like Corinth created apoikiai in crucial places for the maintenance of their wide links and even sent magistrates to some of these
apoikiai.30 Poleis like Miletus created a huge network of apoikiai in their
field of interest in the Black Sea, which allowed a plethora of potential
strategies for its own citizens: the decrees allowing equal political, economic and religious participation to Milesian citizens in the various
Milesian apoikiai show the importance of these practices.31 Finally, one
24
26
30
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See, with caution, the approach of Cohen 2000. 25 Shipley 1997; Hall 2000.
Meiggs and Lewis 1969: no. 20. 27 Nielsen 2000. 28 Graham 1983. 29 Graham 1983: 83–4.
Magistrates in Poteidaia: Thucydides, I , 56.2; Graham 1983: 135–7. See Fornis 1997.
Relations between Miletus and Olbia: Tod 1948: no 195; Graham 1983: 98–117.
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sees the great advantages of imperial control: Athenian apoikiai and cleruchies, long- and short-term Athenian settlements abroad.32 They proved
important enough to force the Athenians to withdraw from one war (the
King’s Peace in 387 B C E )33 and participate in another (the Lamian war in
322 B C E ).34 The widespread cases of island peraiai (island communities
possessing territories on the mainland) serves to remind us of the importance of these issues.35
In all these cases, the precise legal relations are not very important. What
is important is that we see the polis reaching outwards beyond its own
territory and having control beyond its own citizens. We should not indeed
belittle the importance of these relations due to the relative absence of
evidence. The discovery of a single inscription with the Athenian law
imposing a grain tax of 8.5 per cent on the three cleruchies of Lemnos,
Imbros and Skyros,36 a reality totally unexpected from the pre-existing
evidence, shows the importance of these relations for our poleis.
Second, the fact that the polis is a community of citizens does not mean
that it is actually governed by a community of citizens.37 According to the
Greek political philosophers a polis can be governed by a single person, a
few, or many, without any discrimination to its status as polis. One can
mention the innumerable cases where the internal and external power
struggles resulted in more or less permanent tyrannies, which have
misleadingly been divided between an original ‘age of tyrants’ and recurring later tyrannies. The coinages of the Sicilian tyrants are inscribed with
the name of the community of citizens, not with their own name or with
the name of a kingdom (as in the United Kingdom of GB and NI). The
Athenian treaty with Dionysius I of Syracuse in 367 BC E is characteristic:
the treaty is between the Athenians and Dionysius and his descendants.
Dionysius is described as ‘archon of Sicily’. Yet the oath is to be taken not
by Dionysius alone, but along with ‘the archons and the boule of the
Syracusans, and the strategoi and trierarchoi’.38 Although the oath is
between the Athenians and Dionysius, archon of Sicily, the various archons
and the council of Syracuse are made part to the oath.
32
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Cargill 1995.
The fear of losing the cleruchies of Lêmnos, Imbros and Skyros were already crucial in the peace
negotiations of 392 B C E and the Athenian capitulation in 387 was meant to preserve them, as in fact it
did; Xenophon, Hellenica, I V , viii, 15.
In order to save the cleruchy of Samos from being returned to the Samians; Diodorus, X V I I I , 8, 7.
Brunet 1997; Funke 1999. 36 Stroud 1998.
A characteristic attitude in Morris 1991: 27: ‘If the citizens became subjects, their community ceased
to be a polis.’
Tod 1948: no. 136.
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The distinction between the monarch and the polis is hard to make in
this context, because monarchy and even the existence of a macro-state,
encompassing the major part of Sicily, does not exclude the existence of
the community of citizens and its archons and governing bodies. Besides
the case of Cyrene and its well-known kingship,39 one can usefully turn
to the situation in Cyprus. Even if the references of Isocrates to the
Cypriote kingdoms as poleis are rejected as part of political propaganda,40
the famous bronze tablet of Idalion is illuminating: there, besides the king
one will find straightforward references to the polis, in the explicit sense of
civic community.41
To recapitulate; it is important not to miss the fact that many poleis were
much more than simply a community of citizens. Many hegemonic poleis
managed to incorporate within their boundaries a multiformity of free or
unfree communities of various statuses. No definition of the polis can use
as a criterion a feature that applies only to a minority; but on the other
hand it is important not to miss this reality under homogenising statements. This is highly significant, when we remember that polities with
multiple and hierarchic levels of participation are universally encountered
both in other places (like the Near East), and in other periods of Aegean
history (like the Mycenaean polities). Instead of creating stages of Greek
history, we could study in parallel these hierarchic polities and attempt to
trace processes of consolidation and fragmentation.
Moreover, we must recognise the fact that the organisation of power
within Greek communities is fluid and multiform; instead of creating stage
histories and treating the large number of examples to the contrary as
exceptions, we can concentrate on the mechanics and processes of power
consolidation and fission in various forms of political communities and in
their longue durée.42 Of course one could dismiss these features as exceptions.43 But we have to bear in mind not only that the number of exceptions
will be inconveniently high and that we are going to make exceptions of
many of the most important poleis; it is also that an ideal-type construction
like this makes it impossible to understand change and transformation, the
processes of power and territory consolidation/fragmentation.
We will now come to the concept of polis as a kind of society. Nothing
can be more unhelpful than this. To quote James Whitley’s words,
The polis is usually thought of as a unique and specific social form, which
presupposes an antecedent state of uniformity . . . If the concept of city-state is
39
41

Mitchell 2000. 40 Isokrates, Euagoras, 49–50, 52–7; Nikokles, 9, 19, 24, 31.
Demand 1996, 1997. 42 See e.g. Morris 1991. 43 See, characteristically, Runciman 1990: 348.
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to retain any validity at all, it should be seen as an institution. It was never a type of
society, the defining principle of Greek life and thought, whose most representative example was fifth-century Athens. Rather, it was a successful institution, with
very limited functions, which managed to accommodate itself to a very great range
of social formations. The term polis should delimit a range of institutional forms;
it is not to be identified with Greek society in any stage of its development.44

The ‘rise’, ‘acme’ or ‘decline’ of the polis is not the ‘rise’, ‘acme’ or ‘decline’
of a single type of society; rather, different communities or different
regions developed in different or divergent ways; the fact that the variety
of these communities were identified as poleis should not lead us to think
of them as sharing a common social form.
To give an illuminating example, W. G. Runciman45 has tried to demonstrate that what the various kinds of poleis shared was an evolutionary
dead-end: whether democracies or oligarchies, they were far too democratic to expand in any systematic, consolidated and long-term way; thus,
they were destined to be dominated by larger entities like territorial
states,46 whether kingdoms (Macedonia) or republics (Rome). They
could not transform internally; they had to be dominated in order to
change. It is fairly obvious that this view is related to the view of polis as
a form of society. Runciman’s statement is sophisticated, but can stand
only by ignoring a large number of contrary cases.
The Greek poleis of Sicily were incorporated into a territorial state under
the domination of the tyrants and kings of Syracuse.47 In Crete, the archaic
period with the legendary hundred poleis was followed by a process of
territorial consolidation, whereby in the Hellenistic period a few cities
came to dominate large parts of the island; Gortyn came to control the
whole central-south Crete, Knossos the central-north, Hierapytna the east,
etc.48 During the archaic and early classical periods, Sparta, Elis and Argos
were able to acquire or conquer in a more or less permanent way, and by
various methods, large territories, controlling between them more than
60 per cent of the Peloponnese.49 Greek poleis participating in regional
koina and ethnê (the Aetolian and Achaean poleis and phylai) managed to
transform their state organisation and incorporate by various means an
astonishing number of communities, creating trans-regional forms of
44
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Whitley 1991: 194. 45 Runciman 1990: 364–7.
For the territorial state, or, to adopt Hansen’s more appropriate term, the macro-state, see Hansen
2000a: 16.
Davies 1978: 187–97, 246 –9. 48 Chaniotis 1996: 27–8; Hansen and Nielsen 2004: 1144–95.
See Hansen and Nielsen 2004: 70–4 (size of territories), 489–504, 540–6 (Elis), 547–98 (Sparta),
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organisation.50 And if one is reminded of the Athenian involvement in the
Aegean, Sicily and Egypt, the creation of colonies and cleruchies and the
acquisition of landholdings in foreign lands by the Athenian elite, one is
left to wonder what would have happened if the Athenians had been
successful on one of their fronts. As J. K. Davies put it,
its failure (the Athenian expedition to Sicily) decided the war and thereby
determined that Greek history would not go the way of Italian history. There a
dominant power, Rome, commanded preponderant resources, and ultimately
merged its sovereignty in a larger scale entity. Greece was to continue to be
polycentric, competitive, spoiling, and subject to influence and pressure from
outside.51

So there was neither an evolutionary dead-end, nor a single response to
matters of internal and external relationships. We cannot use the polis as a
form of society in these general terms.
To summarise: the polis cannot be taken as the sole unit of analysis for
Greek history. Greek poleis were always, but in varying degrees and ways,
part of a wider world, which needs further analytical tools in order to be
conceptualised. At the same time, Greek poleis cannot be taken as simply a
form of society, or as a community of citizens. Greek poleis have formed
very different societies, including very variable elements; many of them
have included many more people than their community of citizens. What
is to be done?
50
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Poleis and space

After our discussion of whether the polis should be treated as the sole unit
of analysis for Greek history, it is time to attempt to define alternative units
of analysis and research tools. In this section we are going to look at the
spatial side of Greek poleis. Unfortunately, the location of Greek poleis
within space has been one of the most neglected sides of the study of Greek
history. The most characteristic index of this attitude is the habit of
depicting Greek poleis as simple dots on the map, without showing the
extent of their territories. I must be obviously mistaken, and yet the only
map I can locate that attempts to portray Greek communities as territorial
entities is in the publication of Müller’s Die Dorier in 1824. In the words of
Archibald, ‘the usual representation of historical communities as dots in a
white void reinforces the static impression of isolated, nucleated oases’.1
Another very common problem with the use of maps in the study of
Greek history is the misleading depiction of poleis territories. The case of
Athens is characteristic: all maps in general works of Greek history, and
most even in specialised studies, depict only Attica as the territory of the
Athenian polis. I know no map of the territory of the polis of the Athenians
which attempts to depict the overseas settlements of the Athenian polis
(cleruchies and other dependent communities). In fact, one has to go all
the way back to Kahrstedt’s book of 1934, titled Staatsgebiet und
Staatsangehörige in Athen,2 to find a spatially aware analysis of Athens,
which puts together the citizens, the metics, the cleruchs and the perioikic
communities (Oropos, Eleutherai). Generations of readers and scholars get
accustomed to the idea that you can simply ignore these communities,
when thinking and writing about Athens. Of course, it is not simply the
case that the cleruchies are not depicted, because they were temporary
acquisitions; some of them were indeed (Eretria, Samos), although the
Athenians went into war with the Macedonians for them, a war that
1

Archibald 2002: 49.

2

Kahrstedt 1934.
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abolished Athenian democracy for many years. But many, and some of the
most important ones (Lemnos, Imbros, Skyros), were part of the Athenian
polis for the whole of the classical period, even down to Roman times.3
Could one ignore Venetian overseas settlements in maps of Venetian
history? I doubt it.
In the following pages, I attempt to look at the spatial aspect of Greek
poleis from three viewpoints in descending order: the first is the larger
spatial unit, what until now I have called ‘the world-system’; the second is
an intermediate level that we can call ‘region’; and the third is the spatial
configuration of each Greek polis, in regard to both its spatial arrangement
within its own boundaries, and its arrangement with the two larger levels
that we have defined. A final point I want to make is that these levels of
analysis should not be reified; they should be viewed as dynamic arrangements and configurations, and not as new analytical entities substituting
the polis-entity.
POLEIS AND TERRITORIES

Varieties of poleis territories: a classification
Starting from the third level, it is of course well known that each polis (e.g.
the polis of the Corinthians) comprised a political centre (Corinth) and a
territory (Corinthia). In this respect it would be wrong to argue that the
spatial aspect of the polis has been neglected. The problem rather lies in the
understanding of this relationship. In reality, this relationship shows
enormous variations.4 In the following lines I attempt to classify three
basic different forms of relationship between a polis and the exploitation of
its territory and resources.
There were poleis that depended on the exploitation of their territory for
their own subsistence and reproduction; in this case we are dealing with
agricultural communities mainly involved in cerealiculture, and secondarily
in the production of those other agricultural staples (oil, wine, fruits) and
animal products that were necessary for their own needs.5 Of course, they
would still have to import a number of commodities not locally available
(metals, salt, slaves), but their economic and social arrangements were geared
primarily towards self-production and self-consumption. A large number of
mainland and inland Greek poleis belonged to this category.
3
4

Their study is now much easier thanks to Cargill 1995.
See Gehrke 1986: 96–176; Osborne 1987: 113–36. 5 See Gehrke 1986: 97–116, 150–63.
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The second category comprised poleis that depended again on the
exploitation of their territory for their subsistence and reproduction; but
the crucial difference with the first category was that the exploitation of
their resources was geared to a large extent towards staple commodities that
were meant for exchange (wine, oil, fish, wood, metals) and not simply for
self-consumption.6 This is not of course to say that their economies were
monocultures, devoted to the cultivation of a single crop, as the West
Indies sugar economies, or modern African monoculture economies.7 Such
monoculture economies were, and still are, usually the result of outside
imperial imposition; this was rarely the case with ancient Greek poleis.8
The poleis of this category would of course devote a substantial area of their
land to cereals and other crops, which would be locally consumed; but their
commercial crops had extremely important effects on their settlement
patterns, communications,9 network systems, credit and commercial
arrangements10 and social institutions and practices.11
The case of Sicilian Acragas is characteristic: although literary sources
tell us that the cultivation of cereals played an important role in its
economy,12 here is Diodorus’ account of its state in the late fifth century:
At this time, so it happened, that the polis and the chôra of the Acragantines
enjoyed great prosperity . . . Their vineyards excelled in their great extent and
beauty and the greater part of their territory was planted in olive trees from which
they gathered an abundant harvest and sold to Carthage; for since Libya at that
time was not yet planted in fruit trees, the inhabitants of the territory belonging to
Acragas took in exchange for their products the wealth of Libya and accumulated
fortunes of unbelievable size . . . and Polycleitus in his Histories describes the wine
cellar in the house [of an Acragantine] as still existing . . . there were in it, he states,
three hundred great pithoi hewn out of the very rock, each of them with a capacity
of one thousand amphoras, and beside them was a wine-vat, plastered with stucco
and with a capacity of one thousand amphoras.13

As one can surmise, concentration on the exploitation of resources for
exchange14 had as a corollary a greater or lesser reliance, depending on the
6

The point is old: see Morel 1983: 558; but it has not yet managed to reach the Anglo-Saxon literature
on Greek history. The influence of Finleyism is surely responsible. See the reorienting comments of
Osborne 1996a; also Gehrke 1986: 116–49.
7
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See Wolf 1982: 310–53.
But see Horden and Purcell 2000: 284–7.
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Bonias et al. 1990 on Thasos. 10 Etienne 1985.
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In the case of Thasos, e.g., one can see how the leading families of this cité commer çante invested in
the cultivation of vines and the construction of rural kilns for the emballage and exchange of wine; see
Garlan 1999b.
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References in Nenci 1993. 13 Diodorus, X I I I , 81, 4–83, 3.
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Exploitation of mines should be included here; for the effects of the Laurion mines on the landscape
use of South Attica and Athens in general, see Osborne 1985: 93–126, 1991b; Rihll 2001.
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case, on the constant importation of cereals for the subsistence of these
poleis. In contrast to primitivist expectations of autarky, there exists
evidence enough that many Aegean communities were importing cereals
on a regular basis;15 thus, through interdependence for vital necessities,
relations between different poleis were further accentuated.
Furthermore, the construction of pottery kilns in the countryside, in
order to facilitate the collection and exchange of the commercial staples, is
a characteristic feature of these exchange mechanisms. The best-analysed
example is that of Thasos;16 but pottery kilns in the countryside, particularly near the seashore, have also been found in Peparethos,17 Cnidos,18
Paros and Naxos,19 and Samothrace;20 they are all communities whose
trademark amphoras are found widely distributed over all the
Mediterranean and the Black Sea.
The example of Cnidos is particularly interesting. A variety of coastal
pottery kilns have been found; but most impressive is the large complex of
amphora workshops in the inland location of Resadiye; this shows that
simplistic dichotomies between agriculture and manufacture and between
city and countryside do not apply usefully to the patterns of Greek
history.21 We have already commented on this, but let us repeat once
more: there is no inherent reason for which manufactural production
should be restricted to the city, to the exclusion of the countryside. If
anything, European proto-industrialisation in the countryside shows why
we should avoid such crude simplifications.22
Finally, it is characteristic of these poleis with commercial exploitation
of their territory that there is a very lively market in land and other forms of
real property;23 to an important extent, land is treated as a means of
extracting surplus and not simply subsistence.
An important group in between these two categories are those poleis
which, though devoted to cereal cultivation to a great extent, were able to
export regularly large quantities of cereals; thus, although these poleis
might cover their subsistence needs by their own means, their regular
large exportable surpluses put them on a different level with the selfcentred poleis of the first category, and much closer to the outward-looking
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See Bresson 2000a. 16 Picon and Garlan 1986.
Doulgéri-Intzessiloglou and Garlan 1990. On the wine of Peparethos and its exportation, see
Demosthenes, X X X V , 35.
Empereur et al. 1999. 19 Empereur and Picon 1986. 20 Karadima-Matsa 1994.
See Garlan 1999b. 22 Kriedte et al. 1981. 23 See the case of the Cyclades: Etienne 1985.
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poleis of the second one.24 These poleis were mainly situated in the wider
Greek world (e.g. Sicilian poleis,25 Olbia,26 Cyrene27).
Lastly, a third category comprises those communities that based their
subsistence and reproduction not primarily on the exploitation of their
territory, but to a great extent on redistribution, service and position:
redistribution in the sense that they were involved in the movement and
exchange of commodities mainly produced by others;28 service in the sense
that their members earned their living by working for others, as sailors,29
mercenaries30 or craftsmen; position in the sense that these communities
exploited their exalted place within material31 and cultural32 geographies.
One could of course add poleis that depended on manufacture, but it is
very difficult to find such communities, before the late Hellenistic and
Roman period.33
My purpose in constructing the above classification is not to present
another ideal-type classification of poleis. Instead, it is a classification of
relationships between poleis and their territories. It is obvious that for
some poleis, at some periods or even in their whole history, a specific form
of exploitation of the territory and its resources was dominant, if not the
only one existing. But most of the time, and for most of the poleis, there
was a variety of overlapping relationships, whether a single one was clearly
dominant or not. Therefore, the aim is to use this classification in order to
study the changing forms of relationships between poleis and their territories, and not to reduce the poleis as static personifications of the ideal
types. Let me give an example: the Arcadian polis of Mantineia was an
inland community, which seems to belong among those poleis that
depended on the exploitation of their territory for their own use.34 And
yet, we know that many of its citizens made a living by fighting abroad as
mercenaries;35 it is not then simply a self-focused community that we are
dealing with. What I want to stress is the relativity and inherent mutability
of such relationships, which can only be studied for specific communities,
at specific conjunctures and in specific contexts.
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It must be quite clear from the above exposition that space plays a
fundamental role in the history of Greek poleis. This can be qualified in a
number of senses. To a great extent, the difference between the two first
categories of poleis is geographical: the poleis of the first category would be
usually found in inland areas of the Peloponnese, Boiotia and the rest of
mainland Greece (Sparta, Phleious, Tegea, Thebes); while coastal and island
communities figured prominently among the second category. All the big
producers of transport amphorae, the clearest indication of the exchange
orientation of the second category, were island (Rhodes, Thasos, Cos, Chios)
or coastal communities (Cnidos, Sinope, Heracleia Pontica, Mende).
But it is not simply a difference between inland and coastal communities.
A note of Polybius is very revealing in this respect. He is describing the Illyrian
expeditions to plunder Elis and Messenia, and he comments: ‘The Illyrians
were all the time ravaging these areas; because of the length of the coasts, and
of the fact that the cities who rule these areas are located inland (mesogeious
einai tas dynasteuousas poleis), the help to these people against the Illyrians
came from afar and slowly.’36 Elis and Messenia were two areas that belonged
firmly in the first category of poleis, exploiting their territory for their own
use; and despite the fact that they possessed long coasts, it was the way they
exploited their territory which determined the location of the cities and their
relationship with the sea. Topography on its own determined nothing.
Furthermore, the communities that depended on redistribution, service
or position are even more revealing of the inadequacy of a purely topographical approach. Making a living out of redistribution, service or position
does not depend on any simple geographical determinism (there is no purely
geographical reason for which Aegina should have been a commercial polis;
though there are of course purely geographical reasons for which
Orchomenos in Arcadia could not have been); it depends on exploiting
advantageous conjunctures; on the nature of interactions and of the wider
system; and on the nature of the actors themselves. There is no intrinsic
reason why islands should be wealthy nodes of communication and agricultural export; they could equally be impoverished and isolated places of
exile.37 Equally, there is no intrinsic reason for which inland or mountainous
communities should be geared towards self-production and -consumption.38
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It is not simply topography, but the historical configuration of spatial
relationships that play a determining role in human history: ‘connectivity is
not a matter of physical geography, but of the patterns of human mobility’.39 It is important then to draw attention to two different aspects of the
spatial configuration of the poleis. The first is the location of poleis within
networks of power, culture or redistribution of goods and people. The
second is the effects of networks on spatial arrangements and the exploitation of territory.
Poleis and networks
Very revealing is the case of the six poleis of Lesbos, analysed by Alain
Bresson.40 He shows that the two most powerful poleis, Methymna and
Mytilene, did not possess larger territories, or more fertile lands, than the
rest of the island’s poleis; rather, their dynamism depended on their
position on the part of the island facing the Asia Minor coast, and their
ability to exploit the Eastern Mediterranean traffic that passed between the
eastern coast of Lesbos and Asia Minor, towards the Straits to the north,
and towards Rhodes and Egypt to the south.
Another example is Corcyra. We know that the production of wine and
other staples was a very important activity for the island; the beginnings of
the notorious civil war were due to the punishment of the leaders of the
oligarchs with a huge fine for cutting stakes for their vines in the sacred
grounds of Zeus.41 But Corcyra was not simply a community of agricultural producers. According to Thucydides, ‘Indeed it was only shortly
before the Persian war and the death of Darius the successor of
Cambyses, that the Sicilian tyrants and the Corcyraeans acquired any
large number of galleys. For after these there were no navies of any account
in Hellas till the expedition of Xerxes.’42 Thucydides says that at the
outbreak of the Peloponnesian war, Corcyra had a fleet of 110–20 triremes,43 which was manned to an important extent with slaves.44 Since
we do not have any evidence that the Corcyraeans used their fleet in order
to conquer territory, or to exact tribute (i.e. what the Athenians did), then
the obvious question is what was the reason for maintaining such a large
fleet. It looks probable that the purpose was to guard the Adriatic Sea
traffique from piracy.45 We see here how the placing of this community
within a network changes its internal arrangements – in this case the
39
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creation of a large fleet, with all the huge logistical, social, economic and
political issues which the creation of a Greek fleet raised.46
The North Aegean island of Peparethos (modern Skopelos), offers a
further example. It is telling that in the fifth century this island polis paid
an annual tribute of three talents to the Delian League; this puts it among
the small list of the ‘big spenders’.47 What is even more interesting is the
fact that the tribute of Peparethos was eighteen times larger than that of the
neighbouring island of Ikos (1,000 drachmas) and twelve times more than
that of Alonesos (1,500 drachmas);48 these differences cannot be explained
simply by larger agricultural territory or enhanced fertility. It looks probable that it is Peparethos’ wine production for long-distance trade that
makes the difference. Peparethos had a strategic position among the
maritime routes that led to the Black Sea; for traders sailing there, buying
en route the wine of Peparethos to exchange for the grain of the Black Sea,
was a favourable option, as the passage from Demosthenes already quoted
demonstrates.49 The construction of amphora kilns in the coastal countryside of Peparethos, in order to take advantage of this trade, is now securely
attested.50
Poleis, networks and spatial arrangements
This attempt to exploit the routes of long-distance exchange has important
repercussions for the spatial arrangement of the polis. The Cyclades offer
some very characteristic examples.51 In the fourth century, we see a movement of the centres of some island poleis from the interior towards the
coast. Tenos actually constructed a whole new city centre on the coast in
the middle of the fourth century;52 Cythnos, where the old centre is not so
far away from the coast to require the movement of the whole settlement to
the sea, constructed Athenian-style ‘long walls’ to connect the new fortified
port with the old centre.53 The move to the coast is even more impressive if
one considers the resurgence of piracy in the fourth-century Aegean.54
In contrast to later periods of Cycladic history, in antiquity the centres of
the Aegean islands were largely located on the coast; and it is only those
little and poor islands, such as Pholegandros and Sikinos, whose life
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depended on the exploitation of their own territory for their own use,
where we find the ancient polis centres located inland.55 A similar example
is that of Cnidos, another coastal polis famous for its wine production and
exchange; the archaic centre of the polis was located in the interior of the
Cnidian peninsula, an excellent location for the exploitation of the agricultural land; but in the late fifth to early fourth centuries, a new centre was
constructed on the tip of the peninsula, where there was no agricultural
potential: the clear aim was to capture the maritime traffic between the
Straits and Egypt.56
The relationship of various poleis to these exchange networks is of clear
importance. But there exist other networks, apart from those of exchange;
and the repercussions of the insertion of the poleis into these networks are
not simply in terms of settlement patterns. There are profound political
and social implications; the most significant example is the case of the
insertion of large, inland, mainly agricultural polities into high politics and
the networks of redistribution and mobilisation. Athens and Rome are two
characteristic examples of communities with inland centres and no important ports which opted, or were forced, to build large and important
avant-ports (Piraeus, Ostia) in the period of their history when they
entered high politics and redistributive networks.57 High politics in antiquity was to an important extent dependent on naval power;58 and naval
power depended not only on the construction of port facilities, but also on
networks of mobilisation for the manpower that would build and man the
fleet,59 and on networks of redistribution that would provide the necessary
materials for the construction of the fleet,60 and the cereals for the maintenance of the excessive workforce that the navy brought into existence.61
To restrict ourselves to Athens, it is impossible to stress enough that,
before the fifth century, the Athenians had no important port and their
centre was located inland. The contrast with the early development of the
port of Oropos, which was not originally part of the Athenian polis,
although at times dominated by it, is telling.62 The creation of the port
of Piraeus was a decisive step in the history of the polis; but what has
attracted little attention is the fact that the Athenians refused to move their
centre to the sea, as the other poleis we have already discussed did
(a decision that would have been feasible in the aftermath of the Persian
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destruction).63 So, Athenian history was characterised by a polarity between
an inland centre and an avant-port.64 This was not the case with many of the
poleis with an exchange-oriented territory (think of Thasos, Corcyra, Chios,
where port and polis-centre coincide) and most of the poleis based on
redistribution, service or location (Aegina, Byzantium, Rhodes).65
It is wrong therefore to take Athens as the typical case of the commercial
city, and then be surprised, for example by the low status of traders, and the
reluctance of the Athenians to enter personally into commerce. Athens was
not a commercial polis from origin: it managed to attract and contain the
networks and relationships which were already established by other poleis
and their people. It is to these poleis, as described above, that we should
turn our attention if we want to study the importance of exchange in social
and political structure.
Settlement, territory and exploitation
The study of the territory of Greek poleis proves then to be of great
importance; there have been very significant advances in the study of the
territories of Greek colonies, in both the Black Sea and Magna
Graecia–Sicily,66 and the last two decades have seen the beginning of the
study of the territories of the Greek poleis of the Aegean and the mainland.67 There are two very important issues that scholarly research has not
fully addressed yet. The one concerns scale: the exploitation and settlement
of the territory of a polis will obviously depend on the scale of this
territory. This is not simply a question of a simplistic dichotomy, whereas
a small polis territory could be exploited from the single nucleated settlement of the polis, while a large territory would necessitate the existence of
villages or isolated farmsteads. The important issue concerns the relationships between these various forms of settlements and between various forms
of exploitation.
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We know of a variety of ways of exploiting the territory from the
experience of the poleis of the colonial world. In the case of the cities of
East Crimea (Bosporus) we see two opposing ways at work: Pantikapaion,
on the European side of the Bosporus, seems to have taken control of the
inland territory through the creation of secondary large settlements
(dependent or autonomous poleis and villages) and without building
scattered farmsteads in the hinterland;68 on the other hand, the poleis on
the Asiatic part of the Bosporus seem to have resorted to the creation of
rural farmsteads, a large number of which were constructed already in the
archaic period.69 Graham Shipley has noted a similar disparity between the
island poleis of Samos and Chios.70 In Samos there is a very prominent
polis centre, but there is an almost complete lack of any kind of material
evidence from the western part of the island; there is only one large
sanctuary (the Heraion) and no rural and peripheral ones; in Chios, on
the other hand, there is a large number of peripheral settlements and
important rural sanctuaries to go along with the polis centre.71
The other important issue is the relationship between the settlement
patterns and the kind of exploitation of its territory that a polis employs.
Robin Osborne has argued that the isolated farmsteads with towers, which
are predominant in South Attica,72 are the result of the subsistence needs
created by the exploitation of the nearby mines with their huge concentrated workforce; he argues though that in the rest of Attica the dominant
pattern of settlement was nucleated settlements (demoi villages).73 We have
here a clear case where a specific pattern of exploitation leads to a specific
pattern of settlement in a specific conjuncture. But the question has not
been asked in these more general terms yet about the totality of Greek
poleis and their territories.
POLEIS AND REGIONS

