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Introduction

The Polis as a Citizen-State

Mogens Herman Hansen

In the title of this volume I have preferred the modern term city-state to 
the ancient word polis, because I do not share the prevailing view that 
“city-state” (Stadtstaat, cité-Etat) is a mistranslation of “polis". I have to 
admit that for this book an even better term would have been “citizen
state”, a word coined only a few years ago by the British sociologist W.G. 
Runciman.1 It is an excellent description of the polis as a political com
munity; on the other hand, it does not do justice to polis in the sense of an 
urban community. So the time for abandoning the term city-state has not 
yet come.

In recent years it has become fashionable to criticize the rendering 
city-state on two counts: first, the polis was not a state but a fusion of state 
and society; and second, the centre of a polis was not necessarily a city.2 
In my opinion, both objections miss the point: first, in the sense of 
political community the polis was a state rather than a fusion of state and 
society, see below pages 16-8; and second, every polis we know about was 
in fact centred on a conurbation (though far from always on a walled 
city), see below pages 13-6.

My criticism of the rendering city-state takes another turn. There 
seems to be general agreement that three elements are involved in the 
concept of a state: a territory, a people, and a government.3 A state is 
therefore a government with the sole right to exercise a given legal order 
within a given area over a given population. We nowadays tend to equate 
a state with its territory - a state is a country; whereas the Greeks 
identified the state primarily with its people - a state is a people.4 Of 
course the Greeks knew all about the territory of a state: frontiers be
tween city-states are mentioned in numerous sources,5 and the frequent
ly-used penalty of exile consisted precisely in the right of anyone to kill 
the outlaw if found within the territorial bounds;6 so the Greeks were 
perfectly capable of saying “the polis stretches to this-and-this point and 
not beyond”. But territory was not nearly as important for them as for 
us:7 in all the sources, from documents and historical accounts to poetry 
and legend, it is the people who are stressed and not the territory,8 a 
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habit of thought that can be traced right back to the poet Alkaios round 
about 600 B.C.9 It was never Athens and Sparta that went to war but 
always “the Athenians and the Lakedaimonians”.10

One of the corollaries of this difference between polls and state is that a 
high proportion of the population of a polis were liable to be not citizens 
of the polis but either free foreigners (often called metics) or slaves.11 In a 
European state from the late Middle Ages onwards virtually all the 
inhabitants were also citizens, so that one could identify the state with 
those domiciled in the territory and, consequently, with the territory. In 
a Greek polis it was not possible to identify the state with those domiciled 
in the territory and so with the territory: it was necessary to identify the 
state with the citizens (the politaï)x2 who had in principle the exclusive 
right to own and use the territory. Louis XIV of France is supposed to 
have said “Iétat, cest moi”: a Greek citizen could, with even greater 
justice, have said “The polis is uT’.13 This view of the polis is abundantly 
attested in the sources,14 and it is most clearly formulated by Aristotle in 
the third Book of the Politics where he says that “a polis is a community 
{koinonia) of citizens {politai) with regard to the constitution (j&o/ztem)”,15 
and politeia is further defined as the “organization of political institutions, 
in particular the highest political institution”.16 It is at once apparent 
that Aristotle only picks up two of the three elements that comprise the 
modern juristic idea of a state, the people and the political system: the 
territory is left out altogether, and that is not by chance. For Aristotle 
asserts that no one is a citizen by mere domicile in a particular place,17 
and thus hits upon one fundamental difference between the polis and the 
modern state: it was a people rather than a place, and this difference 
would be duly emphasized if we adopted the term citizen-state instead of 
city-state.

To the modern mind a state must be identified, if not with the country, 
then with its government. Again there is a noticeable difference between 
ancient and modern priorities, which is most obvious if we compare 
ancient and modern democracies. A state can be looked at from two 
standpoints, either as a community of citizens manifesting itself in a set of 
organs with a government at the head,18 or as a set of organs, typically a 
government, exercising rule over its citizens.19 In modern states, even 
democracies, there is a tendency to identify the state with the executive 
and the government rather than with the people,20 but in a democratic 
polis, especially Athens, government and citizens largely coincided,21 
primarily through the institution of the Assembly of the People,22 and the 
dominant ideology was that the polis was the people {demos'). This mani- 
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fests itself, for example, in all the surviving treaties, where the state of 
Athens is called ho demos ho Athenaion, “the People of the Athenians”;.23 
and similarly the state of Chios is called ho demos ho ton Chion2^ etc.