This is probably the least studied aspect of Greek history. Unfortunately,
the absence of work in this field poses clear limits to the remarks that
follow. The region is a geographical area that shows certain common traits,
common patterns and forms of interaction between the various communities, territories and groups that comprise it. A region might share a
68
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common perception of identity, but this is not a necessary characteristic:
the communities of Ionia shared a large number of cultural practices and
institutions;74 but the communities and polities of the North Aegean did
not share any common identity, although they did form a distinct region.
Moreover, a region might be politically unified in some periods, but again
this is not necessary: Thessaly had a form of political unity that varied in its
intensity from period to period,75 Arcadia was united politically only for a very
short period in the fourth century76 and the Cyclades were never politically
unified, except by being under the same suzerain from time to time.77
The use of the individual polity (usually the polis) as the only analytical
category for the study of Greek history has resulted in the fact that ancient
historians have not constructed analytical tools to study patterns, processes
and forms of interaction that involve a number of polities concurrently.
The few, marginalised studies that exist almost always concern regions that
had a political or/and cultural unity; even then, most of the studies that
exist are usually devoted either to topography and a traditionalist histoire
évènementielle,78 or to cults and institutions.79 The region as a geographical
category is largely absent.80 It is characteristic that although the North
Aegean was one of the most crucial regions for Greek history,81 there is still
no study of the communities of the region as a unity, clearly because it did
not have the political or cultural unity that would render it a traditional
subject. There are separate studies for Chalcidike, Thrace, coastal Macedonia
and the islands of Thasos and Samothrace, but no study of the region as a
whole; and most of these studies have the limitations that we have noted.
The exception to the above negative comments is indeed to be found in
archaeology. The study of material culture has long made necessary the use
of alternative units of analysis, apart from the polis; it was clear that the
production of many artefacts and buildings showed similar features over
wider areas.82 Eastern Greek pottery is a good example; it describes the
products of a wider area with sufficient similarities in production and
distribution to be classed together.83 We can also document the opposite
phenomenon; Mendaian wine, titled so from the city of Mende in
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Chalkidike, has been found to be a brand name for the wines of the wider
Chalkidike region and not simply for Mende.84
Other archaeologists have more recently extended the notion of archaeological regions to include other issues apart from production; they have
noted the existence of regional practices in the use and consumption of
material culture, in the fields of houses, burials and temple construction.
Ian Morris in a number of studies has pointed to the formation and
maintenance of regional groupings in the Aegean and the mainland from
the Dark Ages to the archaic period.85 Having defined four groups (Central
Greece and the Aegean, Western Greece, Northern Greece, Crete), he has
argued that social, economic and political processes are articulated with
varying or contrasting ways in each region; that changes occur in each
region at a different pace, in differing directions and with differing results;
and that the novel middling communities of the archaic period are particularly present and strong in his Central and Aegean region.
What still remains a desideratum, though, is a study of the creation,
maintenance, breaking up and reinvention of these regional practices.86
What is it that makes a region that is not politically or ethnically unified,
like the Western Peloponnese, follow similar practices in burials and
temple construction?87 What forms of links and what kind of linking
actors does it take for such regional practices to evolve? What forms of
communication and what intensity of communication?88 How do these
regional systems break up? What creates regional convergence in certain
issues and divergence in others? And let me repeat my usual complaint; we
need such studies to be extended to the classical period and beyond.
P O L E I S A N D T H E S Y S T È M E - M O N D E

It is now time to analyse the last level of our spatial analysis. It is important
to clear up some important misconceptions which are often associated with
this notion.89 The first is that a système-monde implies by necessity a
distinction between a dominant core and an exploited periphery (and
semi-periphery). Therefore, if it is impossible to find a clear distinction
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between a centre and an exploited periphery, then there existed no systèmemonde. A dominant centre and an exploited periphery is only one possible
form of a système-monde. The modern système-monde is undoubtedly structured in a centre-periphery form, but this does not mean that every systèmemonde in the past had the same characteristics, or that there were no
systèmes-mondes before the emergence of the modern one. One can envisage
a variety of different forms: Janet Abu-Lughod has convincingly argued
that the medieval système-monde of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
C E had a form of concentric circles, instead of a single centre and periphery.90 ‘In fact, we can accept Wallerstein’s minimum definition that
[a system] is a world-system, not because it encompasses the whole world,
but because it is larger than any juridically defined political unit.’91 If so,
the crucial issue is that a single community or polity (a Greek polis) cannot
be a self-sufficient unit of analysis.92 By using the term système-monde, I am
trying to portray and analyse a larger frame of historical reference. I will
argue that there are various forms of interactions and processes that one
could call systèmes-mondes; they range from low- to high-intensity systems;
and from anarchic to centrally organised. There need then be two primary
qualifications: a système-monde does not necessarily encompass the whole
world; there can be several co-existing world-systems; and the extent of
each of them can change from period to period and so can only be
historically reconstructed. And a système-monde is a system, but not necessarily a highly structured and coherent one; again, its intensity can be
described only in concrete historical analysis, and not in a priori theory. So,
a système-monde can indeed be a (highly structured) system of the (whole)
world, as it is nowadays; but it can also take historically contingent forms
varying in extent, structure and intensity. In the following pages, I am
trying to delineate three general aspects of such systèmes-mondes.
World environment: bordering space, bordering communities
The first aspect is that all communities and polities occupy a space and
border on other communities and polities. We cannot abstract the nature
of the space they occupy and the nature of the communities and polities
they border on from an analysis of the historical development of the
communities under study.93

90
93

Abu-Lughod 1989.
See Abulafia 2005.

91

Wallerstein 1974: 15.

92

Wallerstein 1991: 229–72.

170

Unthinking the Greek Polis

The nature of space
The Etruscan civilisation of city-states is in many ways comparable with the
Greek system of poleis;94 but the Greek system was centred around the
Aegean archipelago of islands, while the Etruscan system lacked island
communities. Also, in most of the cases the main centres of Etruscan
polities were situated in the interior, while many of them constructed
avant-ports to facilitate their maritime connections; this was very different
from the situation of many Greek poleis, as we saw. In what specific ways
was the history of the Etruscan city-states different from that of Greek
poleis because of the different geographical environment? What specific
results and developments can we attribute to this? The same questions
could be asked for Greek history; we should not take its coastal nature as
given and unproblematic, in particular when one thinks of the later rise of
some inland powers (Macedonia), and the apparent inability of other
inland powers (e.g. Epirus) to dominate Greek history. These questions
are usually not asked, though it seems that a comparative study from such a
perspective would yield highly stimulating results.
The nature of bordering communities
Greek history would have been very different if many Greek communities
had not bordered on a large and powerful empire such as the Persian one.
And different communities developed in very different ways, because of the
nature of communities on which they bordered. Can one explain the
different historical development of the communities of Western Greece
by this fact? One should not speak about slow-motion ethnê and dynamic
poleis, unless one pays attention to the larger spatial setting of these
communities.
Greek communities then occupied a specific space and bordered on
specific communities; they were part of a historically specific larger system,
which cannot be abstracted from a study of their history.95 Marshall Sahlins
has developed the concept of complementary schismogenesis to account for
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the different, yet closely related, developments of Athens and Sparta.96
Contrary to scholarly accounts which explain changes and developments in
both societies as purely the result of internal causes, he argues that many of
the Spartan distinguishing features (as e.g. Spartan xenêlasia, the severe
oppression of the helots, the decision to forgo naval power in the aftermath
of the Persian wars) can be explained as a result of a schismogenic opposition with their adversaries, primarily Athens, but also Argos and Arcadia.
Thus, the concept of complementary schismogenesis can help us to understand the development of Greek poleis in relation to their external
environment.
A first, elementary perception of a système-monde, then, simply pays
attention to the nature of space within larger spatial unities and to the nature
of the neighbouring communities. The nature of these relations, whether
sporadic or highly intensified, has a formative effect on the development of a
community, a polity, a culture. One could possibly speak of a world environment in the case of the looser and less intense relations; and of a systèmemonde in the case of the more constant and intensified relations.
World processes: processes beyond control
But we need intensified interactions and exchanges in order to speak of a
système-monde of a more elevated level. In this second sense, which exists
side by side with the first one, a système-monde exists because there appear
processes, exchanges and interactions that link many groups, communities
and polities; and these processes, exchanges and interactions, moving
people, goods and ideas, range beyond the boundaries of a single group,
community or polity. There is also a further elaboration of these issues in
the next chapter, dealing with poleis and polities.97
We can roughly distinguish between three different world processes:
processes moving people; processes moving goods and processes moving
ideas/technologies.98 We barely need to add that the three processes are not
necessarily to be distinguished; it can often be the case that the same agents
might move people, goods and ideas/technologies at the same time.
Alternatively, as Horden and Purcell note,
in very many cases the connectivity is generated by ‘mobilities’, the primary cause
of which is not redistribution. In these instances the patterns of redistribution, the
opportunities for the special intensification of production offered by connectivity,
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will be shaped neither by supply, nor by demand, but by the accidents of channels
of human mobility.99

While the migration of merchants from Heracleia Pontica to Athens was
the result of processes of moving goods or ideas,100 the migration of Ionian
craftsmen on the eve of the Persian conquest discussed below was caused to
an important extent by the political upheavals of the Persian conquest and
the Ionian Revolt;101 but of course the Ionian migration had important
effects on the processes of moving goods and ideas/technologies. Therefore,
the relationship between the three processes cannot be established a priori,
and needs to be contextually studied.
Movements of goods
The movement of goods in long-distance exchanges is well attested for
antiquity. One of the most illuminating images is Polybius’ description of
the Black Sea:
The Pontus therefore being rich in what the rest of the world requires for the
support of life, the Byzantines are absolute masters of all such things. For those
commodities which are the first necessaries of existence, cattle and slaves, are
confessedly supplied by the districts round the Pontus in greater profusion, and of
better quality, than by any others: and for luxuries, they supply us with honey,
wax, and salt-fish in great abundance; while they take our superfluous stock of
olive oil and every kind of wine. In the matter of corn there is a mutual
interchange, supplying or taking it, as it happens to be convenient.102

We see here two important issues. The one is interdependence: the Aegean is
dependent on the importation of cattle and slaves from the Black Sea; while
the Black Sea is dependent on the importation of wine and oil from the
Aegean. The archaeological record gives abundant evidence to verify this
picture: the huge amount of amphoras from various Aegean communities
found in the Black Sea region testifies to the intensity of these links.103 The
second issue is the distinction between luxuries and necessities. This distinction is important, but needs to be contextualised. The distinction
between what constitutes a luxury and what a necessity cannot be established
a priori. There are few goods that belong certainly to the one category or the
other; for the vast majority, there is a spectrum of positions that they can
99
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occupy. Given sufficient demand, a luxury can become a necessity;104 the
modern history of sugar is a good example in this respect.105 But it is also the
cultural patterns of consumption which determine what kinds of goods are
deemed necessary for a certain mode of life.106
A history of the mobility of goods in the Mediterranean système-monde
would have to address a number of interrelated issues. The first one is the
relationship between production, demand and consumption, which we
underlined above. The second is the degree of interdependence. Robin
Osborne has argued that already in the archaic period the distribution of
different products of different Athenian pottery workshops over the
Mediterranean shows marked and consistent patterns, which can be
explained as production targeting specific markets; in this respect he thinks
it is possible to speak of a conglomeration of interdependent markets.107
The question is to what extent this model can be extended to other goods.
It is certainly the case that many goods circulated primarily within local
networks and their production and prices reflect local needs.108 We need
models that will take into account the various levels of mobility, how
different levels will shape the circulation of goods and in which circumstances and conjunctures certain goods would move from one level to
another.109 To give an example, grain could be produced for local consumption, but in certain circumstances it could move to a regional or even
international level; alternatively, grain could be produced directly for
regional or international networks of exchange.110 Production is not tantamount to capacity to produce: when a scholar asks ‘Chian wine was once
the island’s main source of wealth and reputation. Why is it then that now
Chian wine is not so famous?’,111 he points to the constant changes in the
production and movement of goods that come a long way towards undermining the model of static pre-modern agriculture that until recently was
the scholarly orthodoxy.112 The relationship with consumption patterns
and network connections is equally important in this respect.
This introduces the issue of long-term changes in the mobility of goods.
Unfortunately, from the time Rostovtzeff wrote his magnificent chapter on
the economic development of the Mediterranean world in the fourth
century,113 there have been few attempts to trace the developments in the
104

See the insightful comments of Vallet and Villard 1963: 263–5. 105 Mintz 1985.
Foxhall 1998. 107 Osborne 1996c.
108
See Reger 1994 on goods and prices in Hellenistic Delos.
109
Davies 1998. See the fundamental insights of Braudel 1982. 110 Bresson 2000a.
111
Sarikakis 1986: 127. 112 See Vlassopoulos n.d.; Sutton 2000: 41–70.
113
Rostovtzeff 1941: 74–125.
106

174

Unthinking the Greek Polis

movement of goods. Partly, this is the result of the influence of Finleyism; an
approach that denied economic development in antiquity, describing a static
ancient economy for more than a thousand years.114 Yet, there is clear
evidence of changes in the movement of commodities. To give one example,
the development of the wine production of South Italy and Sicily in the late
classical and Hellenistic period created a reorientation of patterns of exchange;
the importation of wines from the Aegean took a very different form.115
Finally, of utmost importance are the networks through which goods
circulate. Diaspora trade is a good example: it is often the case in world
history that trade between two communities is conducted by a diaspora
community of merchants, often coming from a third community, which
physically relocates and controls the movement of goods through its
agents.116 Diaspora communities are diverse; sometimes they have a single
common origin, often they have mixed and ever-changing backgrounds;
often they are stateless communities, in a few cases they have the active
support of their community of origin. In other circumstances the movement of goods is based on itinerant communities.
At the same time one encounters the emporion, a form of regulated
settlement housing the communities of exchange common to many different Mediterranean communities; the emporion is a settlement usually
organised and maintained by the host community.117 We see therefore on
the one hand various diaspora communities (e.g. Phoenician or Aeginetan
traders) scattered over wide areas and creating and maintaining links of
solidarity and support; on the other hand, emporia, where the various
diaspora communities are brought together in relationships of collaboration, conflict or exploitation both between themselves and with the host
community.118 There have been some recent and very fascinating attempts
to study the emporia, but much yet remains to be done.119
Movement of people
At the level of moving of people, things are more complicated. Some of
these movements are forced and without the will of the people moved;
slavery is perhaps the best example of this category of movement.120 The
story of the reciprocal effects of the movement of slaves on both their
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communities of origin and their communities of destination remains
wholly to be written. We have studied very little the effects on Greek
culture and history of those hundreds of thousands of slaves, who lived
through the ages among Greek communities, apart from doing the necessary dirty work; given the huge number of comparative examples that
suggest the strong influence of slaves on their host communities,121 there
is a lot of work to be done in assessing what such a contribution might be
for ancient Greece.122
One hears of Thracians visiting Mytilene in order to ransom some other
Thracians (relatives?), who have been sold into slavery.123 What did the
liberated slaves bring back to their country from their experience of slavery?
The father of the defendant in a speech of Demosthenes supposedly
acquired his foreign accent from being captured during the Deceleian
war and being sold as a slave in Leucas;124 what else did he acquire and
what did an Athenian slave contribute to the society of Leucas? In the
beginning of the Politeia, Socrates goes down to Piraeus to celebrate
the introduction of the Thracian cult of Bendis, and is clearly impressed
by the procession of the Thracians.125 Did the procession include both free
Thracian metics and Thracian slaves? How did an Athenian converse with
his Thracian slave when going back home after the event? The boor
described by Theophrastus announces and discusses all of his affairs with
his slaves;126 what advice did they give him, based on their cultural
background?
Beyond slavery, mobility of people ranges across a wide spectrum of
options from the more to the less voluntary.127 Migration in the face of
danger is the option closest to the forced movement of slavery. The
migration of thousands of Ionians to the West during the latter half of
the sixth century due to the Persian conquest is one of the most important
developments in archaic history that still waits to be taken seriously into
account.128 The migration and the catastrophes that surrounded it changed
Ionia decisively; one wonders what would have become of Miletus, this
great colonising power of the archaic period, if it did not have to suffer the
haemorrhage of destruction and forced migration brought by fifty years of
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Persian rule.129 At the same time it changed the West in important ways,
bringing new architectural styles,130 new philosophical schools and political
ideas131 and new forms of colonial enterprises, like that of the Phoceans.132
But we have also migrations of people that seem more voluntary than
forced. The migration of Athenian potters to southern Italy in the late fifthcentury B C E and their role in creating an innovative new style of pottery is
well known to archaeologists.133 On the contrary, it is absent as a fact from
discussions of classical history. What prompted these potters to migrate?
How common was this kind of activity? What else did they bring with them,
apart from their contribution to late classical southern Italian pottery?
Unfortunately, the study of mobility in the Mediterranean of the first
millennium is marred by approaches focused on colonisation as an official
act. According to this approach, mobility is only important in the archaic
period, when it is organised by the poleis in the form of colonies, and again
in the Hellenistic period, this time organised by the Hellenistic monarchs;
consequently, mobility disappears from historical accounts dealing with the
classical period, which was purportedly not a period of crisis, at least in the
fifth century.134 Fortunately, this view is now contested by a growing number
of scholars. Concerning the archaic colonisation movement, they view it
more as a result of individual mobility and private opportunistic enterprises.
The ‘private enterprise’ which is widely and surely rightly assumed to have been
responsible for the settlement at Pithekoussai, should be envisaged as responsible
also for the vast majority of eighth- and seventh-century settlements, as shown by
the way they attract pottery and metalwork from a wide, but usually peculiar,
variety of Greek and Italian areas, by their varied layouts and the fact that regular
grids are demonstrably later in several cases, and by the marked discontinuities
with which the settlement history at many of these sites is visited.135

I think there is no need to restrict this comment to the archaic period,
which is not to deny that from the fifth century onwards we have clear cases
of colonising ventures that are centrally directed by the political authorities
of the metropolis. But it is highly suggestive that even in these centrally
administered cases, the colonisers still come from various directions;136 the
129
132
134

135
136

Davies 1997a: 139; Ehrhardt 1983. 130 Barletta 1983. 131 Von Fritz 1940; Mele 1982.
Lepore 1970; Morel 1966, 1975, 1982. 133 MacDonald 1981; see also Papadopoulos 1997b.
A rare attempt to see mobility in its larger dimensions is McKechnie 1989, although he is still not
completely outside the view that sees mobility as a crisis phenomenon.
Osborne 1998: 268; see also Gras 1991.
This was already recognised by the early literature of colonisation in the eighteenth century; see
Vlassopoulos forthcoming. Another good illustration that the development of historiography is
never linear.