In conclusion: of the three elements of a state, a modern democrat will 
rank both the territory and the government over the people, whereas, to a 
citizen in an ancient democratic polis the order of priority was the reverse: 
first the body of citizens, then the political institutions and last the territ
ory.

The Origin of the Polis

For the origin of the Greek city-state we have three different types of 
evidence: (a) the physical remains of early settlements, (b) the literary 
and epigraphical evidence of the 8th to 6th centuries and (c) the linguis
tic evidence obtained by a comparative study of related words in other 
Indo-European languages.

The linguistic evidence. In this volume the archaeological evidence is 
treated by Anthony Snodgrass and the written sources by Kurt Raaflaub; 
but there is no separate treatment of the linguistic evidence. A full paper 
of twenty or more pages would have been excessive. On the other hand, 
the study of the etymology of the term polis is extremely important, since 
by extrapolation it takes us back to a period before the earliest written 
sources we have. I will fill the gap by a short presentation of the problem.

First it should be noted that the early variant form of polis, namely 
ptolis, is probably attested in the Mycenean Linear-B tablets in the form 
po-to-ri-jo. But, alas, po-to-ri-jo is not attested as a noun, only as (part of) a 
proper name,25 and we have no clue to what po-to-ri-jo can have meant in 
Mycenean Greek.

A comparison with other Indo-European languages yields better re
sults. The Greek word polis is related etymologically to Old Indian pur 
(stronghold, fortress, city), Lithuanian pills and Lettish pils (stronghold, 
castle).26 But in both the Baltic languages the word means neither “city” 
nor “state” but only “stronghold”.27 Thus it is reasonable to infer that the 
original meaning of polis in Greek too must have been “stronghold”. The 
epigraphical evidence strongly supports this assumption. In many ar
chaic and classical Attic inscriptions polis occurs in the sense of akro- 
polis,29, and a similar usage is found in inscriptions from other places e. g. 
Mykenai29 and Rhodes.30 In the literary sources, on the other hand, polis 
is hardly ever used in this sense. In Homer there are just two (possible) 
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attestations of polis referring to the akropolis of Troy.31 In all other cases 
it is the addition of the adjective ctXQf| vel. sim. that changes the meaning 
of polis from “city” to “citadel”. There is another example in the hymn to 
Demeter, but the use in the literary sources of polis in the sense of strong
hold is much more restricted than usually believed.32 This meaning of the 
word, already rare in the archaic period, died out in the classical and 
Hellenistic periods, and in the Roman period only men of learning would 
know that polis had once been used synonymously with akropolis.33

From the sense of stronghold polis developed three other meanings: ( 1 ) 
city (or town), (2) city plus hinterland, and (3) political community (or 
state). The meanings “city” and “political community” are frequently 
attested in all sources from Homer onwards. But the sense of city plus 
surrounding territory, though sometimes stated by modern historians as 
the essential meaning of polis3'i‘ is not common in classical sources,35 and, 
in my opinion, unattested in Homer and other early sources.

To sum up: the Indo-European etymology strongly suggests that the 
original meaning of polis was neither city (or town) nor state (or political 
community) but stronghold (or citadel), and perhaps a fortified akropolis 
of the type found before 800 B.C. in Emborio on Chios, in Koukounaries 
on Paros, in Agios Andreas on Siphnos, in Vrokastro on eastern Crete 
and in several other sites of the Geometric period.36

The earliest written and archaeological evidence. When we turn from the 
linguistic to the literary and archaeological evidence we have to address 
two much-debated but still unsolved problems: (1) what is the relation 
between the polis as an urban and as a political community? (2) when 
and where did the Greek polis arise (a) in the sense of city; and (b) in the 
sense of state? How we answer these questions depends upon how we 
date the Homeric poems and how we interpret the type of society they 
describe. Today the prevailing opinion - shared by Raaflaub in his paper 
- is that the Homeric poems reflect a “historical Homeric society” which 
should be dated to the 8th century B.C.37 In Chapter 1 Anthony Snod
grass has drawn one picture and in Chapter 2 Kurt Raaflaub has drawn 
another. What happens if we compare the two different types of evi
dence?

Polis or ptolis occurs some 250 times in the Iliad and the Odyssey.33 The 
meaning is either “city” or “political community” but often the word 
carries both meanings at the same time.39 Now, what did the Homeric 
polis look like and how was it organized?

The Homeric polis has broad streets 40 and is enclosed with steep 
walls41 and beautiful towers.42 Inside the city there is an assembly 
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place,43 and sanctuaries,44 in which (sometimes) temples are erected.45 
We do not hear much about houses,40 but the Homeric polis includes one 
or more mansions, which in some cases are so magnificent that the 
traditional designation of them as palaces seems well deserved.47 The 
poleis about which Homer gives most information are Troy,48 Scheria 49 
and the two cities depicted on the shield of Achilles,50 but Argos, Sparta, 
Mykenai and many other settlements are also called polis by Homer, and 
again the epithet “with broad streets” is used.51 The poet conveys the 
impression that a polis is, if not a city, then a town, and not just a village 
or a stronghold. The urban character of the polis is further emphasized by 
the fact that the term asty is used synonymously with polis about all the 
settlements mentioned above.52

If we ask about physical remains of cities before 700 B.C. there are, to 
the best of my knowledge, only three sites to be listed, namely Zagora on 
Andros, Old Smyrna and Megara Hyblaia. But Zagora, though probably 
a walled 8th-century conurbation, is too small to match the Homeric 
poleis'^3 Megara Hyblaia had no walls until a century and a half after its 
foundation in 728;54 and the date of old Smyrna is still in dispute.55 There 
is an astonishing gap between the “Homeric polis” as the basic social unit 
of an 8th-century society and the absence of physical remains of walled 
conurbations older than the second half of the 7 th century.56 Archaeolog- 
ically, the polis as a town or city does not belong in the 8th century, but 
rather in the 7th century (the colonies) or in the 6th century (mainland 
Greece).57

How is this gap to be explained? I can think of at least three possible 
explanations, (a) We may hope that future excavations will lead to the 
discovery of 8th-century Greek towns that match the Homeric picture of 
a polis. Only a few decades ago very few would have imagined what was 
actually found during the excavations of Lefkandi.38 Alternatively (b) we 
may have to down-date by a century or so the final version of the 
Homeric poems, and consequently Homeric society must be moved to 
the 7th century.59 Or (c) we may give up the idea of a “historical 
Homeric Society” altogether and assume that the Homeric polis is a 
mixture of reminiscences of walled Bronze-age palaces, a vague know
ledge about the great urban centres in the neighbouring near-eastern 
empires, and a city in a wonderland imagined by the Greek singers of 
tales.

Pace Finley and others, who held that no trace of the polis could be 
found in the Homeric poems,60 it is now generally believed and convinc
ingly argued that polis in the sense of political community is amply
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attested both in the Iliad and in the A 6th-century Greek audi
ence listening to a performance of the poems would have had no difficulty 
in recognizing Scheria as a typical colony founded by Nausithoos, and 
the two poleis depicted on the shield of Achilles as contemporary walled 
cities. But to establish that polis in the sense of political community is well 
attested in Homer is different from saying that polis was the prevailing 
form of political organization when the poems took their final form.

In the catalogue of ships as well as elsewhere in the Iliad most of the 
individuals are not identified by their polis but by the region to which 
they belong. Agapenor, for example, is the leader of the Arkadians and it 
is nowhere stated in which of the localities in Arkadia he lived. Nor is any 
person in Homer identified as coming from Mantinea or Tegea etc. 
Similarly, in Crete there are a hundred poleis but they are all ruled by 
Idomeneus.62 The Boiotians have five leaders. After naming them Homer 
lists différent localities in Boiotia, but never says which leader belongs to 
which locality.63 According to the catalogue of ships in Iliad 2 and many 
other passages in the Iliad as well, the political unit of early Greece was 
not the polis but the region, and this observation forces us to face a much- 
neglected problem in the study of the emergence of the polis', the relation 
between polis and region.

It is a remarkable fact that the federal states formed in the classical 
and Hellenistic periods almost always follow the regional pattern, i.e the 
Arkadian Confederacy, the Boiotian Confederacy etc.64 The division into 
regions can be traced back to the archaic period and even earlier 
(Geometric pottery styles seem to follow regional lines).65 The relation 
between polis and region in the archaic and early classical period is a 
aspect of Greek history that for some time has not attracted the attention 
of students of ancient Greek society. Admittedly, German historians have 
had a tradition for seeing what they call “der Stammstaat” as the political 
community that preceded the polis, and in this context they have discus
sed the region as the principal political entity in the Dark Age.66 Among 
French and Anglophone scholars, on the other hand, the trend is to focus 
on the city-state and connect all evidence of early social and political 
structure with the emergence of the polis, without paying much attention 
to the regions or other, larger political units.67 This volume was originally 
planned to include a contribution about polis and region but due to lack 
of sufficient funds we had to cut it out. I hope that these brief remarks are 
enough at least to draw attention to the problem.
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Polis as a city and as a state