Poleis and space

177

Athenian colony in Amphipolis and the re-colonisation of Sybaris
are ample testimony to widespread personal mobility in the ancient
Mediterranean.137
The time has come to see colonisation as simply one form of mobility:138
we need to study the colonist along with the mercenary,139 the sailor,140 the
trader,141 the craftsman,142 the doctor, the sophist143 and the exile;144 the
story of mobility in these larger terms remains still to be written.145
It is also important to abandon the Hellenocentric accounts of Greek
mobility.146 It is indeed the case that in the Dark Ages and the archaic
period the Phoenicians have an accepted role in accounts of Greek mobility
and colonisation,147 though ethnocentric approaches are strong even here.
What is truly remarkable is the complete disappearance of Phoenicians and
other Mediterranean peoples in accounts of Greek history of the classical
period; in this period Mediterranean peoples feature only to the extent that
they come into political conflict with the Greeks or fall under their control.
Xenophon’s Ischomachus and his contemporary Athenians were impressed
by the arrival of a huge Phoenician ship in the port of Piraeus, which must
have been the event of the year; he discussed extensively with the crew the
organisation of activities and the arrangement of material aboard the
ship;148 what else did they discuss and what else did Ischomachus learn?
A fascinating example, showing how misleading is the standard
approach, is Athenogenes, an Egyptian metic, involved in selling perfumes
in late fourth-century Athens.149 The cunning Athenogenes arranges in
collaboration with Antigone, a prostitute, to sell to a wealthy young
Athenian citizen two male slaves along with their perfume workshop,
which is though heavily indebted. The details of the story are not of direct
concern here, but what happens later on is quite revealing (xx 29–31):
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During the war against Philip, he left the city just before the battle and did not
serve with you at Chaeroneia. Instead, he moved to Troezen, disregarding the law,
which says that a man who moves in wartime shall be indicted and summarily
arrested if he returns. The reason for the move, it seems, was this: he thought that
the city of Troezen would survive, whereas he had passed a sentence of death on
ours . . . He is so degraded and so true to type wherever he is, that even after his
arrival at Troezen, when they had made him a citizen, he became the tool of
Mnesias the Argive and, after being made a magistrate by him, expelled the citizens
from the city.

An Egyptian perfume seller has the obligation to fight for Athens, along
with thousands of other foreigners living in Athens; instead he escapes, goes
to a tiny obscure place like Troezen, is enrolled as a citizen, even becomes a
magistrate.150 How common was such an event? If we judge from the tone
of the passage, it does not seem very extraordinary; the moral outrage is
against his disenfranchising citizens, not in his becoming one. What did
Athenogenes carry from his Egyptian cultural baggage when he became a
citizen and a magistrate? We need a larger horizon.151
Movement of ideas/technologies
Finally, there comes the movement of ideas and technologies. And to some
extent it has been better studied than the previous issues. We have excellent
studies of the spread of Orphism from the Western to Eastern
Mediterranean and the Black Sea;152 of the idea, the practices and the
accoutrements of the symposium in its spread from the Near East to
Greece and the Western Mediterranean;153 of the spread of the technology
of constructing and employing triremes, instead of the much smaller
pentekonters, from the Eastern to the Western Mediterranean during the
late archaic period;154 of the spread of new techniques of siege and fortification from the experiments of Greek tyrants in Sicily and Magna
Graecia to the exploits of Philip and Alexander in mainland Greece and
Asia Minor.155
The real issue here is that although individual issues are rather well
studied, we are missing the larger picture. We lack studies of the interconnections between the different processes of moving ideas/technologies.
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To what extent is the transfer of an idea predicated or accompanied by the
transfer of a technology? And what are the networks and the agents through
which ideas/technologies spread? Does the spread of Orphism pass
through the same networks and the same agents that spread perfume vases?
The case of Zopyrus of Heracleia/Tarentum is a fascinating illustration
of these issues.156 Zopyrus, a figure of the late fifth to early fourth century
B C E , is credited with authorship of the Pythagorean work Krater; but he is
also credited with designs and innovations in the field of war engines. This
is not very surprising, given the connection between Pythagoreans and
science;157 but what is more fascinating are the network connections. For
in the fourth century Dionysius of Syracuse was distinguished for his
successful attraction of specialist craftsmen, which led to important breakthroughs in the art of siege warfare,158 and Zopyrus of Tarentum could be
plausibly linked to him; but Zopyrus is also credited with devising a
catapult for the Milesians. The only plausible context for this service is
the Syracusan expedition to help the Spartans during the latter stage of the
Peloponnesian war.159 And thus we see one man spreading the art of siege
warfare from Syracuse to Miletus; but this same man is connected to the
spread of Pythagorean religious and philosophic ideas. If the networks that
move religious and military ideas and technologies seem to go together in
this case, how far can we extend this example?
Many times, the most difficult problem is the identification of the agents
of this process. The elite chamber tombs of Scythia and Thrace provide an
interesting illustration of this issue:160 they show many strong similarities,
despite the huge distance between the two areas; they also seem to transfer
the idea of the symposium to the context of the grave, given their iconography, spatial arrangement, reclining couches, etc. Gocha Tsetskhladze
has argued that it was Ionian craftsmen from the Ionian colonies in the
Black Sea and Thrace respectively who built these graves for the local elites;
given that chamber tombs of a very similar construction were very popular
in various regions of Asia Minor adjacent to Ionia (Phrygia, Lydia), it is
plausible to argue that we have here a good case in which we can identify a
group of people spreading an idea and a technology, and linking together
Asia Minor, Thrace and the Black Sea.
I will end this section by noting what for me is the most frustrating lack
of study: the movement of political ideas and practices. It is here again that
the conception of the polis as an autonomous entity had one of its most
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malign effects. For it has made people think that political developments in
each polis were the result of purely internal developments (the political
history of Athens) or large metahistorical processes (the development of the
polis). The exchange of ideas and experiences and the physical relocation of
political agents, through the all too common exiles, have not received
adequate treatment. There have been a few short studies of the movement
of political ideas, which are worth referring to here. Anthony Snodgrass
and Irad Malkin have argued that it was the experience of establishing
communities in the colonial world which gave birth to the idea of the polis
in the mainland;161 and David Lewis and Wolfgang Schuller have studied
to what extent we can see the diffusion of Athenian democratic institutions
to the rest of the Greek world.162
This lack of interest is particularly unfortunate; for one of the most
fascinating discoveries of recent works in social and political history is the
international character of social and political movements even in premodern times. To give just one example, Peter Linebaugh and Markus
Rediker have given us a wonderful account of the revolutionary Atlantic in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, showing how people from various nations and races, from Britain, Ireland, Europe, Africa and the
Americas, created movements of resistance and solidarity and fostered new
ideologies and arguments for their struggles.163 We do know that the culture
of the upper classes in Athens was indeed international: foreigners like
Herodotus, Lysias, Dinarchus and Anaxagoras had an important role in
the formation of Athenian culture;164 Plato’s dialogues show in an exemplary
way how upper-class Athenians mixed with foreigners on equal terms in
discussing politics, philosophy and the arts. The blending of philosophy and
mathematics with aristocratic politics in south Italy created the antidemocratic theory of arithmetic and geometric equality, which finally
found its way to Athens.165 But what about the lower classes? If we are
now able to see the international character of pre-modern movements, and
we can easily observe the important role of foreign intellectuals in the world
of the Athenian elite, should we not suppose that something similar was
taking place among the common people? Should we not suppose that the
creation and maintenance of democratic politics in classical Athens did owe
something to the huge number of foreigners living among the Athenians?
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In 355 B C E Dion overthrew the tyranny of Dionysius the Younger in
Syracuse. What followed was a popular movement that took advantage of
Dion’s success and attempted to proceed in a far more radical direction
than Dion imagined or wished. A meeting of the assembly came to decide
the redistribution of all property in the city: the ideological justification of
this measure was that ‘the first beginning of liberty was equality, and of
slavery poverty for the propertiless’.166 In the end, the attempt of the elite to
annul the decision of the assembly proved successful. But what interests me
here is the articulation of a democratic lower-class ideology, which posits
equality of wealth as a precondition of democracy, and attempts a practical
redistribution of wealth.167 If a poor Syracusan found himself living as a
metic in Athens, in the aftermath of this popular explosion, and following
this radical democratic ideology, how would he converse and discuss with
lower-class Athenians? Or alternatively, if Athenians happened to be staying or living in Syracuse during these incidents, how would they convey to
their compatriots these events and their underlying ideological debate? Or,
in the final instance, how would lower-class Athenians react to the news of
such developments in Syracuse? We have adopted a deeply Athenocentric
stance, and we seldom think about the repercussions of developments,
events and debates outside Athens on the Athenians themselves.168
WORLD CENTRES: CENTRES, PERIPHERIES AND NETWORKS

Mediterranean history knows many centres. There are sanctuaries, religious centres which bring together communities, forge links of common
identity, disseminate practices and ideologies; the role of Delphi and
Olympia in this respect is too well known to require much discussion
here.169 There are the already mentioned emporia: those nodes that organise, attract and direct the mobility of goods, people and ideas/technologies.
There are centres of cultural, scientific and academic practices: they range
widely, from the courts of Sicilian tyrants170 or an Anatolian dynast,171 to
the philosophical schools of fourth-century Athens,172 or the Cnidian and
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Coan centres of medicine.173 And there are of course political centres, but
these are extensively discussed in chapter 8, and are omitted from the
discussion here. What should be clear from this discussion is that the creation
of centres of processes defies the polis-centred approach, which sees the
poleis as autonomous entities, and necessitates a world-system approach.
Athens in the classical period is a good example. Athens managed to take
control of the international commerce in cereals and based its subsistence
and reproduction on the successful maintenance of this control. No
wonder of course that every time this control came under pressure, or
was destroyed, the Athenians found themselves in a very difficult situation.
Moreover, Athens exploited to a large extent, as we already described
above, the international movement in manpower, goods and ideas. From
artistic production and intellectual exchange, to servile labour and the
rowers of Athenian fleets, Athens depended on overwhelmingly and successfully attracting huge numbers of foreigners, both Greek and non-Greek.
Isocrates has put it nicely:
Moreover, she [Athens] has established her polity in general in such a spirit of
welcome to strangers and friendliness to all men that it adapts itself both to those
who lack means, and to those who wish to enjoy the means which they possess, and
that it fails to be of service neither to those who are prosperous, nor to those who
are unfortunate in their own cities; nay, both classes find with us what they desire,
the former the most delightful pastimes, the latter the securest refuge. Again, since
the different populations did not in any case possess a country that was selfsufficing, each lacking in some things and producing others in excess of their
needs, and since they were greatly at a loss, where they would dispose of their
surplus, and whence they would import what they lacked, in these difficulties also
our polis came to the rescue; for she established the Piraeus as a market in the
centre of Hellas – a market of such abundance that the articles which it is difficult
to get, one here, one there, from the rest of the world, all these it is easy to procure
from Athens.174

Byzantium offers some good illustrations of what a centre could look like.
As far as the sea is concerned, Byzantium occupies a position the most secure and
in every way the most advantageous of any town in our quarter of the world: while
in regard to the land, its situation is in both respects the most unfavourable. By sea
it so completely commands the entrance to the Pontus that no merchant can sail in
or out against its will. The Pontus therefore being rich in what the rest of the world
requires for the support of life, the Byzantines are absolute masters of all such
things . . . The Byzantines themselves probably feel the advantages of the situation,
in the supplies of the necessaries of life, more than any one else; for their
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superfluity finds a ready means of export, and what they lack is readily imported,
with profit to themselves, and without difficulty or danger: but other people too,
as I have said, get a great many commodities by their means.175

Byzantium gained from its favourable condition in two ways: it was able to
control the traffic to the Black Sea and thus to profit from taxes, dues and
the invisible profits of a commercial port. The Rhodian war with
Byzantium (220–19 BC E ) over the Byzantine imposition of taxes on trade
through the Straits illustrates this capacity; it also shows the inevitable
conflict when another emerging centre had to protect its own interests: the
huge numbers of Rhodian amphoras in the Black Sea give ample testimony
of what was at stake.176
On the other hand, Byzantium profited from being able to exploit its
position in order to import commodities easily and export its surpluses
with assurance; one could see that given the guaranteed customers due to
the passing ships, there was gain in intensifying agricultural production.
The Byzantines had to pay a high price for this, as Polybius narrates, being
in continual warfare with the Thracians, and later on with the Gauls, in
order to protect their precious and fertile territory.177 Finally, it would be
wrong to assume that the Byzantines had a passive role, simply exploiting
their ideal geographical position and profiting from networks maintained
by others. The war between Byzantium and Callatis in the Black Sea
around 260 B C E shows their active policies: the war erupted when
Callatis decided to restrict the emporium of Tomis to her own traders;
obviously that threatened the interests of Byzantine traders.178 We can see
here warfare caused by the attempts to enforce ‘mercantilist’ policies.
It is also relevant to mention here the creation of zones of influence.
Many communities found themselves in a position to impose their control
over wider areas and create zones of influence, within which they exercised
forms of control that varied widely in intensity. One such example is the
creation of commercial zones of influence. The case of Carthage and her
creation of a commercial zone within which trade was restricted to
Carthaginian merchants is well known.179 But many Greek communities
had similar practices: Thasos created her one zone in the north Aegean;
Olynthus in Chalcidike; Sinope in the Black Sea; Massalia in the Western
Mediterranean.180 We see here purposive attempts to forge a region around
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a dominant centre; it is an interesting question to what extent the creation
of these commercial zones had a wider effect on other aspects.
The examples I am using here are all well known to ancient historians;
but what we are missing is a combined study of the variety of social,
economic, political and cultural centres of the wider Greek world. Such a
study will have to raise a number of important issues.
The first issue is the relationship between all these different forms of
centres. The archaic period is one in which these various centres tend to be
distinct and separate; but during the fifth century Athens emerged as a
political, economic and cultural centre at the same time. Unfortunately,
this has led to the standard Athenocentric image of classical Greek history
by obscuring the existence of other centres during the same period.181 At the
same time there has been little study of the wider phenomenon at hand:
what are the connections between different forms of centres?182 How does a
centre of one kind transform itself into a multiple centre? It applies equally
well to classical Athens and to Hellenistic Delos, a religious centre becoming the chief commercial centre of the Eastern Mediterranean.183
The second issue is scale. The Mediterranean had thousands of emporia
in the various periods of its history; although we still lack studies of the
development of each of these emporia through time, their distribution and
functions, etc., what is even more important is to recognise the development in the scale and power of these centres. We can distinguish between
local emporia, pooling the goods of the local areas; regional emporia, based
on interregional exchange; and international emporia, which function as
places of international exchange.184 The creation of the last order of centres
is one of the most important developments in Mediterranean history.185 It
is well reflected in the difference between the diverse cargoes found in
archaic and classical shipwrecks and the homogeneous cargoes that characterise Roman shipwrecks; evidence, among other things, of the emergence of international centres of exchange, which make it feasible for many
traders to bypass the cabotage of local and regional emporia, and have direct
access to the large international centres. But there are still cases in earlier
periods that point to the same directions: the many findings of Rhodian
vases in Sicily during the period 650–550 BC E contrast sharply with their
almost complete absence from south Italy; can we take this as evidence of
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direct networks between Rhodes and Sicily, which bypass south Italy?186
The case of Rhegion and Zancle, the cities in the straits of Sicily, provides
another interesting example. The vases found in them show similar patterns
with those found in Etruria, in particular in the preponderance of first
quality Attic pottery; but they contrast sharply with the findings in the cities
of the Gulf of Taranto and in Sicily; we see here again the role of the
emergence of a centre mediating between two areas of international exchange,
and the different position of cities remaining outside this network.187
The emergence of Gravisca in the Western Mediterranean and
Naucratis in the Eastern Mediterranean during the late archaic period
illustrates well the change in magnitude and scope.188 The creation of
these international commercial centres, from Athens to Rhodes,
Alexandria and Delos is of the utmost importance.189
A third issue is control and competition. A centre can attempt not only
to attract, but actually to control the activities and processes on which it is
based; moreover, it might try to transform its controlling power in one
field into power in other fields; or, alternatively, its role as a centre in one
field might necessitate the creation of centres in other fields too. There is an
obvious difference between attracting and controlling; between the
Athenian control on the movement of cereals and the Athenian attraction
of manpower. The reason they are treated together here is not because
I want to minimise the difference. Rather, it is because I want to draw
attention to a spectrum of reactions and forms of control that an emerging
centre might use in order to exploit for its own benefit these international
networks.
A recent discovery of a lead weight from the western Black Sea, dating to
the late fifth century, is a good illustration of the issues involved;190 the
weight bears the owl, emblem of Athenian coinage, on the one side, and the
tunna, emblem of the coinage of Cyzicus, on the other. Its weight seems to
aim at a synchronisation of the Attic with the Cyzicene standard, two of the
most important standards in this period, and can even be synchronised
with the Aeginetan one; was it a result of the needs created by the
intensification of links within the système-monde that brought together
the Aegean world and the Black Sea, or of Athenian imperial imposition,
as seen in the notorious Standards Decree? The former seems more
probable, but the variety of possible answers shows well the complexity
of the issue at hand here.
186
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What needs to be stressed is that the three levels I have distinguished are
dissimilar and co-existing. They have different temporalities and different
properties, but these levels are not superimposed on each other, like the
floors of a house, but rather interpenetrating.
Epilogue
This whole discussion of the poleis as part of a système-monde had a double
aim. On the one hand it was necessary to emphasise that viewing the polis
as a solitary entity is deeply misleading; we have to see Greek poleis as
interdependent parts, in varying ways, of a wider système-monde; and I have
tried to suggest a number of ways and a number of concepts than can allow
us to study them from such a perspective. On the other hand, there was a
wider claim: our general histories of Greece are overtly Athenocentric and
Hellenocentric.
The modern treatments of Greek history oscillate between two attitudes, which I find equally problematic. The one is to take Athenian
history, society, economy and culture as equivalent to Greek history,
society, economy and culture.191 The polis-centred approach has played a
fundamental role in this respect. Athens provides a good example of the
rise, acme and decline of the polis (rising through the archaic period,
having a golden age during the classical, falling in relative obscurity in
the Hellenistic), which accords well with the standard periodisation;
Athens became a democracy, so its history accords well with the teleological
account of the development of democracy from monarchy through aristocracy and tyranny; it also allows the common enough identification of
polis and democracy, and the wiping off the mental map of the various
oligarchic experiences that constituted the rule of Greek history; Athens
was an independent power and lost its autonomy only in the Hellenistic
period, which helps to equate the concepts of polis and autonomy; at the
same time, Athens was a political, economic and cultural centre, which
enforces the view that the polis had its own entrenched economy, polity,
society and culture, and misses the wider processes and centres on which
the vast majority of poleis were constantly dependent.
It would be unfair to imply that all scholars have adopted an
Athenocentric perspective. As a matter of fact, the tradition of taking the
Greek world as a whole and using evidence from a wide number of Greek
communities is equally old and common. One problem with this approach
191
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is that it usually still accepts the general polis-centred framework, which
largely determines what will be the questions to be asked and what will
constitute facts and events for modern historical accounts; consequently,
much remains still outside its grasp, even when adopting a wider Greek
perspective. But the more important problem is that of accepting the wider
Greek world as a matter of fact; everybody who spoke Greek is somehow
part of Greek culture and civilisation. The assumption behind this
approach is that culture and society are closed, homogeneous, bounded
entities. Greek culture is understood as a closed, bounded entity juxtaposed
to other closed, bounded entities.
This has a double negative effect: it has failed to create methodological
and analytical tools in order to study the variety of Greek cultures, their
links and forms of interaction; between the individual polity and a reified
Greek world or culture there exist no concepts to analyse the intermediate
levels, the variety of links between them, and the ways in which the variety
of communities and levels, scattered all over the Mediterranean, came to
form a single system with its own rules. It has also created problematic
reifications: Greek history is written as a national history, and is separated
from other national histories in the Mediterranean (e.g. Egyptian or
Persian). Even when scholars take into account the interactions between
Greeks and other peoples, they tend to understand this as an interaction
between two closed, bounded entities.
I have spent much effort in this book in order to show why these
assumptions are methodologically and historically mistaken and misleading. Fortunately enough, there have been other voices with the same
protests. A recent volume edited by Carol Dougherty and Leslie Kurke
has tried to make a very similar point.192
In an important way, if there is any point talking about the unity of the
Greek world, fragmented in a huge number of different polities, scattered
all over the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, it must be emphasised that
this unity was created and maintained by the huge numbers of mobile
people: sailors, traders, soldiers, artists, physicians, poets, intellectuals. As
Filippo Cassola has put it, ‘these activities [of these thousands of mobile
people] were enough to create a connective network which embraced the
whole Greek world and caused an exchange of experiences that guaranteed
not the homogeneity of the culture, but the reciprocal comprehension and
the reciprocal interest among all the inhabited centres’.193 But if we accept
that this is the case, it is important to recognise that the networks of
192

Dougherty and Kurke 2003a.