When discussing the origin of the polis we tend to forget that in early 
sources and especially in the Iliad, asty occurs frequently (though not as 
frequently as p(t)olis)P Admittedly, the sense “city” is much more com
mon than the sense “political community”, but there are passages in 
archaic sources where asty denotes the community and not just the urban 
centre.69 In the classical period this sense of asty seems to disappear, but 
the derivative astos continues to have the meaning “citizen” and not just 
“city-dweller”.70 Perikles’ citizenship law, for example, prescribed that 
citizen rights in Athens be restricted to those whose parents were both 
astoiJ} Fhe synonymous use of asty and polis in archaic sources, and the 
synonymous use of astos and polites even in classical sources suggest that a 
conurbation was an essential element of the archaic and classical Greek 
polis, and that the modern and fashionable dissociation of the two senses 
“city” and “state” has been taken too far.

In support of the dissociation of the two senses, historians often claim
(a) that there are many examples of poleis without an urban centre and, 
conversely, (b) that many urban centres were not the political, religious 
and economic centre of a polisP

Re (a): Sparta is the example almost inevitably adduced by historians 
who hold that a polis did not necessarily have an urban centre.73 It is true 
that Sparta had no walls before the Hellenistic period and that it con
sisted of four komai: Limnai, Kynossoura, Messoa and Pitane. But the 
four komai were so close together that they must have formed a single 
nucleated settlement. They occupied an area of some 3 square km., and 
in the early fifth century they must have been inhabited by, sometimes, 
as many as 8,000 Spartiatai and probably by their families as well.74 A 
population density of several thousand adult male citizens per square 
kilometre is quite enough to reveal that Sparta must have been a conur
bation, in spite of the absence of walls and monumental temples. Thus it 
is not surprising that, for example, Herodotos uses the term polis (in the 
sense of city) about Sparta.73 Similarly, in the famous oracle given to the 
Spartans during the Persian Wars Sparta is described as an asty.16 I 
conclude that Sparta is an ill-chosen example of a polis without an urban 
centre.

To substantiate his claim that “many [poleis] were not cities at all, 
though they all possessed civic centres”, Moses Finley adduces the 
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dioikismos of Mantinea in 385 B.C. and writes: “the inhabitants of the 
’’city“ of Mantinea were the owners of landed estates, who preferred to 
live together in the centre, away from their farms, in a style visible as far 
back as the Homeric poems and which had nothing to do with city-life”.77 
Finley’s description is essentially correct, but that does not change the 
fact that, down to 385 B.C., a four-digit number of Mantinean citizens 
lived together in a nucleated settlement protected by walls and that, by 
the dioikismos, they were forced to dismantle their houses and move to one 
of the surrounding komai.

Re (b): it is admittedly easier to find attestations of conurbations which 
were not the political, religious and economic centre of a polis. One 
example is Thorikos in Attika,78 which in the classical period was not a 
polis, but considerably larger and more affluent than, for example, any of 
the four small poleis on the neighbouring island of Keos. Other examples 
of towns that were not />o/A-centres can indeed be found, e.g. Kasmenai 
in Sicily,79 but outside Attika they are, I think, not so numerous as some 
historians would like to believe. In support of this view I will adduce the 
fourth-century Periplous erroneously attributed to Skylax. He lists some 
500 localities which are either explicitly called polis or their status as polis 
is secured implicitly by the context. Of these some 430 are Hellenic poleis. 
Since his purpose is to draw a geographical and not a political picture of 
the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, one would expect him to list the 
important cities and to use polis in the sense of conurbation rather than 
political community. Nevertheless, the localities he singles out as poleis 
are almost invariably some which modern historians take to be poleis in 
the political sense of the term as well.80 To conclude, I side with those 
historians who state that a polis “was usually confined to one city and its 
immediate countryside”.81

A further objection to be made against the traditional translation 
“city-state” is that the typical ancient Greek polis was much too small to 
be called a city. Today the term “city” denotes a conurbation with at 
least a five-digit number of inhabitants, but in the ancient world many 
conurbations could not even muster a four-digit number, and nucleated 
settlements inhabited by a five-digit number of persons were very rare 
even in the Roman period. It is, of course, true that “city” in its modern 
sense is a misleading rendering of polis in the sense of conurbation. In this 
respect “town” would be a preferable translation,82 and we have to admit 
that many ancient poleis were smaller than a large modern village.83 But 
if, in a historical context, we allow the term “city” to denote even a small 
nucleated settlement - as all historians do when they speak of “cities” in 
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medieval and early modern Europe 84 — I can see nothing wrong about 
describing the ancient Greek polis as a “city”.