193

Cassola 1996: 10.

188

Unthinking the Greek Polis

mobilising and moving these people were not controlled only by Greeks
and did not involve only Greeks.
Athenian monumental funerary art of the classical period provides a good
example.194 One of the most impressive monuments of fourth-century
Athenian art is the funerary monument of Nikeratos, a metic from the city
of Istria in the Black Sea; the monument is clearly inspired and imitates the
famous Mausoleum of Halicarnassus. But the creation of this new form of
funerary art, which fuses together Greek temple architecture and Greek
sculpture with Near Eastern decoration themes and funerary monuments,
is neither simply an imitation, nor another illustration of Athenian creativity;
it was based on long experimentation between Greek and non-Greek artistic
practices that took place in the wider Mediterranean Greek world.
Greek artists in Sinope (the Black Sea), Cyrene (North Africa) and the
Greek cities of Asia Minor, working for both Greek and non-Greek customers, experimented for a long period, fusing the tradition of Greek public
art with the various non-Greek traditions of monumental tombs, which were
to be seen in their adjacent areas. In the fourth century this experimentation
found its way to Athens, creating one of the most impressive artistic achievements of the Greek world. We see here clearly the interaction between
various components of Greek and other Mediterranean cultures; the role
of the wider Greek world as a laboratory of experimentation and interaction;
the introduction of the new practices to Athens; and the role of metics in
Athenian culture. But I am thinking of the ships that carried these artists, or
anybody else who helped to transmit these practices from the wider
Mediterranean to Athens; what else did these ships carry? What else did
these people carry in their heads?
One of the most importance consequences of such an approach would be
to reclaim the history of the wider Greek world, in Magna Graecia, in Sicily,
in Cyrenaica, in Asia Minor, in the Black Sea, and to insert it into our main
accounts of Greek history. The polis-centred approach has managed to
marginalise all these communities of the wider Greek world, since they do
not fit its criteria: they lack clear lines of evolution from rise, through acme to
decline; they show different periodisations from that accepted in Greek
history; for most of their history they were under the control of other powers;
the categorical distinctions between insider and outsider, male and female,
Greek and barbarian, so important to the polis approach, seem less important. Moses Finley characteristically talked about ‘the failure of the Sicilian
Greeks to make a success of the city-state way of life’.195
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But there is no need to resort to such marginalisations. The wider Greek
world was an essential part of the Greek système-monde; not simply in
matters of economics (one could think how different fifth-century Aegean
would have been without the vital exchange networks with the Black Sea),
but in all possible respects. To give just one example, ‘A map designed to
note the birthplaces of important pre-Socratic philosophers and fifthcentury B C sophists would leave the entire mainland of Greece south of
Thrace entirely empty [with the single exception of Hippias of Elis].’196
Another important consequence of this would be the undermining of
many generalisations about Greek history. James Redfield has tried to do
this about the Epizephyrean Locrians of southern Italy, creating a third
model of Greek culture next to that of Athens and Sparta, by arguing that
Locrian society was culturally distinct, because of the particular position it
allotted to women.197 It has become a topos that the Greeks made a
categorical distinction between Greeks and barbarians, as many of our
Athenocentric sources suggest (though by no means all); but the evidence
from Magna Graecia, for example, where many non-Greeks managed to
acquire citizenship in the Greek poleis, shows that ‘not all Greeks predicated their view of the world on the dichotomy between Greek and nonGreek’.198
In conclusion: the world-system approach can allow us to uncover a
novel Greek history, taking into account the totality of Greek communities
and to insert Greek history within the history of the wider Mediterranean
and the Black Sea.
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Poleis and polities

Perhaps the greatest problem in the study of the Greek poleis has been the
way it has been perceived and treated as a solitary entity. No definition or
study of the Greek polis has yet attempted to incorporate the fact that every
historical Greek polis was part of a system of interactions between poleis,
ethnê, koina and non-Greek communities and polities. The historical
institutional environment of the Greek poleis has usually been discarded
by recourse to two complementary strategies. The one is the well-known
Occidentalist practice of evolutionism:1 different forms of polities are
classified as steps in the evolutionary ladder, with ‘archaic’ forms of ethnê
co-existing with progressive classical poleis and ‘old-fashioned’ Greek
poleis co-existing with ‘modern’ Hellenistic kingdoms and koina. At the
same time, the other Occidentalist discourse on the origins and history of
the West creates a dichotomy between a Greece of the polis and an Orient,
each with its own separate history, although they might from time to time
interact in the well-known billiard game. One of the most malignant
results of these approaches is the abandonment of political history to the
most traditionalist histoire évènementielle. The static, evolutionist and
reified definitions of the polis leave little space for a processual and
theoretical approach to Greek political and military history.2
Our aim here is to overcome these well-entrenched practices and view
Greek poleis as part of a système-monde of polities in the wider context of
the Eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. The variety of Greek polities
was not an assemblage of specimens from different evolutionary boxes:
they co-existed, they interacted and they interlinked in ways that shaped
1
2

See in general, Chakrabarty 2000: 237–55.
Ste Croix 1972: 89–166 laid the foundations for such a study; but his explanations were not wholly
successful and the focus of the book was anyway somewhat more restricted. Cartledge 1987: in
particular 180–330 is the most successful approach we ever had yet, following in the steps of Ste Croix’
book in very many ways. But much is still to be accomplished. The introduction in Balcer 1984 is very
ambitious, but the book accomplishes rather little.
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decisively their collective history. At the same time, the historical development of Greek communities took place within a wider international
environment and (dis)equilibrium. We have to introduce then a number
of key concepts to deal with our subject.
POLEIS AND SOVEREIGNTY

It has been thought that one of the sine qua non characteristics of the polis is
its autonomy, the right to conduct its external relationships in its own
terms and by its own decisions. This can no longer be tenable. The work of
the Copenhagen Polis Centre has demonstrated, beyond reasonable doubt,
that autonomy, in the sense of political independence in external relationships, was never part of the Greek concept of the polis, both on theoretical
and on practical terms.3 On theoretical terms, Greek thinkers never discuss
the concept of autonomy, when they attempt to define the essence of the
polis.4 Moreover, the Greeks found no problem in calling poleis a variety
of communities and settlements that were obviously not able to conduct
their own external relationships on their own terms.5
There were poleis that were part of a larger state, ruled by a dominant
polis in terms of external and sometimes internal relationships.6 Examples
abound: one can cite the poleis of the perioikoi of Sparta,7 which along with
the Spartans constituted the Lacedaimonians;8 the perioikic poleis of Elis;9
the dependent poleis of various Arcadian poleis,10 like Mantineia and
Orchomenos; and the dependent poleis of Cretan poleis, like Gortyn,
Praisos and Eleutherna.11 To give an example from Crete, we have a treaty
between the Praisians and the community of the Stalitai. The Stalitai have a
number of military and financial obligations towards the polis of Praisos
that make clear its dependent status. On the other hand, the Stalitai have
the right to impose their own taxes; they have their own laws and magistrates; and they are provided with a right on their land (chôra), city (polis)
and some unspecified islands. A first observation concerns the fact that
Stalai are to have control of a clearly demarcated territory, as any independent polis would. The second observation concerns the use of the term
polis to describe Stalai. In case someone assumes that the designation of
3

4
Hansen 1995b.
See Sakellariou 1989: 213–90 on Aristotle’s discussion of definitions of the polis.
On sovereignty, polis-status and coinage, see Martin 1985.
6
The best though not exhaustive introduction to dependent communities in ancient Greece is still
Gschnitzer 1958.
7
8
9
Shipley 1997; Hansen 2004c.
Hall 2000.
Roy 1997. 10 Nielsen 1996b.
11
Perlman 1996.
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polis refers to Stalai only in the sense of urban settlement, it is important to
stress that later in the inscription, Stalai and Setaia are referred to as poleis
in the explicit sense of political community.12
There were poleis that formed a regional polity,13 what the Greeks called
ethnos or koinon.14 The ethnos was long misleadingly identified by modern
scholarship as an alternative to polis, an archaic tribal state flourishing in
areas with no poleis. This too is untenable.15 Regions with a distinct
identity could form koina with poleis as participants (e.g. the Boiotian
poleis),16 but even in cases like Achaia and Arcadia, the ethnos comprised
both poleis (Mantineia, Tegea, Pellene) and phylai, sub-regional entities,
which were still formed by small poleis (the ‘tribal’ communities of
Mainalians, Parrhasians, Kynourians).17 The poleis that participated in
these koina or ethnê, both on equal terms, or under the hegemony of
dominant poleis, still thought of themselves, and were recognised by
others, as poleis.18
Finally, on practical grounds, many poleis were for long periods of their
history under the rule of other states, whether other poleis (Athens,19
Spartan decarchies20); non-Greek imperial powers (the Ionian poleis and
Persia21); or Greek kings and tyrants (the Sicilian poleis and the tyrants of
Gela and Syracuse,22 the poleis of Troad and Greek tyrants23). Still, they
thought of themselves, and were recognised by others, as poleis. A definition of polis as an autonomous state would exclude, on both theoretical
and practical grounds, the vast majority of archaic and classical communities and settlements, which were recognised by the Greeks as such.
It would be more useful to divide the Greek poleis in three general
categories: hegemonic poleis (e.g. Athens, Sparta), middling or regionally
powerful poleis (e.g. Thasos, Samos, Tegea) and small poleis (Koressos,
Plataea). This is not an ideal-type construction, nor does it intend to be allinclusive. It simply attempts to draw attention to the different capacities,
resources, potentialities and aspirations of each different category, which
12

13

14
16
18
21
23

Inscriptiones Creticae, I I I , vi, 7B, ll. 17–18: ‘ean de pou allai prostaxêi ho kosmos ho Praisiôn hopoterai
[ôn] tam poleôn [¼ Stalai and Setaia], houtoi pleontôn’. It is obvious from this passage that when the
Gortynians wanted to refer to a community of people they had no other term to describe it than
simply ‘polis’. Perlman 1996: 257–8 seems to miss this point. Chaniotis 1996: 385–93, on the other
hand, acknowledges this use of polis in the sense of community of members.
We can define as regional polity a polity consisting of a number of communities of a region with
equal or unequal status.
Beck 1997. 15 See already the remarks of Giovannini 1971: 71–93.
Hansen 1995d, 1996a, 1997c. 17 Arcadia: Nielsen 1996a; Achaia: Morgan and Hall 1996.
In general, see Morgan 2003. 19 Meiggs 1972: 205–54. 20 Cartledge 1987: 90–4.
Tuplin 1987. 22 Hansen and Nielsen 2004: 172–248.
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cannot be subsumed under the generalising umbrella of the city-state. We
have already drawn attention to the comments of Polybius to this effect.
A hegemonic polis might form a variety of relationships with a middling
or small polis, ranging from alliance or opposition to domination, or even
incorporation.24 Our models and concepts need to take account of this
important difference and its various configurations.
P O L E I S , E T H N Ê , K O I N A

My use of the word polity implies a decision to bypass the old distinction
between polis, ethnos and koinon. The organisational forms of Greek
polities are not specimens from different stages of a supposed evolution.
Rather, they have to be seen in two complementary ways: the organisational form is dependent on the aims, capacities, resources and aspirations
of the polity; and it also depends on its place and its possibilities within a
wider système-monde.
We have already commented that a large number of poleis participated
in ethnê and koina. What is more, the old myth of an urbanised world of
poleis and the village-dominated world of ethnê should finally be laid to
rest. Poleis in the sense of nucleated settlements are widely encountered in
the regions dominated by ethnê, and their sizes are directly comparable to
those of the vast majority of the other poleis (some even reach the size of
real urban centres).25 To give an example from Achaia, which for most of
its history formed an ethnos and a koinon, the twelve merides, already
described by Herodotus,26 were centred on nucleated settlements that
would perfectly qualify as political centres of poleis.27 In the words of
Fritz Gschnitzer,
the poleis appear everywhere, even in the regions of ethnê, as the subjects of the
social relationships, the communities of social life; on the other hand, the ethnê
were the real political units, the subjects of international law, and only outside the
areas organised as ethnê were the poleis playing this role. The coincidence of both
forms, of social and political unity, was therefore not the general rule, but rather
the characteristic of a specific type of political order, i.e. the independent polis, or,
more precisely, the independent Normalpolis.28

Moreover, since the polis is usually envisaged as a community of
citizens, it is impossible to differentiate the polis from the ethnos on this
account. Older approaches to the ethnos envisaged it as a remnant of a tribal
24
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past in less-developed areas of the Greek world.29 These approaches have
been successfully refuted in the last three decades, by showing that the
internal divisions of the Greek poleis (the phylai, etc.) were not remnants of
a tribal organisation of society, which persisted in the ethnê, but artificial
creations of the archaic period.30 In the same way, the supposed tribal
affinities of the ethnos are fictive; the Greeks of the ethnê were capable of
inventing and forging ties of political, social and religious kinship, as the
Greeks of poleis were.31 The ethnos is now envisaged not as an alternative to
the polis, but as a complex organisational linking of political forms and
communities both above and below the polis.32 Many ethnê had their own
assemblies, and although they could comprise communities with their own
citizenship, they also had their own citizenship, which they could confer to
individuals.33
The distinction between polis and ethnos as forms of political and social
organisation is a mirage of modern scholarship. In fact, a more meaningful
classification would distinguish between Normalpoleis, with a single
nucleated settlement acting as political centre, Großpoleis, consisting of a
nucleated settlement acting as political centre and a number of other
settlements, either demes (villages) or dependent poleis, and regional
polities (ethnê), consisting of poleis (nucleated settlements), or kômai
(villages).34 But my point again is not to substitute a two-fold division
with a three-fold one. The point is that the differing forms of political
organisation should be viewed both as synchronic alternatives and in their
diachronic development and interaction; and that we should study processes of formation and fragmentation, instead of putting labels and pushing our conceptual objects into the appropriate collector’s box. A recent
study shows eloquently why polis and koinon should not be juxtaposed, but
seen in their interdependence: studying the processes by which poleis are
abandoned in the late classical and Hellenistic periods it shows that it was
often the existence of links of syngeneia and the links forged in a koinon
that allowed poleis under threat to survive in exile, regroup under more
favourable conditions, stand their ground or be absorbed within other
communities.35 The role of the koinon in promoting social resilience to
local, lower-level stresses such as population shortage, disease and poverty
should be taken seriously into consideration.
29
31
33
35
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We should abandon the teleological conception of history, where the
ethnos is destined to be succeeded by the city-state and the city-state by the
monarchies and the koina of the Hellenistic period. We should view all
forms of political communities as co-existing alternatives, with differing or
different aims and abilities, or even as organisational forms with different
scales that do not necessarily exclude each other. We should look at the
totality of political structures available to past actors in order to understand
how they came into existence; how they were shaped by past actors; how they
antagonised each other for the actors’ allegiances; how they interacted with
and acted on social and economic processes; and finally why some of them in
specific temporal and spatial contexts were more successful than others.
A fascinating example of how to do so is offered by Hendrik Spruyt in
his book with the characteristic title The Sovereign State and its Competitors:
An Analysis of System Change.36 He has studied the various forms of political
organisation in early modern Europe, and argues against the teleological
view, where the feudal kingdoms and principalities were destined to be
substituted by the sovereign national states. He tries to show how a variety
of political forms were devised to cope with the crisis of the medieval world
and how different actors in different periods and regions opted for different
solutions (France and the territorial state of the Capetids, Germany and the
city leagues like Hansa, Italy and the city-states). He illustrates how the
different forms were part of an interrelated system and interacted with each
other, and how economic and political processes influenced and were
influenced by the political ones. Finally, he tries to show how, in the
specific political, economic and social conjuncture of early modern
Europe, the national state came out as the most successful solution to the
challenges of the period. The obsession with the polis and the neglect of the
other forms of political communities ensures that we will create a misleading picture.37
P O L E I S , N E T W O R K S A N D T H E S Y S T È M E - M O N D E

Given our differentiation between various levels of polities, the working of
the political système-monde is dependent upon flows of resources and networks for its production and redistribution. This can be further qualified:
on the one hand flows of resources and networks of production and
distribution have their own logic and time scale, which is independent
from that of the political système-monde. The logic of and reasons for
36
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migration or commodity production in one area does not necessarily
emanate from the needs and workings of the political système-monde. The
polities try to harness and take advantage of these independent flows and
networks for their own aims; a good example is provided by the behaviour
of Lysander at the end of the fifth century B C E :
When he came to Ephesus, he found the city well disposed to him and very zealous
in the Spartan cause, although it was then in a low state of prosperity and in danger
of becoming utterly barbarised by the admixture of Persian customs, since it was
enveloped by Lydia, and the King’s generals made it their headquarters. He
therefore pitched his camp there, and ordered the merchant vessels from every
quarter to land their cargoes there, and made preparations for the building of
triremes. Thus he revived the traffic of their harbours, and the business of their
market, and filled their houses and workshops with profits, so that from that time
on, and through his efforts, the city had hopes of achieving the stateliness and
grandeur, which it now enjoys.38

The power and prosperity of Ephesus derives from attracting to the city
the flow of resources in wider processes. Equally, the form of and the
changes in the political système-monde are partially dependent on unpredictable, chaotic and uncontrollable changes in these flows and networks.
But at the same time, polities attempt to channel and control these flows
and networks and in this way they redirect them in substantial ways.
McKechnie has presented a compelling case that the rise and dominance
of late classical and Hellenistic potentates and kings was based on the
exploitation of an already existing large pool of ‘outsiders in the Greek
cities’; it was the displacement of large numbers of individuals that allowed
the potentates to consolidate their power by taking advantage of it.39 So
there is a dialectique between the system and the flows and networks.40
This is probably one of the most neglected issues in current research. The
maintenance, reproduction and expansion of each Greek polity depended on
these flows and networks; but the form, the degree and the extent of these
relations are predicated on its position and status within the système-monde.
An inland, agricultural, small polis would have minimal recourse to the flows
and networks: its inland position would severely restrict its ability to take
advantage of networks of connectivity to provide, for example, its cereals, in
order to specialise in other activities apart from merely auto-consuming
cereal culture; its low status would not urge it to pursue serious power
38
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bring under its control these world flows; but they can always try to harness and take advantage of
them, and their practices have the effect of redirecting these flows; see Arrighi 1994.

Poleis and polities

197

strategies, which would force it to enter the networks for resources (e.g.
timber for shipbuilding) and manpower (e.g. rowers, mercenaries).
But at the same time, its small and precarious position may make it
seriously dependent on the networks and flows of the political systèmemonde: a substantial proportion of citizens of small Arcadian communities
gained their subsistence from mercenary service abroad;41 hence, their
small communities were dependent on international networks of mobilisation of military manpower and their fortunes.42 These networks could
take people very far away indeed; Arcadian mercenaries fought for Cyrus,
the Persian claimant to the throne, all the way to Mesopotamia;43 and there
are fourth-century inscriptions from the Black Sea, ranging from honorary
monuments of Arcadian mercenaries for King Leycon of the Bosporan
kingdom to grave inscriptions and proxeny decrees for other Arcadians.44
At the same time, a small community might find itself in a state of
dependency in the political système-monde, forced to become a dependent
polis, or dissolved into a larger political entity.
Meanwhile, for regional and hegemonic polities, the workings of this
system were even more critical. For hegemonic poleis, the situation is quite
clear: in order to exercise hegemony, it was necessary to have control over
money, resources and manpower.45 Money could be provided by subjects
or allies, acquired through exploitation of local resources (e.g. the Athenian
mines), or gained through commandment of exchange networks.
Resources could actually be locally procured, but, in the vast majority of
cases, they needed to be imported, such as the timber needed for any
serious naval strategy.46 Manpower was crucial: mercenary and metic
soldiers, rowers and sailors for military aspects and a huge workforce to
guarantee the necessary networks of provision and exchange. The boast of
Jason of Pherae that he could very easily provide the crews of his navy with
native penestai47 was formidable: in most other cases, navies depended on
the availability and importation of a huge workforce.
41
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Roy 1999; in the fourth century ‘more Arcadian hoplites served as mercenaries abroad than several of
the strongest Arcadian poleis could muster’; Nielsen 2002b: 81.
Of course, here again we meet the case that polities would try to take advantage of these networks.
After the formation of the Arcadian koinon in the 360s the Arcadians tried to use this huge mercenary
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Our difficulty in grasping these realities seems to stem from two factors:
on the one hand, the fact that no polity could take full control of these
flows and networks has encouraged scholars with Occidentalist expectations to disregard them almost completely: scholars, who expected to find
mercantilist state policies to control exchange, currency and exports, great
commercial-cum-state companies controlling international trade and
clear-cut centres and peripheries were obviously disappointed; hence the
easy step to forget the whole issue, and build models inherently incapable
of taking it into account.48 The second problem of course is documentary:
the absence of archival resources that would allow us to reconstruct the
flows and networks of resources and manpower, as scholars of medieval
and modern European history have managed to do.
We must then attempt to redress this imbalance in our accounts.
Vincent Gabrielsen has stressed the importance of manpower and labour
mobilisation for the power strategies of various polities:
Migratory movements, gravitating above all towards flourishing urban centres
(whether in the East or in the West) must be considered as an economic activity of
the first order, since they essentially meant the relocation and exploitation of a
valuable resource, manpower: by this I mean the supply and use of the physical
and mental energies of people of free status. Already in classical times, city-states,
always eager to supplement their citizen populations (periodically or permanently)
with external supplies of human potential, had become aware of three hard facts: 1)
that manpower was a perennially scarce resource; 2) that like certain other types of
resource (e.g. strategic ones) it sometimes could not be obtained, even if one
possessed the necessary purchasing power; and 3) that its indispensability for not
only the military but also the civil aggrandisement of states made it worth
competing for – often fiercely.49

This has implications for the nature and the extent of the political
système-monde that we are examining. All too often, treatments of the
Greek political system have included only polities from mainland Greece
and excluded the rest of Greek and non-Greek communities in the rest of
the Mediterranean. The justification would probably be that the direct
political–military links between Greek communities of the mainland and
other polities have been quite secondary and restricted. This is true to a
certain extent, although the intensity of such links has been probably
undervalued. But once we understand that even the workings of the
mainland political system depend on flows of resources, which have a
Mediterranean-wide extent, then it becomes important to think in these
48
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wider terms. One could enquire, for example, about the connection
between the migration of thousands of Greeks to a repopulated Sicily
after the expedition of Timoleon50 and the defeat of the Greek poleis
from Macedonia: did the draining of Greek poleis from available manpower play a role in their defeat?
P O L I T I E S , T H E S Y S T È M E - M O N D E A N D F O R M S O F C H A N G E

If we recognise that polities are not individual entities, but parts of a
political système-monde, then we need to differentiate clearly between the
different forms of interaction and change within such a system. The treatment of the polis as an individual, yet unitary, entity has helped to obscure
and confuse the variety of different forms.
Following Robert Gilpin,51 we can define three forms of change. The
first concerns ‘the nature of the actors or diverse entities that compose an
international system’, and could be called actor change. It concerns
changes like the change from the archaic political system composed of
Greek polities, to the classical one composed of Greek polities and a large
empire (Persia), to the Hellenistic one with the emergence and domination
of the large Hellenistic kingdoms. The second type of change is ‘a change in
the form of control or governance of an international system; this type of
change will be called systemic change’ (e.g. the change from the tripolar
balance between Athens, Sparta and Persia in the fifth century, to the
anarchic balance of the evolving fourth century). The third form of change
is that ‘a change may take place in the form of regular interactions or
processes among the entities in an ongoing international system; this type
of change will be labelled simply interaction change’. Under this label we
can include, for example, the change from mainly cultural and scattered
political and military exchanges between Greek polities in the archaic
period to a new form of relationships, where a border conflict in one
region might lead to a general war between all the Greek polities.52
The failure to differentiate between different forms of change in the
political système-monde creates acute problems. An example is the notorious
discussion of the decline of the polis, and the crisis and demise of Athens in
the late fourth century.53 J. K. Davies has treated this discourse with his
50
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usual lucidity. He argues that linking the two issues and arguing that the
defeat of Athens by Macedonia is an aspect of the general decline of the
polis is unconvincing, because
it oscillates between being propositions about an individual polis and propositions
about the city-state system as a whole. That would be legitimate, if, and only if,
they were organisms of the same kind with the same sort of purpose. In fact they
are not, though the distinction is obscured by our pernicious habit of using the
terms ‘Athens’ or ‘Sparta’, when we are actually referring to ‘the resources of land,
money and manpower controlled by Athens or Sparta at any one particular
moment’.54

The reasons that Athens loses its hegemonic position seem to have less to
do with a general crisis of the polis, or of the Athenian polis, and more with
changing relationships in changing conjunctures of interstate relationships.
[This brings us] to the concert of powers of the fourth century, where the pace of
change was rapid, to Athens’ disadvantage, viz. that of technology transfer. She
had been ahead of the game in a Greek context alike in some aspects of military
technology (especially naval warfare and siege warfare), and in administrative
technology (running an Empire). Those competitive advantages were gradually
eroded, not because Athenians forgot the skills, but because others copied them
and/or developed their own techniques . . . what probably matters more is what is
less visible, the ways in which a Philip, or a Jason, or a Mausolus did for their own
areas what Athens had done for the Aegean in the fifth century. That had
comprised imposing a serious fiscal regime with the administrative expertise to
run it, putting hardware in the ground in the form of roads and forts and new
towns, and, in general, so harnessing resources, as to turn this or that geographical
expression into a unified polity. It is this development, which comprises the main
external environmental pressure on fourth-century Athens, rather than the ambitions or blocking capabilities of Thebes or Sparta, not least because this development took place above all within the areas, which Athens had regarded as her
sphere of influence – Thessaly, Macedonia, Thrace, W. Asia Minor and Sicily.55

Time matters in history and when things take place cannot be abstracted
from our models and conceptualisations. In the case of interstate relationships, as in any other form of relationships indeed, the polities that interact
might be at different or varying time scales and conjunctures, and the
conjuncture of their interaction is absolutely crucial.
The problem becomes manifest when, for example, Moses Finley talks
about ‘the failure of the Sicilian Greeks to make a success of the city-state
way of life’.56 As if there was a model of city-state life that can be found at
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some part of mainland Greece and could be imitated. We deal here again
with an evolutionist view of the past: there was a form of Greek society and
it had to develop into its fifth-century form, from which it could only
decline from the fourth century onwards. In reality what happened was
that a multiplicity of regional and interregional divergent paths was put in
shadow by the unprecedented rise of the Athenian archê and its deadly
antagonism with Sparta. It is mainly due to Thucydides that we tend to
perceive the fifth century through the sole prism of the antagonism
between two imperial poleis, while at the same time elevating this temporary fifth-century conjuncture into ‘classical Greece’, which is the measure
of normality; a standpoint from which everything else was either an archaic
precursor, or a proto-Hellenistic decline.
Instead, one could see the sixth century in all its divergent plurality:
poleis enlarging their own territory and subjugating the defeated populations (Sparta);57 poleis dominating whole regions by driving away the
former inhabitants (Argos);58 poleis dominating whole regions by incorporating them within their polity (Elis);59 communities expanding by
creating dependent apoikiai supporting networks of interests in particular
areas (Thasos, Corinth, Miletus);60 tyrants attempting to take control of
whole areas of the Aegean (Polycrates of Samos,61 Histiaius of Miletus62);
tyrants creating apoikiai and controlling networks of communities (the
Cypselids of Corinth,63 Peisistratos64); citizen magnates carving out their
own principalities in a variety of relationships to their polis (Miltiades and
the Chersonese65). The same variety is to be seen in the fourth century,
after the bipolar antagonism fades out: creation of federal polities, with
communities sharing rights of marriage and property (the Chalcidian
koinon);66 ethnê incorporating other communities (the Achaeans and
Calydon in 389 B C E );67 kings creating federal polities under their rule
(Molossian kings and the Epeirote koinon);68 magnates taking control of
large polities to create their own archê (Jason of Pherae);69 magnates
creating their own principalities (Mausolus, Caria and the Greek poleis);70
citizens creating their own networks and links of wealth, power and
territorial acquisitions in varying relations to their poleis (Iphicrates,
57
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Chabrias,71 Agesilaus, Archidamus72); and of course the old story of
expansion through annexing territory (Elis), dominating other communities within a federal structure (Thebes) and creating cleruchies (Athens) is
still going on.
I hope that there is little need in the present context for pointing out that
the very same processes continue to take place throughout the fifth century,
although of course the central bipolar antagonism is dominant. And of
course, if seen through this background, the ‘anomalous’ histories of the
communities of Magna Graecia, Libya, Asia Minor and the Black Sea,
which cannot fit into the ideal pattern of ‘classical Greece’, take a very
different colour. Instead of being then the classical ideal that every period
should be measured against, the fifth century becomes a highly stimulating
conjuncture: instead of writing teleological accounts of how Greek history
was predetermined to lead to the fifth-century ‘classical world’ and its
fourth-century evolving decline, the fifth-century pattern becomes itself a
highly idiosyncratic pattern in need of explanation.73 Why and how were
the divergent and variable pictures of the sixth and the fourth century
bisected by the bipolar one of the fifth century? Instead of the linear and
Athenocentric narrative that moves from the rise of the polis in the archaic
period, its acme in the classical and its decline and substitution from
Hellenistic monarchies and koina, we need a new historical narrative that
would take into account the issues discussed above.74
71
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Poleis and time

The aim of this chapter is to provide a temporal framework for the study
of Greek history; it will serve as an accompaniment to the analytical and
spatial frameworks that have been presented in previous chapters. We
have seen how Eurocentrism has shaped the construction of the temporalities within which Greek history has been studied in the last two
centuries. Chapter 5 aimed to show that the temporality that juxtaposes
antiquity and modernity, or sees antiquity only through the prism of the
emergence of modernity, is deeply problematic and misleading. In what
follows, I explore a variety of different temporal frameworks for the study
of Greek history.
THE CONSEQUENCES OF EUROCENTRIST TEMPORALITIES

The construction of Greek history as a field within a Eurocentric perspective had a double effect. On the one hand, the incorporation of Greek
history within a Eurocentric metanarrative necessitated the construction of
Greek history as an entity with beginning, acme and end; it needed a
homogenised national narrative; on the other hand, Greek history existed
as an entity only from the perspective of how it functioned as a stage in the
evolution of the West.
I will deal with this second issue first. We can call this perspective the
tunnel vision of time.1 It is the idea that there is a sort of linear trajectory in
history, which moves ultimately to modernity. It is the image of a train (a
veritable Orient Express as a matter of fact), which passes from various
stations, while keeping moving forward to reach modernity (from
Mesopotamia, to Greece, to Rome, to medieval Italy, to Holland, to
industrial England, etc.). The stations have no importance, no history of
themselves: their sole function is to receive and facilitate the train of
1
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progress in its journey to modernity.2 The history of the stations, after the
train has departed, is a parochial history, left to specialists, and with little
impact on perceptions of what is going on within the tunnel, where the
train moves.3
We have seen how this temporal perspective works in the chapter on the
consumer city. It is the Eurocentric tunnel vision that legitimises a comparison between ancient Mediterranean cities and medieval/early modern
Western ones. The result is the abstraction of ancient Greek history from
the continuous history of the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean. The
impact of this abstraction has been tremendous. One of its effects is the
misunderstanding and misrepresentation of many features of Greek history.4 Greek colonisation is a good example. The Greek settlement expansion in Asia Minor, the Black Sea, southern Italy and Sicily in the archaic
period has not been a unique feature of Mediterranean history; in fact, it is
impressive to note that Aegean Greeks turn to the same areas (Asia Minor,
the Black Sea, Egypt along with the Balkans) in a new phase of outward
expansion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries A D .5 It is of course
true that many features of the ancient Greek colonisation are different from
the more recent expansion (ancient Greek colonies were often autonomous
polities, eighteenth-century paroikies were never so); but I hope there is no
need to argue extensively that ancient Greek colonisation will appear quite
different from its present colouring, if approached from a Mediterranean
historical perspective.6
We need to provide the study of ancient history with other temporal
perspectives, apart from the Eurocentric one. Until fairly recently, the only
temporal perspectives of historical change that existed were deeply
Eurocentric: history was presented as the development that led to the rise
of the West and the creation of modernity. The rest of past or modern nonWestern societies either had to construct a temporal framework on the
basis of the Eurocentric model, or were denied any change and development and were presented as static and stagnant.
The attempts to write the economic, social and political history of the
Greek communities revolved around varying and opposing attitudes to the
Western paradigm. Before the Second World War, the prevailing attitude
was that of the modernists, who turned Greek history into a forerunner of
2
3
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the Western paradigm; the obvious misfit between their accounts and the
actual facts in turn boosted the primitivist approach, which offered a
different account, but was again based on the Western paradigm: if ancient
Greek history did not look like what the Western paradigm spelled, then it
was a story of failures, stagnation and vicious circles.
Hypothetically, had the Roman Empire encompassed the civilised world, as the
panegyrists said, there is no reason why Europe, western Asia, and northern Africa
should not still, today, be ruled by Roman emperors, America still belong to the
red Indians.7
A vicious circle of evils was in full swing. The ancient world was hastened to its
end by its social and political structure, its deeply embedded and institutionalised
value system, and, underpinning the whole, the organisation and exploitation of
its productive forces. There, if one wishes, is an economic explanation of the end
of the ancient world.8

Both primitivists and modernists were mistaken, though for different
reasons that have been already analysed.9
But recent work in historical scholarship offers us a way out of the
impasse. The discovery that the early modern East had its own clear
historical development, and not simply stagnation and vicious circles,
although this historical development did not follow the Western path,
opens extremely stimulating new vistas.10 The expansion of markets, the
extension of money use, the growth of commercial manufactures, the
development of sophisticated financial networks, the rise of influential
capitalists and of more bureaucratised state forms were found not only in
Europe, but also in South Asia, China and West Africa.11 Nevertheless, the
interconnections between these different aspects of change were different
in the early modern East with that of early modern Europe; they also had
clearly different results.12
The collective impact of all the above is to challenge the logic of the
Western paradigm itself: the idea that what emerged in nineteenth-century
Western Europe was somehow a natural and necessary outcome of human
development; a goal which humanity was ultimately destined to reach; a
state which previous periods and other civilisations failed to reach and only
the modern West with its peculiar innate characteristics managed to reach
first; a condition that will ultimately diffuse globally assimilating ‘archaic’,
‘traditional’ and other anomalies. In the words of an Indian historian,
7
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of course these [scholarly] developments are of great moment for historians of
South Asia. What has been less apparent is the challenge they pose for historians of
Europe, for the ideas South Asianists are coming to reject form the basis of the
classic antithesis between Europe and Asia. This antithesis, which opposes a
dynamic Europe to a static and traditional South Asia, undergirds the historiography of Europe. Its rejection, therefore, is nothing less than a call for a wholesale
rethinking of the European past.13

These discoveries are of direct relevance to the study of Greek history.
We can now envisage a Greek history that will not be an account of how
close the Greeks approximated the modern Europeans, or why they failed
to do so more; rather, it is now starting to be possible to write an account
based on what and how Greeks actually did what they have done. We can
start looking into Greek history as a historical development that does not
necessarily lead to the rise of the West, but has possibly led to, and shared
elements with, the historical development of societies outside the West.14 It
is unambiguous that in such a novel historiographical attempt our problems stem from the fact that ‘while the Eurocentric account of human
development was overly linear, its very linearity meant it could be presented as a narrative. In contrast, the polycentric account of human history
is by its very nature non-linear, and thus more difficult to present in
narrative form.’15 There is no clear suggestion as to how one could overcome this problem; but there is certainly a growing discussion among
historians in other fields, and ancient historians would only gain by paying
attention and contributing to them.16 We probably live through a period,
where current reality and scholarly work put into question the premises of
the whole modern enterprise of historiography; but in the same time they
offer us the, or a, way out of the impasse.
Let us come now to the construction of Greek history as a unified
narrative. This was deeply problematic, as Greeks had no national centre,
no national state and were scattered all over the Mediterranean and the
Black Sea. The solution was the construction of Greek history as a form of
quasi-national history, as the history of an entity (ancient Greece) that
could be juxtaposed to other entities (Rome).
There were important differences between different understandings of
Greek history as a form of national history, depending on whether one
conceived such a history as a history of a geographical area (Greece, in
whichever way one defines it), of an imaginary entity (like e.g. when we talk
13
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of Greece and Rome) or of a people (the Greeks). To give just one example,
a history of Greece conceived as an imaginary entity can finish with the
battle of Chaironeia in 338 B C E (as with Grote for example), because such
an imaginary entity can have a certain end, according to how it is defined;
but it can hardly be so with a history of the Greeks, since Greek-speaking
populations continued living for many centuries after Chaironeia (and in a
certain sense, still live nowadays). It is characteristic that, with very few
exceptions, no Western scholar has ever attempted to write a history of the
Greeks;17 the history of Greece has a certain end (whether the classical, or
the Hellenistic period) and then is followed by the history of Rome. We do
not study the Greeks from the perspective of how a particular people
developed throughout history, but from some point onwards (whether
the Hellenistic or the Roman period) we subsume them under the history
of another imaginary entity (whether Hellenismus, or Rome). But I do not
want to enter here into a discussion of the ambiguities and contradictions
between a Eurocentric History of Greece and an ethnocentric History of the
Greek Nation.18
During the nineteenth century, the construction of modern national
identities and the struggles to create new national states legitimated a
national reading of Greek history.19 Greek history was seen from the
perspective of the resistance to foreign aggression and the striving for
national unity and the creation of a national state.20 The apparent inability
or failure of the Greeks to create such a unity and state was the subject of
long and heated discussions.21 But after the First World War almost all the
nationalities in Europe acquired their own state, and borders and territories
remained largely the same till the 1990s; the defeat of Nazi Germany in the
Second World War was a severe blow to nationalist and racialist readings of
history. Therefore, from the 1950s onwards the old metanarrative of the
striving for unity and unification came to lose much of its power, though it
was never completely superseded.22 It was now the polis that played the
prominent role in a national account of Greek history. The polis was
adjustable to a narrative of emergence, acme and decline; it also had the
advantage of bringing together social, economic, cultural and political
history.
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There are many different aspect of this periodisation, which are deeply
problematic. Greek communities were scattered all over the Mediterranean,
and had a variety of historical trajectories; yet, the need to have a single
unified and homogeneous national evolution results in the exclusion of the
vast majority of these communities from standard accounts of Greek history,
and their segregation into local studies of little value and influence to the rest
of the discipline. Had we tried, though, to bring into pieces our linear time,
and understand that the time scale of the large imperial polis is very different
from the time scale of the small and middling one, we would have altered our
accounts for both periods. In the words of John Davies,
Greek history, unfolded as it did through a multitude of regional and civic microhistories most of which were only spasmodically documented, if at all, presented – as
Roman history did not – the acute technical problem of interweaving different
narratives in different theatres in such a way as to show both their independence and
their degrees of interlocking. That in turn set the challenge of balancing the affairs
and agendas of the bigger players (Athens above all, but also Sparta and Macedon
and Syracuse) on the one hand against those of the small fry, and on the other
against the looming presence of the Achaemenid Persian empire, its predecessors,
and its successors. Indeed, but for the powerful influence of the Hellenocentric
cultural tradition, it would be tempting – and indeed more rational – to write most
Greek politico-military history as a subset of Persian history.23

Moreover, periodisation has to be connected with spatial issues.24 Every
community has a place in space, which cannot be abstracted from its
history; a social, political and economic history that ignores the spatial
parameters of each process is bound to be inconclusive and misleading;
furthermore, space means that the old distinction between internal and
external factors and influences is illusory; internal and external have meaning only if we specify what is the unit of analysis. Giving a community a
place in space means that by necessity it is related to other communities
that occupy concurrently the bounding space; that the interaction with
those other communities is not a secondary or external factor, but delimits
the field of processes and networks which take place. This means that every
approach, such as the consumer city one, which tries to define its phenomenon as a solitary entity, as if it could exist alone and not in relation to other
entities, is seriously handicapped. The vast majority of definitions and
approaches to the polis suffer from precisely this handicap: they define the
polis as a solitary entity, as if a polis could exist alone and not only in a
system of interactions with other polities and communities that define the
23
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field of interactions and processes in between them. We cannot write Greek
history properly unless it is a history in space: i.e. of a part of a wider
Mediterranean and Near Eastern world.
The difference between a ‘progressive’ and fast-developing southern and
eastern Aegean (central Greece, the Peloponnese, Aegean islands) and a
more ‘backward’ and slowly developing western and northern mainland
(Aetolia, Epirus, Macedonia) is well known to scholars;25 in fact, it is
interesting to note that this regional divergence spans the gap between
Mycenaean and archaic/classical history.26 This divergence has been
explained in evolutionary terms: between more primitive ethnos regions,
representing a stagnation into an earlier phase of development, and poleis
regions, which have moved one step forward in the evolutionary ladder.27
We have already shown why this distinction between ethnê and poleis is
highly misleading.28 What should be stressed here is the role of space: is it a
matter of chance that it is the communities coming into contact and a
variety of relationships with the more advanced and complex societies and
polities of the Eastern Mediterranean that develop more complex political,
social and economic arrangements? And the lack of those intensified
contacts and pressures in the west and north leads to less intensive and
complex arrangements? In other words, a periodisation of Greek history
has to take into account the varying spatial arrangements, which different
regions of the Aegean and other regions inhabited by Greek communities
have with each other and with non-Greek regions.
LINEAR TIME