1’he close connection between city and state in the ancient Greek world 
is further emphasized by a very simple linguistic observation. In most 
Indo-European languages the words for conurbation and countryside 
form a pair of antonymns, e.g. city/country (English), Stadt/Land (Ger
man), by/land (Danish), cité/pays (French) and polis/chora (Greek). In 
ancient Greek it was the word for city which came to denote the political 
community, whereas in modern European languages it is invariably the 
word for country which is also used synonymously with state. In ancient 
Greece a war was always waged between two poleis, never between chorai, 
and it was also the polis not the chora that defrayed expenses, made peace, 
had frontiers with other poleis, etc.85 In the modern world, on the other 
hand, it is invariably the term country which is used in all such cases, 
never the city. The most likely explanation of this phenomenon is that a 
polis had a conurbation as its political centre, whereas in the Middle 
Ages, when the modern European nations emerged, a state had no politi
cal centre and no capital. The king and his court moved from castle to 
castle. Consequently it was impossible to connect the political institu
tions with any particular locality, and the nation could only be identified 
with the country as such. Similarly, as has often been noted, all the Greek 
poleis were named after their urban centre, e.g. Athenaioi, Korinthioi, Ar- 
geioi, etc., whereas no European nation is named after its capital or major 
city.86

To conclude this section, I venture the following statements: there is 
no attested polis which was not centred on a conurbation and, conversely, 
almost every conurbation of any consequence was the centre of a polis. In 
spite of the modern fashion, we must not be too eager to dissociate the 
polis as a city from the polis as a state. Admittedly, “city” and “state” are 
two different aspects of the ancient polis, but they both refer to the same 
physical object and often an author uses the term twice in the same 
period but switches, almost imperceptibly, from one sense to the other.87 
So — against the prevailing trend among ancient historians - I would like 
to defend the traditional view that “city-state” is an essentially correct 
rendering of the ancient term polis, and conveys a good understanding of 
the concept, provided that we remember the very small size of the polis 
both as a city and as a state. Just as the polis (in the sense of state) was a 
political community which often had a few hundred adult male citizens 
only, and accordingly was much smaller than any modern state, so the 
polis (in the sense of city) was a conurbation which was sometimes inha- 
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bited by less than a thousand persons and, accordingly, was much smal
ler than any modern city.88

The Polis as a State and as a Society

Discussion of the word polis in the senses of (a) a political community and
(b) a conurbation leads to the question whether the polis is best described 
as a form of state or rather as a form of society.89 Since, as explained 
above, the Greeks took the polis to be a people rather than a territory or a 
government, the best way of addressing this problem is to ask: which 
persons did a polis consist of? Modern historians have two very different 
answers to this question. According to George Forrest, for example, the 
polis “was a community of citizens (adult males), citizens without politi
cal rights (women and children), and non-citizens (resident foreigners 
and slaves), a defined body, occupying a defined area, living under a 
defined or definable constitution, ...” 90 Ernst Meyer, however, offers the 
following description: “die “Polis” ist also die Gesamtheit seiner Biirger, 
nähmlich aller derjenigen, immer nur männlichen Angehörigen des Vol
kes, die die politischen Rechte besitzen, “am Staat Anteil haben”.”91

Both Forrest and Meyer (and their followers) can find support for their 
view in the sources, for example in Aristotle’s Politics. In Books 1 and 3 
Aristotle offers two very different accounts of what a polis is. In Book 1 he 
gives a socio-economic analysis of the polis. Its atom is the household 
(oz'Åfa),92 the purpose of which is production of the necessities of life and 
reproduction of its own members;93 there is no discussion whatsoever of 
the concepts of citizen (Polites') and constitution (politeia)?4 and all in
habitants of the polis are also members of the polis’, men, wofnen, children 
and slaves.95 In Book 3 Aristotle represents the polis as, a political com
munity. Its atom is the citizen,96 not the household, and politai (matter) 
and politeia (form) are seen as the two essential aspects of the polis?1 
There is no discussion any longer of production (ktesis) which, ideally, 
ought to be left to non-citizens,98 and the household (oikia) is only men
tioned in passing. Accordingly, women, foreigners and slaves are out
siders.99

Aristotle’s two conflicting but complementary views of the polis match 
the two related but different meanings of the term polis. In Book 1 he 
treats the polis in the sense of “city”, and describes how it developed out 
of the village (kome) which again developed out of the household (oi- 
kia)?00 In Book 3 the polis is seen as a political community, and the 
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purpose of life is no longer production and reproduction {to zen),XÜX but 
the citizens’ participation in politics {politike koinonia) which for a true 
human being is what life is all about {to eu zen).102

Thus the two definitions of a polis offered by Forrest and Meyer are 
both correct, but apply in different contexts. As a setting for human 
production and reproduction the polis is a society, not a state; the term 
polis designates a conurbation (sometimes including the hinterland) 
rather than a political community, and all inhabitants are members of 
the polis. But as a political community the polis is a state rather than a 
society, and the term polis designates the adult male citizens only, united 
by their political institutions, in which the citizens participate completely 
isolated from women, metics foreigners and slaves.

Thus the Greeks saw the polis both as a society comprising all inhabit
ants and as a political community restricted to adult male citizens. But 
the sources show that they were perfectly capable of distinguishing the 
two different meanings of polis and the two different spheres. Again, 
Aristotle’s Politics may serve as an example. In Book 1 he says that polis 
consists of households {oikiai) and that women, children and slaves are 
members of the household. Thus slaves are members of the polis.103 But in 
Book 3 and 7 Aristotle says explicitly that (foreigners and) slaves are not 
members of the polis.104 The apparent contradiction disappears when we 
remember that the polis referred to in Book 1 consists of oikiai, whereas 
the polis referred to in the later books consists of politai. Similarly, viewed 
as a society the members of a polis are unequal, but viewed as a state all 
members are equal105 Another example is Plato. In Republic Book 2 Plato 
describes the emergence of the polis in the sense of a nucleated settlement 
intended to facilitate production by division of labour;106 polites is used in 
the (rare) sense of “inhabitant”107 and the polis includes artisans and 
traders. But in the Laws Plato describes the foundation of a polis which is 
to have 5,040 citizens,108 and here polites is used in the sense of an adult 
male citizen.109 It is worth noticing that Plato’s account of the polis in 
Republic Book 2 matches Aristotle’s in his Politics Book 1, whereas the polis 
described in Plato’s Laws is a political community, as is the polis de
scribed in the other books of of Aristotle’s Politics.

There were, however, two spheres of life in which the two different 
aspects of the polis tended to overlap: religion and war.

Every city-state had one or more civic deities symbolically connected 
with the polis as a state; the common hearth in the prytaneion was the 
symbolic centre of the polis', and all the major festivals were organized by 
the polis and run by its officials who were also entrusted with the ad
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ministration of the sanctuaries.110 On the other hand, the cults of 
goddesses, even of Athena Polias, were almost invariably in the hands of 
priestesses,111 and some festivals, e.g. the Thesmophoria, were attended 
by women only.112 So, seen as a religious community the polis was not 
exclusively a male society as it certainly was as a political community.113 
Nor was polis religion restricted to citizens; metics, women and even 
slaves were allowed to participate in many of the other festivals.114 They 
did so undoubtedly as inferiors, but nevertherless, in the religious sphere 
they were insiders,115 whereas in the political sphere they were invariably 
outsiders.

Similarly in the military sphere. For its defence a polis relied on its 
phalanx of hoplites, who were mostly of citizen status, and many histo
rians have seen the hoplite phalanx as the essence of the polis and one of 
the important factors in its emergence.116 But the phalanx was not 
isomorphic with the city. Only upper- and middle-class citizens could 
afford the equipment. Poor citizens were excluded, so the citizens were 
not united by being hoplites.117 Conversely, metics served in the phalanx 
with the citizens,118 and the citizens did not isolate themselves from the 
foreigners as they did in the political sphere.

The Autonomous Polis

It is still a widely accepted view that the polis was by definition autonom- 
05,119 so that by losing its autonomia a political community lost its identi
ty as a polis. This has been stated so often and with such a force that for 
many years I believed it too. The problem is that it has no support in the 
sources.

(a) No ancient discussion of the nature of the polis mentions autonomia 
as a defining characteristic. Plato, for example, treats the concept and 
nature of the polis in the Republic, especially in Book 2, and in the Laws, 
especially in Books 3 and 4, but has not a word to say about autonomia', he 
does not even use the word. Similarly, in Aristotle’s Politics there is no 
occurrence of the noun autonomia, and the adjective autonomos is used only 
once, in a passage in which autonomous citizens are opposed to citizens 
ruled by a tyrant.120 For Aristotle it is the concept of autarkeia, not of 
autonomia, that is inseparably connected with the concept of the polis,121

(b) The opposite ofautonomia is being hypekoos. If autonomia had been an 
essential characteristic of the polis, the term hypekoos polis would have 
been either a nonsense or an oxymoron. But quite a few sources speak 
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about hypekooi poleis in a straightforward manner.122 Every city-state 
would of course have preferred to be autonomous, but obviously a city- 
state did not lose its identity as a polis by being subjected to another city- 
state or, for example, to the king of Persia, or Macedon, or a Hellenistic 
ruler, or Rome.