Ancient historians have accepted a single linear temporality and periodisation: we usually divide ancient Greek history in the Mycenaean, Dark
Age, archaic, classical, Hellenistic and Roman periods. This periodisation
goes back to Winckelmann’s attempt to periodise the history of Greek
art.29 It was subsequently adopted in political history, where periods were
divided by significant events: the Persian wars divided the archaic from the
classical period, the battle of Chaironeia or the death of Alexander the
classical from the Hellenistic, the battle of Pydna or Actium the Hellenistic
from the Roman.30 In the course of time the original restriction of
25
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historical narrative to political and military history was superseded: social,
cultural and economic aspects were emancipated from the static and
achronic accounts of the Antiquitates, and came to be presented as interrelated phenomena characterising every period and being part of historical
development. Thus, the original politically oriented periodisation came to
encompass social, economic and cultural history.31 Thus came a periodisation scheme that divided political, social, economic and cultural history
in the same distinct and autonomous periods. At the same time, the
discovery of the Mycenaean civilisation and the Dark Ages added new
periods to the scheme, which were created by not solely political criteria.32
We still cling to a nineteenth-century form of periodisation, without
trying to construct any alternative schemes. The current scheme was based
on the concept of the Zeitgeist, positing that every period was defined by a
certain spirit; on a functionalist understanding that all aspects of human life
ought to cohere and form an equilibrium;33 and on an evolutionist perception that all aspects of human communities move at the same pace in the
same direction.34 Few scholars would probably accept explicitly these presuppositions nowadays. And yet, no alternative periodisation has emerged.
My argument is that these presuppositions are mistaken. Functionalism is
wrong, because the imaginary whole does not exist: it is not the case that
every institution, practice or process serves the same aim in the same
direction: they occupy different levels, in different contexts and with different temporal and spatial scales.35 Mercenary service and citizen service, or
polis ideology/policy and aristocratic ideology/policy are not incompatible
practices undermining each other, as in a functionalist analysis, or successive
stages of rise/decline, as in an evolutionary one: they are merely differing
fields of activities in different levels and contexts. (This does not mean that
all practices are always compatible: but only a historical analysis can show
how and when they are brought into collision.) Some scholars have expressed
this through the concept of heterarchy: ‘a heterarchical system is one in
which each element is either unranked relative to other elements, or possesses
the potential for being ranked in a number of different ways’.36 The existence
of system does not mean the existence of a system. The various institutions,
31
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practices and processes do not form bounded and clear entities with
machine-like functions: they are of course interlinked, but in a variety of
changing configurations with different spatial and temporal extent; and they
do not necessarily all follow the same rhythms, nor have the same direction.
At the same time evolutionism is equally problematic: if, instead of our
entities emerging, growing and declining, and moving in a linear pattern of
progress (or regression), we substitute an image of a variety of levels, in a
variety of spatial configurations, and with a variety of temporal scales,
conjunctures and rhythms, our approach must necessarily change.37 The
combined outcome of functionalist and evolutionist approaches is the
billiard-ball effect. If societies, economies and states are unified as distinct
and separate entities, then the only way to interact is as billiard balls: an
external (it cannot be anything else) push creates vibrations transmitted from
one ball to the other. This is the classical logic of diffusionism: the balls do
not have a real space; they occupy a space only to the extent that an external
push puts them into contact, which necessitates a space, but merely as
substratum, external to the ball itself. They do not have a real time: a billiard
ball is the same, whether in the morning or in the evening, and whether a
previous player has played on the billiard table or not. From these remarks
follows why both the billiard-ball effect and evolutionism are misguided. If
the billiard balls do not exist as clearly bounded entities, but they change
shape and configuration, then the billiard-ball image is misleading; and the
compact entities needed for any evolutionary approach no longer exist.
The implication of my analysis is that we have to abandon the uniform
and linear time of the national narrative based on the polis and accept the
multiple temporalities and durations of historical time. The various levels
of analysis that we have presented are characterised by various forms of
temporalities; and quite often the temporalities of the one level might face a
different direction from the temporalities of another level. All this should
have been an old hat. More than half a century ago, Fernand Braudel
published his revolutionary Méditerranée;38 there he argued against the
linear time of the traditional histoire évènementielle, proposing his scheme
of the three durations of historical time (the event, conjoncture, longue
durée, or alternatively histoire évènementielle, social history, geohistory).39
Unfortunately, ancient historians have remained indifferent to Braudel’s
discovery.40 They have preferred to stick with a linear time of events and
37
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periods following neatly one after the other; and the only levels of temporal
analysis is still either an undifferentiated period (the archaic, the classical,
the Hellenistic), or an undifferentiated century (e.g. fifth-century Athens).
Furthermore, most works in ancient history still maintain a belief that the
periodisation of social, political and economic history is essentially the same:
there is seldom any effort to explore whether a periodisation that is based on
political history (e.g. the classical period) makes equal sense for social history,
or whether some processes follow their own, even opposing, temporalities.
Ancient historians were surprised to find that political periodisation did not
coincide with the periodisation of the landscape settlement and exploitation,
as revealed by intensive archaeological surveys. Instead of the political
periodisation (archaic, classical, Hellenistic), the intensive surveys found a
different periodisation (archaic/early classical, late classical/Hellenistic);
moreover, it is clear that, overall similarities apart, different areas followed
their own path.41 And yet, despite all these findings, little has changed in the
way ancient historians periodise and study Greek history.42
My argument is not that a return to Braudel per se will solve our
problems. There has been a lot of criticism of Braudel’s work, which is
quite justified.43 Braudel tended to emphasise the longue durée, giving
much less attention to the middle and short term, which he famously
characterised as dust.44 Moreover, the three levels of Braudel’s analysis
remain three separate levels: he failed to show how the three levels interacted and interpenetrated with each other, and how specific historical
conjunctures dictated or influenced historical developments in specific
rather than other ways. Having said that, the value of Braudel’s discovery
of the multiple durations of historical time remains enormous. The only
way to improve on his work and succeed in interlinking the various
durations of time, along with the importance of historical conjunctures
and spatial configurations, is by specific analysis of concrete historical
circumstances. I cannot provide anything more helpful on the abstract
and general level of analysis that has been employed in this study.
Therefore, we have to relativise our periodisations. We should accept
that there is no necessary reason for which political, economic, social, and
cultural history should follow the same periodisation; that different periodisations might suit different issues at hand; and that the interlinking
between the periodisations of different aspects, processes and institutions
41
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is historically contingent, and cannot be established a priori. Moreover, the
conjunctural nature of the interlinking between different time scales
implies that time is not qualitatively homogeneous. This is the quality of
time that Greeks expressed with the word kairos: it implies that events that
take place at specific moments acquire excessive importance, because of the
nature of the conjuncture.45 An example from changes in scientific theory
is apt:
Chaos theory in other words, does not imply that every bit of history is equally
chaotic. The action of two gas particles might had have tremendous implications
at a certain point in our solar system’s development; but once the present order of
sun and planets was emerging, the movement of trillion of particles would have
counted for naught.46

Conjunctures, such as the emergence of Athenian supremacy, or the overthrow of the Persian empire, have rarely been studied as such in Greek
history: they are either taken as natural outcomes, or as matters of chance or
fortune. Instead, we need studies that will take into account the interplay
between a variety of long- and short-term processes and the qualitative role
of the conjunctures and events.
A TEMPORALITY OF THE POLIS?

Finally, the periodisations presented above are based on a conception of the
polis as a stage of Greek history. There are a number of severe problems
with this periodisation; some have been already pointed out; others will be
so shortly. The first problem is one of exclusions: effectively, the scheme of
Greek history based on the polis excludes both the Minoan/Mycenaean
periods of Greek history, which are thought to be dominated by redistributive monarchies, and have been surrendered as a field of study to Linear B
philologists and prehistoric archaeologists; and the later Hellenistic and
Roman periods. In the Hellenistic and Roman periods the history of the
Greek communities ceases to be an independent field of study; it is now
subsumed under different entities, the Hellenistic world and the Roman
empire, respectively. There is no history of Hellenistic Greece, or a history
of Greece in the Hellenistic era, to give an example.
These exclusions are based on a major premise: the conceptualisation of
the polis as an autonomous polity, comprising a city and its territory, and
governed by its community of citizens. On this premise, the Mycenaean
45
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polities can be excluded as territorial monarchies controlling whole
regions; while the Hellenistic poleis can be subsumed under different
entities, since they lacked political autonomy, and were dominated by
the large Hellenistic monarchies and the Roman empire. Unfortunately,
the premise is severely misleading. We have explored extensively the
enormous variety of Greek polities of the archaic and classical periods.
While many communities comprised just a city and its territory, many
others comprised whole regions or attempted to control regions by a
variety of forms of political incorporation. It was also always the case that
the big powers of the archaic and classical Greek world always comprised
much more than a city and its territory: Sparta controlled two-fifths of the
Peloponnese; Athens the whole region of Attica; Argos the whole Argolic
plain; Thebes, every time she was powerful, controlled most of Boiotia; and
this is not to mention poleis such as Syracuse, or Cyrene.47 These last two
examples introduce the second qualification: Greek poleis were usually
governed by their communities of citizens: but it was often the case that
Greek polities were ruled by kings, tyrants or came under the control of
outside powers, whether Greek or foreign.
Finally, if we take political autonomy as a criterion, then we will find
extremely few Greek poleis that were in any meaningful sense autonomous,
from the time we first have a political narrative in the aftermath of the
Persian wars in 480 B C E to the battle of Chaironeia in 338 B C E . Already
from 545 B C E the cities of Ionia, the birthplace of philosophy and the Ionic
temple, were always subject to Persian, Athenian, Spartan and Hecatomnid
rule.48 From the late sixth century onwards many, or at times most, of the
Sicilian and south Italian cities, the other birthplace of philosophy and
science, were under the rule of Geloan and Syracusan tyrants,49 the
Phoenicians and the various Italian peoples.50 In mainland Greece, most
of the poleis were under the successive or co-existing rule of Sparta, Athens
and Thebes, and, later in the fourth century, Macedonia. Still, one has to
take into account the numerous dependent poleis of Sparta, Elis, Arcadia
and Crete, and the equally numerous poleis that participated in koina,
whether under the rule of a hegemonic polis, or on equal terms. As it will
have become clear, if we take political autonomy as the defining characteristic of the archaic and classical polis, then by definition we will have to
47
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exclude the vast majority of Greek poleis and restrict ourselves to a handful
of prominent and atypical exceptions.51 Therefore, the periodisation of
Greek history on the development of the autonomous Greek polis, comprising only a single city and its territory, and governed by its citizens, can
hardly cover more than a few archaic and classical Greek poleis. For the vast
majority, these criteria do not make sense.
Once we realise this, it becomes easier to challenge the exclusions. It is
not here the place to review the evidence about the nature and form of
Mycenaean polities. The present author holds the view that the orthodox
account of Mycenaean polities is extremely problematic and needs radical
reconstruction. But limits of space and coherence necessitate that we leave
this issue for future treatment.52 For the time being, what needs to be
stressed is the enormous variability of the Mycenaean political world. Some
regions were controlled by a single ‘palatial’ centre (Messenia,53 Attica);
others were divided between more centres (Argolid: Mycenae, Tiryns,
Midea; Boiotia: Thebes, Orchomenos); while in many regions sharing
Mycenaean culture political organisation is even more fragmented and
no overall centre seems to emerge (Achaia, Corinthia, Laconia).54
The Mycenaean Argolid was divided between three centres (Mycenae,
Tiryns, Midea); but the classical Argolid was dominated by a single centre,
Argos.55 In which case should we speak of a city-state? Does it make sense to
talk of territorial kingdoms in the Mycenaean period, and of a city-state in
the classical? Boiotia seems to be divided between Thebes and Orchomenos,
struggling to control the whole region, in both the Mycenaean and the
classical periods. Is this apparent similarity to be so easily discarded?
It is highly unfortunate that Mycenologists have accepted a uniform
and, in its essence, ahistorical model of the Mycenaean society,56 disregarding the reasons and the processes behind the strong regional differences,
and the spatial and temporal context and conjuncture. This uneasiness
is still lamentably visible in efforts, for example, to explain away the
fragmentation of political control in the Argolid, by appointing Tiryns
as the summer resort of the king of Mycenae.57 In both the Mycenaean
and the later periods of Aegean history, the most essential characteristic is
that the area is never unified under a single power, but is always fragmented
into a multiplicity of political communities of varying forms.58
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Moreover, if we remember that Greek poleis were often governed by
monarchs (kings, tyrants) or extreme oligarchies,59 and that our traditional
view about the government of Mycenaean societies is extremely problematic,60 then it becomes easier to claim that we should look at the political
communities of the Aegean in their longue durée. The plurality of forms of
political communities in every period of Greek history, the regional
variations, the continuities and the transformations can be grasped only
by adopting a different framework.
On the other hand, we should abandon the belief that the battle of
Chaironeia and the conquests of Alexander create a fundamental dividing
line in Greek history, between the autonomous classical city-state and the
Hellenistic poleis dominated by Hellenistic superpowers.61 The autonomous classical city-state is a fiction: most poleis were not independent and
it makes no fundamental difference whether a polis was dominated by
another polis or by a monarch.62 The fifth-century Thasians would not
find their situation much different from third-century Chalcidians.
Second, the aftermath of Chaironeia did not mean the annexation of
Greek poleis by Macedonia. The Macedonians never succeeded in subjecting, consolidating and unifying the Greek peninsula permanently: they
controlled more poleis in one region and fewer in others, more poleis in
one decade and less in another, but overall they had to face other autonomous poleis (Sparta, Athens, Rhodes), alliances of poleis and federations
of poleis.63 The political scenery was equally fragmented and unstable as it
was in the fifth, or even more in the fourth centuries.
Furthermore, the Hellenistic koina were not a subversion of classical
polis autonomy, since in many ways autonomy never really existed as a
viable option for most classical communities.64 Moreover, we have already
pointed that autonomy was not a precondition for polis-ness and that
participation in a koinon or a league was the experience of very many
classical poleis. In fact, one can look at the problem the other way round:
when Themistocles insisted that his adversary from obscure Seriphos
would not be Themistocles, if he was an Athenian, he nevertheless took
it for it granted that even he would not be Themistocles, if he was from
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Seriphos.65 His words display wonderfully the limitations and realities of
the citizens of the vast majority of poleis. But in the Hellenistic period, a
citizen of the small polis of Sicyon could become general of a huge federate
army and decide on the policies of the whole Peloponnese. He was still a
citizen of Sicyon, nevertheless.66
Moreover, the intervention or even domination of foreign powers and
the interrelationship with the Eastern and Western Mediterranean was
nothing new in the Hellenistic period: in the West, the expedition of
Pyrrhus and the intervention of the Romans have their classical counterparts in the Athenian intervention,67 the expedition of Timoleon68 and the
expedition of Alexander, the Molossian king.69 In the East, one has to
remember the Persian invasion and the continuous Persian role in the
Peloponnesian war, the King’s Peace, etc.;70 the continuous Athenian and
Spartan intervention, and even invasion, in Asia Minor and Egypt;71 and
the presence of thousands of Greeks in the East from Alcaeus’ brother to
the point where there were more Greeks fighting in the Persian army than
in Alexander’s.72 Finally, the alleged extinction of democracy and popular
participation in the Hellenistic period should be no longer argued.73
There has also been a growing recognition of the fact that the interaction
and interpenetration between the Greek world and the Near East, which used
to be the defining point of the Hellenistic age, needs to be traced back to at
least the fourth century. Simon Hornblower had early on argued that
Mausolus, the dynast of Caria, could be seen as a proto-Hellenistic ruler,
anticipating many of the techniques and achievements of the succeeding
rulers in the Hellenistic period.74 Josette Elayi has studied the growing Greek
interaction with Phoenicia during the fourth century BC E in features such as
the adoption of coinage and the creation of new artistic forms.75 Thurstan
Robinson has pointed out the growing Greek interaction with Lycia, evident
in coinage, new forms of political expression and new artistic forms.76 The
interaction was not one-sided; as a matter of fact, one of the most liberating
features of recent scholarship is the recognition that conceiving this process as
Hellenisation is deeply misleading. I have already mentioned the study of
Hagemajer Allen, showing how the Greeks during the late fifth and fourth
centuries came to adopt a new form of funerary monument deriving from the
cultures of the Near East, in order to express new needs within their society.77
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It is also the case that the old image of a radical transformation of the
Near East in the aftermath of the conquest of Alexander and the takeover of
the new Greco-Macedonian ruling classes has come under severe attack.
On the one hand there has been a growing awareness of the variety of
cultures, economies and societies of the ancient Near East:
Sondages in this material confirm what an attentive reading of Herodotus would
already have revealed, that the Achaemenid Empire showed a stupefying range of
economic and fiscal patterns and systems. It embraced the temple-focused economies of Judah or parts of Egypt or Asia Minor, the sophisticated and age-old
irrigation agriculture of Egypt, southern Mesopotamia, or Central Asia, the
complex private or parastatal businesses of banking and contracting which are
visible in the Murašu and other archives of fifth-century Babylonia, and the poliseconomies of Phoenicia and western Asia Minor.78

Some of these societies, cultures and communities had marked similarities
with certain societies, economies and cultures of the Greek world (which is
no more of a unified world than the Near East), in part because of interaction
and interpenetration, as we noted above.79 On the other hand, the evidence
for continuity in practices and processes even after the Greco-Macedonian
takeover has become increasingly strong.80 This is not to negate the real
changes that took place;81 but there should be a reconsideration of changes
within the wider Eastern Mediterranean world, which should adopt a larger
temporal framework; the fourth century would acquire a new importance in
this novel perspective.82 The point is not merely to make the fourth century
into a ‘proto-Hellenistic period’, which is just begging the question; it is
rather the case that we should seriously question the larger metahistorical
categories that lie behind our periodisation schemes.
Therefore, the old account, juxtaposing the Greek polis with Near
Eastern monarchies during the archaic-classical periods, to be followed
by the new Hellenistic monarchies and the koina in the Hellenistic period,
seems largely redundant. It creates a periodisation which is deeply problematic and misses the large changes taking place already in the fourth
century, if not beyond; and the juxtaposition between the Greek polis and
the Near Eastern world is deeply misleading for both. The image of the
autonomous polis cannot serve as a satisfying criterion for a periodisation
of Greek history, since it excludes the vast majority of Greek poleis of the
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archaic and classical periods; and the variable realities of the political world
of the archaic and classical periods show remarkable resemblances to the
excluded Mycenaean and Hellenistic periods.
But the present periodisation of Greek history suffers also from its
evolutionist underpinnings. The polis is presented as a stage in the evolution
of Greek history, a stage with beginning, acme and end. This perception
agglomerates a number of processes with obviously different, or even contrasting, temporalities, rhythms and directions. To reify these processes and
represent them as a single ontological entity is both unhelpful and misleading. Furthermore, if put in this way, it is impossible to comprehend change
and variation. What makes the Sicilian poleis consolidate into a territorial
state under a tyrant, while the Ionian poleis, facing similar problems, do not?
What makes the hundred poleis of archaic Crete be replaced by poleis with
large territories and dependent poleis in the Hellenistic period?83 What
makes Achaean Pellene part of an ethnos, but nearby Sicyon a polis?84
To illustrate my point further, I will consider the problem of when the
polis declined. The answer to this question has been a perennial problem
for ancient historians.85 It used to be thought once that the polis declined
with the battle of Chaironeia.86 Most historians now would not favour this
answer, but the problem persists.87 The reason is that you will get a
different answer according to which criterion you choose. If one chooses
to define the city-state with the criterion of autonomy, then the city-state
should decline in the aftermath of the Persian wars in the mainland and
even earlier in Asia Minor: the creation of the Athenian, Spartan, Theban,
Macedonian and other hegemonies went hand in hand with the absence of
independence of the smaller poleis. If one chooses the criterion of urbanism and restricts oneself to the Aegean world, then either the polis never
even rose in the majority of cases, or it went on even after the late empire.88
If one chooses the criterion of local self-government, then one should opt
for late antiquity.89 If one chooses the criterion of popular participation,
then the city-state declined in the late Hellenistic period or even later.90
One should not speak then about the emergence or the decline of the
polis. This needs still to be emphasised. Although speaking about the
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decline of the polis has become increasingly unpopular and irrelevant, with
most scholars arguing that one should look to different functions and
processes of the polis in different periods, the same does not hold true
about the emergence of the polis, which is still a popular subject. But it
seems contradictory to retain the concept of the emergence of the polis, if
the twin concept of decline has been abandoned.91 As John Davies had
already put it thirty years ago,
to speak of the polis as ‘le cadre essentiel de la civilisation grecque’ conceals a
fundamental confusion between the polis as (a) an administrative unit, (b) as
cultural unit, and (c) as power unit. Aspect (a) shows no breakdown in the fourth
century or for many centuries thereafter, continuing with extraordinary vitality
into the Roman period; aspect (b) shows little decline till much earlier, with the
emergence of royal courts as alternative focuses for patronage, and of newer cults,
which city governments did not bother to naturalise; while aspect (c) had given
way long since, in area after area – Ionia, Sicily, S. Italy, Peloponnese, the Aegean –,
to personal archai, or to Leagues and hegemonies (secularised Amphiktyonies, if
one will), or to foreign domination. The breakdown of the city as power-unit is a
sixth-century phenomenon, complete by 480.92

How can we avoid the problems created by the current periodisation?
One way is to deconstruct the current use of the polis as the organising
principle of the writing of Greek history. Previous chapters have tried to
provide an alternative framework to the ethnocentric and internalist conceptualisation of the polis as the sole unit of analysis for Greek history.
I have presented a variety of units of analysis, ranging from below the level
of the polis (koinôniai, merê) to processes linking a variety of communities
and polities into political, economic and cultural systèmes-mondes.93 I have
also presented the variety of forms of Greek polities and a number of
analytical tools that can allow us to study their multiple interactions.94
Finally, I have argued for the primary importance of space in the study of
Greek communities, and have explored a number of levels of spatial
analysis, both below and beyond the polis (poleis and their territories,
poleis and regions, poleis and the système-monde).95 But there is something
to be added in the last chapter.
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Towards new master narratives of Greek history?

This final chapter will serve as an answer to the question that many
readers might wish to ask. This book has tried to show how we came
to study Greek history in a Eurocentric manner; it has also tried to
show why this way of studying Greek history is misleading and problematic; it has finally attempted to provide a scaffolding of what concepts we
need in order to construct such an alternative history. The question now
is: how do you envisage writing such a history? It is all very well arguing
that we need to avoid an account centred on the polis, which usually turns
out to be Athenocentric history; but given our type of evidence, what else
can we do? It is all very well arguing that we need to go beyond
Hellenocentric accounts; but, given the evidence surviving, how can we
introduce, for example, the Phoenicians in our accounts, since none of
their records has survived? It is all very well arguing that we need a story
with many levels and many durations of historical time, instead of
teleological and unidimensional accounts; but how is it actually possible
to write such a narrative? It is all very well showing the fallacies of
Eurocentric master narratives; but can we construct any other kind of
master narrative, or should we simply be content with a non-Eurocentric
‘histoire en miettes’?
Many more questions could be added to those above, and I will not
pretend that I have a definite answer to any of them. What I will try to do
here is to give indications of the ways in which I seek the solutions. The task
ahead, for those who believe that we do need such an alternative history, is
indeed enormous. The above questions raise two main issues: evidence and
narrative. I have tried earlier to show that in our attempt to construct
alternative methodological tools Aristotle is indeed of immense value. And
I have tried to rehabilitate (in part at least) his view of the Greek polis.
What I want to do now is to show that many of the answers to our
problems can be provided by a thorough study of the ancient Greek
historians.
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EVIDENCE