(c) Many dependent political communities are called poleis and treated 
as poleis in our sources. The most obvious example are the perioikic 
communities ruled by Sparta,123 but there are innumerable other examp
les of poleis being dependencies rather than independent states (cf. page 
20 below and Peter Rhodes’ discussion in Chapter 5).

(d) The sources in which the concept of autonomia is indeed linked with 
the term polis are the treaties between city-states and alliances of city- 
states, beginning with the peace of Nikias in 422/1.121 But again these 
treaties show not only that all poleis strove for autonomy but also that 
city-states deprived of their autonomy nevertheless counted as poleis. One 
example will suffice. The King’s Peace of 387/6 stipulated that all poleis, 
great and small, be autonomous, apart from those in Asia Minor and a 
few others.125 One result of the peace was that the Thebans had to set the 
other Boiotian poleis free and respect their autonomiaS^' If autonomia had 
been a prerequisite for being a polis the Boiotian city-states, apart from 
Thebes, would not have been poleis in the period before 387/6. But the 
description we have of the Boiotian confederacy in the Hell. Oxy. shows 
that, although they were not autonomous in the period before the King’s 
Peace, they were nevertheless poleisS22

It has not passed unnoticed, of course, that the concept of the auton
omous polis is hard to reconcile with the fact that so many of the city- 
states were dependencies. In his count of poleis, for example, Ruschen- 
busch includes only those that were “selbständige poleis” S29, A different 
line is taken by Ostwald.129 He shares the view that a real polis must be 
autonomous, but then prefers to stretch the concept of autonomia. He 
writes, for example, about Aigina in the late fifth century: “By itself 
neither the razing of her walls, nor the loss of her fleet, nor the payment of 
tribute constitute a loss of autonomia ... We may conclude that a state is 
autonomous when it is left free to exercise on its own the most rudimentary 
powers necessary for its survival.” 130 But on this interpretation of auton
omia the Boiotian cities would have been autonomous in the period before 
387/6. I prefer to believe that autonomia meant independence, but to point 
out as well that the connection between the concepts of polis and autonomia 
has been invented by modern historians. To the Greeks the polis was a 
(small) community of citizens united in having common political institu- 
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tions. Whether or not decisions about e.g. foreign policy and defence 
were made by the citizens themselves or by a dominating neighbour was, 
of course, a matter of great importance; every polis wanted to be free 
(eleutheros) and independent (autonomos); but losing its autonomy did not 
affect a community’s identity as a polis as long as its political institutions 
(housed in a bouleuterion and a prytaneion etc) were allowed to survive and 
work. Let me adduce two sources in support of this view. After the sack of 
Sardis by Kyros in ca. 547/6 the Ionian cities convened a meeting in 
which, according to Herodotos, Thales the philosopher made the follow
ing proposal: the Ionians should set up a common bouleuterion for all the 
Ionian poleis in Teos, whereby all the other poleis, though kept as urban 
centres just as before, would change their status and become demes 
instead of poleis.131 Similarly, according to Thucydides, it was by setting 
up a common bouleuterion and prytaneion in Athens that Theseus created 
the Athenian polis out of the many earlier poleis in Attica, each with its 
own bouleuterion.132

From the above considerations it follows that polis, in the sense of 
political community, designates not only the small independent city-state 
but also a whole range of other state forms, namely: (a) dependencies 
such as the perioikic communities in Lakedaimon,133 the Athenian 
klerouchies,134 poleis ruled by other poleis,Viy or small states located within 
the borders of a federal state but without any representation in the feder
al organs of government;136 (b) constituent states which were members of 
a federation and represented in the federal organs of government;137 (c) 
members of an alliance, even members deprived of their autonomy;138 (d) 
the two oversized hegemonic city-states, Athens 139 and Sparta,140 both 
coextensive with an entire region. Finally, by an extension of the use of 
the term polis it 'could be used about (e) the federal state itself which 
covered a whole region and consisted of a number of poleis,^1 and (f) a 
whole barbarian nation such as, for example, the Persian State.142 In 
senses (e) and (I) polis is used synonymously with the more common term 
ethnos in the sense of “state”, and here “city-state” would indeed be a 
mistranslation.