An alternative account of Greek history, which will bring together the
different areas and regions of Greek communities and their relationships
and interactions with the wider world, must start from common denominators. This means primary reliance on a form of evidence which is available
for both early and late periods, for both the core and the periphery, for both
Greece and the wider Mediterranean, for both city and countryside, for both
elite and subaltern. This is of course archaeological evidence. Our textual
sources were written by the elite; they focus on Athens and some other large
Greek communities, telling us very little about the rest of the Greek
communities; and they tend to ignore the countryside. Since we lack written
sources for other Mediterranean peoples, we get a very distorted and
Hellenocentric image of Mediterranean history. By comparison, the potentiality of archaeological evidence to give voice to the forgotten and the
speechless is indeed impressive.1 But let us not oversimplify. It would be
naı̈ve to believe that even archaeological evidence, notwithstanding its
egalitarian potential, would be equally telling and revealing for all things
and all types of people: even in terms of archaeological evidence, the elite is
more visible than the subaltern, the city is more visible than the countryside,
the richer and more powerful communities tend to leave more recoverable
evidence than the poor and powerless.2
But still this is a problem common to all periods of history and in all
forms of evidence. Despite the limitations, the possibilities opened by a
historical account based on archaeological evidence, which allows comparison and contrast, and much wider inclusion, are impressive. This is even
more the case given the expansion of archaeological research in the last few
decades. The archaeology of settlement and landscape, to give an example,
has changed our understanding of Greek history: it has challenged conventional historical periodisations;3 it has allowed diachronic perspectives;4 it
has shown the utility and necessity of comparative history and has drawn
archaeologists to look beyond antiquity to other periods of Greek history;5
it has penetrated the peripheral areas for which written sources are completely silent;6 it has allowed us to study a subject rendered almost invisible
from the perspective of our urban-based and urban-focused sources.7 One
could multiply examples: the archaeology of domestic space;8 the
1
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archaeology of death ritual and social identity;9 the archaeology of exploitation and power;10 the archaeology of memory and the past;11 the archaeology of exchange.12
These results show conclusively how much we can gain by the employment of archaeological evidence. What we lack is synthesis: incorporating
the results of archaeological evidence into our narrative accounts of Greek
history.13 This has not been achieved so far, for reasons that are not difficult
to grasp: the straitjacket of the polis, the linear temporalities and the
functionalist and evolutionist methodologies that we have delineated.
An example of where we should go is the attempt of Michel Gras to
study the archaic Mediterranean in its totality, bringing together the
Greeks, the Etruscans, the Phoenicians and the Carthaginians.14
Historians and archaeologists have been content with this approach,
when it deals with ‘pre’- or ‘proto-historic’ periods, when the absence of
useful written evidence allows these wider approaches and comparisons.15
But when we come down to the ‘historical’ periods, text-driven accounts,
the dominance of Athens and secondarily Sparta in our written sources,
and the absence of written sources from the non-Greek communities and
cultures, lead to the by now well-known pattern of Greek history writing:
text-centred, Athenocentric, elite-oriented, Hellenocentric. We have a
comprehensive account of forms of settlement in archaic Greece;16 nothing
similar in breadth and extent is available for the classical period. What we
need to do is to extend attempts like that of Gras to study the archaic
Mediterranean to the ‘historical’ periods.17 Ian Morris’ attempt to trace
through long-term changes in funeral practices wider trends towards
egalitarianism through the Greek world of the polis and even beyond18 is
a very positive step in this direction, no matter whether one agrees entirely
with his interpretation of the evidence.19 Hansen’s edited volume on citystate cultures is equally important in giving a Mediterranean-wide and even
larger perspective, though its thematic setting does not allow for explorations of interaction.20
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The next step in terms of forms of evidence is indeed numismatics.
Unfortunately, historians of antiquity until very recently have not made
much use of the evidence of coins, even when it comes down to economic
history.21 But in the last few years the situation has changed enormously:
scholars have dealt with coins from a variety of different perspectives,
looking at social, economic, cultural and political aspects of their production, use and dissemination.22 After archaeological evidence, coins are the
form of evidence available for most Greek communities; they too allow us
to overcome the bias of the written sources, centred on the big and
powerful communities. Moreover, coinage provides one of the most fascinating links of the interconnectedness of the Mediterranean world.
Invented by the Lydians, adopted by the Greeks, expanded through the
wider Greek world in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, adopted by
Persia, Phoenicia and the other highly developed Near Eastern societies,
introduced by the Greeks to the native populations of Scythia and Thrace,
coinage provides tantalising hints about writing such a story.23
Fair enough, some critics might argue; this can be a feasible and even
profitable enterprise. But there is no denying that archaeological and
numismatic evidence have their limits and that there are a large number
of issues in which it is only written evidence, literary and epigraphic, that
can give us answers: think of politics, slavery, ideas, literature. This form of
evidence, though, is available in only a very few cases: it is only Athens, and
to a much lesser extent Sparta, for which we have enough evidence to write
a meaningful and in-depth political, social, economic and cultural history
from all of the communities of the Mediterranean in the classical period.24
Are we not therefore forced to become Athenocentric by the very nature of
our evidence, once we wish to write narrative or ask certain kinds of
questions? For the rest of Greek and Mediterranean communities we
have only fragments and glimpses, sometimes more illuminating, sometimes less. In the circumstances, is it not the most meaningful decision to
do exactly what has been criticised in this book: a main Athenocentric
account, and separate accounts for the rest of the Greeks and barbarians?
This criticism is valid; though, I hope to show, not inescapable. But
before trying to answer this criticism, let me try to emphasise how much we
can gain in our study of Athens itself by applying the methodological
21
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approach espoused in this study. We need to situate Athens within a complex
and multifaceted world. The traditional approach to Athenian history has
been to treat the Athenian polis as an exclusive club of adult male citizens. In
reality, what is most fascinating about classical Athens is the variegated
picture of multiple social groups, cultural backgrounds, life experiences,
locales and interconnections. The picture has focused too much on the
elite male Athenians, who are the authors of classical texts and play the key
roles in them. There has been no attempt to study the Athenian demos, the
cobblers, smiths, sailors and shopkeepers that formed the basis of Athenian
democracy. It is equally important to study women and slaves not as separate
objects from the main group of male citizens, but as parts of a complex
interaction, ranging from subordination to collaboration and solidarity.25
Furthermore, Athens was a cosmopolitan society. The clear majority of
its population consisted of foreigners, Greek and non-Greek, free and
slave. Yet, there have been few attempts until very recently to take seriously
into account all these foreign people that lived in Athens and the interaction between Athenians and foreigners.26 Even more, Athens had a high
level of political, economic and cultural interaction with the contemporary
Mediterranean world. Yet, there has been little attempt to see Athens as a
centre of Mediterranean networks of connectivity, moving goods, people
and ideas;27 or to see Athens from the angle of its relationships with the
Eastern Mediterranean, the Aegean and the Black Sea. Equally fascinating
is the fact that Athens comprised the most variegated locales, giving life to
the most variable experiences:28 living in the multicultural commercial and
maritime port of Piraeus was very different from living in a large agricultural deme, or in an isolated farmstead.29 It is important to attempt to
portray all these different settings and experiences; but it is even more
important to understand the co-existence and interaction between them.30
Moreover, portraying Athens, for example, in the fifth and fourth
centuries B C E as a monolithic ‘classical Athens’ is equally problematic.
There is a need to understand how different time scales might point to
different directions, might co-exist and interrelate. One can study how the
long-term patterns of settlement and land-use co-exist with short-term
fluctuations; how discourses on politics or society are reproduced, modified and transformed by their use in specific conjunctures;31 how different
25
27
30
31

See e.g. Katz 1999. 26 But see now Bäbler 1998; Adak 2003.
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forms of material culture follow different time scales and the complexity of
practices that emerge out of this.
Finally, there have been few attempts to study Athens from a comparative perspective.32 How would Athenian politics look if we compare it with
American democratic politics in the nineteenth century?33 Athens was a
cosmopolitan centre; yet there has been no attempt to understand it in the
light of other cosmopolitan centres, like Venice or Amsterdam.34 Athens
was a Mediterranean commercial centre; how does it fare in comparison
with Ottoman Smyrna or Marseilles?35 I hope that the preceding comments show clearly how much it is possible to accomplish in the study of
Athens by changing our perspective.
Let me now resume the main question: given the kind of evidence we
have available, can we be anything else than Athenocentric? How can we
insert the bits and pieces that we know about the rest of the Greek world
and the wider Mediterranean into a new kind of history? This raises the
issue of the form of the historical text and the form of the historical
narrative. It is of course a huge issue, much debated in our days. I do not
wish to burden further an already heavily burdened book with a detailed
analysis of where I stand, and how I see the future. I wish only to devote the
last few pages to the problem that this book has been trying to bring to our
notice: the abandonment of Eurocentric, ethnocentric, functionalist and
evolutionist perspectives leads to fragmentation of subject and method.
One way out of this impasse is the construction of alternative methodological tools, as I have tried to do in the third part of this book. Another,
and even more demanding task, is reconsidering the form of historical
narrative. What narrative should we write, which will not be Eurocentric,
ethnocentric, functionalist, evolutionist?
NARRATIVE

What kind of history? A history of koinai praxeis
What is the subject of history about which we want to write? An easy
answer is usually given: it is the history of Greece, or of the Greeks. There
are important differences, as we have seen, depending on whether one
conceives such a history as a history of a geographical area (Greece, however
32
33
35

An exception, but on very different terms from those proposed here, is Finley 1973a.
See now Wilentz 2005. But see Rosivach 1993. 34 Burke 1974; see e.g. Braudel 1984: 184–8.
On Ottoman Smyrna, see Frangakis-Syrett 1992.

Towards new master narratives of Greek history?

227

one defines it), of an imaginary entity (as when we talk of Greece and
Rome) or of a people (the Greeks). Enough has been said of Eurocentrism
and ethnocentrism in other contexts to make it unnecessary for me to
repeat the problems arising from their core assumptions.36
Perhaps one might think that a history of a geographical area is a more
‘objective’ strategy and therefore more worth pursuing. And yet, the
problems with such a conception are paramount. How is one to define a
geographical area? Natural limits are hardly objective or straightforward;
by now, we have come to realise that even islands, once thought of as ideal
cases of clearly defined areas, are hardly that.37 If intensity or importance of
interactions is the limiting factor, then the history of Athens, for example,
would have more to do with the Black Sea than with Aetolia; accordingly, a
history of a geographical area defined by natural geography, and not by
actual historical relations and configurations, has little to recommend it.
This is even more the case when the cultural characteristics that might help
us define the unity of a specific geographical area are actually dispersed over
the whole Mediterranean, as in the case of the Greeks. Therefore, there can
be no history, for example, of the Aegean: in the ninth century such a
history would not encompass much beyond the Aegean; but in the fifth
century there can be no history of the Aegean, which is not at the same time
a history of the Black Sea; one cannot see the one without the other.
Therefore one may write only a history from the Aegean (from the perspective of the Aegean).38
Maybe we should seek our solution in universal history? This is equally
problematic. A universal history is supposed to cover the whole world; no
matter what the real technical problems of doing that may be, history is by
necessity a selection of the whole of the past, based on certain criteria (in
the same way that a map is a selection of what to depict, and not an actual
representation of everything that exists; in which case it is not a map, but a
replica of the object to be depicted).39 And what would be the criterion for
writing a history of the whole of humanity (or rather of humanity in
antiquity)? It is here that the teleological assumptions of Eurocentrism
and the philosophies of history enter to distort the account in ways that we
should by now agree are misguided and problematic. Benedetto Croce was
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right that no universal history worthy of its name could ever exist: a
universal history is always a history from a single perspective.
Universal histories, in so far as they are histories, or in that part of them in which
they are histories, resolve themselves into nothing else but ‘particular histories’ –
that is to say, they are due to a particular interest centred in a particular problem,
and comprehend only those facts that form part of that interest and afford an
answer to that particular problem.40

This does not mean that one cannot write a history covering the whole world
from a single perspective (e.g. from the perspective of the Mediterranean and
its relationship with the rest of the world, or of the development of warfare,
or of the emergence of nationalism, or of the spread of monotheism, etc.).
But the essential point, as pointed out by Croce, is that this is universal
history only in title; universal history in the real meaning of the word is
impossible; and unless one makes this point clear and explicit, one risks
passing off a partial and focus-dependent history as the history of the world.
We have seen far too many Eurocentric histories passing as universal
histories;41 and the dangers of this approach should by now be clear enough.
What is then the solution to our problem, if one does exist? I believe that
the Greeks have given us one answer themselves. Many Greek historians
attempted to write what they called historia tôn koinôn praxeôn, a history of
common acts of Greeks and barbarians.42 The difference between the
Thucydidean strategy and that of common history is made clear by ancient
authors:
He [Herodotus] chose not to record the history of a single city, or of a single
nation, but to gather together accounts of many different events, which occurred
in Europe and Asia, and assemble them in a simple comprehensive work. He made
the Lydian empire his starting point and brought his account down to the Persian
war, including in a single narrative all the important acts of Greeks and barbarians
during this period of 220 years . . . Thucydides came after these historians, but he
did not wish to confine his history to a single locality, as Hellanicus and his
imitators had done, nor to follow Herodotus and bring together in a single history
the deeds accomplished by Greeks and barbarians all over the world (ex apasês
chôras).43
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Why not attempt then to write, instead of a self-sufficient history of
Greece, a history of the common acts of Greeks and barbarians (or whichever term we choose to replace this negative, yet all-inclusive term)?44 This
project would have a double advantage. On the one hand, it retains the
essential point that history is always an account from a specific perspective:
it is not a purported, but impossible, universal account, but an account
from the perspective of the Greeks and their common acts with other
peoples. In the same way, one could write about the common acts of the
Persians and the barbarians (in which the Greeks would then be included)
and so on. On the other hand, it argues against a self-sufficient Greek
history and in favour of an inclusive strategy. In their historical works,
many Greeks included barbarian history, ethnography and geography; it is
something that we have deliberately omitted from our own accounts of
Greek history, all for the worse.45 My first proposal: a history of koinai
praxeis should replace our histories of Greece or of the Greeks; and Greek
historians have a lot to tell us about how to do it.
If we accept this first proposal, the next question is how we are going to
organise our material. This has a double implication. On the one hand, we
need to arrange our material in such a way that it tells a story, i.e. to emplot
them; on the other hand we need to find a way of arranging material that
will be as inclusive as possible; that will make sense and incorporate the bits
and pieces of our non-Athenian knowledge. The final two sections will deal
with these two questions.
History from above: emplotments and metanarratives
Since Hayden White’s Metahistory,46 historians have become increasingly
aware of the literary aspects of their work, and the metahistorical categories
and tropes on which they base their research and narrative. Although there
are a growing number of studies that, following White, have attempted to
study the metahistorical and narratological foundations of modern historical literature,47 historians of antiquity are as always lagging behind. There
has yet to be any study of the metahistorical and narratological foundations
44
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of the works of modern historians of antiquity. It is therefore very important to pay attention to the stories that our Greek histories narrate and the
plots that we construct. I will say a few words on the modes of emplotment
used by historians of antiquity, before moving on to see whether ancient
Greek historians have anything to contribute towards a reconceptualisation
of ancient history.
It is well known that the nineteenth century was the century of nations
and nationalisms; it is equally true that from the French Revolution to the
Russian, Europe was dominated by titanic social struggles, turning the
whole world upside down. And of course modern works on ancient history
would not abstain from reflecting such tensions. Greek history was emplotted in such a way as to tell a story of national and racial destiny.48 Some
read Greek history as the story of an unsuccessful struggle for national
unification that resulted in national subjugation; others saw in Macedonia
the deus ex machina that managed to overcome national divisions and lead
to national unity and triumph.49 Of course, the struggle between Athens
and Macedonia, Demosthenes and Philip, was presented as resembling the
one between France and Germany.50 On the other hand, the great social
struggles of this period of European history, where land and property were
key issues, had a direct reflection on the presentation of a story of ancient
history: struggles about agrarian laws, the protection or overthrow of
private property and so on.51
The post-war period, or rather the period of the Cold War, has seen two
important phenomena: the cessation of national struggles and movements in
Europe (though exactly the opposite in the rest of the world), where the
national boundaries established either in the treaty of Versailles, or in that of
Potsdam, seemed final and unassailable. The crimes of Nazism did much to
drive racial issues out of the field of the academically acceptable.52 On the
other hand, under the stability of terror and the economic reconstruction of
Europe, revolutions and great social struggles of a nineteenth-century scale
48
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have been largely absent from the (Western) European scene (though hardly
at all in the rest of the world).53 Is it a mistake to look at these phenomena for
the telling absence of any large-scale or influential narratives of Greek history
in the post-war period? In contrast to the nineteenth century and the first
half of the twentieth,54 no great scholar of the post-war period turned his
labours towards constructing a narrative of Greek history.55
In the absence of the previous concerns, the emplotment of Greek history
proved a difficult issue; this is probably one of the strong reasons that the
great minds of the post-war era kept away from it. It is characteristic that the
only inspiring and novel narratives that we have from the post-war period
concern archaic Greece, where the relative absence of ancient historical
narratives gives modern scholars space for originality; here, new evidence,
new forms of evidence and new approaches have led to new narratives.56 The
difference from classical or Hellenistic history could not be greater.
We need then to rethink our emplotments and our narratives. Let us
approach the same question again: what have the Greek historians to
contribute to such a search? Can we learn from their emplotments? Can
we utilise their modes of emplotment for our own aims?
The great Greek historians emplotted their historical narratives in a
variety of ways. According to a recent ingenious interpretation by Pascal
Payen,57 Herodotus was not the historian of the wars between Greeks and
Persians, as most of modern scholarship would like him to be. Instead, his
subject is a narrative of conquest and resistance. Herodotus has taken as his
model the Lives of Great Monarchs; the structure of his narrative follows
the succession of five of them (Croesus, Cyrus, Cambyses, Dareius, Xerxes)
and their conquests. But the great innovation of Herodotus is the introduction into historical discourse of the peoples that resist them; what
modern historians have described as ‘ethnographic parts’ of Herodotus’
work, because they do not fit their conception of the Historiê as the history
of the Persian Wars, are in fact (among other things, to be fair)58
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Herodotus’ description and explanation of how the peoples manage to
resist conquest. Their ethê kai nomima on the one hand, the spaces they
occupy and utilise on the other (in the words of Payen their altérité and
their insularité), are the means by which they manage to resist. Besides,
notwithstanding the distinction between Greeks and barbarians, there is a
more fundamental distinction in Herodotus’ work, which cuts across the
Greek–barbarian opposition: the opposition of conquerors and peoples
who resist. Herodotus’ decision to finish his account with the battle of
Mycale, instead of going down to describe the glorious Greek victories
against the Persians up to the battle of Eurymedon and even further on, is
one indication that the Athenians have themselves become the conquerors.
This is a most inspiring interpretation of Herodotus’ work. Herodotus’
method allows us to overcome entrenched oppositions (Greeks/barbarians,
history/anthropology, description/narrative); moreover, the subject of
conquest/resistance allows us to look simultaneously at the perspective
of the great powers and those that resist them; finally, given our present
world situation, it is a most intriguing subject to pursue. How would
Mediterranean history of the archaic and classical periods look if we
narrated it from the Herodotean perspective of conquest/resistance (that
is, if we extended backwards Polybius’ approach)?
Thucydides wrote of course a grand narrative of kinêsis, with the
Peloponnesian war functioning as the greatest culmination until his time
of this process. The central issue of his work is the process of dynamis and
archê, the process by which the material preconditions for the building of
archê and the exercise of dynamis are created, the process by which other
communities are dominated and the dangers and doom of archê.59
One can multiply examples. Greek history, as we saw, from the nineteenth century till the Second World War was based on a metanarrative of
national unification, social struggles and the emergence of the West.
Unfortunately, the emplotments and metanarratives of Greek historians
have been often discarded in modern narratives of Greek history.60
The point, of course, is not to single out one form of emplotment, or
one metanarrative used by the ancient historians, and pursue it in our
accounts. If we agree that history is not the past, but our perception and
textual presentation of the available remains of the past, then it should be
clear that there is no single perspective from which we can read the past,
nor a single plot that we have to follow. This does not mean that everything
is permissible, equally right or equally important. Hayden White has
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observed a quadri-partite form of emplotment in his analysis of nineteenth-century historiography: romance, tragedy, comedy and satire.61
I see no reason why a historian has to adopt a single form of emplotment
in his narrative. After all, history has many faces: it is romance for some
people, comedy for others, tragedy for many and satire for those lucky
enough to be able to observe. Often, the comedy of the one is the tragedy of
the other. There is no reason not to adopt a multiplicity of perspectives and
a multiplicity of plots, and to weave them together, instead of adhering
blindly to a single perspective and a single master narrative. How to do it,
I believe, cannot be established beforehand.
History from below: how to fit in the pieces
We have examined what kind of emplotments we will need in order to
make a story (or indeed multiple stories) out of our materials; but how can
we be inclusive, how can we incorporate our bits and pieces into our
accounts? I believe that, once we recognise the multiplicity of perspectives,
levels, and temporalities and the fragmentary Athenocentric nature of our
sources, our best solution is a recourse to large-scale narrative.
Let us have a closer look at our sources. Athenian law-court speeches are
one of the best sources for social history that we could have.62 They become
Athenocentric, only because we treat them as sources from which the
historian mines his information for Athenian society. On the contrary, if
we treat them as narratives, they immediately open windows to the wider
world. Consider the case of Apollodorus the son of Pasion.63 Apollodorus
has been appointed trierarch;64 he wants to spend lavishly on his liturgy
(xx 7–10); accordingly he dismisses the Athenian drafted sailors, who were
not of much value, and hires his own sailors (xx 7–8), many of which must
have been metics, or even foreigners. In the course of his extended trierarchy he sails around the whole Aegean (passim); he participates in some of
the local wars and conflicts in the north Aegean and Thrace (xx 20–3); he
sees many of his sailors abandoning him to seek employment in the navies
of northern Greece (xx 16–17); he finds himself in the market place of
Thasos, exchanging threats with his Athenian opponent (xx 29–30); he
borrows money from the network of friends of his father in Asia Minor
(xx 17–18, 56); he has to deal with the complaints of his sailors and their
need to provide subsistence for their families (xx 11–3).
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It is only our decision to treat this speech as a source of Athenian history
that creates an Athenocentric account; if we treat it as a narrative, converting
Apollodorus’ law-court speech into a story of his trierarchic mission, we open
a big window into the life of the subaltern classes; the networks of trade and
credit among the wealthy; the regional history of the north Aegean; the
history of the island of Thasos; and the connected history of the wider
Aegean world. One could bring together in telling such a story the study
of naval power in the Mediterranean history; the study of networks of
mobility; the study of the history and archaeology of Thasos; the study of
regional systems of interaction; the study of imperial intervention.
We can see here how the alternative concepts that we have tried to
delineate could fit in with an alternative way of writing ancient history.
And how many more windows, how many more concentric circles would
not the narration of such a story open! Imagine Apollodorus in the agora of
Thasos: would he not encounter all these famous Thasian amphoras of
wine?65 Would this not give the narrator an opportunity to tell their story
and significance? Need I remind you that we know a great ancient Greek
historian who excels in constructing exactly this kind of narrative links?66
Need I argue that there must be a link between Herodotus’ narrative
technique and his non-Hellenocentric and non-Athenocentric history?
The old-style narratives were concerned with great men, the elite and
histoire évènementielle. The enlargement of the field of history to include
social, economic and cultural history led to the abandonment of narrative
in favour of analysis and structural, synchronic exposition.67 This has been
of course a great advantage; but it allowed the survival of old-style histoire
évènementielle by default; and it created the problems of static, unidimensional, functionalist and evolutionist approaches that we have been dealing
with. If we are to combine the advantages of a new analytical framework,
like the one I have presented in this book, with the possibilities offered by
Apollodorus’ story we clearly need a new kind of narrative. Old-style
narrative history did not have space for such stories; social and economic
history dismembered them into static structural analysis; how can we
proceed nowadays?
I do not have a simple answer, and I do not think there should be a single
answer. What I certainly think is that we need to populate our histories
with real people and their different and divergent experiences. This is the
surest and most fascinating way of conveying the multiplicity of perspectives, temporalities, levels and processes: for sure, attention to multiple
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temporalities, levels, processes and perspectives changes not only the content of the story, but also the nature of story-telling.68
Let me finish with two suggestions of what kind of narrative I envisage.
Both my suggestions look back to forms of narrative that were very common
in the past, but have been discarded since the historicist revolution of the
nineteenth century; one more case of how the history of historiography can
throw light on how to solve current problems of studying history.
The one is travel narrative. One of the most fascinating ways of writing
history in the early modern period was using a fictional travel narrative in
order to present to the audience the history, the institutions and the
cultural interaction of the people in the past.69 The Voyage du jeune
Anacharsis en Grèce, vers le milieu du quatrième siècle avant l’ère vulgaire70
by J. J. Barthélemy was the most popular work of Greek history for
decades. Barthélemy was one of the most distinguished scholars of his
time;71 the travels of Anacharsis brought together the wider Mediterranean
world in the classical period; and the work was supplemented by volumes
showing the literary and iconographical sources behind the account.72
Could one imagine a better history of the archaic Mediterranean and the
Near East than the Travels of Democedes, the doctor from southern Italy,
who worked for Aegina, Athens and Polycrates, the tyrant of Samos, found
himself at the Persian court and managed to return to Italy again?73
My second suggestion refers to the need to overcome the constraints of
the functionalist and structuralist methodologies employed by the majority
of ancient historians. In terms of methodology, I have tried to show why
the Aristotelian concepts of koinôniai and merê provide a better way of
approaching social, economic and cultural history than the structuralist
polarities and functionalist models usually employed.74 But how are we to
give narrative form to such a kind of analysis?
Let me give an example of what I have in mind: people write a lot about
Greek perceptions of the Other, Greek racism and the Greek contempt of
68
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70
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See Klein 1995.
See e.g. J. Terrasson, Séthos, histoire, ou Vie tirée des monumens anecdotes de l’ancienne Egypte, traduite
d’un manuscrit grec, Paris, 1731; W. A. Becker, Charicles. Bilder altgriechischer Sitte zur genaueren
Kenntnis des griechischen Privatlebens, I–II, Leipzig, 1840.
7 vols., Paris, 1788–9.
He deciphered Phoenician; and wrote a large number of essays, mainly of antiquarian character: see
Badolle 1927.
J. J. Barthélemy, Recueil de cartes géographiques, plans, vues et médailles de l’ancienne Grèce: relatifs au
Voyage du jeune Anacharsis, précédé d’une analyse critique des cartes, Paris, 1788; P. J. B. Chaussard,
Fêtes et courtisanes de la Grèce: supplément aux voyages d’Anacharsis et d’Anténor, I–IV, Paris, 1801.
Herodotus, I I I , 125–38. 74 Chapter 3.
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barbarians;75 and of course there is a lot in these accounts that is true. But it
seems to me, partly because we are so used to the kind of sources we have,76
partly because most students of ancient history did not have a training as
historians,77 so as to familiarise themselves with the kind of evidence other
historians use, and the conclusions they reach, we seldom think about these
issues with real people in mind; we seldom think of the sort of questions
that historians familiar with more comprehensive forms of evidence ask.
But even more, our non-narrative form of presenting these issues creates a
static and unidimensional image.
Imagine a Greek and a Phoenician drinking a cup of wine after work in
Piraeus. How would the Greek articulate his discourse about the barbarian
Other? Let us say he is Athenian and he will formulate a discourse on the
superiority of Athenian democracy over Oriental despotism; what would
the Phoenician reply? Would the Greek speak to the Phoenician in the
same way that he would speak, if he were talking only with other Greeks?
How would actual, real-life contact with the Phoenician influence his
perception? In Piraeus, Greeks and Phoenicians lived in the same neighbourhood, worked in the same streets, their children played in the same
street and they buried their dead in the same graveyards. How did this
actual, lived experience influence and formulate people’s perception?78
We do not have the direct evidence to answer these questions; no records
of the actual encounters and discussions have actually survived; though we
do have bits and pieces of evidence that might give us an image of a possible
answer, if we do ask questions in these terms. For example, we have an
official Athenian inscription, which we have already met, honouring the
king of Phoenician Sidon, but granting rights to ‘those who have political
rights (politeuousi) at Sidon and live there’, i.e. in other words, the citizens
of Sidon.79 So the Phoenician might argue that the Athenians themselves
recognised that the concept of Oriental despotism was far from the actual
reality. How did the Athenians know that some Sidonians had political
rights in Sidon? Surely, the Greek discourses on Oriental despotism that we
find in Greek texts did not provide them with the material to raise such a
possibility. Is not this inscription a result of these actual encounters that
I am postulating?
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arguments.
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For the fundamental importance of actual experience for any historical account and supposition, see
the classic Thompson 1978.
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We have Herodotus’ dialogue of the Persians on the constitution; and his
insistence that such a dialogue had indeed taken place, despite the disbelief of
some of his readers (hearers);80 so we see at least one Greek who thought that
the barbarians were capable of thinking and acting on their own, and not
simply obeying orders. How did he come to believe this? Was it through his
experience in his travels, or in his native Carian Halicarnassus, or in multiethnic Athens?
We have a grave inscription dating from the third quarter of the fifth
century. It is an epigram in Homeric hexameter, and it reads like this: ‘This
is the beautiful tomb of Manes, the son of Orymaios, the best of Phrygians
there ever were in wide Athens. And by Zeus, I never saw any woodcutter
better than me. He died in war.’81 We have here the epigram of a foreigner,
a Phrygian, who is a manual worker and clearly proud of his craft and his
manual skills. What is more, it is a reasonable supposition that he died
fighting for Athens during the Peloponnesian war, or equally possibly in
some other previous engagement. Thousands of metics fought alongside
Athenians, every time Athens was in war.82 How would our Phrygian
converse with his Athenian mates, while serving in his Athenian regiment?
What would a low-class Athenian think when reading this epigram, while
passing by going to work in his workshop?
There are many questions like these that have seldom been asked; one
can think of discussions between free and slaves on the nature of slavery;
between rich and poor on equality; between working people on the status
of manual labour; between males and females on female licence. And I
think that the ancient historians offer us an example of a narrative form to
use in order to think about, to think with and to narrate such issues.
This is of course the invented speech and its accompaniment, the dialogue. The brilliant Herodotean conception of including direct speech in the
historical narrative,83 in imitation once more of the epic, has been abandoned
far too easily and without real reflection by modern historians.84 Its abandonment was a result of the nineteenth-century Historismus.85 After the post80
81
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Herodotus, I I I , 80, V I , 43.3.
Inscriptiones Graecae, I 3 1361. Of course, predictably the interest of the few ancient historians who
have dealt with this inscription has focused on dating, topography and the language and oral features
of the epigram. No wonder the political and social implications of this document have never been
seriously addressed. But see now the commentary in Bäbler 1998: 159–63.
Adak 2003: 67–72. 83 See the comments of Fornara 1983: 171–3.
For the debate about invented speeches in early modern historiography, see Hicks 1996.
Let me refrain from repeating once more the much-abused phrase of Ranke: the development has
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modernist attack on historiography, we have turned our attention to the
metahistorical and narratological conventions behind historical writing;
since I belong to those who believe that we have to retain both the objectivity
of the past, and the subjectivity of our way of studying it, the ancient form of
the invented speech has much to offer in this regard.86 As Keith Hopkins
observed,
We read ancient sources with modern minds. And if we report what we do know
in quasiobjective, analytical terms, then inevitably our whole language of understanding and interpretation is deeply influenced by the modern world, and who
we are in it. We cannot reproduce antiquity. And religious history is necessarily
subjective. We know from experience that other writers, and readers, are very
likely and fully entitled to disagree. So why, then, don’t we incorporate this
empathetic wonder, knowledge, pseudo-scientific analysis, ignorance, competing
assumptions, and disagreements into the text of the book?87