The Polis in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods

It is still a common view that the independent Greek polis flourished in 
the archaic and classical periods, but was crushed by the Macedonians 
and disappeared in the second half of the 4th century.143 The turning 
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point is often pinned down to the battle of Chaironeia, and from some 
accounts one gets the impression that the city-state perished on 2 August 
338 B.C. For my own part, however, I have always preferred to believe 
that the independent city-state declined at least a century before 
Chaironeia,144 whereas the polis, i.e. the political community of citizens 
united in the running of their city’s institutions, continued to exist 
throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods.145 Apart from those 
under Persian rule, most poleis were probably autonomous at the begin
ning of the 5th century before the Persian Wars, and most of the poleis 
along the coast of Asia Minor became autonomous in the wake of the 
battles of Salamis, Mykale and Plataiai. But at that time the concept of 
autonomia had not yet emerged,14*’ and when autonomia became a crucial 
concept in interstate relations, i.e. from the mid-fifth century on,147 more 
and more poleis lost their independence. During the second half of the 
fifth century many poleis were deprived of their autonomy by becoming 
members of the Delian or the Peloponnesian league; and during the late 
fifth and fourth centuries hundreds of poleis changed their status from 
being independent states to being constituent states of a confederacy that 
regularly comprised all the poleis within a region. By the mid fourth 
century we find federal states in Boiotia, Phokis, Lokris, Euboia, Thessa
ly, Epeiros, Aitolia, Akarnania, Achaia and Arkadia. Furthermore, many 
poleis along the coast of Asia Minor had once again become subject to the 
King of Persia, as they had been in the period before the Persan Wars. 
There is no historical atlas which includes a map ol Greece ca. 350 B.C. 
showing which poleis were still independent and which had become de
pendencies, either by being dominated by one of the hegemonic cities or 
the King of Persia or by being a member of a confederation. Such a map 
would reveal that when Macedon under Philip II began to manifest itself 
as a great power, the independent city-state was no longer the typical 
form of polis. What disappeared with the rise of Macedon in the second 
half of the 4th century was not the polis but the hegemonic polis such as 
Athens, Sparta or Thebes. The other poleis could not necessarily tell the 
difference between being dominated by Athens or the king of Persia and 
being dominated by the king of Macedon or some other Hellenistic 
monarch. Thus the polis (i.e. the small political community of citizens 
living in or around an urban centre and united in running its political 
institutions) survived the end of the classical period, and though the 
independent city-state had declined long before the defeat at Chaironeia, 
the polis in the true sense of the word existed and prospered throughout 
the Hellenistic and Roman periods. Accordingly this volume concludes 
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with two major contributions: Philippe Gauthier’s about the Hellenistic 
polis and Fergus Millar’s about the Greek polis in the Roman world.

By why have so many historians taken the independent city-state to be 
the typical form of polis in the 4th century B.C.? And why do they tend to 
ignore the large number ofpoleis which, by ca. 350, had been transformed 
into constituent states or dependencies? I believe that Aristotle is to be 
held responsible. For better or worse his Politics, more than any other 
source, has shaped modern historians’ understanding of the Greek polis. 
Aristotle took the formation of societies to be a natural development, and 
the formation of the polis to be the completion (telos) of that develop
ment.148 He describes how many oikiai form a kome and many komai form 
a polis.149 We can add that, in the classical period, many poleis tended to 
form a federal state (an ethnos or koinon), but in the Politics there is no 
discussion and no mention of federal states, and Aristotle never says that 
the koinon is a further development of the polis. Why not? First, he de
scribes the development of societies in Book I where he treats the polis as 
a society and not as a political community; and a discussion of federal 
states does not belong in that context. Second, his belief in a natural 
development of societies led him to see the kome as a dwarf and the koinon 
as a giant, whereas the polis was the grown-up human being.150 To main
tain this view he had to close his eyes to contemporary developments 
and, in most of his analysis, to ignore both the federal states in Hellas 
itself and the big monarchies north and east of Hellas. He could do that 
because the members of the Hellenic federal states were still essentially 
poleis,151 and because the big monarchies were barbarian and accordingly 
communities of inferior human beings. His treatise has had an enormous 
impact on all later political philosophy. It is more surprising that Aristot
le’s view of the Hellenic polis as the summit of the development of human 
society has also succeeded in shaping modern historians’ understanding 
of the nature of the Greek polis in the later classical period.
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