The invented speech or dialogue gives us a chance to narrativise such questions and transform our bits and fragments through interpretation into
avenues to further reflection.88 But we need a democratisation of the speech
form: we want to include in our narratives those left out of Thucydidean-style
history; to give a voice to those who have been denied one.
One may argue: is this not a subversion of the distinction between
history and fiction? I think not. On the one hand, we are talking about
situations, where we do have evidence, though heavily fragmented, about
what happened and how people viewed it; we are not talking about how
Neolithic farmers thought about war.89 On the other hand, all historiographical work is based on procedures such as these: asking questions based
on certain suppositions and concerns; selecting the evidence based on
certain accepted procedures; and narrating the findings in certain ways
that presuppose certain assumptions.90 The Lydian touchstone of the
validity of using the invented dialogue in historical prose is contradiction:
what is in the invented part should not be contradicted by what we do have
86
87
88

89

90

Munz 1997; Lorenz 1998.
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as evidence (e.g. that Greeks believed in Allah); although it is perfectly fine,
if it is contradicted by some sources and supported by others (which is
precisely the purpose of employing such a method: giving speech to the
speechless). I am happy to note that Nicholas Purcell has argued for a
similar procedure:
Where the evidence is particularly patchy this may be combined with a counterfactual enquiry in asking questions to which the answers will never be forthcoming, but which make us sensitive to the anatomy of the problem. So, we may
imagine a kind of cultural homogeneity, allowing a calculation of the first kind to
be made along the lines of ‘what is the minimum average number of annual
sailings between one city and another to promote similar religious architecture in
both?’; and ‘what density of traffic can be postulated to account for the spread of
more or less canonical temple design across the whole Greek Mediterranean?’. The
fact that such an index is an impossibility does not deprive it of usefulness in
building models . . . Such questions have real answers, although they are unverifiable. A spectrum of possibilities can be imagined and we can say at what end we
would expect the answer to lie, and why.91

The sole difference between that and what I am arguing for is that, given
the difference of the kind of questions I want to ask, which are not
statistical but experiential, we could attempt to give a narrative form to
the answer to our questions.
One can of course argue that history is not about probability or verisimilitude, but about what actually happened.92 Which is of course true;
but the purpose of the invented parts should not be to prove or to convince,
but to suggest. This difference is nicely captured in Italian by the verbs
dimostrare (demonstrate) and mostrare (show).93 And in fact, I find it much
more honest to our readers to contain our suggestions and assumptions in
clearly fictional parts, which intend to suggest and inspire, than to bring
them through the back door into our ‘objective’ presentation. The
invented speech, by emphasising the distinction between ‘objective’ historical presentation of ‘facts’ and ‘subjective’ historical reconstruction and
interpretation can actually be fairer to the reader than the usual historical
method. This is the solution I would give to the problem of evidence: how
to connect our bits and pieces into a single inclusive account; how to
introduce the subaltern, the peripheral and the non-Greek; how to weave
the variety of perspectives into a single account.
What I have tried to do in this chapter, and in a way in this book as a
whole, is to argue that along with employing modern methodologies and
91
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techniques of writing history, we should turn and study seriously the
methodologies, genres and techniques developed by the Greeks themselves
in order to analyse and narrate their history. This is not so much because
the Greeks invented everything, or because they knew their society better
than we do; rather it is the case that the study of historiography teaches us
that there is no natural way to do things, and that in the process of
development and change many valuable things get lost or forgotten. The
Aristotelian political philosophy, the Herodotean emplotment, the history
of the common acts, the travel narrative and the invented dialogue are all
examples of forms of narrative and analysis that could still prove of
enormous value for modern historical research.
Instead of elaborating further, I am happy to note how Quentin Skinner
has recently made a similar plea.94 He has shown how Renaissance humanists rediscovered ancient rhetoric, which argued that in moral and political
issues, as opposed to the sciences of mathematics and the natural world,
one can always and one should always argue in utramquem partem. The
dialogue can present both sides without smoothing away ambiguities and
contradictions, and uses the techniques of eloquence to argue its case; this is
why the humanists argued that it is the best expressive form of moral and
political theory, as opposed to the expository form of the sciences. Skinner
argues that ancient rhetoricians and Renaissance humanists were conscious
of something very important, and modern theorists have abandoned too
easily something that they should try to recapture. I hope that my arguments will open a similar discussion.
I have not attempted to rewrite Greek history from a different perspective in this study; I have merely tried to show that the current perspective is
deeply problematic, and that an alternative perspective is both feasible and
illuminating. But as the English say, the proof of the pudding is in the
eating. At the end of this study, I hope that the least favourable reader will
grant me that much: Hic Rhodus, hic saltus.
94

Skinner 1996.
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Archäologischen Instituts (Istanbul) 44: 5–16.
Berkhofer, R. F. (1995) Beyond the Great Story: History as Text and Discourse.
Cambridge, MA, and London.
Berlin, Ir. (1980) ‘Time, space and the evolution of Afro-American society on
British Mainland North America’, AHR 85: 44–78.
Berlin, Is. (1977) Vico and Herder: Two Studies in the History of Ideas. New York.
(1979) ‘The Counter Enlightenment’ in Is. Berlin, Against the Current. Studies
in the History of Ideas. Oxford: 1–24.
Berlinerblau, J. (1999) Heresy in the University: The Black Athena Controversy and
the Responsibilities of American Intellectuals. New Brunswick, NJ.
Bernal, M. (1987) Black Athena. The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization.
I: The Fabrication of Ancient Greece, 1785–1985. London.
Berve, H. (1937) Miltiades: Studien zur Geschichte des Mannes und seiner Zeit.
Berlin.
(1967) Die Tyrannis bei den Griechen, I–II. Munich.
Betancourt, P. P., Karageorghis, V., Laffineur, R. and Niemeier, W. D. (eds.)
(1999) Meletemata: Studies in Aegean Archaeology Presented to Malcolm H.
Wiener as he Enters his Sixty-fifth Year (Aegaeum 20). Liege and Austin, TX.
Bichler, R. (1983) ‘Hellenismus’. Geschichte und Problematik eines Epochen-Begriffs.
Darmstadt.
Bilde, P., Engberg-Pedersen, T., Hannestad, L., Zahle, J. and Randsborg, K.
(eds.) (1993) Centre and Periphery in the Hellenistic World. Aarhus.
Bintliff, J. (ed.) (1991a) The Annales School and Archaeology. Leicester.
(1991b) ‘Die Polis-Landschaften Griechenlands: Probleme und Aussichten der
Bevölkerungsgeschichte’ in Olshausen and Sonnabend (1991), 149–202.
(1997) ‘Regional survey, demography and the rise of complex societies in the
Aegean’, JFA 24: 1–38.

References

245

Birken, L. (1999) ‘Chaos theory and ‘‘Western civilisation’’’, Review 22: 17–30.
Blakeway, A. (1932/3) ‘Prolegomena to the study of Greek commerce with
Italy, Sicily and France in the eighth and seventh centuries B C ’, BSA
33: 170–208.
Blanke, H. W. (1983) ‘Verfassungen die nicht rechtlich aber wirklich sind.
A. H. L. Heeren und das Ende der Aufklärungshistorie’, Berichte zur Wissenschaftsgeschichte 6: 143–64.
Blaut, J. M. (1993) The Coloniser’s Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism
and Eurocentric History. New York.
Blok, J. (1996) ‘Proof and persuasion in Black Athena: the case of K. O. Müller’,
JHI 57: 705–24.
Blum, I., Darmezin, L., Delcourt, J.-Cl. and Helly, B. (eds.) (1992) Topographie
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Chtcheglov, A. (1992) Polis et chora. Cité et territoire dans le Pont-Euxin. Trans. J.
and Y. Garlan. Besançon.
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Dillery, J. (1995) Xenophon and the History of his Times. London.
Dillon, J. (2004) Salt and Olives: Morality and Custom in Ancient Greece.
Edinburgh.
Dmitriev, S. (2005) City Government in Hellenistic and Roman Asia Minor. Oxford.
Docter, R. F. and Niemeyer, H. G. (1995) ‘Pithekoussai: the Carthaginian connection. On the archaeological evidence of Euboeo-Phoenician partnership
in the 8th and 7th centuries B .C .’, ASNP n.s. 1: 101–15.
Donato, R. di (1990) Per un’antropologia storica del mondo antico. Florence.
Dosse, F. (1994) New History in France: The Triumph of the Annales. Trans.
P. V. Conroy Jr. Urbana, IL.
Dougherty, C. and Kurke, L. (eds.) (2003a) The Cultures within Ancient Greek
Culture: Contact, Conflict, Collaboration. Cambridge.
(2003b) ‘Introduction: the cultures within Greek culture’ in Dougherty and
Kurke (2003a), 1–19.
Doukellis, P. N. and Mendoni, L. G. (eds.) (1994) Structures rurales et sociétés
antiques. Paris.
Doulgéri-Intzessiloglou A. and Garlan, Y. (1990) ‘Vin et amphores de Péparéthos
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BCH 110: 495–511.
Engberg-Pedersen, T. (1993) ‘The relationship between cultural and political
centres in the Hellenistic world’ in Bilde et al. (1993), 285–315.
Ericson, B. (2005) ‘Archaeology of empire: Athens and Crete in the fifth century
B C ’, AJA 109: 619–63.
Etienne, R. (1985) ‘Le capital immobilier dans les Cyclades à l’époque hellénistique’ in Leveau (1985), 55–67.
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Lachmann, R. (2000) Capitalists in Spite of Themselves: Elite Conflict and Economic
Transitions in Early Modern Europe. Oxford and New York.
Laffineur, R. and Niemeier, W. D. (eds.) (1995) Politeia: Society and State in the
Aegean Bronze Age (Aegaeum 12). Liege and Austin, TX.
Lambert, S. D. (1994) Rationes Centesimarum. Sales of Public Land in Lykourgan
Athens. Amsterdam.
Lang, F. (1996) Archaische Siedlungen in Griechenland: Struktur und Entwicklung.
Berlin.
Laronde, A. (1996) ‘L’exploitation de la chora cyrénéenne à l’époque classique
et hellénistique’, Comptes Rendus de l’Académie des Inscriptions: 503–27.
Larsen, J. A. O. (1936) ‘Perioeci in Crete’, CPh 31: 11–22.
(1968) Greek Federal States: Their Institutions and History. Oxford.
Larsen, M. T. (1976) The Old Assyrian City-State and its Colonies. Copenhagen.
(1989) ‘Orientalism and Near Eastern archaeology’ in Domination and Resistance,
ed. D. Miller, M. J. Rowlands and C. Tilley. London: 229–39.
(2000a) ‘The city-states of the early Neo-Babylonian period’ in Hansen (2000c),
117–27.
(2000b) ‘The Old Assyrian city-state’ in Hansen (2000c), 77–87.
Lavelle, B. M. (1992) ‘The Pisistratids and the mines of Thrace’, GRBS 33: 5–23.
Lefons, C. (1984) ‘Jacob Burckhardt: della civilta comme cittadinanza’, ASNP
14: 1337–84.
Lehmann, G. A. (2000) Ansätze zu einer Theorie des Griechischen Bundesstaates bei
Aristoteles und Polybios. Göttingen.
Lekas, P. (1988) Marx on Classical Antiquity. Problems of Historical Methodology.
Sussex and New York.
Lepore, E. (1968) ‘Per una fenomenologia storica del rapporto citta-territorio in
Magna Grecia’ in La citta e il suo territorio: atti del settimo convegno di studi
sulla Magna Grecia, ed. P. Romanelli. Naples: 29–66.
(1970) ‘Strutture della colonizzazione focea in Occidente’, Parola del Passato
25: 19–54.

References

263

Le Roy Ladurie, E. (1978) Montaillou: Cathars and Catholics in a French Village
1294–1324. Trans. B. Bray. London.
(1980) Carnival in Romans. A People’s Uprising at Romans, 1579–1580. Trans.
M. Feeney. Harmondsworth.
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trans. in Vidal-Naquet (1995), 141–69.
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Vinogradov, J. G. (1980) ‘Die historische Entwicklung der Poleis des nördlichen
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Winterling, A. (1995) ‘Polisübergreifende Politik bei Aristoteles’ in Schubert and
Brodersen (1995), 313–28.
Wittenburg, A. (1984) ‘I Dori di K. O. Müller’, ASNP 14: 1031–44.
Wohlleben, J. (1992) ‘Germany, 1750–1830’ in Dover (1992), 170–202.
Wokler, R. (1987) ‘Saint-Simon and the passage from political to social science’ in
Pagden (1987), 325–38.
Wolf, E. R. (1982) Europe and the People without History. Berkeley and Los
Angeles.
Wolpert, A. (2002) Remembering Defeat: Civil War and Civic Memory in Ancient
Athens. Baltimore and London.
Wong, R. B. (1997) China Transformed. Historical Change and the Limits of
European Experience. Ithaca, NY, and London.
Wood, A. (2002) Riot, Rebellion and Popular Politics in Early Modern England.
London.
Wood, E. M. (1988) Peasant-Citizen and Slave: The Foundations of Athenian Democracy. London.
Woolf, S. J. (1968) ‘Venice and the Terraferma: problems of the change from
commercial to landed activities’ republished in Crisis and Change in the
Venetian Economy in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, ed. B. Pullan.
London: 175–203.
Wright, J. C. (1995) ‘From chief to king in Mycenaean Greece’ in Rehak (1995),
63–80.
Wright, J. K. (1997) A Classical Republican in Eighteenth-Century France: The
Political Thought of Mably. Stanford.

References

283

Wrigley, E. A. (1967) ‘A simple model of London’s importance in changing
English society and economy 1650–1750’, P&P 36: 44–70.
Yack, B. (1986) The Longing for Total Revolution: Philosophic Sources of Social
Discontent From Rousseau to Marx and Nietzsche. Princeton, NJ.
(1993) The Problems of a Political Animal. Community, Justice and Conflict in
Aristotelian Political Thought. Berkeley, Los Angeles and London.
(1997) The Fetishism of Modernities. Epochal Self-Consciousness in Contemporary
Social and Political Thought. Notre Dame, IN.
Yalouris E. (1986) ‘Notes on the topography of Chios’ in Boardman and
Vaphopoulou-Richardson (1986), 141–68.
Yavetz, Z. (1976) ‘Why Rome? Zeitgeist and ancient historians in early 19th
century Germany’, AJPh 97: 276–96.
Yoffee, N. (1979) ‘The decline and rise of Mesopotamian civilization: an ethnoarchaeological perspective on the evolution of social complexity’, AmAnt
44: 5–35.
(1988) ‘Orienting collapse’ in The Collapse of Ancient States and Civilizations, ed.
N. Yoffee and G. Cowgill. Tucson, AZ: 1–19.
(1993) ‘Too many chiefs? (or safe texts for the 90s)’ in Archaeological Theory:
Who Sets the Agenda?, ed. N. Yoffee and A. Sherratt. Cambridge: 60–78.
(2000) ‘Law courts and the mediation of social conflict in ancient Mesopotamia’
in Order, Legitimacy and Wealth in Ancient States, ed. J. Richards and M. van
Buren. Cambridge: 46–63.
Zahrnt, H. (1971) Olynth und die Chalkidier: Untersuchungen zur Staatenbildung
auf der Chalkidischen Halbinsel im 5. und 4. Jahrhundert v. Chr. Munich.

Index

Abu-Lughod, J. 169
Achaea 51, 57, 193, 201, 215
Acragas 158
Aegean 140, 149, 167
Aegina 90, 136, 137, 161, 165
Aetolia 57, 209
Agesilaus 202
Amphipolis 177
Anaxagoras 180
Annales 52, 61–2
Antiquitates 17, 37–8, 45, 47, 210
antiquity, and modernity 23–4, 32
apoikia 151–2
Apollodorus 233–4
Arcadia 167, 171, 191, 192, 197
Arcesine 149–50
archaeology 52, 54, 65–6, 188, 212, 222–3
Argos 40, 51, 154, 171, 201, 214, 215
Aristotle 130
methods and aims 68–9, 75, 91
the polis and autarkeia 73–4, 75, 77
the polis as a community of citizens 71, 75–7
the polis and foreign relations 84, 93
the polis and history 79–80
the polis and the koinôniai 71–2, 74–5, 77,
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